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      Wyatt

      The campers line up to receive their RavenHart Mountain Dude Ranch Horse Riding Camp certificates and swag. Their parents take photos from the fence and then my cowpoke, Amos, leads them to the picnic spot for the spring camp last day party.

      Paul, my five-year-old, patiently waits along with them even though the kids are twice his age.

      “Hey buddy, Auntie has an extra camp shirt for you back in the house.”

      Paul cheers and runs off.

      I rub my lower back as I watch him run to the farmhouse. Forty is hitting hard. Maybe I should take up yoga like Clem suggests.

      “Need a rubdown?” a voice purrs from behind me.

      I turn to find Tommy’s mother, Fannie, eyeing me like a cheetah eyes a fresh kill.

      “Hi Ms. Rosenberg. Nothing a hot shower won’t fix. Did Tommy leave something over here?”

      As I speak to her, Fannie closes in so that now she is directly under my nose. Her perfume takes over my olfactory senses, and it’s impossible not to acknowledge her lace push-up bra peeking through the top of her shirt.

      “I am just checking to see if you need any help, Wyatt. Any type of help?”

      Her voice comes out like a hungry snake’s while her blue eyes glitter up at me.

      I clear my throat and take a step back.

      “Thanks for the offer, Ms. Rosenberg, but I’m all set. Oh, and I see Tommy is looking for you.”

      I turn on my heel and walk to the barn as I hear, “Mom! Mom!” getting closer from behind me.

      I take a moment in the barn to rub my temples. I don’t know what it is with the women in Corvid Valley lately, but I have felt like prey recently.

      And I ain’t looking.

      After Paul’s mother broke my heart four years ago, I have not dated a soul. I don’t think I will ever get over Misty up-and-leaving us for her dream job in Spain without ever looking back.

      Oh, and up and left us for her dream Spaniard as well.

      She isn't fully checked-out. Our son gets to adventure in Spain during his winter and summer breaks. He also video chats with Misty at least once a week. But, other than that, I am very much a single father.

      And that’s my soul focus. Well, Paul and running the dude ranch with my siblings. But certainly not dating. I’m not fooling around with that for a long, long time.

      Lost in thought, I am startled when someone tickles the back of my neck and speaks to me in a sexy whisper.

      “I thought I’d find you in here, cowboy.”

      “Oh, Mrs. Roy, you startled me.”

      “Oh goodness, I didn’t mean to.”

      “How can I help you, Mrs. Roy?”

      Cathi Roy strokes my arm as she purrs up at me.

      “I want to take some private lessons with you.”

      Was today a full moon?

      “Sorry, ma’am, I don’t give private horse riding lessons to adults.”

      “Now, now, cowboy, I did not specify what types of lessons.”

      Irritation boils up inside of me. This woman is married, and she knows I know she is married. Why is she trying to cheat on her husband with me? Why do women always abandon the men who love them?

      I walk backwards toward a stall while giving her a wave and use a decisive voice.

      “That sounds like something your husband can help you with, ma’am. Have a good day, Mrs. Roy.”
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        * * *

      

      My brothers and I lean back in our chairs, all three of us releasing satisfied burps.

      “Lordy, you three, can’t you use your words instead?”

      My son gets lost in a giggling fit next to me.

      “Clem, your night to cook is always my favorite night of the week.” Jasper says.

      “I vote that Clementine takes over all cooking nights!” Beau claps his hands together as he declares this.

      My twin throws her napkin at our brother’s face, along with giving him the bird. She then looks at my son, whose mouth is wide open.

      “Auntie!”

      Clementine gives him an apologetic shrug.

      “Having three brothers can be a lot, Pauly.”

      “OK, bud, you can go watch your show before bath time.”

      The sentence barely leaves my lips when my son bee-lines it upstairs. Jasper and Beau laugh as they get up, collecting the dishes. It’s their night to wash.

      I lean back in my chair as I notice Clementine staring at me.

      “What?”

      “I’ve been meaning to tell you. I ran into that girl you dated after graduation. Well, woman, whatever.”

      I sit up as my body tenses. Is she talking about Jolene?

      “Which girl?”

      Clementine rolls her eyes at me.

      “You weren't Romeo, brother. You know perfectly well who I am talking about. Jolene James. She’s back in town.”

      My stomach turns into molten yuck. Jolene James. I haven’t thought about her in years.

      We went to high school together, and I crushed on her all four years. She intimidated me, though, since she was paranormal and I was just a boring human. But, after graduation, we ran into each other one night and the rest of the Summer was history. I have never experienced a love affair like that since, not even Misty and I had the connection that Jolene and I shared. It was intense, and I was head over heels for her.

      But then one day she was gone. Supposedly, she received a scholarship to a college on the East Coast, packed up, and left. She didn’t leave me a note or bother to send a letter. She just up and left.

      Like all women do with me, I have learned.

      Fingers snap in front of my face, and I jolt back into my chair. Clementine’s irritated voice cuts through my daydream.

      “Dude, where did you go? I was talking to you.”
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      Jolene

      I step out of the shower, grateful it’s my last one in a hotel for a while. Driving from New York to California solo has been fun, but I am ready to sleep in my old bed.

      Well, my ancient bed. My bed from childhood - the childhood I bailed on as soon as I turned 18 and found a way out.

      That way out was a full ride to a college in New York City. I almost couldn't go, but my appeal for free room and board was approved at the last minute. I left Corvid Valley, and my bigoted mother, and never looked back.

      The one thing I did hate leaving was Wyatt, but I could not stay just because I was having fantastic summer sex. Sure, there seemed to be more between us than just sex, but after being raised by a woman who hated that I inherited my father’s shifter ability, I was determined to start my life far away from the valley.

      I pack up and head out to my new-to-me truck. For now, the plan is to stay with Abuelita while she heals from her heart surgery. Then it’s up to me. My job transferred me to the Los Angeles office, but I have the freedom to live anywhere where I can get to LA for the occasional meeting.

      I doubt I will want to stay in Corvid Valley once Abuelita is ready to be on her own again. Too many terrible memories of my mother making me feel like I was less because I’m a bobcat shifter. Even though the woman dated my shifter father. His bailing on us when I was born must have done something to her brain because, from my earliest memories, all I remember is my mother bad-mouthing my paranormal status.

      My stomach squirms as I drive by the Welcome to California sign on the 15. Here we go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I pull into my old driveway as Abuelita comes bouncing out of the front door with her arms wide open.

      “There is my granddaughter!”

      “Hi, Abuelita. Careful, are you supposed to be moving around like this?”

      She ignores my question and pulls me into a big hug. My grandmother then gently pushes me away from her to size me up.

      “Mija, you look too thin. Come in, come in, I will cook for you.”

      I laugh and follow her.

      “Abuelita, I literally just had a man hit on me at the gas station. He was loudly appreciating how thick I was. So, no, I don’t think I’m looking too thin.”

      My grandma turns and gives me a sly smile.

      “Look at my mija attracting the men.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. Abuelita has been on me, from the moment we reacquainted with each other in my 30s, to find a man and settle down.

      “It’s not very difficult to attract men. Now quality men, that’s apparently not a skill I have.”

      I step into the house and am met with the familiar smells of my abuela’s cooking. I did not grow up with my grandma. My mother kicked her mom out of our lives when I was a baby. But I flew Abuelita to my NYC apartment several times since we reconnected a few years ago. From her first visit, she was hellbent on teaching me her favorite recipes.

      “That smells yummy, Abuelita. What is it?”

      “Sopa de fideo, mija. It’s simmering on the stovetop.”

      I search for a wooden spoon in the drawer and steal a taste from the pot.

      “Perfect, as always.”

      My grandmother gives me a side squeeze while looking at me with sad eyes. I turn to her with concern, but she speaks before I can ask her what is wrong.

      “I’m OK, mija. Just feeling sad that your mother robbed us of so many years as a family. And I hope she has found peace in the afterlife.”

      I give my grandmother a small smile. Whether my mother has found peace since her death fifteen years ago, I do not know. I had to let go of all things related to my mother years ago to save my mental health and build my confidence.

      Abuelita makes me eat some soup and beans before unpacking my trailer. I sold most of my belongings in NYC. I figured I was moving somewhere already furnished and, if I move out, I can have fun furnishing the new place.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, after Abuelita heads off to bed, I crack open a beer and sit out on the porch. Autumn is around the corner and the crisp air chills my bare skin. I have to admit it. I love the feeling of the valley’s nighttime air.

      I put my feet up on the railing, sip my beer and close my eyes. The familiar scents of the neighboring apple orchard greet my nose. I smile to myself when a Western Screech Owl makes itself known to the night. I feel both comforted and alienated at the same time.

      I sit up and rub my forehead. I let go of my mother’s opinions of me a long time ago, after many years of therapy. It’s now time to let go of my negative feelings attached to Corvid Valley. They are only there because of my family life with Mom. Abuelita is here now. I’m here now.

      After my grandmother recovers, I can decide whether to stay and reclaim my hometown, making it the safe place it should have been.
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      Wyatt

      “Get your hand out of my face, Clem.”

      My tone is more irritated sounding than I mean it to be.

      “Then focus, brother. Where did you go? Did you hear me? Jolene James is back in town.”

      I shrug my shoulders.

      “Oh, yay, another woman who bailed on me. Ghosted me, in fact.”

      My twin rolls her eyes and sighs.

      “Sheesh, Wyatt, you’d think you two were a committed couple. She was an 18-year-old kid, and I heard she got a full ride to the college she attended. I don’t fault her one bit for leaving Corvid Valley to pursue her dreams.”

      “Mmmm, yes, just like Misty. Apparently, I help women find the courage to walk out on me and follow their dreams.”

      Clementine groans in annoyance and kicks my leg.

      “Stop being a baby.”

      I shoot her a look, stand up, and excuse myself to go check on Paul. I find him coming out of the bathroom on the second floor.

      “Is your show over?”

      “Almost. Daddy, who is Jolene James?”

      I stop in my tracks, turning to him.

      “Wow, you have good hearing. Did you hear Auntie downstairs?”

      “Yes. Who is she?”

      I scoop him up and carry him back into my bedroom. The TV is paused on his cartoon. I plop him down on my bed and Paul giggles while he bounces.

      “So, Jolene was just a young woman I dated after graduating high school. It was a long time ago, and she ended up moving to New York City.”

      “New York City, where the Statue of Liberty is? Wow.”

      “Yeah, pretty cool.”

      I sit on the bed and Paul climbs on top of me. In his five-year-old opinion, I am a living, breathing playground apparatus.

      “So, Daddy, does this mean you’ve kissed Jolene James?”

      I can’t help but snort.

      “Well, yes I did, buddy. And you don’t have to keep calling her by her full name. Jolene is fine.”

      Paul slides off of me onto the bed. He goes up on his knees and grabs my face. He sticks his little face into mine, making us meet eyes.

      “I like the name Jolene James. She sounds pretty. Maybe you will get to kiss her again.”

      I stand up and clap my hands together.

      “OK, pal, finish your show and then it’s bath time.”

      “What color eyes does she have, Daddy?”

      I furrow my brow at him. He’s not usually so curious about a person he has never met. I wonder what this is about.

      “It’s been a long time, Pauly. I don’t remember.”

      I kick myself internally for not being truthful, but I am over talking about Jolene. She was the first love of my life, the most intense love of my life, and you better damn well believe I remember her eye color.

      Dark yellow, just like a bobcat.
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        * * *

      

      “Paul, over here. We need to pick out some folders for your backpack.”

      My son comes skipping down the school supplies aisle at Target and skids to a stop in front of me.

      “I want all blue. That’s my favorite color.”

      I ruffle his brown hair.

      “I know, buddy. OK, blue it is.”

      I squat to look through the disorganized pile for two more blue folders. When I find them, I stand up triumphantly to show Paul.

      But the aisle is empty.

      “Paul?” I call out.

      Shit, no response. My heart drops into my stomach, and I walk quickly between the aisles. I call out his name every few seconds with no luck. Where the hell did he wander off to?

      I dial my sister’s number as I keep searching the aisles. As I turn down the cookie aisle in the food section, Clementine picks up.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Nevermind. I’ll tell you later.”

      I hang up, my eyes fixed down the aisle. Paul is there, looking healthy and fine, with a woman kneeling in front of him. Her wavy dark blond hair gives me a sense of familiarity. My son turns his head and lets out a cheer.

      “There’s my dad!”

      He runs toward me as the woman stands up, watching him. I pick him up for a hug.

      “You’re not to wander off. I was very worried, Paul.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. I thought cookies would be good for my lunchbox.”

      “OK, well, next time ask me and wait for me to go with you.”

      Paul nods and I allow my eyes to look away from him to the blond woman walking toward me. She is a feast for the eyes. Curves in all the right places, electric hips, and cleavage I could get lost in. I realize I am staring and tell my lizard brain to look the woman in the eyes.

      Her dark yellow eyes.

      “Wyatt?”

      Jolene’s surprised voice makes my stomach flip.

      “Jolene?”

      Paul whips his head around to look at her and exclaims, “You’re Jolene James?!”

      Horrified, I place him back down on his feet. I stand up to see Jolene giving me a curious smile.

      “Why, yes, I am Jolene James. Aren’t you a smart young man? I was friends with your daddy when we were young.”

      “Yeah! You guys smooched!”

      I grab Paul and hide him behind me. I’m pretty sure all of my cells are dying from embarrassment right now. Jolene's amused laughter fills the air, and she gives me one of her tent-popper smiles. I don’t know how the woman managed it, but she’s even more stunning than when she was 18-years-old. I clear my throat and try to save face.

      “Heh, yeah, his auntie said she bumped into you.”

      My ex-girlfriend smiles at me with a warmth I haven’t witnessed in over twenty years. I feel a little dizzy, remembering how good being around her had made me feel.

      “Yeah, she looks great. How’s your family ranch?”

      I open my mouth to answer, but Paul pushes his way in front of me again.

      “We live on that ranch! Do you like ribs? Daddy is making his special ribs tonight. If you like ribs, come over and eat some with me.”

      Jolene laughs. She gives me a quick look, then squats down to be eye level with Paul.

      “I’d never say no to ribs.”
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