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CHAPTER 1


Kiss My Ass, Cowboy


Mollie


SEPTEMBER


I’m deep in cowboy country, but I still jam on the brakes when I see an actual cowboy park his actual horse outside an actual saloon.


Have I gone back in time? Or is the whole scene a mirage? My dashboard does say it’s 109 degrees outside.


The cloud of dust that’s followed me since Belton billows around my SUV, temporarily obscuring the view of a building marked The Rattler.


The Hill Country dust clears. Yep, that’s definitely a horse. And that’s definitely a guy in slim-cut jeans and a cowboy hat sliding off the saddle with an ease that makes my breath catch.


Mom’s words echo inside my head: Hartsville is a one-horse town. I didn’t know she meant that literally.


I feel a whisper of recognition as I take in the building’s facade behind the cowboy and his horse. It’s two stories, brick, with windows whose uneven panes glint in the hazy afternoon light. A faded green-and-black-striped awning bears the image of a white rattlesnake, its forked tongue protruding from between its fangs.


I was six years old the last time I was in this tiny town, smack-dab in the middle of nowhere. Why would I remember a bar of all places?


“Mollie? Did I lose you?”


My stomach seizes, the sound of Wheeler’s voice on the phone yanking me back inside the Range Rover. Without looking, I immediately hit the gas, then send up a silent prayer of thanks that Main Street is deserted. No one to hit, thank God.


Well, except for the cowboy and his horse, who I glimpse in my rearview mirror. I’m less than two hundred miles southwest of Dallas, but I might as well be on another planet for how different this place feels.


I reach for the vent beside the steering wheel and aim a blast of AC at my face. “Sorry, I’m here. I just got to Hartsville and…I think I may have just had an Outlander moment? But a Western-themed one, with a saloon and a cowboy.”


My best friend and business partner’s raspy laugh pours through the speakers. “Bring cowboy Jamie back to Dallas. Tell him city life is better.”


“No shit.” I peer out my windshield as my GPS tells me I’m approaching my destination. “Mom wasn’t joking when she said there was nothing out here.”


“Get your money and get the hell out of Dodge. Call me when you’re done, okay? I’m thinking of you.”


I smile, even as my stomach seizes again. “Thanks, friend. I can’t wait for the pop-up.”


“Same. I’m so curious to see how it goes.”


One of Dallas’s better-known boutiques is hosting a pop-up shop for our cowboy boot company this week. The boutique’s clientele is fashion-forward and well-heeled, so we’ll hopefully make a decent number of sales. Lord knows we could use the revenue.


Hanging up, I slow down in front of the last building on the left before Main Street continues down a desolate stretch of nothingness ahead. The chalk-colored dirt, dotted sparsely with trees, cacti, and brush, wavers in the midafternoon heat.


A brass placard beside the building’s door reads Goody Gershwin, Attorney at Law, Est. 1993.


“You have arrived at your destination,” my GPS informs me.


I pull into an angled parking spot beside an enormous candy-apple-red pickup truck. It also appears to be from 1993, its windows rolled down to reveal a front bench seat upholstered in faded gray fabric. A box set of Brooks & Dunn’s greatest hits sits on the passenger side of the bench.


It’s a box set of cassette tapes.


Maybe I really have gone back in time.


The heat hits me like a slap to the face the second I hop out of my car. It radiates off the blacktop and singes my bare legs.


At the same time, the sun bears down on my head and shoulders from above. It’s like being pressed inside a griddle.


Looping my bag over my shoulder, I wonder why the hell anyone would live out here. What did Dad see in this place?


I can’t believe I’m actually here. I can’t believe he’s actually gone.


Most of all, I can’t believe I lost the chance to ever make things right between us.


Grief, mixed with a hefty dose of anger, sits on my chest like an elephant.


A literal bell jangles above the door as I enter the building. It’s blessedly cool inside the office. The familiar scent of brewing coffee makes me feel slightly less discombobulated.


A young man with round glasses smiles up at me from a nearby desk. “You must be Mollie Luck. Welcome! I’m Zach, Goody’s paralegal.” He rounds the desk and holds out his hand. “Can I get you anything? Water? Coffee? I hope the drive wasn’t too bad.”


I take his hand. “Three hours. Not terrible. Nice to meet you, Zach. And I’m fine, thanks.”


He eyes my metallic-pink boots. “Those are spectacular.”


“Aw, thank you. They’re part of my boot company’s most recent collection.”


“You own a boot company?” A woman with short, dark hair in a light-colored linen suit emerges from a door to my left. She appears to be wearing a bolo—black, silver buckle—without a trace of irony. “How amazing!”


“They’re manufactured right here in Texas.”


The woman’s eyes crinkle as she smiles at me. “Even better. I’m Goody Gershwin. Nice to finally meet you, Mollie. Your dad talked about you often. He was so proud of you.”


My eyes burn, and my heart twists. Was Dad proud of me? He never showed it. Definitely never said it. But I’d like to think he’d be a little proud of how I turned out at least.


I paste on a smile. “Nice to meet you too.”


“I’m so sorry for your loss. The community here has taken Garrett’s death hard, but I can only imagine how tough it’s been for y’all.”


A piercing ache shoots through my heart and settles in the back of my throat. “The community” must’ve been a lot closer to Dad than I was. Then again, no one except Mom, Mom’s parents, Wheeler, and I showed up to his funeral in Dallas three months ago, so who knows?


“I appreciate that.”


“Well, we’re glad you’re here.” Goody drops my hand. “Today should be relatively straightforward. As the executor of your father’s will, I’ll walk you through his estate and the distribution of his assets, along with his wishes for—”


Goody looks up at the jingle of the bell behind me. The creases at the edges of her eyes deepen.


“Hello, Cash! Always a pleasure seeing you.”


Cash. Why is that name familiar?


“Ma’am. Good afternoon.”


Something about the deep voice—its scraped-bare sound maybe, or the thick-as-molasses accent—has me glancing over my shoulder.


My heart takes a tumble at the very handsome man standing just inside the door. He looks to be in his late twenties, maybe early thirties. Tall—six three, I’d guess—with the kind of build you see on quarterbacks: broad shoulders, thick arms, long legs with thighs that strain against his fitted jeans. Wranglers, if I had to guess.


He’s holding a cowboy hat to his chest, like he just swept it off his mass of messy brown hair, which curls out at the ends. Veins crisscross the back of his hand. He’s sporting a scruffy beard that’s longer along his top lip—I don’t normally find mustaches attractive, but somehow, it’s downright hot on this guy—and a white-and-blue-striped button-up that complements his cobalt eyes.


Eyes that are so blue, in fact, they seem to glow against his deeply tanned face.


Those eyes lock on mine. My pulse blares inside my ears. One beat. Two.


The intensity of the extended eye contact, the ballsiness of it, makes my stomach drop. His gaze flickers. Why do I get the feeling he’s annoyed? Angry even?


The memory hits me: a pair of gangly blue-eyed boys in the bed of a pickup truck. One of them was punching another in the head, the blows increasing in frequency until a voice shouted at them from the cab to quit it.


The Rivers boys.


Despite the obvious prevalence of bodily injury in their family, I was so jealous of those kids. As an only child, all I wanted was a house full of siblings, and here were the Riverses with oodles of them. I distinctly remember seeing Mrs. Rivers in the passenger seat, her hand on her pregnant belly.


Their family owns the ranch next to Dad’s property. I remember seeing the boys at the tractor supply store here in town and at the rodeo out in Lubbock once. Not often enough to be friends—their mom homeschooled them on their ranch, so they weren’t around a lot—but often enough to know who they were.


Unable to withstand Cash’s gaze another second, I look down at his boots. They’re square-toed, dark brown. The leather is creased with age but obviously well cared for, the color gleaming from a recent coat of conditioner.


The whisper of vague recognition I felt earlier returns.


Thanks to my job, I know cowboy boots better than anyone. This is a pair of Lucchese: expertly made, expensive, and classic. They’re the kind of cowboy boots you pass down from generation to generation.


Dad wore Lucchese. I don’t know how I remember this, but the certainty of it sits in my gut like a brick.


“Mollie, allow me to introduce Cash Rivers.” Goody extends her arm. “He’s been the foreman at your family’s ranch for, goodness, has it been—”


“Twelve years.”


Cash’s clipped reply makes me think he really is annoyed. With me? But why? And he’s working on our property now? What happened to his family’s ranch? I’m confused.


That does explain why he’d be at the reading of Dad’s will, though. As the foreman, maybe he’ll be giving me the literal lay of the land?


Not like it matters. The second Lucky Ranch is in my name, I’m putting it up for sale. I have absolutely no interest in running a Hill Country cattle ranch. I’ve always been more of an indoor girl, and my whole life is in Dallas anyway—my friends, my family. Bellamy Brooks, the cowboy boot company I started with Wheeler, is also based in the area. Business is finally taking off, and the inheritance I’m about to get will definitely bring us to the next level.


“Cash. Wow. I remember you.” I extend my hand.


He glances at it, his mouth a hard line. An awkward beat passes before he wordlessly envelops my hand in the warm mitt of his. My pulse skips at the firmness of his handshake. How his heavily calloused palm presses against mine, dry but somehow thrillingly alive at the same time.


I give him a firm handshake back, making a point to look him in the eye again.


“Been a minute,” he says at last.


A scent rises off him. Simple soap, cut with something sexier. Aftershave? Whatever it is, it smells fresh and herbal, and it’s delicious enough to make my pulse skip a second time.


“Good to see you again,” I manage.


I wait for Cash to reply. What kind of name is Cash anyway? His real name? A nickname?


He doesn’t say a word.


“Well, now that we’re all here”—Goody grabs a file and a small zippered pouch Zach holds out to her—“we can get started. Just follow me to the conference room.”


She heads down a hallway. I glance at Cash, who lifts his hat a half inch off his chest. “After you.”


I wonder if he’s a man of few words or if he’s just an asshole.


I want to be back in Dallas so bad, my stomach hurts. Then again, my stomach always hurts, so that’s nothing new.


I follow Goody down the hallway, Cash’s heavy footfalls behind me.


One hour. Two, max. Then I’ll have the money I need to make my dreams come true.


Well, one dream at least.


And maybe using Dad’s money to fund Bellamy Brooks will finally make me feel less angry about—well, everything.


Goody takes a seat at the head of the long, shiny conference table. I grab the chair to her right and watch Cash fold his large body into the chair to Goody’s left. He sets his hat on the table upside down so that the brim is facing up. What’s that about? A way to protect the hat’s shape or something?


Then he reaches up and runs his blunt fingers through his hair, drawing his shirt taut across the well-muscled expanse of his chest.


Looking away, I busy myself pulling my planner out of my bag. I have no idea why I’d need it, but I have to do something with my hands. I’m suddenly nervous.


Which makes no sense. Mom assured me I was Dad’s only living child and heir. According to their divorce settlement, I’ll get all his property since he never remarried or had other children. Money is the one thing Dad did give me over the years. Anytime I needed it, he’d cut a check.


But anytime I needed him, he’d never show.


I blame my nerves on the glowering cowboy across from me. Who, by the way, is lazily leaning back in his chair, knees spread, forearms slung across the armrests like he’s bored.


I feel a surge of anger. I don’t wanna be here either, dickwad.


Dad and I were not close. But I still wish he hadn’t died, even if I am about to get a boatload of his cash and his ranch. In fact, I very much wish he were still here, so I could—I don’t know—try one last time.


Maybe call him one last time and say I love you, I’m sorry, can we start over?


I always assumed we’d have all the time in the world to mend our relationship. Part of me wanted him to know just how hurt I was by his absence in my daily life after my parents got divorced when I was six, so once I got older, I totally shut him out. I figured once I hit a certain level of success—once I was a real adult, one who didn’t hold grudges—we’d iron things out.


Now I’ll never get that chance, and it kills me.


Goody sets out several pieces of paper on the table, pushing them around until they line up in rows of three. “I’d like to start by saying emotions can run high during these situations. It’s okay to take a break if you need it, all right?”


I uncap a purple felt-tipped pen. “Okay.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Cash sits up in his chair and rests his elbows on the table.


“Let’s dive right in.” Goody glances down at the papers. “For simplicity’s sake, we’ll divide Garrett Randall Luck’s assets into two buckets: financial and tangible. The Lucky Ranch comprises two hundred fifty-six thousand acres and fifteen thousand head of cattle, along with twenty-two structures, several pieces of heavy equipment, and an oil operation that produces approximately one thousand barrels a day. As of the signing of this will, the ranch employed fifty people…”


I hear the whisper of denim on denim. Looking across the table, I notice Cash’s knee is bouncing. He’s anxious too.


Why is he here? Is he expecting to get something from Dad?


“… and then we have the financial bucket, consisting of cash and an investment portfolio. Garrett requested this be put in a trust…”


Cash glances up, and our gazes collide. I finally recognize the look in his eyes.


Resentment. What? Why? I haven’t been in this town for twenty years. What could I have possibly done to him?


“All this is to say”—Goody inhales sharply, and Cash’s eyes cut to her—“Garrett last amended his will in April of this year. In that amendment, he stipulated that Lucky Ranch and all its operations be bequeathed to his only living relative, Mary Elizabeth Luck, nicknamed Mollie.”


Cash’s hands land with a whack on the table, making me jump. “With all due respect, Goody, that’s incorrect. Garrett said the ranch would go to me.”


My head spins. A fist grips my lungs and squeezes. “Excuse me?”


“Garrett promised me the ranch.” Cash looks me square in the eye. “Many times, in fact.”


Goody frowns. “We don’t have that in writing, I’m afraid.”


I stare at Cash. “Are you delusional?”


“Are you?” he fires back. “Goody, Garrett said he’d put it in his will. I can have all of Hartsville—every single person—vouch for me. Patsy and John B. The ranch hands. Sally and Tallulah, and, well, everyone heard Garrett say it. Think about it. I know Lucky Ranch better’n anyone. My family’s been in Hartsville for generations—”


“He was my dad.” Regardless of the fact that he and I barely spoke over the past decade. “I’m his daughter. What makes you think you’re entitled to his assets? I’ve barely even heard of you.”


Cash’s blue eyes burn. “You would have if you’d called or spent any time on the ranch.”


Fuck. This guy. For life.


“You know nothing about me.” My voice wavers. “And clearly, you know nothing about my family. The ranch belongs to me—”


“Lemme guess. You’re gonna sell it.”


“That’s none of your business.”


“Sure as hell is my business. I’ll be damned if our operation is sold to one of your idiot trust-fund friends who doesn’t know their ass from their elbow when it comes to ranching. You got no idea how much work we’ve put in—”


“I don’t care.” I clench my teeth. “Truly, I could care less about you or whatever work you do.”


“You couldn’t care less.”


“Excuse me?”


His eyes bore into mine. “That’s the proper expression.”


“What the hell is your problem?”


“Where do I begin?” He leans forward.


“All right, y’all.” Goody raises her voice. “Let’s try and keep it civil, all right? Garrett wouldn’t want y’all arguing this way. We have to respect his wishes as he laid them out in his will. It is the law.”


“I’m gonna fight this,” Cash says.


I purse my lips. “I’d like to see you try.”


Goody clears her throat. “May I finish?”


Cash’s eyes stay locked on mine. “Go for it.”


“The monetary assets—cash and the investment portfolio, which have been placed in a trust—will also go to Mollie.”


Dad made a pile of money back in the nineties when oil was discovered on a far corner of our family’s property. Mom got some of it in the divorce, and she used it to start a real estate brokerage company in Dallas. Dad divided the rest between the ranch and the stock market. Considering the Dow Jones Industrial Average has increased fourfold since then…yeah, there’s a lot of money there.


Cash lets out a dark chuckle. “See, City Girl? You got your money. Let us have the ranch.”


I take a page from his book and stay silent. No point honoring that ridiculousness with a response. Although what does he mean when he says us?


“However”—Goody flattens her palm on the table beside mine—“there is a stipulation.”


I finally break eye contact with Cash to look at Dad’s attorney. “A stipulation? Like I have to be a certain age or something to inherit the estate?”


“Sort of.” She hesitates. “This stipulation…is unique, I’ll say that much. Your father is requiring you to reside on Lucky Ranch for one full calendar year before you can access any of the funds in the trust. He also requests you actively participate in the day-to-day operations as principal of Lucky Ranch Enterprises Incorporated. If you do so, you’ll receive a generous monthly stipend from the trust for every month you reside in Hartsville.”


I laugh.


I throw back my head and laugh, hard, because if I don’t, I’m worried I’ll puke.


Surely, Goody is joking. Surely, my father, a quiet, practical man, would never ask me—the daughter he sent to boarding school and then to college in major cities—to live in the middle of nowhere for a year while running a cattle ranch.


But Goody just looks at me and blinks. Totally unfazed.


Oh God. She’s serious.


“That can’t be right.” Cash leans over to glance at the paperwork. “Doesn’t sound like Garrett.”


At least we can agree on that.


Goody tilts her head. “I was sitting in this very chair when Garrett said exactly those words back in April. We drafted the new will that day.”


I blink back tears, my stomach pitching. “But why make me live on the ranch? Is that even legal? How can it be enforced?”


Goody takes a long inhale and then holds out her hands, palms up. “It’s what your dad wanted, Mollie. I’m sorry. I know it’s not what you hoped to hear.”


“What if I don’t do it?”


Cash harrumphs. “Shocker.”


Ignoring him, I press on. “I have a job. Like I said, I run my company back in Dallas. And I have a condo, and—and my mom lives there, and I—my friends, everything—I can’t just—”


“Leave?” Cash raises a brow. “You could try it, right now.”


I narrow my eyes at him. “Why don’t you take your own advice? My dad clearly didn’t leave you anything—”


“That’s not exactly true,” Goody interjects.


“—so why don’t you get the hell out of here already?”


Cash turns to the attorney. “I’m listening.”


“Can’t you just release the funds, Goody?” I ask, desperate. “Even just a portion of them? At least until I can get Mom’s lawyers to look at the will.”


She offers me a contrite smile. “Wouldn’t be right, Mollie. I’m sorry. We do this how your dad wanted it done, or we don’t do it at all. My hands are tied.”


My mind whirls. Pressing my fingertips to my forehead, I close my eyes and try not to panic. I can’t make heads or tails of what was my father’s dying wish. I haven’t stepped foot on the ranch in twenty years. Why bring me back now?


Why make me Lucky Ranch’s principal owner?


Why do I care?


Why the hell do I care?


I don’t know why. But my heart still feels like it’s being passed through a paper shredder.


“As ranch life is”—Goody clears her throat—“clearly not a passion of yours, Mollie, I suggest you establish residency here in Hartsville as soon as possible. The sooner the clock starts, the sooner you’ll get your stipends, and the sooner you’ll be able to go back to your life in Dallas.”


“She won’t last a week,” Cash mutters.


“You’re not going to last another minute if you keep insulting me.” I open my eyes to glare at him. “I don’t know what my dad saw in you, but it’s obvious he was a piss-poor judge of character. Seriously, leave.”


“I’m not goin’ anywhere until I know Lucky Ranch ends up in the right hands.”


Goody rises. “How about we take five?”


Jamming the cap back onto my pen, I throw it into my bag, along with my planner. “I’m done here. Goody, you’ll be hearing from my lawyers.”


“Don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out,” I hear Cash say as I stalk out of the conference room.


“Wait, Mollie—Miss Luck—” Zach rises from behind his desk, but I zoom past him and out into miserable afternoon heat.


I only allow myself to burst into tears when I’m safely ensconced inside my car. Grabbing my phone, I hit Mom’s number, the dial tone barely audible over the roar of the air-conditioning.


“Mollie!” Her familiar voice makes my runaway pulse slow ever so slightly. “How are you, sweetheart? How’d everything go?”


I collapse against the steering wheel, burying my face in my forearms. Letting out a sob, I say, “Not great.”









CHAPTER 2


Raise Hell


Cash


Pulse thumping, I stare at the empty doorway. A sinking feeling takes root in my gut.


What the hell just happened? And how can I still smell City Girl’s perfume, even though she left?


“You’re serious.” I turn to Goody. “Garrett left the ranch to her.”


Goody nods as she folds a manila file. “That’s what the will says, yes.”


“Then we’re fucked.”


“You don’t know that.”


“I do, though. If he’d left the ranch to me—” My voice catches. I look away, tapping the bottom of my fist against the table. “I’d take care of it. The people. The land. The animals. She’s in charge, all that goes to shit.”


“You don’t know that,” Goody repeats. She opens a zippered pouch on the table beside the folder.


“She wore pink cowboy boots, Goody.” I wince. “Shiny ones. New ones.”


“Be that as it may, let the dust settle, and then we’ll see what happens. We have to respect Garrett’s wishes.”


Pushing up to my feet, I grab my hat. “I respect Garrett more’n anyone. That’s why I won’t let this stand.”


“He did leave you something.”


“What’s that?”


She digs into the pouch and holds out a key. “A lockbox. It’s here at the Lonestar.”


The Lonestar Bank & Trust Co. is the only bank that has a branch in Hartsville.


Looking down at the key, my chest twists. What the hell was Garrett smoking when he wrote this will?


“Any idea what’s in it? The lockbox?” I ask.


Goody shakes her head. “Only thing he told me is that it was precious to him. He didn’t want to risk losing it, so he brought it to the bank.”


I screw up my face, more confused than ever. Garrett wasn’t warm and fuzzy. He definitely wasn’t sentimental. Can’t imagine he owned any family heirlooms, much less stowed them safely away in a lockbox.


That mean he put cash in there? Jewelry or guns? But none of that seems right either.


Whatever the case, it’s not gonna be what I want—the ranch.


“I’ll give it a look.” I tuck the key into my pocket. “Thanks, Goody. Tell Tallulah I said hi.”


Goody gives me a warm smile. “She misses seeing you at the Rattler, you know.”


I was a Friday night regular at Hartsville’s infamous dive bar until a line dancing accident sent me to the hospital six years ago. The concussion kept me from working on the ranch for weeks, and shit hit the fan while I was away. Can’t risk that happening again.


My knees and feet throb as I head down the hallway and out the door. I’ve been up since three and was on horseback, working cattle, at half past four. I’m so tired I could fall the fuck over, but I don’t have the luxury of collapsing. Especially now that my plans for my family’s future just went up in flames.


I draw up short when I see the fancy SUV parked next to my truck. That wasn’t there when I ducked into the pharmacy before heading to Goody’s office earlier. The vehicle belongs to Mollie, no question. People in Hartsville drive practical cars. Ones that don’t have five-hundred-dollar tires and cost an arm and a leg to fix.


The Range Rover is just as shiny and ridiculous as its owner.


Rounding the front of my Ford, I jam my hat onto my head and resist the urge to roll my eyes at the grumble of the Rover’s supercharged engine.


Mollie’s got the dang AC going full blast at all times, no doubt. A princess like her would wither in the heat.


Did she drive this thing to the funeral? The one none of us—the people who knew Garrett best—were invited to?


The SUV is white. Its paint, tires, and lights are dusty from the drive from Dallas, but the vehicle is obviously brand-new.


It’s also enormous, equipped to scale mountains or, in Mollie Luck’s case, troll parking decks at malls in ritzy suburbs. Thing must’ve cost well over a hundred K.


The only six-figure sum I’ve ever seen was on the first Lonestar Bank & Trust Co. statement I opened after my parents passed. It detailed the amount of the home equity loan they’d taken out to cover the ranch’s losses after beef prices took a nosedive in 2010.


I’m still paying that fucking thing off.


Then again, paying that bill means we’ve managed to hold on to Rivers Ranch for another year. And my brothers and I have been able to pay because of Garrett Luck.


He wasn’t perfect, but he was kind to me when no one else was, and he was always a man of his word. It’s not like him to say one thing but do another.


Also not like him to leave his life’s work in the hands of a spoiled brat with a sense of entitlement as big as her goddamned mouth.


But here we are.


I miss Garrett. So damn much. He was the father figure I needed over the past decade. What in the world do I do without him?


Right now, I just gotta pray the truck my daddy bought used back in ’96 makes it through another calving season. I keep my head down as I dig my keys out of my pocket and unlock the driver’s-side door. I don’t want to see Mollie as much as she don’t wanna see me. Even if I couldn’t stop staring at her back in Goody’s office.


My stomach swoops at the memory of Mollie’s eyes. Same as her daddy’s, dark brown and deep set. Expressive.


Gripping the chrome door handle, my bones go heavy. This grief—it’s gotta get gone already. I have too many people depending on me to keep feeling this busted up.


I’m pressing my thumb into the button that unlatches the door when I hear a low moan.


Glancing over my shoulder, I look through the Rover’s passenger-side window and see City Girl slumped over the steering wheel. My stomach swoops again when I see her back convulsing in time to what appears to be deep, heaving sobs.


They’re loud enough that I can hear them over the engine.


For a second, I feel sorry for her. I know what it’s like to lose a parent, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Even her.


But then I remember she barely knew her daddy. I remember the sad look Garrett would get when he talked about her. I remember attorneys calling the ranch, telling us they were “retrieving” his body so they could transport it to Dallas. Garrett didn’t live there a day of his life.


A voice sounds over the sobbing. Bluetooth, coming from the Rover’s speakers. Mollie’s on the phone.


“Get out of that hellhole and come home,” a woman says.


“I don’t understand,” Mollie replies. “Why make me work for it this way?”


“Your dad…he was always so damn difficult. That money belongs to you, sweet girl, and I’ll make sure you get it, come hell or high water.”


I climb into the truck and start the engine. I hold the steering wheel in a death grip, my knuckles white. I’m already sweating, my shirt sticking to my back.


Mollie’s not upset because she lost a father.


She’s upset because she didn’t get her money. That’s all Garrett was to her—an ATM.


To me, he was everything. The father I lost. The mentor I needed. The friend who kept me sane when I was drowning in grief.


Losing Garrett could very well mean losing everything now. Our way of life. The land we’ve called home for five—no, six generations, since my niece, Ella, was born a few years back.


I just lost everything, but here’s this spoiled city girl, sobbing over the millions she has to wait a year to get while calling the man who saved my life and my family “difficult.”


Mollie is pretty. Anyone with two eyes and a pulse can see that. But nothing turns me off more than her kind of carelessness. Her sense of entitlement.


Yanking on the gearshift, I put the truck in reverse and whip out of the parking spot. Glancing at the Rover, I see Mollie’s head pop up. Even through the tinted glass, I can see how swollen her tearstained face is. My chest twists.


I ignore it and hit the gas. Mollie Luck is not my problem.


Figuring out how I’m going to support my family—and keep all six of us together while honoring Garrett’s memory and his work—is.


My truck doesn’t have AC, so I roll my window all the way down. Hot, humid air blows into my face. Glancing up at the sky, all I see is haze. We need rain, but it doesn’t look like we’re going to get it today.


If Garrett were still alive, we’d be in an ATV at this hour. Too hot to be on horseback if you don’t need to be. Probably over by the bend in the Colorado River that marks the western boundary of Lucky Ranch. We’d be surveying wildlife, maybe, or casting a line in a shady spot.


Garrett loved the river. Almost as much as he loved hunting, nineties country, and spicy ranch waters.


But he loved nothing more than the daughter he talked about often but who never came to see him.


Why the fuck did he say he was leaving Lucky Ranch to me if his will said something different? We talked constantly about the ranch’s future. He was obsessed with the place. Like me, ranching was in his blood. His granddaddy bought the first ten thousand acres that eventually became Lucky Ranch back in the early 1900s. It’s been in the Luck family ever since.


Garrett took me under his wing when I was nineteen, right after my parents died. I’d dropped out of college to care for my four younger brothers and run our family’s ranch. He helped me set everything to rights. Even if that did mean selling off every last steer and spare tractor tire to pay my parents’ debts. I swore I’d restore Rivers Ranch to its former glory one day. But back then, it was about survival.


With nothing left for us on our ranch, Garrett hired my brothers and me to work on his. It was fair pay, plus we got room and board. We couldn’t afford the upkeep on our family’s house on Rivers Ranch, so being able to live in the cushy bunkhouse Garrett built on his property meant we could rent out our childhood home for some much-needed cash. He helped me teach my brothers everything they needed to know about working cattle. Being on a ranch as established and successful as Garrett’s ensured we all got a world-class education.


I often wondered why Garrett was so good to us, a ragtag crew of orphans. He was rich. Successful. He didn’t need to be generous. But I think we kept him from feeling lonely. He and his wife, Aubrey—Mollie’s mom—divorced long before I was in the picture, and she took Mollie with her back to her hometown of Dallas.


But like my dad, Garrett was a family man at heart. And I think we became his family over the years.


My brothers and I worked hard. We love the land like it’s our own. We ate every meal with Garrett, inhaling Patsy’s cooking as if it were our last day on earth.


He loved us, same as we loved him.


Still, I never expected Garrett to turn to me one day and ask, “What do you say to taking over when I’m gone? Can’t think of anyone better to run the place.”


My throat is tight. I slow when I approach Lonestar Bank, ducking my head to look out my passenger-side window at the building’s glass doors. The lights are on inside, but there’s a sign on the door. I don’t need to read it to know the manager, Harley, is “out handling business and will return in the morning.”


In other words, business was slow today, so he cut his staff loose and went four-wheeling out by Starrush Creek.


Guess I’ll be checking out the lockbox another day, then.


Sweat drips into my eyes as I drive out of town. I swerve to avoid a pothole, then slow when I see a familiar figure ahead, its outline fuzzy in the heat.


Only my brother would ride to and from town when it’s this hot. And he’d only do it if he had money to collect from his weekly poker game.


Wiping my eyes on my shirt, I stick my head out the window. “Please tell me you took some rich motherfucker for all he was worth.”


Wyatt turns his head and grins down at me from the saddle. “You’re the only rich motherfucker left in these parts. How’s it feel, being owner of Lucky Ranch?”


I squint up at my brother. A beat passes.


He frowns, pulling on his horse’s reins. “Shit.”


“Yep.”


“What happened?”


“No idea. Garrett forgot to update his will maybe? I don’t think he’d lie to me.”


“He’d never lie to anyone.”


“Ranch is going to Mollie Luck. She gets everything—the operation, the trust.”


Wyatt’s eyes bulge. “She ain’t ever been out here.”


“I know.”


“She’s gonna sell it.”


“I know.”


Wyatt looks out over the hills, simmering in the heat. “Cash—”


“I’ll figure it out. I got some ideas.”


My brother casts me a dubious glance. “No, you don’t.”


“I can—”


“You can’t do everything, Cash. Let us help. We’ll come up with something—you, me, the boys. Patsy and John B. There’s a poker tournament in Vegas—”


“You know I can’t spare you that long when we got hay to bale.”


“Ella’s in preschool now, three mornings a week. Sawyer will be around more.”


Ella is my younger brother Sawyer’s three-year-old daughter. She’s cute as hell and the apple of everyone’s eye on the ranch.


I let out a breath. Sweat rolls down my temples. The inside of my truck feels like an airless oven. “She’s gotta live on the ranch for a year—Mollie. Play pretend as the boss lady. Only way she’ll get her money. It’s in Garrett’s will.”


Wyatt stares at me. “That makes zero sense.”


“No shit. Garrett and Mollie didn’t talk much, sure, but he would’ve told me if she ever expressed any interest in the ranch. She would’ve visited, you know? To put her in charge of everything…” I shake my head. “Seems reckless.”


“Garrett was not reckless.”


“Exactly. Makes me feel like he’s sending us a message.” So does the whole lockbox thing. I decide not to tell my brother about the key in my pocket. I don’t want to get his hopes up. Figure I’ll see what I’m working with and go from there.


“Maybe.” Wyatt lifts a shoulder. “Or maybe he just wanted to keep the ranch in the family.”


We are his family. I’m certain of that.


Before he promised me the ranch, I never assumed I’d get a dime from him, other than the wages he paid me.


I never expect to get anything from anyone. Expectations lead to hope, and hope leads to disappointment.


Maybe that’s what pisses me off the most about Mollie—how she feels like the world owes her something.


No way I’m working for her.


Then again, do I have a choice? What am I gonna do if she actually comes to live on the ranch? Yeah, I’m the foreman, which means I call the shots when it comes to pretty much everything that goes on at the property. I oversee a staff of fifty. I manage budgets, repairs, equipment maintenance, our calving operation and veterinary programs, not to mention hundreds of thousands of acres of land.


I get shit done. But ultimately, the person who owns Lucky Ranch is the one who signs my paychecks and those of my staff.


I bite down on the inside of my cheek, hard. We really are fucked if Mollie is that person. Not only will her sense of entitlement make her a nightmare to work with, but she also has no idea what the hell she’s doing.


Let’s not forget, she’s going to sell the ranch the second she can. Where will that leave us? At the mercy of some billionaire asshole with a cowboy fantasy?


“I got eight hundred bucks.” Wyatt pats his worn leather saddlebag. “I wasn’t planning on taking it to the bank, but I can deposit it if that would help? Should buy us some time—”


“Harley closed the Lonestar early again. But really, Wyatt, you should be careful riding around with that kind of cash.”


He glances over his shoulder at the Beretta shotgun tucked behind his saddle. “I’ll be just fine.”


The shotgun was a gift from Garrett for Wyatt’s twentieth birthday. I don’t think I’ve seen my brother without it since. Probably why he’s a crack shot. Good thing, considering Wyatt runs an illegal poker ring out of the Rattler’s basement.


“Rent from the house should cover our bills this month. Keep the eight hundred for a rainy day.”


Wyatt glances up at the sky. “None of those in sight.”


The heat is killing me. I let off the brakes. “Were you able to fix the tire on the baler?”


“Duke patched the hole, yeah. It was a nail. Changed the oil in the tractor too.”


“And the cutting—”


“Got it done. Also, John B and Sally were just arriving as I left to look at the four cows we were worried about. Sally thinks it’s just a virus. I reckon they’re about wrapped up with their examination by now.”


“Good work. See you at supper, then.”


Wyatt smiles. “Patsy’s making her cottage pie. See? It don’t all suck.”


Just mostly, I think as I hit the gas.


The sun-bleached pavement glimmers in the heat. I feel short of breath. Throat tight, pulse drumming.


I hit the knob that turns on the stereo and crank it as loud as it’ll go. I’m able to rein in my runaway heartbeat as the opening notes of “My Maria” fill the truck.


I fucking love Brooks & Dunn. Been into them ever since Garrett introduced me to their first album, Brand New Man.


I have a lot to do back at the ranch. Chat with John B—short for John Beauregard, his middle name—about those cows. I should check on the fence some ranch hands were supposed to repair in the southeast pasture. I need to call the mechanic to schedule routine maintenance on our feed trucks. Text our farrier to remind him about our appointment tomorrow. Dude always mixes up his dates.


Ryder said his throat hurt this morning. I wonder if he got strep from Ella? We keep passing that shit around.


Maybe it’s because I have so much to do that I drive right past the manicured entrance to Lucky Ranch, its gnarled oaks providing much-needed shade to the vibrant green brush below.


I need a breather. Time to think. I keep waiting to feel less anxious—less overwhelmed. Garrett passed months ago. I should at least be able to sleep more than a couple of hours at a time by now. But I’m worried that if I stop moving—stop doing all the things for all the people—something bad will happen again.


It’s a waste of gas, but I know I’ll fall apart if I dive back into the chaos right now. And the last thing everyone needs is a foreman—a brother—who can’t do his job.


Music blaring, I drive another ten minutes. A dirt road appears on my left, the land around it blistered and broken, a shade of gray brown that makes my chest hurt. The rusted wrought iron arch above the road reads Rivers Ranch Est. 1904.


Once upon a time, this land was well tended to. Granted, it wasn’t as green as Lucky Ranch. Few ranches are. Garrett took his role as steward of the land seriously. Together, we worked with conservationists to make the ranch a haven of biodiversity.


I’d love to do the same for Rivers Ranch. But that kind of project takes time. And money. Lots and lots of money. Money I thought I’d have in hand today. Between the cattle and oil operations, Lucky Ranch is a highly profitable enterprise. Even with Mollie receiving Garrett’s monetary assets, the ranch generates so much income, I’d have plenty left over to revive Rivers Ranch.


It’s a smart investment; combining the two ranches would allow me to add lucrative revenue streams to our portfolio. I could increase the size of our cattle and oil operations. Add a hospitality element, maybe renovate my childhood home into some sort of event venue or bed-and-breakfast. Set up a hunting camp that could be rented out or used by local schools for wildlife projects.


It’d be an enormous undertaking but a worthy one. It would bring revenue to our community, making Hartsville a destination for hunters, weekend travelers, wedding parties.


Instead, that money is going into Mollie’s pocket. I can only imagine what she’ll spend it on. A newer Range Rover? More shiny cowboy boots that wouldn’t last a day on a working ranch?


I turn onto the road, wincing when the truck lurches as I hit a divot. That’s new. The empty front pasture stretches out on my left. A fence, long since abandoned to the elements, sags in several places.


I’m hit by a memory: my dad helping me pull on my work gloves before he squatted beside me next to that fence. He was teaching me how to repair it. It was early morning, spring. Lots of sunshine. Warm enough to leave Duke in his car seat in the back seat of this very truck, the windows rolled down. I remember him singing to himself as Dad patiently helped me dig a deep hole in the ground, the dirt softened from all the rain we’d gotten that year.


I will never forget how proud I felt when the post was up, and Dad squeezed my shoulder. “Now that’s one fine-looking fence, son. Well done.”


Duke had started to fuss, so we climbed back into the truck and headed to the house. Mom fed us a laughably huge lunch: burgers slathered in pimento cheese, homemade sweet potato chips, broccoli casserole. All washed down with toothache-sweet lemonade.


For dessert, there was—what else—Texas sheet cake. Pretty sure my brothers and I polished off the whole thing. Ryder had so much frosting smeared on his face and arms that Mom had to hose him down in the backyard. Then she hooked up the sprinkler, and we spent the afternoon running around in it like the little lunatics we were.


Those were good times.


The best.


My chest hurts even more knowing they’re gone for good, and so is Garrett.


I turn down the music and take a lap around the ranch. House looks okay, but everything else has gone the way of the fence. The hay barn is missing its roof, thanks to a tornado outbreak five years back. The irrigation system quit working ages ago, and now every pasture I pass is barren.


I want to make more memories here so badly. To preserve the memory of my parents and honor all the hard work they put into Rivers Ranch. To create a place where my brothers can thrive and feel safe.


Sometimes, late at night, I even catch myself fantasizing about raising a family of my own here, alongside my brothers and their families. Life wasn’t easy on the ranch, but it was a magical place to grow up.


Swallowing hard, I turn around and head back to the main road. I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do. But I’ll be damned if some stuck-up city girl gets in the way of giving my family the life they deserve.


She wants war, I’ll give her war. I still got some fight in me.


Fight’s all I got left.









CHAPTER 3


Sweet-Talking Sacks of Shit


Mollie


“Mom? Did you hear me?”


Mom nods, even though she continues to look down at her phone, thumbs flying over the screen. “Yeah. Sorry, honey, you know that huge listing I’ve been chasing—”


“The one in Highland Park?”


“Yep.” Mom smiles at her phone. “An email from the owner just came in. I think I got it!”


“That’s amazing. Congrats.”


She finally looks up at me, grabbing her unsweet tea. “Biggest listing in the firm’s history. Sixty million! Can you believe it?”


“Sixty? Wow. Who owns it?”


“Didn’t I tell you? I thought I told you.” She frowns when the server sets down her salad. “I’m sorry, but I asked for this with the dressing and the croutons on the side. The cheese too. Oh, look, Mollie, they also left everything on your salad.”


I manage a tight grin. “Pretty sure I ordered it that way.”


I returned to Dallas from Hartsville several days ago, but Mom’s been traveling and only arrived back in town this morning.


“Oh.” She turns back to the server. “Well, just to make it easy, why don’t you take both salads back and bring them with all that stuff on the side for us? Thank you.”


I watch, stomach grumbling, as the server whisks away our plates. “You know if you take off the croutons and the cheese and the dressing, all that’s left is lettuce and some radishes?”


“All that dairy and the wheat in the croutons—I’m sure that won’t do your tummy any favors,” Mom says.


I love my mom dearly. She raised me on her own, and even though she worked full-time, she still showed up to every dance recital, graduation, and tennis match—unlike Dad, who didn’t show up to anything. I have nothing but the utmost respect for her.


But goddamn, sometimes I wish she’d let loose a little. I wish she cared a little less about her looks. A little less about keeping up with the Joneses.


“Anyway,” she continues, “this guy owns one of the big oil and gas companies. He’s moving to the UK with his new wife. Apparently, they’re gutting a swanky place in Kensington, right near where Will and Kate live.”


“Ah. Good for them.” I reach for my tea.


“How’d the pop-up go at Georgana’s?” Mom asks, referring to the boutique that hosted Bellamy Brooks’s most recent pop-up here in Dallas.


“It went well—a step in the right direction for sure. We didn’t sell a ton, but I did make inroads with some big fashion influencers. Wheeler and I set up meetings with them.”


Mom grins. “Aren’t you glad Dallas is such a fashion-obsessed place?”


“Totally. I’m not sure Bellamy Brooks could really thrive anywhere else.”


I really do mean that. Pop-up shops like the one we just had at Georgana’s are the lifeblood of our business. Gaining access to their clientele is priceless, and the exposure we get on social media leads to the kind of invaluable brand recognition that will hopefully get Bellamy Brooks out of the red.


It also helps that tons of powerful influencers call Dallas home. These men and women have hundreds of thousands of followers on social media, and if they post about your products, it can significantly boost sales. But you have to get on their radar, and being able to meet them in person here in Dallas has been huge in that aspect.


“I’m proud of y’all,” Mom says.


“Thanks. But speaking of staying in Dallas—”


“Ugh, your father and the ranch. Right. My lawyers are working on it, sweetheart. They agree that the stipulation is totally ridiculous, but we need to give them some time to get it in front of a judge. We’ll get there.” She reaches across the white tablecloth to pat my hand. “Be patient. Focus on Bellamy Brooks in the meantime. You’ll get the money.”


The restaurant, totally full, hums around us. It’s the kind of place where people like Mom do power lunches. And like Mom, everyone is dressed to impress. I love the fashion—lots of long skirts, paired with designer belts and cute tops—and my stomach flips when I think about how great it would all look paired with Bellamy Brooks boots.


That is if Bellamy Brooks doesn’t go under before we release our next collection, which will only happen if we get a major—major—cash infusion.


Wheeler and I dreamed up the concept for a women’s cowboy boot company when we were seniors at the University of Texas. We wanted to make classic cowboy boots with a girlie, high-fashion twist. Building the company was our side gig for close to five years, until we saved enough money from our corporate jobs to give it a go full-time.


We poured our savings into Bellamy Brooks, and Wheeler contributed some additional money she borrowed from her grandparents.


Mom also made a sizable investment. She’s worked incredibly hard over the years to build her business, and it’s finally paying off: Brown Real Estate Brokerage (Mom went back to her maiden name of Brown after the divorce) is now one of Dallas’s top-tier firms with over twenty agents.


Her making the investment in Bellamy Brooks was amazing, even if she kindly but firmly said that was the extent of her financial involvement.


Altogether, it was enough to launch our first real collection last year. The collection, composed of two boot styles in five different colors, was exceptionally well received. But between manufacturing costs and the marketing campaign we did, Wheeler and I ended up not making a dime in profit.


Thankfully, we had enough extra cash to keep us afloat. That is until recently, as our expenses continue to outrun our income. Our second collection, which we’ve been working on all year, has to do well if we want to stay in business.


Luckily, we’re obsessed with the collection, and we feel it really can soar. The designs we’ve been working on are classic with a bold, edgy twist. Think boots embroidered with hearts, stars, even diamond rings for a pair we’re calling the Bride.


We couldn’t stop screaming as we sketched everything out. Designing the collection was fun. But we’ve been burning through cash to pay our bills, to the point that I get a stomachache every time I receive an invoice from our (very expensive) web designer, the email marketing service we use, our accountant, graphic designer…


The list goes on.


But then Dad died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of fifty-six. It was a total shock. When Mom told me I was the sole heir to Dad’s estate, everything changed.


Our company is now getting the capital infusion we so desperately need. Just last week, I contacted our manufacturer to place a huge order. The kind of huge that made me want to go down several bottles of wine and cut up my corporate card. But knowing I was about to receive an inheritance meant I could breathe a little easier.


Placing the order is still a huge risk. One that makes me feel like I’m being repeatedly stabbed in the stomach, especially now that I’m not sure when I’ll be getting that inheritance. If I’ll be getting it at all.


Then again, I’ve had some stomach ailment or another for close to five years now. I’ve seen every gastroenterologist in the greater Dallas-Fort Worth area. And everyone says the same thing: they don’t know what’s wrong, but I should manage my stress better and try a few different diets to see if I have any food-based triggers.


I haven’t found any so far. As for managing my stress, well, that’s a work in progress.


“Let’s go big,” Wheeler said when I told her about getting my trust. “If we have the money, we go all out. You don’t want to feel like you left anything on the table, do you? Because if we do this right, I really do believe the sky’s the limit.”


Over the years, we’d eagerly watched other Texas-born brands hit the stratosphere. There was the pair of sisters whose line of hand-painted wallpaper and fabrics ended up on the cover of Elle Decor. A jewelry designer, Cate, has made millions, selling gold-plated chain necklaces and bracelets from her studio in Austin. Some guys from college banded together to make canned ranch waters. Now their products are sold in nearly every grocery store in nearly every state, and they just signed a deal to be the “official cocktail provider” for a very famous Dallas sports franchise.


“Why not us?” I replied to Wheeler.


She smiled. “Why not indeed?”


Although when I’m tossing and turning in bed, I sometimes wonder if my thirst for Bellamy Brooks’s success comes from a genuine love of the boots we make or if, as my therapist has suggested, there’s another reason I push myself so hard.


A reason that may or may not have something to do with finally getting my parents’ attention.


It’s not rocket science. My mom has a big, busy life, and Dad was so busy with his life, he was never really a part of mine after Mom and I left the ranch when I was six.


I think the lonely kid I was—maybe still am—believes that if I hit the stratosphere, Mom will finally look up from her phone with pride in her eyes. And Dad—well, he might finally want to be a part of my life, and I might finally have the courage to sit down with him and have the conversation we should’ve had years ago about righting everything we did wrong in our relationship.


Too late now.


It all started nearly twenty-eight years ago, when Mom met Dad at a honky-tonk in Austin. He was in town for the rodeo, and she was there for a friend’s bachelorette party. After a whirlwind courtship, they got married six months later and moved onto Dad’s family’s ranch in Hartsville.


A month after that, Mom got pregnant with me.


The way she tells it, ranch life was isolating and monotonous, especially after I was born. She was alone, caring for a colicky newborn, while Dad was out on the ranch, doing his cowboy thing. Mom is from Dallas, and like me, she’s a city girl through and through. She wasn’t used to the quiet or the loneliness of life in the country.


She tried her best to assimilate. She learned how to ride horses, and as I got older, we were able to roam around the ranch more often, sometimes with Dad.


Still, she found it difficult to meet people, and she missed the vibrancy of city life. She was depressed and unhappy. She also didn’t love the schools in Hartsville, so when it was time for me to go to kindergarten, she gave Dad an ultimatum: move to Dallas or get a divorce.


Really, she begged him to move to Dallas with us. For all her vitriol toward Dad—as long as I can remember, she’s never had a nice thing to say about him—I think she was genuinely heartbroken by his choice to stay on the ranch. I remember my grandmother telling me how wildly in love Mom was with Dad when they met.


But he chose to stay in Hartsville. To this day, I still don’t understand why. How could anyone choose to live alone in the middle of nowhere instead of being with his family?


How could Dad choose some cows and a desert over us?


Mom’s hurt fueled her growing rage. We moved into my grandparents’ house in Dallas, and not long after, Mom served Dad divorce papers. Their split was finalized the day I entered first grade.


While Mom and Dad shared custody of me, Dad pretty much disappeared from my life once I moved to Dallas. Granted, I was in school, so it’s not like I could visit him at Lucky Ranch whenever I wanted.


Still, he could have tried harder. I was supposed to spend every other weekend with him, but for some reason or another, it never happened. Dad never came to pick me up, and Mom never offered to drive me. She hated the idea of me going back to the ranch. I think she was worried I wouldn’t be safe there, as Dad wasn’t exactly a hands-on parent. He was always so busy working.


At first, I was crushed Dad didn’t push harder to bring me back to Hartsville. Unlike my mother, I didn’t hate life on the ranch. I enjoyed riding horses, and I liked being outside around all the animals there.


Dad would call every so often, and although I don’t remember what we talked about, I do remember feeling happy to hear his voice.


Eventually, though, I grew to love my new life in Dallas. As the years passed, Dad told me he didn’t want to take me away from the friends and family I had there. That tracked, especially as I got older. I didn’t want to miss my friends’ sleepovers. I didn’t want to miss middle school dances and my ballet classes.


I still missed my Dad, though, and I never stopped wondering why he didn’t try harder to see me. As an only child with parents who worked a lot, I was lonely. Once in a blue moon, Dad would show up in Dallas and take me out to lunch or dinner. But that was only when he was in town on ranch business—buying livestock in Fort Worth or meeting with his bankers downtown.


Once I hit my angsty teenage years, the loneliness and the hurt morphed into anger, just like Mom’s did. What was wrong with this man, never showing up to my recitals? My graduations? Why didn’t he help Mom more? Couldn’t he see how hard it was for her to raise me on her own?


I stopped answering Dad’s calls, hell-bent on sending him the silent message that I was pissed. He came to Dallas to try to talk things out, but I refused to see him. Mom didn’t push the issue. After that, he stopped calling altogether, and our only touch point was the money he’d send for whatever I needed: boarding school tuition, a car, textbooks for my college classes.


As fucked up as it sounds, I felt like money was something he owed me for not showing up more. Mom made it clear that Dad was a very, very wealthy man, so I knew he wouldn’t miss it.


He apparently didn’t miss me either. I often felt like I was just another problem he would throw money at. Money was easy for him. Being a part of my life clearly wasn’t.


I would give anything to have Dad back. Truly anything to fix the way he and I fucked up our relationship. I have so many regrets and so much anger left over from the things we did and didn’t say to each other. He should’ve pushed to see me more. I should’ve had the courage to tell him how much I wanted to see him.


The fact that I lost the chance to ever make things right keeps me up at night. I haven’t slept well in…months. Since Dad’s funeral, really, which took place in a depressingly bland church near Mom’s office.


Dad offered to invest in Bellamy Brooks, but I was too angry—too determined to hold my grudge—to give him a chance. Once he became an investor, he and I would have to communicate again, which meant patching up our relationship. I wasn’t ready for that yet.


Add that to my growing tally of regrets, along with all the times he sent money for other things and I never called to thank him.


My throat swells. I take another long sip of tea, the bitter taste just making my throat feel worse. Mom is convinced sweet tea gives you kidney stones, so we order ours unsweetened. I should’ve asked for more lemons.


Really, I wish I’d asked for tequila.


“What if I don’t get the money, though?” I ask Mom. “Without living in bumfuck nowhere first?”


Yesterday, I received a packet from Goody, detailing the monthly stipend I’d get if I lived on the ranch. It is definitely generous. Generous enough to keep Bellamy Brooks afloat for several months.
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