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PROLOGUE





RAY

















Do you know what it sounds like when seventy thousand people fall silent at the same time? I do.








“Tight legs, loose hips,” Marty said. “You all taped up?”


I nodded and blocked everything out. The crowd, the announcer—even the two-thousand-pound beast under my ass. It all faded away.


I was in the zone, and I wasn’t leaving until the title was mine.


“Rider ready.”






Seventy thousand people holding their breath sounds like the hush before a thunderclap.








The chute boss placed a steady hand on my shoulder, ready to catch me in case Homewrecker decided to slam me into the gate before it opened.


“Go Uncle Ray!” my nieces cheered, bouncing up and down.


“You got this, brother!” Christian shouted, followed by a sharp whistle.


Eight seconds.


I never bothered counting in my head. Some riders did, but time had a way of freezing when a beast the size of a wrecking ball was trying to end me. The pain ripping through my shoulder made it hard to tell seven seconds from eight.


I shut my eyes, blocking out everything until all I heard was silence.


The gate swung wide, but Homewrecker paused.


Aw, shit.


Nothing worse than a boring bull.


I needed him to bring everything he had. Fifty points were on me, but the other fifty for bucking and intensity were all up to the animal.


With a grunt, Homewrecker threw me in the air, but I held on. The animal twisted like a tornado, slamming forward and back with each buck.


My hand ached and burned as every muscle and tendon stretched to its limit. I squeezed harder, fighting for every second.


The crowd’s roar crushed my mental block.


Had it been eight seconds or was I just putting on a good show?


Homewrecker veered left then snapped right, catching me off guard. I shifted my hips to counter, but I could tell he was done with me.


He thrashed left and right until my grip failed and he threw me into the air. A hoof connected with my side, and pain exploded through my body.


The ground rushed up to meet me and I slammed into the dirt head-first. The pain stopped immediately.


That’s weird.


I tried to roll onto my knees to get out of the ring, but nothing happened no matter how much I jerked.


Remember how I said the seventy-thousand-strong silence felt like waiting for thunder?


I couldn’t feel a thing, but I sensed the weight of that gasp.


Then shouts erupted like a storm.


“MEDICAL! MEDICAL! GET THE SPINEBOARD!”


“RAY!”


“Stay still,” someone commanded as figures swarmed around me.


No problem there. I wasn’t sure why I couldn’t move, but I just laid there as bodies flooded around me.


My older brother, Christian, had jumped the barrier and was in the ring, kneeling beside me.


That was nice of him.


I didn’t feel anything when he picked up my hand.


Might be here for a while. I could use a nap.


That was the last thing I remembered thinking before it all went black.






Downpour.
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* * *









ONE WEEK AFTER THE ACCIDENT








That beeping was fucking annoying. Someone needed to shut the damn machine off.


Familiar voices echoed in the distance, like my brothers shouting through a dense haze.


Beep…


Jesus Christ—I wanted to pull the plug myself just so I could get some fucking sleep.


I struggled to wrench my eyes open, desperate to locate the source of that infuriating noise, but my lids felt glued shut. My body was numb. Like it didn’t exist. My throat hurt like a bitch, though. Why couldn’t the numbness fix that?


It was like being awake and asleep at the same time—teetering on the threshold of heaven and hell. Eternal limbo.


Beep… Beep… Beep…


Fuck me.
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* * *









THREE WEEKS AFTER THE ACCIDENT








Beep… Beep…


Was this what hell was like? Just one annoying beeping sound for all eternity?


Fuck me sideways. It was grating.


The voices had grown louder. Maybe I was going insane.


Orbs of gray and white floated across my field of vision, bending the darkness.


Goddamnit!


Fire lit up my throat in a blaze. It felt like a knife ripping through my windpipe. I wanted to scream, but couldn’t.


Why couldn’t I scream? Was I still in the ring? My head rocked, but I wasn’t the one controlling it.


Something soft was behind my skull. It didn’t feel like the dirt of the arena.


The burning eased to a simmer and the beeping slowed.


Thank fuck for that. It was still annoying, though.


The orbs of light widened, mellowing the blackness to a bleak storm.


Pain lanced down the back of my neck like a bolt of lightning. With each shot of agony, the grayness grew to familiar pink.


Huh. I could see the veins behind my eyelids. That was new.


Could I lift them?


I focused my effort and peered through protein-crusted lashes at the blurry lump to my left.


Was that Christian? Spectators weren’t supposed to get in the ring. What was he doing here?


I tried calling out to tell him to get the fuck out of the arena, but I couldn’t form the words.


Bright stabs of light split my head open like a watermelon falling off the back of a pickup truck.


Motherfucker! Nope. Not doing that.


I slammed my eyes shut again. I tried to breathe through the migraine, but that was a bad idea, too. My throat was coated in acid, and lifting my chest to fill my lungs was damn near impossible.


My cheek itched but I couldn’t find my hand to scratch it.


I tried to call out to Christian again, but I couldn’t get the words out.


My mouth was sandy and parched. I had eaten dirt more times than I could count in my bull riding career, but this felt different.


I debated taking another look. The pounding migraine was coming either way.


I forced my eyes open.


Christian was sitting beside me, reading a book. I had thumbed through that one when I was at his house last week.


It was a Jordan Loft title that had a twist at the end. From the look on his face, he hadn’t gotten to it yet.


“Chris,” I croaked, and this time, he glanced up.


“Ray?” he rasped.


I blinked.


Damn, he looked like shit. That publicist he was seeing must’ve been keeping him busy at night.


My mouth felt like a cotton ball. I tried to lick my lips, but my tongue was dry too. I tried to ask him why I wasn’t at the arena, but the darkness grew again, floating around the edges of my vision.


My head rocked as he slammed his hand into the panel beside me. Something hard and plastic pressed against my mouth.


Maybe that was why he couldn’t hear me.


A wrecking ball rolled around in my head as I flicked my eyes down to get a look at it.


Christian reached over and lifted the thing off my mouth.


“My score?”


Goddamn, it hurt to talk. What the hell was wrong with my throat?


Christian reached into his pocket and pulled out the championship buckle. He placed it in my hand, but I couldn’t feel it.


“Ninety-one point nine,” he said.


I’d won.


So why wasn’t the crowd cheering?
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* * *









TWO MONTHS AFTER THE ACCIDENT








I was fully convinced that whoever stippled popcorn ceilings did it in patterns that mimicked those psychology tests. For sixty endless days, I’d been trapped in this childhood bedroom turned prison.


Sixty motherfucking days of pissing in a bedpan. Sixty excruciating days of Mom feeding me like an infant and wiping the drool and crumbs from my chin. Sixty insufferable days of my brothers carrying my body around the goddamn house just so I could see something beyond these four fucking walls.


Sixty days of wishing I had died in that arena.
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* * *









FOUR MONTHS AFTER THE ACCIDENT








My hands itched like a thousand fire ants were crawling under my skin. It was annoying as hell, and it had been happening more and more after each visit to my sadistic physical therapist. Probably because she took joy in electrocuting me.


According to her, functional electrical stimulation was supposed to help me regain use of my body. So far all it did was make me itch so bad I wanted to claw my own flesh off.


I stared at my useless hands, desperate to scratch but unable to do anything about it. No way in hell was I going to call someone in here just to scratch my goddamn hand.


Then again, I was tired of being awake. I wanted to close the curtains, lay down, and pretend I didn’t exist.


Sleeping was the closest I could get to being dead. Maybe that’s why I craved it so much.


Muscle atrophy be damned.


I’d waste away in this room, slowly going mad staring at the fucking popcorn ceiling, counting the bumps until my mind turned to mush.
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* * *









SIX MONTHS AFTER THE ACCIDENT








“The surgery went as expected. Like we all discussed during the trial screening, it’s extremely invasive. The recovery is going to be rough. We’ll continue to monitor the electrodes that were implanted along his spine for the next few days to make sure the surgery site starts healing and there are no complications. If all goes well, we’ll be able to work with his care team to set up the pulse generator and start the rehab program.”


I stared blankly at the wall as the surgeon updated my mom.


The surgeon sighed. “This kind of stimulation therapy is brand new and very experimental. It’s one of just a few clinical trials in the world. I can’t promise anything. We simply don’t have the data to know what will happen.”


Did the risk really matter at this point? Might as well be a lab rat for this experimental science shit. Not like my body was good for anything else.
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* * *









EIGHT MONTHS AFTER THE ACCIDENT








The itch in my hand flared up again. I swore under my breath and wrenched my eyes from the TV screen. The channel had shifted from the morning news to some unbearable soap opera. I hadn’t bothered changing it with the clicker my brother, Nate, bought online.


He’d been so goddamn excited to set up that curved metal arm for me. As if I should be thrilled to change the channel by biting down on a button with my teeth.


I’d rather endure the melodramatic garbage.


I groaned and let my head fall back against the pillow, drained from the physical therapy session. I hadn’t done much beyond being twisted and prodded like a lifeless doll, but it had still worn me out.


Christian had dragged me to the PT appointment today, going on about the benefits of therapy for his own mental well-being and the wonders the family counselor he took my nieces to had done for all of them.


Apparently, his therapist had an available appointment if I felt like opening up.


I didn’t.


What was the point in dissecting the fact that I was quadriplegic. That I was unable to move an inch beyond my neck because I had to ride one more bull, had to claim one more championship? Because I just couldn’t quit while I was ahead.


I didn’t need to dig into any of it. It was what it was.


After months, the soreness from the breathing tube had finally faded, and the uncontrollable coughing had subsided. Unfortunate, really, since it meant people expected me to carry on a conversation when they barged into my room unannounced.


There was nothing to say.


I despised the empty platitudes, the hollow niceties, the patronizing smiles, and the well-meaning sentiments.


But what I hated most was the goddamn itch in my hand.


I shut my eyes, grasping at the fading memory of what it felt like to flex my muscles and move.


But I did.


My hand tilted to the side and brushed against a throw pillow. The coarse textured fabric soothed my itch.


Did I actually… I concentrated on my wrist—on the muscles there—as if I could will them back to life.


Sweat beaded on my forehead and the itch intensified. And then…


I moved.


My hand shifted left and right as I scratched the itch against the pillow.
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* * *









NINE MONTHS AFTER THE ACCIDENT








“What the hell?” Christian stood in the doorway with his jaw on top of his boots.


I raised the hospital-grade cup to my lips and sipped through the bent straw.


The plate slipped from my brother’s hand and crashed to the floor. Mashed potatoes splattered as peas scattered across the hardwood. A pang of sadness gripped me as the meatloaf landed on his boot.


Damn it… I loved meatloaf.


The scent had been taunting me for an hour, and I was starving.


Christian gaped. “I must be hallucinating from when I hit my head on the tractor earlier.”


“Sorry,” I said, setting the cup on the tray beside the raised bed. The mattress felt like it had been sewn from Satan’s flesh. I had it to thank for the ache in my shoulders and neck.


He stared with disbelief etched on his face. “Do that again.”


I glanced up. “I’d rather not. It hurts like hell.”


“What the fuck, man?” He ran his hand down his beard, his jaw tightening and his lips trembling.


I gritted my teeth as I watched the tears stream down his face. I hadn’t shed a tear since waking in that hospital bed. So why was he crying?


“Ray, what the fuck? You’re moving!”


“I was thirsty.”


He didn’t move for the plate, the squished potatoes, or the meatloaf. “Y-you...picked it up.”


“I just learned how to use my hand again,” I said. “Don’t make me use it to flip you off.”


I didn’t mention the month of therapy I’d spent working on it.


Apparently, that itch was a good thing.
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* * *









ONE YEAR AFTER THE ACCIDENT








The smell of lumber and sawdust lingered in the air as I wheeled myself up the ramp to my new house.


It was a work in progress, with missing closet doors, exposed electrical sockets, and half-installed appliances. None of that mattered to me. I could always pay someone to deal with the details later.


I shoved on the wheels to push myself up the last bit of the wheelchair ramp, ignoring the ache in my arms.


This land had been mine since birth. All three of my brothers had their own plots, too. Christian and Nate had built their homes years ago. They were older and ready to settle down with their families. I’d held onto my piece even while living in Colorado for most of my twenties.


Sure, I let them use it for the cattle, but I never developed it myself.


I made it onto the porch and spun myself around with a sigh. I never thought my piece of the Griffith Brothers Ranch would need to be wheelchair accessible.


But at least I was alone.


Christian and Nate’s houses stood to the east, with the main house a little north of that. Cassandra, Christian’s fiancé and the ranch’s property manager, was busy overseeing the construction of the lodge and restaurant on the west side.


Nobody ventured out to the south end where my house was tucked away. It was intentionally obscured by a veil of trees and accessible only by a dirt path winding around the ranch, out to the service road.


I pushed the front door open and breathed in the crisp smell of fresh paint.


“Oh, hello!” an unexpected voice greeted me from inside, shattering my moment of peace. “You must be Ray.”


I sat, motionless, and stared at the stern-looking, gray-haired woman who was looking back at me. She’d invited herself into my home and was putting sheets on…


My jaw clenched.


That fucking hospital bed had been moved from my parents’ place to mine.


I wanted to spin my chair around, slam the door shut, and set this place on fire.


“I don’t care who you are,” I growled, rolling back from the doorway. “Just get out of my house.”


The woman laughed as if I was kidding.


I wasn’t.


“Your momma told me you were a little prickly.” She offered a warm smile. “But it doesn’t bother me. I’m just here to help.”


Her scrubs told me as much, but I wasn’t having it.


I stabbed a finger at the door. “Out.”
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* * *









ONE YEAR AND ONE MONTH AFTER THE ACCIDENT








Christian sat on my couch, pressing his fingers to his eyes. “You can’t keep firing people.”


“That’s the fourth CNA you’ve scared off this week,” CJ pointed out. “Do you think these people grow on trees?”


Becks took a nicer approach. “It’s a small town. There aren’t many options.”


Nate nodded in agreement.


I didn’t bother looking up from the length of rope I was tying in knots. My brothers and sisters-in-law were the ones who staged this intervention. They weren’t owed my attention.


I loosened the overhand knot so I could tie it again. It was a mind-numbing activity that helped improve the dexterity in my hands.


“Then stop sending people where they’re not wanted,” I muttered.


Cassandra snorted and glanced at Christian. “Told you.”


My future sister-in-law was the only person I could stand at the moment, but only because she was the only one who left me alone.


Nate tried again, his voice a mix of patience and exasperation. “I know it’s not ideal⁠—“


Ideal? Did they really think I enjoyed being waited on hand and foot?


“—but either you let us help you, or you stop firing the people who are hired to help you,” he finished, making their terms clear.


I pulled the lever on my chair and rolled into the bedroom. “Send someone else out here and see what happens.”
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* * *









ONE DAY AFTER THAT








“I quit. Never in my life have I been subjected to someone as rude and mean and⁠—”


I slammed the door before the guy could finish his sentence.


Good riddance.
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* * *









ONE YEAR AND FOUR MONTHS AFTER THE ACCIDENT








“Raymond Tyler Griffith! You did not change the locks on your doors.”


My mother’s furious shouts carried through the windowpane. No doubt, she had stormed down from her place after another home health aide failed to get in with the spare key.


At least the blinds were closed.


I stared at the kitchen ceiling as the cool floor tiles bit into my back. Sharp pain lanced through my hips and neck.


My wheelchair was toppled over a few feet away, surrounded by a mess of shattered glass. The steady stream from the tap was now joined by trickles of water cascading off the counter and onto the slowly flooding floor.


Lucky for me, Momma couldn’t see me like this.


Not so lucky for me, I was stranded on the floor until I figured out how to get up.
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BROOKE


















I stretched out in my crisp, cool sheets as sunlight leaked through the blinds. Was there anything better than waking up in freshly washed bedding? I could already tell it was going to be a great day.


The window air conditioner rattled like maracas. The pair of googly eyes I had attached to it jiggled with every heave. Poor thing was dying in this sweltering June heat.


“You’re doing great, little guy.” I patted its rusted metal case. “Just keep going.”


I shimmied into a relatively clean pair of shorts I found dangling off the bed frame. One flip-flop peeked out from under the bed, and I found the other on top of my dresser.


Bounding down the stairs, I greeted the sprawled-out figures on the couches on my way across the room.


Nick, the roommate who had lived here the longest out of all of us, lifted his head from the faded recliner. “Rent’s due, Stacey.”


“Really?” I laughed nervously and pawed through my pantry shelf. “I could have sworn I gave you money already.”


I grabbed a box of granola bars with my name on it and opened it up. Empty. Maybe one of my roommates got hungry and didn’t have anything else? That was alright. I’d just have oatmeal.


Nope, that box was empty too.


“Hey, do you know if someone ate my food?” I asked.


A familiar blue and white wrapper was on Nick’s lap. “Dunno,” he grunted as he chased his bite with a swig of beer.


Chandler was passed out on the sofa with a mixing bowl of oatmeal resting on his stomach.


“No worries,” I chirped, slinging my bag over my shoulder. “I'll just go by the store on my way back.”


Stepping over a bulging garbage bag, I tiptoed past the mess of last night’s party. Crushed beer cans skittered underfoot as I headed to the door.


“Don’t forget about the money,” Nick hollered as he scrolled his phone. “Cash this time. No checks.”


The sun baked my skin as I skipped to my car, curls bouncing with each step. Mondays were the best. They were a fresh start. A new chance. Full of exciting possibilities.


I slid into the driver’s seat and tossed my bag on the floorboard. The plastic flower pot on my dashboard wiggled as I turned the ignition.


“Aw, crap,” I muttered, noticing the low fuel light. “That’s fine, Madame Universe. Thanks for the excuse to grab a gas station snack.”


I swung into the nearest station, chatting up the friendly cashier about the soap opera playing on the TV behind the counter as I paid for a snack cake and a few gallons of gas.


Everyone was being so nice today. Even Nick had almost gotten my name right. Usually, it was "Brenda," "Bonnie," or some other "B" name. But today, he called me by my last name like I was one of the bros.


The house was really starting to feel like home.


It was fun to always be surrounded by people. I always had someone to talk to or hang out with. It was like living in a dorm.


My own little found family.


I parked in front of the Caring Hands office and skipped up the brick steps. The door's jingling bells announced my arrival as I stepped into the cool air conditioning.


“Good morning, Peggy!” I greeted the office manager cheerfully.


She looked up from her desk with a frown. “You’re late.”


“Am I?” I pulled out my phone to check the time. “Oh shoot, it's dead. Do you have a charger?”


Peggy’s eyebrow twitched.


 “Oh my god! Your eyeshadow looks amazing today! The blue totally makes your eyes pop.”


She huffed. “Have a seat, Brooke.”


I plopped into the chair across from her desk, noticing a new addition. “Did you get a new plant? It's so cute! Does it have a name?”


Peggy sighed. “A name?”


“Yes! Plants have personalities. Naming them is a huge responsibility. It’s like naming a baby.”


Her fingers rattled against the keyboard. “I’m glad you brought up responsibility. Let’s talk about that.”


I bounced my feet and admired the cheery blue and yellow nail polish on my toes. It was bright like a sunny day against the dreary gray office carpet.


“Brooke,” Peggy snapped, jolting me from my wistful thoughts.


I looked up. “So, who am I going to see today?”


Her jaw was locked. “You’re going to have a light day. The only client you have is Mr. Wilson.”


“Light day? Awesome! There’s this antique store I’ve been dying to go to.” I propped my elbow on her desk and rested my chin in my hand. “What’s your day like? Do you wanna come with me? We could totally grab lunch and make an afternoon of it.”


She huffed. “Let me clarify. You only have one client left.”


I gasped. “Everyone got better? Even Mrs. Jones? I thought it would take months for her to recover. I mean, yeesh—breaking both your legs like that… But look at her go. She’s a rockstar!”


Peggy pinched the bridge of her nose. “No one got better, Brooke. You cost the agency nine accounts. Nine valuable, paying clients left because of you.”


“Really? I don’t understand…”


My heart sank as she began to list off my failings—always running late, misplacing things, mixing up meds and meals. I tried to explain about my noisy roommates and lack of sleep, but she cut me off.


“I don’t want to hear excuses. I can’t keep giving you assignments if you’re going to cost us money. This is your last chance.”


My bottom lip trembled. “I’ll do better. I promise.”


“Don't bother coming back here if Mr. Wilson sends you away,” she said, turning back to her computer and waving me off.


I retreated out of the office and slunk back to my car. The check engine light greeted me when I started the engine, and a knot formed in my stomach.


I needed this paycheck.


Rent, groceries, car repairs—being alive was expensive.


Being a home aid wasn’t my dream job, but it gave me plenty of time to dream about other things. Plus, I loved helping my clients. Keeping them company, driving them to their appointments, chatting about their day while I cleaned their houses… People were awesome, and getting paid to do life with them was the best.


I just had to do better.


Two more years… I had to survive for two more years, and then everything would be fine.
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RAY
















I threaded the end of the rope through the loop and tightened it. My hand trembled. I bit the knot to loosen it so I could tie it again, all while ignoring the body on the other side of the room.


Unfortunately, the body was alive.


“I don’t know why everyone said you’re crabby,” she said as she cleaned up from lunch. “You’re just quiet. Nothing wrong with that, sweetheart. I don’t mind the quiet. There’s too much noise these days.”


A dull ache pulsed behind my eyes. “Stop talking.”


She huffed. “That grouchy act won’t work on me. I raised six boys—including my husband. I can handle your attitude.”


The rope fell as I unlocked my chair and rolled to the door. “Out.”


She propped her hands on her hips. “I just got here.”


“And now you’re leaving.” I opened the front door and wheeled away. “Don’t bother locking up.”


It was already time to change the locks again. Seemed like I spent more money on doorknobs than anything else. Fortunately, the drill was still on the side table in the living room.


Maybe a number lock would be easier than dealing with keys and all that bullshit. I could just reprogram the code.


“Mr. Griffith, there’s no reason for you to speak to me that way.”


“There’s no reason for you to still be here.”


“But I⁠—”


“I believe he told you to leave.” Cassandra, my brother’s fiancé, appeared in the doorway. She hitched her thumb over her shoulder. “Beat it.”


The old lady glowered. “Who do you think you are, telling me to leave my job?”


Cassandra’s cold stare made it clear the old lady was fucked. “It doesn’t matter who I am. Ray told you to get out of his house. Now leave. You’re trespassing, and this is Texas.”


“I have a job to do.”


“I fired you,” I clipped.


Cassandra looked like she was about to claw the woman’s eyes out. “If you don’t leave, you have two choices. Either I can find someone to shoot you and bury you in the south pasture, or I can beat you to death with that kitchen towel in your hand. Take your pick.”


“This family is just as crazy as everyone said,” she yammered as she grabbed her oversized quilted purse and stormed out.


I lifted my wrist and managed a half-decent middle finger. She should have listened the first time.


Why didn’t people listen to me? They always thought I was joking or that I wasn’t the final say on who got to set foot in my house.


Cassandra waited until the woman stomped to her car before closing the door behind her. “I brought your mail down. Marty sent some documents for you to sign.”


“Get Christian to do it,” I grumbled. “He’s my power of attorney.”


“You really have to stop firing people,” she said without the slightest bit of emotion. “We’re getting a reputation.”


“Isn’t it your job to fix people’s reputations? This should be child’s play for you.”


Cassandra dropped the mail on the table and pushed the chairs in. She picked up the tea towel the loud-mouthed grandma had dropped so it wouldn’t get caught under my chair, and hung it over the dishwasher handle.


“I offered to bring you on as a client. You said no, remember? I don’t offer twice. If you want my help, you know where to find me.”


I rolled into the living room and parked myself in front of the sliding door. “I don’t need a publicist.”


“Marty says otherwise, and I agree with him.”


The thought of Marty and his new rider made my blood boil. They could both go to hell as far as I was concerned.


Cassandra tapped a manicured nail on the envelopes. “Sign them and let me know when they’re done. I’ll put them with the outgoing mail.”


“Chris can do it.”


“Fine,” she said, all too agreeably for my comfort. Cassandra was anything but agreeable.


Maybe that’s why we got along so well.


“But that means he’s going to come down here and lecture you. Do you really want him asking why you fired another CNA?”


I glared at her. “Leave a pen on the table.”


She smirked, knowing she had won. “Call if you need something.”


“I won’t.”


She shrugged like it was no big deal. “Suit yourself.”


The door closed behind her and I waited until the click of her high heels faded into the distance before I breathed again.


Finally alone.


I eased up to the kitchen table and made a reach for the first envelope. My physical therapist had chewed my ass out this morning for not working on my left hand, but I didn’t feel like failing today.


I knew what was stuffed in the envelopes. Contract terminations from two more sponsors.


Rule number one of almost dying: make sure someone knows your passwords. It’s hard to cancel your phone plan if you’re dead.


Rule number two of almost dying: make sure your house is clean before you walk up the steps to the pearly gates. It makes selling off your life easier.


I tried to rip the damn thing open, but I couldn’t pinch the envelope.


The rope was fine. It was half an inch thick. Paper was thin, and I didn’t have the dexterity to hold it and tear it open.


Unlike Christian, who would have opened the envelopes and laid out the pages, Cassandra left them sealed. Deliberately.


I managed to get my pocket knife open and sliced open the letter. The cool handle pressed against my palm as I slid the knife down and pressed my thumb behind the blade.


The sound of boots thudding against the wooden ramp outside startled me. The knife twisted in my hand and the sharp edge slid across the pad of my thumb.


“Shit,” I hissed and yanked my hand away. Crimson droplets spattered across the crisp white paper and onto my lap, staining my sweatpants.


Just fucking great. I quickly pressed my thumb to my shirt to stop the bleeding.


The doorknob clicked and the door creaked open.


Christian halted in his tracks at the sight of me before rushing over in a panic. “What the hell happened to you? Cass just left.”


“Accident,” I muttered. “Why’re you here?”


“Just checkin’ on you,” he said. He grabbed the knife, wiped it off, closed it, and turned toward my bedroom. “Sit tight. I’ll grab a change of clothes for you.”


“Don’t want ‘em.”


Christian paused with his hands braced on the bedroom door frame. “We’ve gotta talk about this.”


“Don’t you have a ranch to run?” I said as I gingerly slipped my hand between the folded piece of paper and opened it up to see what my former manager had sent over. Marty would just have to deal with the bloodstains. “What did you do all fucking day when I was in Colorado and riding the circuit?”


There were days where all I wanted was to saddle up and ride through the plains until I couldn’t see anything or anyone. I was jealous of CJ, the youngest of the four of us. He got to ride away from it all.


I had tried to do that. I tried to leave it all behind.


“I worry about people all day,” Christian said. “Bree, Gracie, Cass, and the ranch used to be at the top of that list. Now it’s you.”


I bristled at the mention of my nieces. At one point in time, they had been like my own daughters.


When Christian’s wife died and Nate was deployed, I’d stepped in to help Christian with his girls, Bree and Gracie. Those two girls were my world.


To them, I was Superman.


Invincible and indestructible.


I stared at the table so he couldn’t see the hurt boiling in my eyes. My hair hung over my face. I was long overdue for a trim. The shaggy mane was making me resemble Christian more with each passing day.


He sighed. “I know this sucks for you.”


It sucks? Was he fucking kidding me?


A caustic laugh escaped me. “Really? I wasn’t aware. Thanks for letting me know.”


“Ray—”


“Fuck off,” I said as I reached for the pen. I fisted it and jammed the end against the table to open it up. Slowly, I managed to scribble something that vaguely resembled Ray Griffith.


The three letters of my first name were a sloppy, childlike scrawl—wonky, misshapen, and inconsistent in size and spacing, sprawling across the entire signature line.


Christian watched from the other side of the room. “Why’d you fire Maude?”


Maude? What kind of name was that?


“She talked too much.”


“That’s what you said about Brian. You know—the one you fired three days ago?”


“He talked too much, and he ate an egg salad sandwich in the car. It was ninety degrees out and he left the windows up.”


Christian pinched the bridge of his nose. “And what about Mary-Beth last week?”


“She read to me. Out loud. Like it was elementary school story time or some shit.”


He sighed. “We’ve gone through two agencies. You’ve cleared the roster for both.”


“Good. Maybe now you’ll stop sending people out here.”


Christian didn’t have a temper. Not like me, Nate, and CJ. Part of me wanted him to get pissed off just to see what would happen. If I could make him crack, it would be the most entertaining part of my day.


“I love you, man, but you’ve gotta stop firing people. Either you learn to get along with whoever we can find to come out here, or it’s gonna be me and momma checking on you every hour.”


“Or maybe you’ll finally listen to me and just fucking leave me be.” It was only ten in the morning, but I was done with this bullshit. I wanted to go back to bed.


Christian sighed. “We both know that’s not an option right now.”


As if I wasn’t fucking aware of it.


The x-rays were seared in my mind. The medical team showed them when I woke up, unable to move. Those images were the only thing that forced me to accept the reality of the accident.


My spine snapped when I was flung off that bull and hit the ground.


For nine months, I was at the mercy of whoever was around to keep me alive. Apparently, Cassandra had been the one to pull strings and get me into an SCI clinical trial. The epidural electrical stimulation for my spinal cord injury would have cost millions if they hadn’t been looking for human lab rats.


I had put away a decent amount of money from my winnings on the professional circuit, but millions every year over my lifetime—or what was left of it—wasn’t in the cards.


But it worked. Well, it worked better on the actual rats. But apparently beggars couldn’t be choosers.


But it did make me downgrade from quadriplegia to paraplegia.


Now, I had a rod in the back of my neck, electrodes in my spine, and storm clouds in my head.


Some days, the only reason I forced myself to go through physical therapy was to get my upper body mobility back enough to be left the hell alone.


Spite was a decent motivator.


I knew Christian meant well. All of them did. The doctors said I was lucky to have such a supportive family.


Maybe I was.


But that didn’t make it better.


“I can hire help. I can have someone cart me around and do my bidding like I’m a fucking princess. But that doesn’t give me my life back,” I snapped. “So, stop being delusional and acting like if someone’s here to put me on the goddamn toilet, that it’s all sunshine and fucking roses.”


Christian’s face was passive behind his beard, but a quiet sigh slipped. “Grief is hard. When Gretchen died, I⁠—”


“Just leave,” I growled, wheeling past him. He could let himself out.
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BROOKE
















“Shit!” I squeaked as my foot caught on the uneven sidewalk outside Mr. Wilson’s house, sending me sprawling. My palms slammed against the cement and my knee followed. The concrete’s jagged edge bit into my skin and blood trickled down my shin.


I bit my lip, rolled onto my butt, and poked at the gash to examine the damage. That only made it bleed more.


On the bright side, at least I was done with my only client for the day and could enjoy the glorious weather with a good book and my feet propped up.


I brushed myself off and hobbled to my car, grimacing at the sharp ache in my knee. As I settled into the driver’s seat, a truck whizzed by, making my car shake. I held my breath, hoping the mirrors would stay on.


Just as I pulled away from the curb, I spotted a blob of tapioca pudding on my shirt. Typical. But it wasn’t enough to ruin my day.


I slowed to a stop at the next light and peeled off the Caring Hands uniform polo, swapping it for a workout tank top from the floorboard.


As I struggled out of one top and into the other, an impatient honk sounded from behind me. I waved apologetically and eased through the intersection.


My phone buzzed. With one hand on the wheel, I rummaged through my bag. “Hello?”


“Brooke, are you done at Mr. Wilson’s house?” Peggy’s voice echoed.


“Yes, ma’am. I just left.”


“You have another client. I’m texting you the address. It’s half an hour away, so don’t dilly dally.”


I eyed the fuel gauge. “I thought Mr. Wilson was my only client?”


“Do you want the job or not? There’s a cash bonus today, and double pay if you last longer than a week.”


Money today? Double in a week? Sold. I needed the cash more than a relaxing afternoon in the park. Hopefully, the family and the client wouldn’t mind that I wasn’t in the proper uniform. Mr. Wilson certainly didn’t care, and Peggy didn’t have eyes everywhere.


Or did she? Maybe that’s why she was adding to my route.


“I’m on my way,” I chirped.


Peggy chuckled ominously. “Good luck.”


I punched the address into my GPS and swung a U-turn at the next light.


I drove with the windows down, singing my heart out to the radio. Five wrong turns and a pit-stop for gas later, I found myself speeding down a dirt road.


Dust whipped up from beneath my tires as I drove under a timber gate, that read Griffith Brothers Ranch.


Wide plains rolled across the horizon in an endless sea of green. Peggy hadn’t been kidding—this place was in the middle of nowhere.


Gosh, it was gorgeous.


My tires skidded through each turn as I navigated the dirt path, following Peggy’s brief directions on how to find the client’s house. I passed a picturesque house with white siding and a blue star on the side, then took a left at the split in the path.


The next two houses were nearly identical, with covered porches and neat landscaping. The second of the pair had bicycles in the yard. Barns and warehouses were scattered across the grounds.


And standing right in the middle of the dirt road was a cow with pink and yellow pool noodles on its horns.


I stopped and poked my head out of the window. “Hi, friend! Could you move out of the way, please? I don’t want to turn you into ground beef.”


To my surprise, the cow obliged and sauntered toward one of the buildings that had corrugated metal siding.


I followed the long road a few more miles until I spotted the white-sided house peeking out from behind a thick grove of trees.


The car bumped as the tires went from dirt to a freshly paved driveway. The black asphalt glimmered in the waves of afternoon heat. A brand-new wheelchair ramp was accented with a patriotic garden flag at the very end.


I pulled up beside a truck covered in a tarp, grabbed my gas station haul, and hopped out.


“Hello?” I called out as I propped the bags on my hip and knocked on the door. When no one answered, I gave the handle a jiggle for good measure. It was locked.


Silence for miles. No engines. No voices. No car horns. Nothing.


The trees rustled as a gentle breeze danced across the yard. The house was picturesque. Neatly edged flower beds were covered in dark mulch. The house had a star on the side, matching the one on the house at the front of the property.


I really should have walked around to try to find the client Peggy had assigned me, but the sun felt too good. I plopped down on the front step and took it all in. Today was the perfect day to stop and smell the roses.


The scrape of hooves made me look up from the plant on my lap. The cow with pool noodles on his horns sauntered up the drive and gave me a curious look.


“Oh, hello again.” I couldn’t help but smile at the pool noodles. “Are you friendly? You look friendly. Can I pet you?”


As if he understood me, the cow eased up and settled down in front of the steps. His head was heavy against my leg.


“Well, aren’t you just the sweetest thing?” I smoothed my hand down his nose. “What’s your name, handsome boy?”


He let out a soft grunt and promptly fell asleep right then and there.


“That settles it,” I said as I scratched beneath his copper-colored chin. “I’ll just wait here until they get home.”


It was common law that if an animal laid on you, you were to be their bed until they deemed it time to get up. I shuffled my things to the side so his head could take up full residency on my lap.


A rumble like thunder started low in the distance. The growl of the engine grew closer and closer until I spotted the nose of the truck poking through the opening in the trees.


The cow didn’t stir. Poor guy must’ve been tuckered out.


A heavyset man with a thick beard leaned out of the driver’s side window as he navigated the curving driveway. Two other people were in the truck, but the glare from the sun obscured them from view.


I nudged the cow. “Hey, fella. I need to get up now.”


It didn’t even open an eye.


The truck came to a stop five feet from my knees, and the door opened.


“Hello!” I said, waving at the driver.


His hair was tied back in a neat bun, though most of it was hidden beneath his cowboy hat. Brown boots scraped against the paved driveway.


“Ma’am,” he said with a nod.


The passenger’s side door opened, and a woman stepped out. She took one look at me and raised an eyebrow. “Who are you?”


Oh my god, she was hot. And scary.


“Who? Me?” I clarified.


She rolled her eyes. “No, I meant Mickey. Of course, I mean you.”


At the mention of his name, the cow—Mickey—lifted his head and looked at the woman.


“Get lost,” she shooed.


“Cass,” the cowboy said as a warning as he reached into the bed of the truck and lifted a wheelchair out.


I scrambled to grab the plastic gas station bag and my plant as the cow heaved himself back to his feet.


“Bye, Mickey.” I patted his back as he wandered off. “Thanks for the snuggles.”


The cowboy set the wheelchair on the ground. His body was hidden behind the back door as he reached in to help the third person from the truck.


“Who are you?” the woman asked sharply.


She ignored my outstretched hand and hit me with a bone-chilling stare. “We aren’t hiring yet.”


“O-oh…” I stammered before I finally got the words out. “No, I was sent here from Caring Hands Home Help.”


“Then you can leave.” The voice came from behind the truck door.


I watched curiously as the cowboy shut the door.


Oh my stars.


The guy in the wheelchair was hot. Like panty-dropping hot. Like, melt my clothes off with one glance h-o-t.


I looked down to make sure my tank top hadn’t spontaneously combusted.


Tattoos covered every inch of his arms, and I caught a glimpse of ink peeking out from the collar of his shirt as the art extended up his neck. His jaw was sharp like an arrowhead and covered in dark scruff. He had cheekbones that models would kill for. Brown eyes pierced through me. His hair was disheveled in a way that screamed, “Hello, sir, she calls me daddy, too.” His nose was adorably crooked as if it had been broken and reset. It gave him an edge that made my heart flutter.


Wait. He was the client?


Oh, no, no, no. I assisted elderly people. Really unattractive, one-foot-in-the-grave elderly people. I picked up their prescriptions, cooked their meals, and provided companionship so their loved ones could have a break. Most of them thought I was their granddaughter. I usually played along. It was easier than correcting them.


I didn’t work for hot men who made my heart skip. I couldn’t do this job with a cardiac condition. Heart skipping had to be a dealbreaker, right?


“Be nice,” the cowboy scolded. “Both of you.”


The man in the wheelchair and the woman growled at the same time.


“Well, Brooke from Caring Hands,” the woman said. “You were supposed to be here an hour and a half ago. Ray almost missed his PT appointment because you were late. Is this going to be a regular pattern of behavior for you?”


“I got lost, and then I had to stop for gas.” I looked down at the plant in my hand. “And there was this lady at the gas station selling these plants on a table outside. They all seemed like they were dying because of the heat, so I bought one to save it. It’s a rescue plant—you know, like a rescue puppy, but a⁠—”


She lifted her hand. “That’s quite enough.”


The guy in the wheelchair seemed slightly amused, but the threat in his eyes quickly returned.


The cowboy sighed. “For god’s sake. Use your manners, you feral heathens. My children and the animals behave better than you two.”


When he looked at the woman, there was a warmth in his eyes. There was a softer side to their relationship.


“Nice to meet you, Brooke,” the cowboy said. “I’m Christian Griffith. I run the ranch. If you need anything, just let me know.”


“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Griffith,” I said. Some people only said to reach out as a polite gesture, but I believed him when he said it.


I shifted my weight uneasily in my flip-flops. Should I ask to go inside? The sun was scorching my shoulders.


Christian nudged the man in the wheelchair.


He grumbled something at Christian before huffing at me. “I’m Ray.”


I gasped. “Oh my god! Your name is Ray? Like a ray of sunshine? I love it!”


I held up the plant for him to see. “I brought this for you! I can help you name her if you want. All plants need names, you know? I’m still trying to figure out her personality, but ‘Betty’ seems like a good fit. The lady at the gas station said it’ll bloom when you meet the love of your life. Isn’t that fun?”


Ray’s gaze dropped to my knee. “You’re bleeding.” His stern timber made my head spin and my heart flutter.


Was it normal to feel like you were going to pass out when talking to a man?


“Oh, that?” I laughed neurotically. “I tripped.” I tried to wave it off casually, but accidentally dropped the plant. The terracotta pot shattered on the asphalt. The already wilting leaves sizzled on the blacktop.


The woman cackled. “This’ll be fun to watch. I sincerely hope you last longer than the last one. We could use some entertainment around here.”


Ray remained silent. The disdain in his eyes said it all.


That was fine. I enjoyed a challenge.
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