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Chapter 1
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Levi





"Did I just hear you right?" I almost squeak at my brother Nash. "Did y'all just tell me that you're getting married?" His girlfriend, Braylynn, literally just got out of the hospital, but that’s a long story. I never pictured my brother the marrying type, nor myself, for that matter. We've seen how disastrous a marriage can be firsthand, and I personally have zero interest. 

“You heard right.” Nash states, head bobbing up and down, as he sits on the front porch with me, at our childhood home. “But keep it under your hat for now. Until we figure out what's going on with mama and daddy, Braylynn and I would like to keep everything simple.”

“How long do you suppose that daddy is going to be in jail for.” I say as more of a comment than a question. If I had it my way, he would be in there for good, but unfortunately, Braylynn was much too nice of a person and showed him way too much mercy.

“I don't know yet. It depends on what the lawyer says. He hasn't even seen one yet. And I'm not forking out the dough for him to see one either.”

“Same here. Have you been to see him?”

“Not if it means leaving Braylynn.  I just figured that we ought to talk about what we're going to do with this house.”

“What do you mean. Are we going to set daddy down on his ass? I mean, I get it that he deserves it, but do we really want to be the ones responsible for turning our father into a vagrant. The first thing he’ll do is run for the bottle again."

“Do you want to keep paying his bills?"

“We don’t have to. If daddy’s not drinking away his money anymore, then he can pay his own damn bills. They’re coming in his name anyway.  We’re just the fools that pay them for him."  I pause for a beat. “Besides, I’m gonna need somewhere to hang my hat for a little bit myself."

He lifts his head and raises both of his eyebrows. “Things not working out with your girl?"

“I never said I was living with her, Nash. All I said was that I wasn’t living at home. Sure, I’m staying with her, for now. But that’s only temporary.”

“So, what’s your plan then. The offer still stands for you to stay with me and Bray.”

“Billy’s offered for me to hang my hat for a while at the ranch. I think I’d rather do that, as it’s way less complicated."

He shrugs. “It’s your call, Levi. but if you can’t see yourself staying in this house, then maybe you ought to think about getting a place of your own."

I crane my neck backward slightly. “Well, aren’t you the hypocrite today. Where do you get off telling me where I can and can’t stay? Just because you’re living with your fiancé, doesn’t give you the right. When the hell have you ever had a place of your own."  I point out.

His eyes widen. I know I’m coming off strong, and maybe a little bit rude too, but I’m sick and tired of people trying to tell me what to do with my life. I’m sick and tired of people looking at me differently, because of my family. Especially now that my daddy is spending some time behind bars. It’s not Nash‘s fault, but that doesn’t give him the right to tell me how to run my life.

“Levi, I don’t mean to offend you, brother. You have every right to stay in that house if you want to, and I know that Billy would be more than happy to have you stay with him at the ranch, too. They may not be our blood family, but they mean more to us than our actual family does, that’s for sure. You do what makes you happy, that’s all that matters to me."

My gaze goes to my hands. Shame on me for speaking to my brother like that. He means well, and I should know that. “That’s right." I tell him, feeling like I’m possessed, like I don’t have any control over my words. “I will do what makes me happy."

His eyes search mine, like he’s trying to figure me out.  Like I’m not the brother that he’s seen every single day since the moment I was born. Well, he’s not going to find what he’s looking for. Because what he’s looking for isn’t who I am anymore. Nash thinks that I’m not capable of doing the things that a normal man would do, but he’s wrong. He thinks that I follow him around like a lost puppy, that I can’t think for myself, that I put blinders on when it comes to my daddy and what’s going on with my mama, but I know it all.

I told him so a couple of days ago, but I don’t think that he heard me, or if he did, he doesn’t believe me. People think that I’m stupid and simple minded, that I don’t know what love is. But I do, and they’re all wrong.

It seems like I’ve rendered my brother speechless, because he simply slaps his thighs, draws in a deep breath, and stands up. “Well, I guess that’s it, then. We let daddy fend for himself for once in his life.”  He changes the subject.  "So, when do I get to meet this woman that's stolen my brother's heart?"

"Whenever you want." It comes out like a scoff before I can stop it.

"Well, she's in Dallas.  Is that going to be a problem?"

"Why the hell would it be?  I've been dating her, haven't I?" My voice is more condescending than I mean it to be.

"Alright then." He says, eyes widening, but he recovers quickly.  "How about dinner tomorrow night?"

"Are you sure that Braylynn will be up for that?"

"We can do it at her house if it's all the same to you, man.  Six o'clock work for you?"

"I'll see you then." My words come out cold.  And as I drive back to Dallas, I keep rewinding the conversation in my mind, wondering what the hell came over me.  I suppose with everything that's happened, my mind isn't what it used to be.  All the stress, all the drama, it's been eating away at me.  That's why going to Dallas seems to have helped.  Nobody knows me there, and therefore I don't have to look at the judgmental glances when I'm there.  Nobody knows me except Shelly when I’m in Dallas.  

Why, I don’t know, but these days, I like being invisible. And with Shelley, I can be as invisible as I want to be. She doesn’t ask questions, and I like that. We have a mutual respect and boundaries, even though we’ve only been together for a short time. I never knew I'd end up liking an older woman, but there’s something to be said for it. At the moment, we don’t talk about the future. And that’s fine by me.

Shelly invited me to stay with her, but it wasn’t so much an invitation as it was a convenience. It just so happens that I’ve ended up staying at her place for the last couple of weeks, sort of by accident. I’ve been home enough to go pick up a few things here and there, even though I don’t own much. She gave me the code to her front door, so I can come and go as I please. Dallas isn't a small town, which seems questionable, considering how fast she began trusting me. You see, that’s the difference between living in a small town and not. You live in a small town, eyes are always on you, and if you go into someone’s house that isn’t your own, everyone will know.

Even though we met at the school I’m attending in Dallas, I still don’t quite know what program she’s taking. Like I said, I haven’t known her that long, and we don’t even have any classes together. We sort of met serendipitously, sitting in the computer lab together. I know that my mama would hate her, because she’s older.  Which is why I haven’t mentioned introducing her to my family yet. 

Her car isn’t in the driveway when I arrive, so I let myself in. With a simple text message, I let her know where I am. Her place is small, relatively speaking. I think it’s the smallest house on her street, but it’s nicely done, and modern. Although there isn’t any food in the house, I’m not hungry, and suddenly I feel lost. Normally, I’m at Billy's ranch, hanging with the boys, or I’m at home. What brought me here, I have no idea. I send Shelly another text message, asking her how long she’ll be gone for, trying not to come off as needy. I simply don’t want to stay here by myself for long.

A minute later she responds, telling me that she’ll be very late. I make up my mind to head back to the ranch and meet up with her later. As I drive back to the ranch, I immediately start mentally beating myself up for wasting my own time. I’m not much of a planner, and my hat usually rests somewhere that isn’t Shelly's, even though I’m trying to get used to it somewhat.

The debate starts the moment I pull up the driveway at Billy's ranch, as to whether or not word has spread about my brother's engagement, that is. Lord strike me dead for being the big mouth to spread the news instead of letting my brother have his moment. But when I see Nash's truck parked up further in the driveway, I’d be willing to bet that he’s already shared the news.

He does a double take when he sees me pulling up. It’s almost embarrassing, seeing as I was only with him less than an hour ago. “I figured you’d be off having a romantic evening with your girl.” Nash comments when he approaches.

“I could say the same thing to you, seeing as you’re the one that just got engaged." I volley back, not hiding the snark in my voice. 

“Fair enough. Although, my fiancé, as you know, just healed from a head injury, so our celebration plans are on hold for now. What’s your excuse?” He asks playfully, chucking me on the shoulder.

The only response I have is a shrug.

“Hey, Levi.” Billy says by rote, coming around the corner, adjusting his tool belt. “Piper’s got some wicked stew in the house if you want some."

If Piper’s the cook, there’s no need to twist my arm. Besides, the last thing I want to do is start talking about weddings and school and shit. “You don’t have to ask me twice." I say matter-of-factly.

I wasn’t hungry when I was at Shelly's, but the minute I open the door, the smell creeps up my nose, and I’m a goner. Piper is sitting at the kitchen table, alone, eating what looks like a dinner roll. “Hey, Levi. Come and eat. There’s plenty."

She rises off her chair, and serves me a bowl of stew, adding a dinner roll to the lip of bowl. Freshly churned butter sits on a dish in the center of the table. As I sit down across from her, I feel a strange sense of home. Billy's ranch has become my home since I started working here. “The vases came for the ranch house today. I’ll show them to you after you’re done eating if you want.”

“I’m up for that."

“I was going to have a fire later. Burn off some of that old brush. Are you up for roasting some marshmallows?"

Piper has become somewhat of a sister to me. In fact, all the ladies around here have. I can’t say no to any of them. But I have to stop myself. “I can stay for a bit, but I’ve got plans later."

She gets this smirky yet cute grin on her face. “And just when do I get to meet these other plans?"

If it were anyone else, I might not react so kindly. “Not ready yet. We’re not there yet.”

“Tell me about her.” She suggests, putting more butter on the end of her bun and taking a bite.

I grunt softly as I sit up higher. “If I tell you, do you promise not to tell anyone?”

“You know me, Levi. I’m no saint. I’ve got plenty of secrets that will go to my grave."

“She’s older. I don’t know how much older, mind, but she’s got them wrinkles on the sides of her eyes."

“Crow's feet." She corrects. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean that she’s older. Lots of younger people get those."

God bless her. Piper wouldn’t judge anyone. She's still got so much innocence in her. “Her skin is different, too. And the way she talks, I can tell that she’s not from my generation."

Her eyes widen a little. “You mean, she’s like, a decade or more older?"

“I think so. I’m not sure. But I think that she was married once. Her engagement and wedding band sit on one of those little ring holders that my Meemaw used to have in her bathroom.”

“Are you sure she’s not still married?"

The hesitation is palpable. “I’m pretty sure. I’ve never seen any evidence of another man in her house before.”

She tilts her head contemplatively.  "You ought to ask her, Levi. It’s easy to hide evidence. Although, I doubt that she’d be so foolish as to invite you over when she’s still married. But if I were you, I’d check.”

My stomach sinks at the thought. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard about it. Women do it all the time, and you know as well as I do that my mama is one of them. But I really don’t think that she’s that kind of girl.”

“Not that I’m trying to burst your bubble, Levi, but you two haven’t been together long. You should have your back up more. Do those wedding bands look modern? A friend of mine used to wear her mom's old wedding bands."

“I wouldn’t know.”

“Well, I can help you there. What do they look like?”

I shrug. "Hell if I know.  Sparkly?"

"White or yellow gold?"

"Yellow."

"One diamond or more?"

"One."

"Round, oval, pear shaped?"

"Round."

"How big?"

I lift a brow. 

She smirks.  "Size matters, Levi."

I snort a laugh.  "I guess so.  I'd say it was three quarters of an inch in diameter."

Her eyes bulge.  "Okay, definitely modern.  There is no way that that's an antique."

"I think you're worrying a little too much over this, Piper. And frankly, I don't give a damn if she is still married."

"You'll become a strange smell in the attic if he doesn't know that she's fooling around on him.  Especially if he's bigger than you."

It takes me a second to think about that, and then I swallow.  "Fine.  I'll ask her straight up."

"You should specify, too.  Make sure you ask if she's in a relationship with someone else, or if he knows that the relationship is over, all that.  You never know these days."

"Are you saying that I'll screw it up?"

"Are you seeing her tonight?"

"I said I was."

She bites her lip in thought.  "Anyone else in our circle know her yet?"

"No, but Nash wants us to come out for dinner tomorrow night with him and Braylynn."

Piper waves.  "Forget it.  That line of questioning is for a woman.  Let Braylynn fire them off. She'll be able to tell from a mile away if she's lying."

"I think I can handle it."

She ignores my statement.  "I'll talk to her."

"Braylynn or Shelly?"

The look.  It's like I just asked if the chocolate bar was chocolate.  "See. This is why Braylynn needs to do it.  Because men can't hear the cues."

I sigh, exasperated.  "Fine.  Have a talk with Braylynn for chrissake.  God, I gotta go."

"No, you don't." Her voice is stern, motherly.  "You sit there and eat your supper.  I'll go give Braylynn a call.  We'll talk about this later."


      [image: ]"What's this supposed to be?  An interrogation?" Shelly asks, smelling the rat about dinner.  

"No.  And I can call it off if you want.  It's just with my brother Nash and his fiancé Braylynn."

She's unimpressed.  Her voice is cutting.  "This the one with the head injury?"

"Yeah. She's better now.  She's up for meeting at a restaurant, too."

Her purse is on the console table.  She slings it over her shoulder, as if to say, 'hold my beer'.  "My truck or yours."

"It doesn't matter."

"Fine.  We'll take mine.  That way if things go south, I've got a ride home."

Not crazy about the sound of that, but Shelly's not delicate, so I go with it.  Letting her out the door first, like a gentleman, I follow her to her truck and get inside.  The second that I arrive at the restaurant, I grab a beer from the bar and guzzle it down, even though I'm not one to drink by any means.  Shelly gives me a satisfied look.  

"Levi, hey." Nash says, coming behind me.  

"Hey, Nash, Braylynn." I say by way of introduction.  "This is Shelly."

Braylynn gives Shelly an evaluating glance before shaking her hand.  No way there will be any hugs exchanged with her, like when Braylynn met Piper for the first time.  That, my friends, is not happening.  The hostess shows us to the table and hands us our menus.  Before I can say a word, Braylynn starts.  "So, Shelly.  What do you do for a living?"

"Well, I think y'all know the answer to that, don't you?  After all, that's how Levi and I met."

Braylynn lifts her brows in judgment.  "You're a student?  Y'all don't work part-time?"

Shelly gets this sly look on her face, like she's got the biggest secret, but before she can answer, the waitress comes to take our drink orders.  Both me and Nash exchange a look and order a beer. Braylynn orders a white wine, but Shelly hesitates as she orders, and then she asks for a fruit smoothie.

As the waitress walks away, Braylynn sits higher in her seat and speaks on exhale, thumbing at her menu, eyes averted from Shelly and asks.  "A smoothie?"

Sucking her teeth, my girl sets down her menu and responds in a way that makes me shit my pants.

"I'm pregnant."








  
  

Chapter 2
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Shelly





The giggle inside my head is almost too good. I'd love to punch the look of distaste off the bitch's face, but I'll wait until she has something spicier to say. I'd hate for it to go down in history that I lost my shit over a mild comment. The look on Nash's face is priceless, but the best one, of course, is on poor Levi's face. God love him. He's so sweet and innocent, and I hate to do this to him, but I can't resist. Being devilish is in my blood, especially under the circumstances. I'll get into the circumstances later, but for now, I think I'll just let this ride. Let them all sweat. 

"You're pregnant." Braylynn confirms.  It's not a question.  It's a confirmation.  I see the contempt in her eyes.

"You got something in your ears?" I volley back, not hiding the snark in my voice.

Levi looks like he's going to puke, and Nash has this lovely snarl.  I can't remember ever being this happy.  

"Hey, watch the attitude, okay?" Nash states.

"What attitude?" I scoff.  "She's the one making me repeat myself when I spoke loud and clear."

Braylynn exhales and starts fanning herself with the menu.  "Fine.  But you and Levi haven't been dating long enough for this, am I right?"

I look at Levi.  He scrapes a hand down his face.  "A couple of months."

"Let's not forget about the first time we met." I tell him, using a suggestive voice, so there's no guesswork for anyone.

I love the disgusted wince on Braylynn's face.  Why I hate her so much already is beyond me.  She rubs me the wrong way.  They all do, except for Levi.  He's so cute I could squeeze him.  Nash raises a hand.  "Okay, we've heard enough." He looks at Levi.  "Judging by the look on my brother's face, you picked a fine time to tell him.  You might have let him in on the news before springing it on us the first time we meet."

I suck my teeth.  "Your daddy's in jail and you're judging me?"

Levi interjects.  "Look, that's enough.  While he's right, that you should have told me before tonight, we're in a public place here."

"But I only found out today, Levi." 

"And you couldn't let that shit settle for a day or two?" Nash argues.  "Do you think it's fair to my brother or to me, that you're airing out your dirty laundry here?"

"What am I supposed to say?" I point at Braylynn, who has this self-righteous, smug grin on her face.  "She asked me outright why I wasn't having a drink like everyone else.  I'm not a liar, Nash." I sit back in my chair, pleased with myself.  Point for me.  "It's not my fault she's nosy."

"I'm not nosy." Braylynn says.

"Well then what are you?" I taunt. "Did you have to ask me that?  What's it of your business, anyway?  You're nosy."

"At least I'm not rude." She tosses back, just as the waitress delivers our drinks.  We sit here, in silence, sipping.  I'm sipping fast, pretending like I'm going to throw my empty glass at the bitch.  

"Are you ready to order?" The waitress asks, completely oblivious.

"I am." My voice is self-serving.  "I'm damn near starved.  I'll take the steak and a garden salad with a baked potato." I pat my stomach.  "And I'll take a chocolate mousse for dessert.  Eating for two now, see."

"Congratulations." She pastes on a smile and gives me a little curtsy as she takes my menu. 

I listen to the rest of them grumbling out their orders.  Levi orders a pasta dish, while Nash gets ribs.  Braylynn, the sap, orders a shrimp salad.  While I eat like it's my last meal, everyone else seems to pick at their food, asking for containers to bring the rest home.  It's obvious that I've successfully ruined the evening.  Nash and Levi speak amongst themselves, but the conversation doesn't go beyond that.  Nash dives at the opportunity to get the bill and pay for it on the spot.  I'd love to be a fly on the wall at the Barnes home tonight.  Nash's phone pings as he's paying the bill.  "Billy could use a hand with Digger tonight." He says to Levi.

"I'll come along.  We came in Shelly's truck, anyhow." Levi responds.

"Well, it was a pleasure meeting y'all." I say facetiously, getting out of my chair.  "I'll be seeing you."

I kiss Levi on the cheek and leave, not bothering to offer to pay my share of the bill.  Screw them.  Screw them all.  They had it coming.  What right did that bitch have to ask me why I was ordering a dang smoothie, anyway?  Besides, I didn't want to meet any of them fools, since Levi already gave me the heads up that I'd be put through the third degree.  He's too sweet, see.  And he saw my wedding band and engagement ring in my bathroom and panicked.  For all intents and purposes, that's none of his business, either, see.  And I don't want to go and get his panties into a twist over it, and I think I did well, avoiding the questions.

But they’re not over yet. 
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I lift my hand defensively the moment we get into Nash’s truck. “I don’t need it. You know as well as I do that I didn’t know she was pregnant.”

Braylynn rounds on me. “You better get a goddamn paternity test done, Levi. If that chick is still married, chances are that kid’s not even yours.”

“Yeah, and thanks for that, by the way. Y’all just had to ask her about the damn smoothie.”

“Alright, fine. I admit it. I didn’t like her from the second I heard from Piper about the wedding bands.” She admits wholeheartedly. “That woman is a snake. I can feel it in my bones.”

“I’d be lying if I said I was a fan myself." Nash comments.

“Fans or no fans, if she’s carrying my baby, I’ve got a responsibility to her."

“Well, I don’t buy it for one second. She’s no more pregnant than I am. That snake just said it to ruffle my feathers."

I shake my head, but I say nothing.

Braylynn’s face changes. It’s like a lightbulb went off. “Wait a minute. Did you tell her that I was going to be asking questions about her wedding bands?"

I hesitate to answer. I don’t like where this is going. “I might have given her a heads up, but I don’t see how that’s relevant."

She rolls her eyes and scoffs. “It makes perfect sense, Levi. That’s why she made such a fuss about me asking her about the smoothie. She knew damn well that I’d be raising questions. She’s no fool. Like I said, that girl is a snake.”

This is when Nash interjects. “Let me ask you this, little brother. Have you been using protection? Is there a legitimate chance that she may be pregnant with your child?"

“I’ve been careful. Mama taught me well, just like she taught you."

He pats me on the back. “You’re still getting a paternity test though. I wouldn’t believe that woman as far as I could throw her. What class is she taking in school, anyway? She learning how to cook using a cauldron?"

“I’ve never asked her. We have no classes together."

“What the hell do you talk about, anyway?"  Braylynn asks, giving me a look like I just told her I was giving birth myself.

“If my brother knocked this chick up, chances are they aren’t talking about much." Nash points out to her.

When we pull up to the ranch, Piper is sitting on the porch. She sees me sitting in the back of the cab, and she rises. Concern is registered all over her face. As I step out of the truck, I watch her reaction to both Nash and Braylynn's expressions. “What happened?"

They both have the grace to look at me for approval before speaking. I nod, giving them a knowing look. “That woman is a snake."  Braylynn comments, using what seems to be her favorite word tonight.

“She blurted it out, plain as day, that she’s pregnant." Nash adds.

Piper's mouth widens. “You’re not serious."

“As serious as the nose on my face." Nash confirms. “But he’s getting a paternity test before she squeezes a dime out of him."  Nash indicates, thumbing towards me.

Billy walks out from behind the barn, evidently with ears like a hawk. “Is she married?"

I get irritated. “Was this all a plan just to interrupt our evening so you could gossip?"

“No, I took care of things here, but Piper said that y’all were on your way back anyway, so I figured best not to bother you.” He gives me an evaluating glance.  "What are you doing back so early, anyway?  Did you find out if she was married or not?"

My eyes roll.  "For chrissake.  No!  We didn't get to that!  She got all flustered and the night went all to hell as soon as Braylynn opened up her big mouth!"

Billy's face is blank.  I don't normally speak to him that way, but I'm not actually speaking directly to him.  It's more like I'm addressing everyone here.  And I'm so frustrated I could punch a hole in a wall.  I'm not an angry person.  Never have been.  But after tonight, there are so many things running through my head, and I need to get away from it all.  Now.  After scraping a hand over my face, I sigh.  "Billy, you mind if I take Digger out?  I need some air."

"Sure thing, man.  He's not saddled."

"I'll do it." Nash offers.  "You go take a walk for five minutes."

I don't argue.  I'm past that.  My head is all over the place.  The girls watch me as I walk away, likely wanting to shower me with questions and support, but I'm not up for it yet.  I need to clear my head and decide what to do, or at least the first half, before talking more about it.  Nash brings me Digger right on time, as promised, and I hop on him.  It takes five more minutes before I feel like I can walk into a room without screaming.  The air is crisp and cool as the sun goes down, and the brush snaps happily underfoot, as I trot through the woods.  I decide I want to venture out further, so I take Digger outside the wooded area and start off at a gallop.  It feels so liberating, as my ankles slap against his sides, clinging to his body with my thighs.  It's sort of magical how riding can make you forget all your problems.

His hooves pat on the earth as we gallop through all of Billy's land, until we get towards one of the parcels that's bordered by a low fence, and I see it.  Rather, I see her.  I see a young girl laying in the pasture.  There are trees overhead and I can see from a distance that she's got a fancy camera in her hand.  "Hey!" I shout.  "This is private property!"

Nothing.

"Hey!  I said this is private property!  You're trespassing!"

She doesn't move, except for small finger gestures as she adjusts her camera.  After pulling back on the reins, slowing Digger down, I call out to her once again.  "Ma'am!  You're trespassing!"

Still nothing.  It's like she's deaf.  Or maybe she's an illusion.  Or maybe she's just ignoring me and she's about to open up a can of whoop ass on me, like what I picture Shelly doing if someone were to sneak up on her like that.  My boots hit the grass underfoot and I walk to her.  The woman is blonde. Her hair is long and is pooled all around her face and head as she lays in the soft grass.  She's photographing on her back, and it looks like a telephoto shot from the vantage point of the grass to the tips of the trees.  "Ma'am?" I call out softly, intrigued by what she's doing.  The camera has a small screen on the side of the lens, and I can see the shot that she's taking.

There is a soft tote bag next to her bearing some photography studio’s name. But a long tripod hanging halfway out of it is blocking the first name of said business from my view. “Ma’am?” I try once more, before going any closer. She still doesn’t acknowledge me. But I’ve forgotten all that, because I’m watching her pan in and out of the shot, adding effects, making the shot look like something out of a horror movie. Then she changes the effect and it looks like the most beautiful goddamn picture I’ve ever seen. 

Her finger movements are so fast yet fluid. It’s like she’s been doing what she’s doing all her life. I’m lost watching her. She transforms the photograph from just a couple of trees to something unimaginable. Now I’m no expert. I mean, my phone is filled with pictures of horses and nuts and bolts and pieces of the resort house. Stuff like that. But this, this is something else. 

She turns over onto her stomach and glances at me. Her eyes widen and she lets out what I’m guessing is a scream. I’ve startled the pants off her. Never in my life have I seen a woman scurry off so fast. I’m lost for words. But then I find a few as I chase after her. “Ma’am!  I didn’t mean to scare you!  It’s just that this is Billy’s ranch!  You’re not supposed to be here!”  I run after her as fast as my legs will carry me, but she’s faster. Like she ran in competitions or something. 

I’m winded and considering going back for Digger, when she runs into the brush and I lose her. I’m so out of shape it’s frightening. My chest heaves as I stop to catch my breath. The woman’s footsteps are so soft I can barely hear them. But even if I knew where she was headed, I’m too winded to follow her any further. Once I reach Digger, I climb on him and retrace the path where she went. It’s too dark by the time I even start getting anywhere, so I give up, and find myself laying right back in the spot where she was laying. 

It’s perfect. It’s like she made that spot what it is. Perfect view in between the trees. The twilight peeks in through the clouds in such a way that makes it look like the lord himself is looking down on me. I figure she must have scouted this spot out. You wouldn’t think to look at it that way. 

And I seem to have found myself another place to go to clear my thoughts. I know this, because I’m not laying here thinking about what happened tonight. In fact, I find myself looking up the various photography Studios, here in town, and even out of town, trying to figure out where this girl perhaps works. The search is to no avail, of course, so I figure that she’s probably from out of town, especially if she didn’t realize that she was on private property.

Any local would know that this is Billy‘s land.  Unless you’ve had his permission, you’re not supposed to be here. Funny thing is, the girl's face seems to be glued inside my head. The long, sheer, blonde hair, the big blue eyes that stared back at me so frightened, and her long, nimble fingers. Milky, white skin, full pink lips, long, dark eyelashes, there is no two ways about it, that woman was like an angel. I’ve never seen anyone more beautiful before.

The more I think about it, the more I wonder if maybe she did know that she was trespassing. I can’t figure out why else she would run. Not unless she worried that I would hurt her. But who could hurt such a gorgeous creature. And such a talented one. As the mystery woman remains inside my memory, I rise, and I take Digger back to the stable. Billy comes out of the house, and rests his index fingers in his belt, loops, in a stance that I always take as contemplative.

“Do you mind if I borrow your truck?" I ask him.

“Not at all." He tosses me the keys from his pocket. He doesn’t ask what I need it for or where I’m going. There is a mutual trust between us. He also doesn’t press me further on the issues from earlier. I forgotten how respectful the man can be.

Hands on the steering wheel, I begin a trek through our small town, looking for what, I don’t know, but it soothes me. The carpets roll up in this town by six o’clock in the evening, except for on the waterfront. There’s an ice cream truck parked close to the marina. The truck gets parked and I find myself walking over to order an ice cream, even though I’m still full from dinner.

Most of the boats are moored for the night. A handful of sailors are sitting on the pier, or sitting right on their boats. I’m halfway through my ice cream cone when I swear I can hear somebody calling my name. Straining my ears, I see Buddy Wilson calling me. And that’s when I realize the real reason why my conscience brought me here.

“Levi Paxton." Buddy calls.  “I don’t believe I’ve seen you here since you were just a boy and your dad used to bring you here with your brother."

“That sounds about right." I stick out my hand to shake his. “You still got your old boat here?"

“No, I bought myself a new one a couple of years ago. Sort of an early retirement present to myself."

“The store is closed down? I hadn’t heard."

He waves. “It’s not closed. I’m running an antique shop next to it, but I’ve got a new girl running the studio for me. My eyes aren’t what they used to be."

“Who is running the studio for you? I haven’t heard about anybody knew coming around."

“That’s because you’ve been holed up at Billy's ranch. Sorry to hear about your dad, by the way."

It’s my turn to wave. “Don’t mention it. It was a long time coming."

“All the same. It can’t be easy on you or your brother. But your dad, he never took up what he loved, like I did. That’s what you’ve got to do in life, Levi. The old saying, you know, find something that you love to do and you’ll never work a day in your life, it’s true. And anything that you do outside of that stands to make you miserable. Then you find yourself drinking away your sorrows. It’s as simple as that."

“There’s more to it than that, I’m afraid."

“I know it. You should come around tomorrow and go for a sail with me. I don’t get company very often. It sure would be nice to catch up with you, Levi. Word is that your brother is getting married?"

Talk about news travelling fast. “That’s right. No dates been set or anything, mind, but she’s got a ring on her finger."

“She a nice girl?"

“She doesn’t put up with Nash‘s shit, I can tell you that." I say with a good natured chuckle.

“That's sometimes all a man needs, son. You come on by the marina here tomorrow and go for a ride with me, or come see the antique shop. Find yourself a nice wedding gift for your brother."

“I’ll do that.”

As I shake old Buddy's hand goodbye, I realize that I still have to go back to Billy‘s ranch and face the music.







OEBPS/images/ed9c87eb-0739-43bc-ba32-31f5a35915ba.jpeg





OEBPS/images/30bfb003-8433-4402-9871-f5f3d70cf928.jpeg







