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Praise for Lost and Lassoed


‘If I get one wish this year, let that be reading Lost and Lassoed for the first time again – OR moving to Rebel Blue Ranch and never looking back. Sage crafts and delivers yet another deliciously addictive romance. The banter is explosive, the chemistry is electric, and the journey is as sizzling as it is emotional and vulnerable. Simply perfection’


Elena Armas, The New York Times bestselling author of The Spanish Love Deception


‘Lost and Lassoed has everything I’ve come to expect from a Lyla Sage novel; delicious tension, heartwarming vulnerability, characters you can’t help but root for, and more simmering heat than a Rebel Blue summer sun’


B.K. Borison, author of Lovelight Farms


‘Teddy and Gus are spicy, sizzling, enemies-to-lovers perfection! I loved every moment of their feisty banter, their steamy sexual tension, and their touching emotional journey as they found home in each other’s hearts’


Chloe Liese, USA Today bestselling author of the Bergman Brothers series


‘Lyla Sage delivers another scalding hot romance; this one is also a tender rumination on fathers and daughters, and the love that makes a family. Lost and Lassoed burrowed deep into my heart, and I know it’s going to stay there for a good long time’


Kate Stayman-London, bestselling author of One to Watch
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For everyone who got to chapter three of Done and Dusted and immediately wanted Gus and Teddy. I’m so happy to finally share their story with you. Thank you for waiting.


And for my dad, the proudest man alive.









Chapter 1
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Teddy


Nothing said “Good morning” like the smell of stale cigarettes and spilled beer. Walking into the Devil’s Boot at night was one thing; honestly, it was one of my favorite things. But during the day, it was an assault on the senses. I could almost feel the ghosts of bad decisions clinging to my suede jacket (cream-colored, vintage, covered in fringe, totally adorable yet badass).


So why was I walking into Wyoming’s dingiest dive bar at seven o’clock on a Sunday morning? Because my best friend had asked me to, and there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her.


Emmy Ryder and I had been friends since birth—almost literally. My dad started working on her family’s ranch when I was only a few months old and Emmy was only a couple of months older than me. My first memory is of the two of us jumping over one of the narrower parts of the stream that cuts through Rebel Blue Ranch. We went back and forth over and over again until Emmy slipped and fell into the water. I can still hear the splash and the clattering of river rocks that accompanied it. Her ankle swelled up like a balloon almost immediately—even at five or six, I knew that that was not what an ankle should look like. I helped her out of the stream, and she leaned on me the whole way home.


We’ve been leaning on each other ever since.


Her fiancé, Luke Brooks, was the owner of the Devil’s Boot. He’d inherited it from his dad a few years ago, and he was actually kicking ass as its proprietor. Brooks had a lot of dreams for the bar. His biggest one was installing a mechanical bull—no, I’m not kidding—which is why I was about to spend my Sunday sifting through boxes and sweeping up layers of thirty-year-old dust and grime and god knows what else to clear the way for it.


I didn’t mind, though. Plus, I kind of owed him, considering I’d kicked him out of his and Emmy’s bed last night so she and I could have a sleepover.


Emmy and Brooks were standing at the bar talking with their heads close together. I’d left their house earlier to grab us some coffees and give them some alone time, which they’d probably used to have sex in the shower—horny little shits.


Sometimes I wanted to get a spray bottle so I could squirt them—you know, the way you do with a cat or a dog when it’s misbehaving—when their public displays of affection got a little too intense.


But Emmy and Brooks were made for each other, and I loved them both. A lot. I loved Emmy more, obviously, but Luke Brooks had grown on me over the past couple of years. It was a beautiful thing to watch your best friend be loved in the way you know she deserves.


“Coffee’s here,” I said, announcing my presence.


Emmy turned to me. “Oh, thank god, you’re a hero.” She was wearing the tank top I got her for her birthday—it said LUKE PILLOWS right across her boobs—and a pair of black leggings.


It occurred to me that I was overdressed for a day of cleaning out the Devil’s Boot’s second floor—Wranglers, black tank top, and the jacket, obviously. But I liked clothes, the way I felt when I put together an outfit I liked, and I really liked this one. Clothes were like armor, and armor would be needed if a certain older brother of Emmy’s was going to show up today.


Not Wes. I loved Wes.


I handed over her cup, which she took gratefully. She curled her fingers around it and took a sip. The diamond-studded gold band that now adorned her left ring finger glinted in the light. She looked at the cardboard drink holder I was carrying. It had two more cups in it—an iced brown sugar latte for me and a black coffee for Brooks.


Emmy arched a brow at me. “Funny,” she said, “I remember asking you to grab a cup for Gus, too.”


“Huh,” I said with a shrug. “Must’ve forgot.” Gus was Emmy’s oldest brother, Brooks’s best friend, and, most important, my archnemesis.


Small towns wove complicated webs.


It wasn’t that I hated Gus . . . well . . . actually, scratch that. I did kind of hate him. I don’t remember how it started (that’s a lie, but it’s not important). Mostly, I just always felt like he didn’t like me, so I didn’t like him, and then it spiraled into our being delightfully mean to each other all the time.


He was just so . . . grumpy. Men who are that good-looking should not be allowed to be such assholes. It was false advertising.


And he was getting worse with age.


Emmy sighed. “How do we feel about trying to be nice today?” she asked.


“Not great,” I said. Brooks laughed from his spot at the bar. I walked over to him and handed him his cup. He lifted it in a “Cheers” motion.


“Thanks, Ted,” he said. “Gus won’t be here for a little bit, so you’ve got time to prep your verbal arsenal.”


“See?” I said, looking at Emmy. “He gets it.”


Emmy shot Brooks a pointed look, but he just winked at her. I watched her soften a little. “I just thought it would be nice if our best man and maid of honor didn’t hate each other,” she said. The words “maid of honor” sent a little pang through my sternum.


Of course, I was thrilled to be Emmy’s maid of honor. I was excited about her wedding, her life, everything. But sometimes, when the topic of the wedding came up, I got sad. Not inconsolable or anything, but it felt like my happiness for my best friend and my sadness for myself were both staking claim in my chest, punching each other as hard as they could to see who would get knocked out first.


It was a reminder that we were in different phases of our lives, and it scared me. Emmy had always needed me. We were each other’s number one. Now she had Brooks, and I was terrified that she wouldn’t need me the way she used to—that she wouldn’t need me the way I needed her anymore.


“Then maybe Brooks should pick a best man that isn’t so hateable.” I shrugged and looked over at him. “She’s got two brothers, you know.”


All he did was smile and say “Noted.”


Emmy sighed and moved on. She tried to get Gus and me to get along a couple of times a month. It never worked, but I admired her persistence. My best friend never gave up. She directed my attention to a piece of paper on the bar where she and Brooks had laid out a checklist for the day. The goal was simple: Get all the trash out of the second floor and move anything that was to be saved to the basement.


Brooks and Gus would take the basement, which was okay with me because that place was straight out of a horror movie, and I wasn’t really in the mood to get possessed by a demon today. Unless it was a hot demon—then I could be persuaded. Emmy and I would take the second floor. Brooks’s eventual plan was to put a smaller bar and new seating up there and remove some of the seating on the first floor to make room for the mechanical bull.


Once we were armed with garbage bags, gloves, and cleaning supplies, Emmy and I started toward the rickety stairs that led to the second floor of the Devil’s Boot. At that moment, the back door to the bar opened and Gus Ryder sauntered in. I could feel my blood pressure rising.


He was wearing a tight faded blue T-shirt, gray joggers, and a Carhartt baseball cap. His dark brown hair was longer than I’d seen it in quite a while. Last year, he had started sporting a mustache instead of the short, neatly trimmed beard he’d adopted in his twenties. The mustache was still going strong, and even though I thought it looked good on him, the first thing out of my mouth was “Hey, pornstache. Nice of you to join us.”


“Fuck off, Theodora,” he said without even glancing my way. His voice was bored. The way he said my full name made me grind my teeth.


“Did you steal that shirt out of Riley’s closet?” I asked, gesturing to his tight blue shirt. Riley was Gus’s six-year-old daughter, and the way his shirt was hugging his chest and biceps, it looked small enough to be hers.


“You know,” he said, finally throwing his emerald eyes toward me, “the way you’re ogling me is making me uncomfortable.”


“Well, the way I can see your nipples through your shirt is making me uncomfortable,” I countered. “Brooks,” I said, glancing over at him, “I can’t work in these conditions.”


Brooks shrugged and said, “Take it up with the boss,” nodding toward Emmy, who was looking at Gus and me. She was unamused.


All she said was “Gus, you and your nipples are in the basement. Ted, let’s go.” I followed her up the stairs but turned back toward Gus to give him a wave.


He flipped me off.


I hoped he’d get eaten by a demon.


A few hours later, Emmy and I were in the double digits on full garbage bags, and the grime of the Devil’s Boot had formed a film on my skin. I had severely underestimated the muckiness of the bar’s second floor. I’d had to drape my suede jacket over a chair and cover it with a plastic bag in hopes of keeping it clean. On the bright side, I’d found a few old vinyl records that Emmy said I could take home. I texted my dad and told him we were going to have a Tanya Tucker and Willie Nelson listening party tonight.


Sorting through some boxes in the corner, I found a bunch of old newspapers. I pulled out a Meadowlark Examiner from 1965 and saw a story featuring the Devil’s Boot as one of Wyoming’s best bars.


“Emmy,” I called. She looked up from where she’d pulled a wet, dirty piece of fabric from the other corner of the room. “Have you seen these?”


“More newspapers?”


“Yeah,” I responded. “Are there more than this?”


Emmy nodded. “We found a few boxes in the basement. Luke wants to keep them. I think he wants to frame a couple of them. You and Ada could probably come up with something cool to do with them, too.” Ada was Wes’s girlfriend. She was an interior designer and impressively creative. I liked to paint and do things with my hands, so she and I got along.


“They’re really rad,” I said, thumbing through more of the papers. There were stories about the Devil’s Boot and pictures of it throughout its history. A copy of the Jackson Hole News named it the most unique bar in Wyoming.


“Will you take that box to the basement? There’s a small closet at the end of the hall where we put all of the others.”


“You know how I feel about the basement,” I whined.


Emmy laughed and said, “I guess this is your chance to live out that demon romance you told me about last night.” I let out a huff. I couldn’t believe she was using my book recommendations against me.


“Fine,” I muttered. “But if I get murdered down there, or taken to some evil dimension, you’re going to feel really bad for making me do this.” I slid on my jacket; I didn’t want to let it out of my sight. Plus, I had to look cute in case the hot demon showed up.


Emmy put a hand over her heart. “I promise to throw you the best funeral that Meadowlark, Wyoming, has ever seen,” she said.


“Don’t forget, I want to be cremated and shot off in fireworks,” I responded.


“While Kiss performs ‘I Was Made for Loving You,’ ” she said with a wave of her hand. “I know, I know.” I decided on that when Emmy and I were in sixth grade. Talk about going out with a bang, am I right?


I picked up the box and started down the two flights of stairs. The basement was dark. This was the first time I’d made it all the way down here, and it was seriously creepy. Where were Brooks and Gus?


The smell of cigarettes and stale beer wasn’t as strong in the basement. It mostly just smelled old. It was also a lot cooler—probably because of all the paranormal activity lurking in the nooks and crannies. The floorboards creaked under my feet. Just when I started to relax a bit, a loud bang startled me, and I hurried toward the closet at the end of the hall.


I needed to get out of this creepy basement immediately—hot demons be damned. When I got to the closet, my jacket snagged on the doorknob, slamming the door shut behind me and leaving me in total darkness. I dropped the box of newspapers and heard a frustrated grunt.


There was someone else in the closet.


I turned back to the door, trying to unsnag my jacket and get the door open. I succeeded at untangling my jacket, but I could feel a tear where it got caught in the door. The door, on the other hand, wouldn’t budge.


“What the fuck, Theodora?” came a deep and angry voice from right behind me.


And that’s how I locked myself in a closet with Gus Ryder.


Well, shit.









Chapter 2


[image: ]


Gus


I had heard her fucking boots coming down the stairs. I shook my head, annoyed that I could tell it was her. No one else stomped around like they owned the place—not even Brooks, and he did own the place.


I slipped into the closet to avoid her. So imagine my surprise when she barreled into that same closet with all the grace of a goddamn tornado, dropped a heavy-ass box on my foot, and proceeded to slam the door shut behind her—leaving us in total darkness.


Peachy. Absolutely fucking peachy.


She was too close to me—way too close. Much to my annoyance, Teddy is always around—always has been, probably always will be. “Open the door, Teddy.”


I heard her jiggle the doorknob and throw her body against the door. “I’m trying,” she said. “It won’t budge.”


Christ. I didn’t have time for this. “Move,” I said as I tried to shoulder Teddy out of the way. As soon as my body touched hers, I got a jolt like I’d touched an electric fence—not a pleasant feeling, in case you were wondering.


One of the most annoying things about Teddy? She was familiar, even though I didn’t want her to be.


Don’t think about it.


But here I was seven years later still thinking about it. Here was the fucking kicker: I didn’t even like Teddy. At all.


Teddy Andersen was trouble. And loud.


“If it’s not budging for me, it’s not going to budge for you,” Teddy snapped, then muttered, “unless it’s got a thing for assholes.” I heard that.


She moved out of my way and I felt for the door, then down to the doorknob. I tried to turn it, but it was jammed.


Fuck.


“I told you.” Teddy’s voice wasn’t quite behind me but also not quite next to me—wherever she was, she was still too fucking close.


“What did you do to it?” I demanded.


I could almost hear her eyes roll. “You’re kidding me, right? This door is older than you,” she said. “So, basically, ancient”—yup, caught that dig—“and you’re blaming me?”


“You’re the one that shut it,” I said, my temper already flaring. My fuse always seemed to be a hell of a lot shorter around Teddy.


“Not on purpose. It got caught on my jacket, which now has a hole the size of your ego in it.” God, she was annoying. “This is vintage suede,” she complained.


“We’re indefinitely locked in a closet in the basement of a bar, and you’re worried about your stupid jacket?”


“It’s not a stupid jacket,” she said. “And we’re not locked in here indefinitely. Just call Emmy or Brooks.”


That was a good idea, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. I reached into my pocket, but when I didn’t feel my phone there, I cursed under my breath. I’d left it on the front seat of my truck.


“You don’t have your phone, do you?” Even though I couldn’t see her, I knew she’d probably crossed her arms across her chest, narrowed her eyes, and tilted her head, which meant her stupid bouncy ponytail would move with her.


Even in the dark, I had to fight the urge to find that copper-colored ponytail and yank it.


“No,” I snapped, “I don’t have my phone. You call them.”


“Well, Gussy,” she said—I prickled at the nickname, and at her tone of sickly-sweet annoyance—“I don’t have my phone either. It’s upstairs.”


Goddammit.


I ran a hand down my face and let out an annoyed grunt. Of all the places I wanted to be, locked in a closet with Teddy wasn’t anywhere on the list. But I knew there were a lot of people who’d like to trade places with me.


Even though I was loath to admit it, Teddy was a knockout. I’d never noticed when we were growing up. Teddy was eight years younger than me, and I wasn’t a fucking creep. But then, when Emmy and Teddy graduated from college, Teddy wore this dark green dress that just . . . Never mind. The point is that I know Teddy is pretty. Beautiful, even. But beautiful like a lion or an elk or any other large and dangerous animal. Beautiful to look at, but you didn’t want to get too close because it’d rip your throat out or trample you or spear you to death with its giant horns.


So yeah. Teddy was beautiful or whatever.


But I wasn’t looking to get eaten alive.


I started banging on the door and hollering for Emmy and Brooks.


Teddy let out a sigh. “Emmy will come looking for me as soon as she realizes I’ve been gone for more than a few minutes. Chill out.”


“How do you know that?” I demanded.


“Because I know Emmy. She’s not going to leave me in this horror movie basement.” She was probably right, but I didn’t care. I ignored her and kept banging on the door. “For god’s sake, August, take a breath.”


“Don’t tell me what to do,” I spat. This woman’s mere existence got under my skin like nothing else. Why couldn’t Emmy have a friend that wasn’t irritation incarnate? A nice, normal friend that didn’t make me want to bash my head against the wall?


Or a friend that wasn’t always at the scene of the crime when Emmy did something she shouldn’t have.


“Don’t tell me what to do,” Teddy mimicked me, and I let out a growl. “Are you afraid of the dark, Gussy?”


“No, but if I remember correctly, you are,” I shot back. I’d known Teddy her whole life—literally—her dad had started working for mine when she was barely three months old. I remember the day Hank Andersen rolled up to Rebel Blue Ranch in his gold El Camino with Teddy in tow. I was seven or eight then, and Teddy was a hell of a lot less infuriating—probably because she couldn’t talk yet.


Teddy smacked my arm. “I am not!” Why couldn’t this woman keep her hands to herself?


“Then why were you running through the basement like a spooked horse?”


“Because I was avoiding you, obviously.”


“That worked out really well, didn’t it?” I asked. She was so close to me. When she talked, I could feel her breath. It reminded me of how it felt against my neck. Fuck. Get it together, Ryder.


“Well, it would’ve, if you weren’t the type of creep that hides in closets. What were you even doing in here?” I couldn’t tell her that I was hiding from her. That would give her too much satisfaction.


“Can you stop talking?” I said. “You’re giving me a headache.” I did have a headache, but for once, it wasn’t because of Teddy. I hadn’t been getting a lot of sleep this week, and it was catching up with me.


I could tell Teddy was about to volley something back at me, but just then there was a loud creaking somewhere else in the basement. Teddy gasped. Her hand found mine as she jumped closer to me. “What was that?”


Again with the touching. Christ.


“Now who needs to chill out?” I asked, and yanked my hand away from hers. I didn’t like the way holding it made me feel. “It’s an old building. There are noises everywhere.” Teddy stayed quiet—not convinced. “Anyway, I thought you weren’t afraid of the dark.”


“I’m not,” she said. She must’ve straightened up, because I felt her chest brush against mine. Fuck. “I’m afraid of what’s lurking in the dark. There’s a difference.”


“What do you think is ‘lurking’ ”—I used air quotes even though she couldn’t see me—“in the basement of the Devil’s Boot?”


“Demons,” Teddy said. “And I don’t think it’s the hot ones.” What the hell was this woman on about?


“You’re insane,” I said. I moved to run a hand through my hair, but it brushed against Teddy’s waist instead. I felt her go still, and I snatched my hand away immediately.


“And you’re an asshole,” she said, but not with her normal authority. Her voice sounded . . . breathy, almost?


We needed to get the fuck out of here. I started banging on the door again. This time Teddy joined me. I guess she was thinking the same thing.


After a minute or so, I heard Brooks’s voice—thank fucking Christ—just outside the door. “Gus? Why are you in the closet?”


I sighed. “Because Theodora wreaks havoc wherever she goes.” Teddy smacked my arm. One more touch from her and I was going to tie her hands behind her back.


No, wait, not like that. Goddammit.


“Teddy is in there with you?” Brooks asked.


“Yes,” Teddy shouted. “And she would desperately like not to be.” Brooks stayed silent.


“Let us out, man,” I said. “The stupid door is jammed.”


“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Brooks said. I could hear the smile in his voice. Bastard. “Might win some points with Emmy if I leave you guys in there to work out your issues.”


“Don’t. You. Dare.” Teddy’s voice was venomous.


“It won’t win you any points with Emmy if we kill each other,” I said. “And I swear to god, Brooks, I will haunt the shit out of you.”


“Same,” Teddy chimed in.


“Is this the first time you guys have ever agreed on something?” Brooks asked. His tone was even more amused now. It wasn’t, though. There was one other time Teddy and I had agreed on something, but that agreement meant keeping our fucking mouths shut. “Seems like the closet is doing its job.” The doorknob jiggled, and within a second, the door was open and light flooded into the small space. “Better quit while we’re ahead.”


Teddy and I stumbled out of the closet. It was dark enough in there that the dim light of the basement made me squint.


As my eyes adjusted, I heard Teddy say “Thank god.” I looked over at her. Her chest was heaving slightly and her skin was flushed.


The way she looked made it seem like we’d been doing a lot more than arguing while we were locked in the closet.


I gritted my teeth.


“How did that happen?” Brooks asked, gesturing toward the closet.


“Hurricane Theodora,” I remarked with an eye roll. “How else?” Teddy flipped her russet ponytail over her shoulder and smirked like I’d just given her a compliment. “You know, being compared to a hurricane isn’t a good thing,” I said to her.


“Really?” she asked sarcastically. “I don’t know. Powerful, relentless, fierce . . .” she counted off the adjectives on her fingers.


“Destructive, devastating—” I countered.


“—ly beautiful?” Teddy said before I could finish. I rolled my eyes so far back in my head that I thought they’d never come back around.


I opened my mouth but then closed it. I couldn’t think of anything to say back, which was the worst thing that could happen in a sparring match with Teddy.


“It’s okay, Gussy,” she whispered, “I won’t tell anyone you think I’m beautiful. It’s this gossip you have to worry about.” She nodded toward Brooks, who looked as if he was about to deny it, but then Emmy’s voice came from the staircase.


“Ted?” Emmy called. “You okay?”


“Yeah!” Teddy yelled back. She turned to me again. I thought she was going to deliver a closing blow, but instead she walked past me. As she did, she pointed a finger at my chest and said, “What’s that?”


I looked down, and she moved her finger up to flick me in the nose.


Damn it. I fell for that every fucking time.


Her annoying laugh echoed through the basement as she made her way back up the stairs.









Chapter 3
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Teddy


“Stupid fucking piece of shit!” I shouted at my sewing machine—a vintage Brother Coronado that—until this moment—was my pride and joy. I was trying to fix the giant (three-inch) tear that the Devil’s Boot closet doorknob had ripped in my favorite jacket, but the mint-green sewing machine had other plans.


“I thought you were supposed to be running from the demons,” Emmy had said with a laugh when I told her what happened in the basement. “Not straight into their arms.”


“Okay, first of all,” I said, “I wasn’t in anyone’s arms”—even if they were annoyingly nice arms—“and I feel the need to make that very clear, considering you’re engaged to Meadowlark’s biggest gossip. And second of all, are you finally admitting that your brother Gus was sent from hell?”


“Hell in general? No,” she responded with a small smile. “But your own personal hell? Maybe.”


I couldn’t decide which was worse: the fact that I’d gotten stuck in a closet with Gus or the fact that my sewing machine was screwed up. Every time I stepped on the pedal, thread was piling up, getting tangled, and creating something akin to a bird’s nest on the underside of the fabric. I’d done everything—rethreaded the machine, tried different thread, checked that the bobbin was seated correctly, reset the tension settings—but no dice.


I dropped my head onto my sewing table. It met the wood with a resounding thud. I could try to sew the tear by hand, but the vintage suede was too thick for me to get the neat, unobtrusive stitches that I could with the machine.


The thought of not being able to repair my jacket brought tears to my eyes. It’s just a jacket, Teddy.


But it wasn’t.


It was my jacket. I’d had it since I was sixteen. I had dragged Emmy out of bed before sunrise—she was not a morning person—and we’d driven to Cody, a big city compared to Meadowlark. It was the end of the summer, so all of the seasonal workers had dropped their stuff at the thrift stores, and they left a lot of good stuff behind. We dug through bin after bin. I encountered a lot of questionable stains, and Emmy nearly came to blows with an old woman over a Wrangler vest with the Marlboro Man stitched into it.


But then I found this jacket. I cleaned it. I cared for it. I made sure it didn’t smell weird and vintagey.


I gave it a new life.


I loved this jacket. It was timeless, unique, and . . . Teddy. And now I didn’t know whether I could wear it again without causing more damage.


I wished I could blame Gus for this, but I was the one who’d been running from demons in the basement.


Tears poked at the back of my eyes. I know it sounds ridiculously dramatic that I was crying over a jacket, but I wasn’t just crying over the jacket. I was crying over what it meant to me, and the memory attached to it, one of the many moments when Emmy and I had been completely in sync. Partners in crime. And, truthfully, it hadn’t felt like that in a while.


I had been so excited when Emmy moved back home, but I didn’t get to spend a lot of time basking in that feeling because she and Brooks got together almost immediately.


Emmy’s my best friend, so I was thrilled for her, but it’s been weird to watch the way our friendship has changed—for me, not for her, I don’t think—in the two years since she came back from Denver. I’m still reckoning with that—a life where it’s not just her and me against the world.


Emmy didn’t really come to me anymore—I went to her. A lot of the time we spent together now was at her house—sometimes it was just us, sometimes Brooks was there, which I generally didn’t mind. But we didn’t do things together the way we used to. I did things on my own, and when I wanted to spend time with Emmy, I prioritized where she was at instead of where I wanted to be—like at a thrift store in Cody.


Coming to terms with that has been more difficult than I thought it would be. I was happy for her but sad for me.


It’s just weird to be happy for her and sad for me at the same time.


I contain multitudes and all that shit, I guess.


But now it felt like this jacket was just another piece of my life that was going to get left behind, another part of me that was going to get left behind.


The other day, one of the girls I work with at the boutique announced that she was pregnant, and my first thought was that we weren’t old enough to get pregnant—especially on purpose.


My second thought was to ask her if she knew who the father was.


And then I remembered that we’re in our late twenties, and she’s been married for nearly five years.


It just feels like everyone is moving on . . . without me. Even Luke Brooks—former manwhore extraordinaire—is settling down, for Christ’s sake. And here I am, twenty-eight, working at the same boutique I’ve been working in since I was twenty-two, in the same small town I grew up in, with no change in sight.


Growing up, I was always ahead of everyone else. I made my own path, and I forged ahead fearlessly. I was the leader in my life.


In fourth grade, I thought it was bullshit that we only got pizza every other Friday in the cafeteria, so I organized a recess protest—nearly the entire first-grade class, except Kenny Wyatt, the fucking coward, stayed outside when the bell rang until the principal agreed to hear my complaint. It took a petition that I stored in the back of my math binder and a lunchroom cleanup assignment, but the next year, we had pizza every Friday.


When I decided I liked clothes in junior high, I went all in. I taught myself to sew. I saved money for supplies by walking people’s dogs or babysitting. I wanted to learn a craft, and I got good at it.


I was the girl who all the other girls came to for advice—what to wear (everyone loved my style), whether they should break up with their boyfriend (almost always yes), how to talk the sheriff out of calling your parents if you got caught at a party (cry—cry a lot). It was my way of taking care of the people around me and taking the lead.


Growing up, it was always Emmy’s goal to leave Meadowlark. She felt stifled here—like our small town was sitting on her lungs. Me? It felt like the only place I could take big, true breaths. I left for college, fucked around Europe on my own for a little bit right after, but I always had every intention of coming back home. I just . . . I loved it here. It was the place my dad chose for us, and that meant something to me.


And in Meadowlark, I shone. People loved me, and I loved to be loved. There was only one Teddy Andersen. Here, I was ahead of the game.


So how did I get so behind?


I’d always been happy in Meadowlark, but over the past few months, I had begun to wonder if I had started to resent it at the same time. It felt as if Meadowlark was taking care of everyone but me. Everyone I loved in Meadowlark seemed to be doing big things—getting married, renovating houses, having babies, falling in love. It was a silly thing to feel—like the place I lived didn’t care about me, even though I loved it so deeply—but I felt it anyway.


And then there were the smaller parts of these big feelings that I’d started to notice in real life. The other day, at Emmy’s house, I’d noticed she’d put a bunch of pictures in frames—nearly all of them of her and Brooks—hiking, on vacation, at Rebel Blue. I realized that the pictures I had framed in my room were of Emmy and me.


And that made me sad.


Life had begun to feel bittersweet, and I was getting all of the bitter and everyone else was getting the sweet.


I told myself not to cry. I didn’t like crying. I didn’t like seeing my world through watery and swollen eyes.


There’s nothing wrong with crying—I’ve spent a lot of time comforting others, telling them it’s okay to cry—but for some reason I’ve never been able to allow myself that same courtesy.


Except for certain occasions, like right now.


No one else here. It was just me, my jacket, and a Bob Seger record. And so I let myself cry, head down on my sewing table, clutching the fringe of my suede jacket. I don’t know how long I stayed that way, but it wasn’t until I heard my dad making his way down the hall that I quickly lifted my head, took a deep breath, and hoped the small smile I was attempting didn’t look like a grimace.


He was using his cane today. That meant he felt good enough to be up and about, which lightened my heart a little. Both of his hands were gripping the top curve of his cane, which meant his knuckle tattoos were on display. On one hand, four fingers read THEO, and on the other, DORA.


I loved all my dad’s tattoos, but those were my favorites.


Hank Andersen was a badass in every sense of the word. His long hair, which used to be jet black but now was more salt-and-pepper than anything else, was pulled back into a ponytail. Today he was wearing a Thin Lizzy T-shirt, faded blue jeans, and light blue socks with wiener dogs on them.


“You okay, Teddy Bear?” he asked as he leaned against my doorframe. It took some weight off his right leg, which was the one that gave him the most trouble—probably from spending too much time behind a drum set. “Bob Seger stopped playing ten minutes ago.” He nodded toward my record player, where the Night Moves album was still turning and a crackling noise was coming from the speakers.


I hadn’t even noticed the record had finished, which was saying something because that album ends with “Mary Lou”—one of my favorite songs of all time.


“Yeah,” I said. I quickly got up and went to my record player, lifted the tone arm, and switched off the turntable. “Just a rough day.”


“Seems like you’ve had a few of those lately,” my dad responded. I just shrugged. “Scale of one to ten?” That’s how we talked about bad days, pain, sickness, and all the things in between.


I thought about it for a second. “It was a six.” My dad’s icy blue eyes flashed with concern. “But I think we’re closer to a five now that I’ve seen your socks.”


He looked down at his wiener dog socks and grinned. “And what if I told you VH1 is airing its Hundred Greatest Songs of the Eighties tonight?”


I sniffled a little but smiled back at him. “Down to a four.”


“Do you want to call Emmy? Is she around? We can order dinner.” I nodded. My dad made his way a little farther into my room until he was only a step and a half from me. He brought one of his old, weathered hands up to my face and used his thumb to wipe away one of the tears that was sitting at the corner of my eye. “I’m sorry you had a bad day.”


I shook my head. “Not for much longer,” I said. Hank smiled at that. “I can handle dinner, though.”


My dad shook his head. “It’s okay. Aggie’s coming over. That’s a lot of people to cook for.” Aggie was my friend Dusty’s mom and a very talented carpenter. She and Hank had become quite fond of each other over the past few years, and now Aggie was sharing the load of taking care of my dad without even trying—coming over on Friday nights or bringing him food while I was at work.


I loved Aggie; she was badass and funny and kind. But it also twisted the knife just a little bit more that even my dad—my sixtysomething dad—had a romantic prospect, something new in his life, something that was pushing him forward. I was grateful, of course, but I couldn’t help but sometimes feel a . . . twinge. My dad didn’t seem like he needed me as much anymore either.


And I thrived on being needed.


“Okay,” I said. “Sounds good.”


“I’ll order the food.” He turned and went back down the hallway toward the kitchen.


Once he was gone, I called Emmy. She picked up on the first ring.


“My sewing machine is broken and I can’t fix the rip in my fringe jacket,” I said as soon as she picked up. She might not need me the same way anymore, but I still needed her. “And the Hundred Greatest Songs of the Eighties is on VH1 tonight. Come over?”


“I wish I could,” she said, and I felt my entire body deflate. “Luke’s mom is coming to dinner tonight.”


I opened my mouth to respond, tell her it was okay, that I hoped her dinner went well, that I loved being my dad and Aggie’s third wheel, but nothing came out.


“I’ll call you later, though?” Emmy said after a few beats of silence.


“For sure,” I choked out. “Love you.”


“Love you,” Emmy said, and hung up.


Don’t cry, Teddy. It’s going to be okay.









Chapter 4
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Gus


“Everything’s fine, Cam,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster. “Seriously. There’s nothing to worry about.”


“Are you sure?” she said on the other end of the phone. I know the mother of my child well, and her tone was laced with concern.


“Totally,” I said. Everything was completely fine. I didn’t accidentally shrink all of my and Riley’s clothes by washing them on hot, serve cereal for dinner three nights in a row, or get a brush stuck in Riley’s curly hair.


None of that happened.


“You sound”—Cam paused for a second—“stressed.” That was an understatement if I’d ever heard one.


Cam was in Jackson Hole for the summer, shadowing at a law firm there and doing an immersive bar prep course. I was happy for her. She’d had a difficult time last year after she failed the bar exam the first time. She hadn’t told me or anyone else in our family, and she’d put a lot of distance between us all in those few months. She wouldn’t respond to my texts or calls unless they had to do with Riley, which would’ve been fine, but our co-parenting relationship was built on a pretty solid friendship foundation, so it worried me.


My brother’s girlfriend, Ada, was able to get it out of her a few months after it happened. She said she felt like a failure, even though she was the furthest thing from it. Ever since I’d known her, Cam had wanted to be a lawyer, and I was glad she decided to take the bar again. Her fiancé, Greg, is some big deal investment banker, so he jumped at the chance to go to Jackson to be closer to a lot of his Richie Rich clients for a few months.


From what I know, he’s not the biggest fan of Meadowlark.


So I encouraged Cam to take the opportunity in Jackson, which meant I had our six-year-old daughter all to myself. Over the past six years, Cam and I had perfected our custody arrangement, and I was able to structure all my responsibilities at Rebel Blue around it. Plus, we had my family to help out, and Cam and I could always lean in when the other needed it.


I was a single dad, but I’d never had to be a single parent.


Until now.


It had been a week and a half since Cam left—she left two Wednesdays ago. It was Friday now, and she was right. I was stressed.


Summers at Rebel Blue were always a busy time of year, but this year was also the first time we had a fully operational guest ranch added to the mix. So not only did I have nearly fifty ranch employees to keep track of, but in a couple of weeks, I would also have city folks running around my ranch.


And city folks were fucking idiots.


“Gus?” Cam’s voice came through the phone again, pulling me out of my thoughts. “You there?”


“Yeah, sorry. I’m good. We’re all good.” I fucking loved my kid. I just had to get used to our new routine.


“Are you sure?” Cam asked.


“Yes, and Riley’s great. She’s doing riding lessons with Emmy right now.” My little sister was my daughter’s favorite person. She was mine too.


“Don’t forget she has soccer this afternoon.”


“I know,” I said. “She and Emmy hang out after lessons, so Emmy will get her ready and take her to soccer, and I’ll pick her up after I finish up for the day.”


“Okay . . . you’ll let me know if you need me?”


“Yes.” No.


“Okay. I’ll let you know if I can call for bedtime.” I hoped she could. Riley was starting to miss her mom.


“Sounds good. Talk to you later.”


A few hours later, I was deep into the hills of Rebel Blue, checking on the tanks that we used to gather rainwater. Once the tanks were full, we would drag them to a pasture for the cattle. I hadn’t planned on going this far out today, but after I checked the first few tanks, I was running good on time, so I kept going.


Less work for me tomorrow.


The one thing you need to know about ranchers? We’re fucking obsessed with water—especially in the summer. The West is dry, and even though a lot of Rebel Blue is irrigated, we still rely on rainwater for our cattle. It replenishes the grasses they eat and the streams and ponds where they drink. We’re always looking for ways to use our resources more efficiently and sustainably. It’s important to us.


Wes and I normally checked these together, but we hadn’t had time this week, so he and I had to split up. Dusty—who was somewhere between a ranch hand and a second-in-command—was taking some too. I was actually happy to be on my own today. It was nice. Quiet.


None of the tanks on my docket were full yet. It wasn’t a surprise—there hadn’t been a lot of rain lately—but it still worried the hell out of me to see each one nearly half empty.


I walked back to my horse, Scout, who was waiting a few feet from the tank, and mounted. Scout was jet black on his front half, but his back half was splotched with white paint. He was one of my dad’s rescues. I’d been riding him for about five years—he was probably in his late teens. He was a damn good horse. I took one of my deerskin gloves off and gave his neck a few rubs.


When I glanced at the sky, the sun was farther down than I was expecting it to be. Had this taken me longer than usual? My phone vibrated in the pocket of my vest. I didn’t recognize the number that flashed on the screen, but it was a Wyoming area code, so I answered.


“Hello?”


“Hi, is this Gus Ryder?” a woman’s voice asked on the other end.


“Yes ma’am.”


“Hi, Mr. Ryder. It’s Nicole, Riley’s soccer coach.”


Fuck. Fuck. Riley.


“We finished up here a little bit ago and just wanted to know if you were close by?” My throat went dry, and my heart fell to my stomach.


I forgot to pick up my kid from soccer practice.


“Shit,” I breathed. “I’m so sorry. I lost track of time. Someone will be right there to grab her.” It wouldn’t be me. I was at least forty minutes from the stables, and that’s if Scout and I pushed it all the way back. I had to call Emmy or Brooks or my dad.


“No worries,” Nicole said. Her voice felt a little too warm for telling a dad he’d forgotten his kid. I tried to picture Nicole’s face, but I couldn’t. I knew she had red hair—dyed red hair. Not copper like Teddy’s. Wait, why was I thinking about Teddy right now? “It happens. I know Camille is out of town for the summer.” Cam normally coached Riley’s soccer team. “A change in routine can be hard.”


A change in routine didn’t mean I could forget my kid at soccer practice. Fuck. “I’m really sorry.”


“All good. I’ll hang out with her until you can get here.”


“Thank you,” I said. When I hung up, I immediately dialed Emmy. She lived closest to town. It took twenty minutes to get there from Rebel Blue—fifteen from Emmy and Luke’s. She picked up after a few rings.


“What’s up?” my sister asked in greeting.


“Can you pick up Riley at soccer?” The question was rushed, my voice distraught. Emmy didn’t respond right away.


“Gus,” she said worriedly, “soccer was over a half hour ago.”


“I know, I know,” I said. “I was checking the rain tanks, and I lost track of time. Scout and I are all the way up on the east side of the ranch. There’s no way I can get to town in less than an hour.”


“Luke and I went for a drive. We’re like thirty minutes outside of town . . .” Her voice trailed off.


“Please, Emmy,” I said. If she couldn’t get there, I would need her to help me find someone who could.


“Okay,” she said. “I’ll take care of it.”


“Thank you,” I said, relieved.


“Ride safe, okay?”


“Yeah,” I said, and hung up the phone. I slid my phone back into my vest, grabbed Scout’s reins, and kicked at his middle. “Let’s go, boy. I gotta get home to my baby girl.”
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