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      For Leo. My Highwayman, my sunshine, and my single drop of rain. I miss you every day.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            AUTHOR’S NOTE


          


        


      


    


    

      When I started writing Done and Dusted, I wanted to write a character that me, and other women like me, could relate to. I love to read, and like you, I’ve read a lot of books. There are so many characters out there that I hold close to my heart, but that I couldn’t relate to as deeply as I wanted to because living inside of their head was so different than being in my own.


      


      The main character in Done and Dusted is named Emmy. Emmy and I don’t have that much in common, but like me, Emmy, has ADHD. The differences in the way our brains work can be subtle, but it doesn’t mean that they don’t exist or make an impact on the way we live our lives.


      


      I know being diagnosed with ADHD looks different for all of us, but if you’ve ever had a hard time explaining why you leave literally everything until the last minute, why you feel out of control, why your tongue feels like it doesn’t belong in in your mouth when the music is too loud, or any of the countless other things we feel that are apart of ADHD, you might see yourself in Done and Dusted.


      


      Emmy and I are right there with you.


      


      Additional content warnings can be found on my website.


      


      Happy reading,


      


      Lyla


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            DUSTED /D - UHST - ED/ (WESTERN SLANG): VERB.


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

        To be thrown from a horse.
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      “Clementine Ryder, I swear to god, if you’re going to mope all night, I’m taking you back home,” Teddy said.


      “I’m not moping!” I protested, even though I was definitely moping. Being home had that effect on me. So did Teddy’s usage of my full name. Seriously, who named their only daughter after a fruit?


      When it came to a night out, Teddy meant business, and when Teddy meant business, there was no arguing with her. Usually, I didn’t mind. Teddy was my best friend. She knew me better than I knew myself and knew what I needed before I even did. When I made the decision this morning to pack up my apartment, break up with my boyfriend using a Post-it note on the fridge, and leave the barrel racing circuit, I drove 300 miles straight to her house in our small hometown.


      I hadn’t even unpacked my truck yet—it was sitting in Teddy’s driveway.


      I recognized the dirt road Teddy was driving us down and immediately wished I was back with my truck.


      “The Devil’s Boot? Really?” I asked. I knew we didn’t have a lot of options in Meadowlark, but The Devil’s Boot was one place I would like to avoid. The chances that I knew every single one of its current occupants was dangerously high.


      My dad and brothers didn’t know I was home yet, and I needed them to stay out of the loop for a little bit longer.


      “Yes, The Devil’s Boot. It’s fun and mindless,” she explained. “And you need fun and mindless, Emmy.” Honestly, I probably did need that, but Teddy’s definition of fun had historically been a little different than mine.


      “You know what’s fun?” I asked. “Wine and—”


      Teddy interrupted me and finished my sentence. “Wine and Sweet Home Alabama is fun. You’re right,” she said. “But, Emmy. You’ve been sitting in your apartment in Denver doing wine and Sweet Home Alabama for a month. Literally, every time I FaceTimed you, I could hear Patrick Dempsey getting dumped at the altar, and then I could see his teary blue eyes in my mind—there’s only so much of that I can take.”


      “That’s the best scene in the whole movie,” I argued. “It breaks your heart and puts it back together.”


      Teddy placed her hand over her heart. “I am not undermining the merits of Sweet Home Alabama,” she said. “I would never. I’m just saying, there’s a reason you came home instead of watching it for a thirty-second time.”


      Damn. I hated it when she had a point.


      “Fine,” I conceded. “But you’re getting every round.”


      Teddy laughed. “You’re thinking too small. Why should I pay for your drinks—or my own—when I know there are at least a dozen men in The Devil’s Boot who would love to buy them for us?”


      “You’re overestimating my powers of male persuasion,” I said.


      “And you’re underestimating mine,” Teddy said with a wink. “Plus,” she added, “you’re Clementine Ryder, champion barrel racer and member of Meadowlark’s most beloved family. People will probably be fighting over who gets to buy you, and me by association, a drink.”


      I huffed in annoyance.


      Teddy gave me one of her winning smiles. “Between college and racing, you’ve been gone almost a decade, and when you do come back, you only see your family and me,” she continued. “You went from Meadowlark’s sweetheart to Meadowlark’s mystery. People will be happy to see you.”


      Teddy’s truck rolled to a stop. I looked out the passenger side window at the familiar dirt parking lot. It was full. Of course it was—it was a Friday night in Meadowlark, Wyoming.


      Why couldn’t the episode that led me to pack up my life in Denver and hightail it back home have waited until Monday?


      The Devil’s Boot was one of Wyoming’s oldest bars, and it sat almost directly on the Meadowlark county line. It was far enough out of the way that its occupants were almost always exclusively local. From the outside, it didn’t look like much. Hell, it didn’t look like much on the inside, either. It was an old wood built in a classic saloon style. There were patches of faded paint, an excess of neon signs, and a piece of plywood that hung above the front door that had a spray-painted cowboy boot with a devil’s trident inside it. It didn’t actually say “Devil’s Boot” anywhere in the place—not on the door, not on the pint glasses, not on anything. It was always just the lonely boot and the trident.


      Even though we were still in the truck, I could hear the band. They were playing a Hank Williams cover. It was only nine o’clock, so the country classics would continue until the crowd demanded some newer hits they could dance and sing to. I had my fingers crossed Teddy and I would be out of here by then.


      But I wasn’t holding my breath.


      “Hey.” Teddy’s voice was soft from the driver’s side. “If you really don’t want to be here, then we can go, but I can’t think of anything I would rather do than spend my best friend’s first night home at a place we both secretly love.” I did love this place, albeit begrudgingly. “We always have a good time here. It’s low risk, high reward.”


      I sighed. There was a small part of me that was…excited to be at The Devil’s Boot. To be home.


      And an even smaller part that knew Teddy was right. We would have fun, people would be kind, and we probably wouldn’t have to pay for our own drinks. That was the thing about Meadowlark–it was predictable. Comfortable, even. Two things I needed right now.


      “What do you want to do, Emmy?” Teddy asked.


      I looked over at her. “I want to stay,” I said. And I meant it.


      The megawatt smile on Teddy’s face could’ve powered Meadowlark and all the surrounding counties. Teddy reached for my hand and squeezed.


      “That’s my girl. Let’s do this.”


      Deep breaths, Emmy. I pulled on the handle to open Teddy’s passenger side door and gave it a heavy shove. Her 1984 Ford Ranger had some quirks—barely functioning doors were one of them.


      As soon as my boots hit the dirt, the knot in my stomach started to untie itself. There was something comforting about that sound. The way the rocks felt under the soles of my boots reminded me that I was okay. It was familiar. Everything was so unfamiliar lately, but not this. Not home.


      After I spent so much time plotting my escape from Meadowlark, I didn’t know how I would feel coming back. I came back for holidays, birthdays, and some weekends, but this felt more permanent. I thought I would feel trapped like I did years ago.


      But I didn’t. I felt blissfully normal.


      I took a deep breath of the cool night air. It felt like the air entering my lungs was starting to push off the weight sitting on my chest.


      I heard Teddy’s boots coming around to my side of the truck as I pushed my door shut. “Damn, Ryder,” she said. “I almost forgot how hot you are.”


      I smiled. A real one.


      Compliments from Teddy were the best because I knew she meant them. Teddy was earnest, fierce, and loving. She never said anything she didn’t mean.


      “I’m already going home with you tonight, Andersen. No need to shower me with compliments,” I said as I looped my arm through hers. “We make a good pair.”


      And we did.


      Teddy and I had been inseparable since her dad started working on my family's ranch over twenty years ago. Even though we spent the last four years after college in different cities, we’d talked almost every day, and Teddy had made the eight-hour drive to Denver at least four times a year. I was lucky to have a friend like her, the type of friend most people could only dream about.


      When I showed up in her driveway earlier today, I had my entire life in my truck. She didn’t even bat an eye. She didn’t ask about the apartment, the boyfriend, or the career I had left behind. She just fed me cheese and Diet Coke and let me sulk on her couch for a few hours. Then, she clapped her hands together, her signal that we were moving on, and told me to go find something in her closet to wear because we were going out.


      I ended up in a simple white tank top, currently covered by my beloved shearling-lined denim jacket, and a black satin skirt from Teddy’s closet. The slit went a little higher than I was used to—right above mid-thigh—but I loved the way it made me feel. Sultry. I was wearing black cowboy boots that should never be within a ten-foot radius of a horse, but they were perfect for a night at the bar.


      Teddy was wearing a black, short-sleeved crop top and light-wash blue jeans that looked like they were literally molded to her body. Her copper hair was pulled into a high ponytail that bounced with her every move.


      “You ready, babe?” she asked.


      Another deep breath of cool Wyoming air. You’re okay, Emmy, I thought to myself. Your boots aren’t in the stirrups anymore. You’re on solid ground.


      “I’m ready.”
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      Crossing the threshold of The Devil’s Boot felt like putting on your favorite pair of jeans. Everything about it just…fit. It was dark, dingy, and smelled like old cigarette smoke. Smoking inside became illegal in Wyoming in 2005, but no one said anything if someone lit up in The Devil’s Boot every once in a while.


      It was a complete and total dive bar, after all, lit only by a soft yellow light behind the bar, the stage lights, and a multitude of neon signs.


      There was just something about a neon sign cutting through the dark.


      My favorite sign was a cowboy riding a beer bottle like a bull, and it sat right above my favorite high-top table in the corner. I don’t think I’d ever seen The Devil’s Boot in daylight, and I don’t think I wanted to. Everything felt more mystifying bathed in neon.


      And everyone looked better, too. That’s what got everyone inside The Devil’s Boot in trouble.


      After a few steps, I felt my boots start sticking to the floor—probably getting a delightful taste of spilled whiskey from thirty years ago—as Teddy and I made our way to my neon-cowboy corner.


      “Alright, are we doing clear or dark liquor tonight?” Teddy asked me.


      “Clear,” I said, knowing that meant we had two options at DB: vodka or tequila. And there was no doubt in my mind that Teddy was going to pick Tequila.


      “Tequila it is, then,” she said. Some things never change.


      There was nothing like the feeling of familiarity that only being around people you love can provide, and I loved Teddy in spades.


      “You just stay here and continue to look hot and mysterious, and I’ll go grab our first round,” Teddy called over the band.


      “Tequila soda, okay?” Knowing if I didn’t clarify, she’d come back with two shots. Each. “Let me ease into it.”


      Teddy rolled her eyes and started to walk away. “Fine. Tequila sodas. For now.”


      “With an extra lime, please!” I called after her. She waved her hand back at me without turning around to let me know she heard me.


      I shrugged my denim jacket off and hung it on the back of my chair before taking a seat and taking in my surroundings.


      I recognized some regulars at the bar—George, Fred, Edgar, and Harvey. I think they had been coming here every night since at least the beginning of time. There used to be a fifth member of their little cabal, but Jimmy Brooks passed away a few years ago. No one ever took their seats at the far end of the bar–even Jimmy’s was still vacant. I wondered if anyone would ever have enough balls or stupidity to sit in it. The men were old, but that didn’t mean they didn’t scare the shit out of everyone.


      Teddy made her way to the bar and was currently swinging her ponytail at Edgar, no doubt trying to con the old man into paying for our drinks.


      The band moved on to a cover of Waylon Jennings’s “I’ve Always Been Crazy.” There was a crowd of people at the front of the stage scream-singing the chorus. I watched them, their unreserved joy bringing a big smile to my face.


      “Emmy?” I brought my gaze away from the group of singing cowboys to the owner of the deep voice.


      “Kenny, hi.” I couldn’t remember the last time I saw Kenny Wyatt—high school graduation?—but I recognized him immediately as he stood in front of me. His dirty-blond hair was cut short and he was sporting a neatly trimmed beard that I never could’ve imagined him with. Kenny was better known for being a former Meadowlark High School quarterback, but he was also a former Emmy Ryder Homecoming date.


      “It’s so good to see you,” I said as I stood from my chair to give him a quick hug. He wrapped his arms around me tight and gave me a squeeze. When I pulled away, he kept one of his hands on my waist, so I kept one of mine on his shoulder. When in Meadowlark, I guess.


      “Holy shit, Em. It’s been a long time. I thought you would’ve been on the WPRA tour right now.” The Women’s Professional Rodeo Association probably thought that, too.


      “I’m taking a break,” I said. Starting in on the rehearsed speech I’d practice the entire drive from Denver to Meadowlark. “I’ve been racing a long time, so I figured I’d spend some time with my family for a minute. Plus, I really miss the ranch.”


      He gave my waist a small squeeze. I didn’t hate it.


      “Your dad and brothers are running quite the operation up there. I’m sure they’re happy to have you back.” Yeah, I’m sure they would be. Once they found out I was back. “How long are you going to be around for?” Forever, probably, I thought to myself, considering I couldn’t even bring myself to get on a horse at this point.


      For someone who had spent her entire life riding horses, not being able to get past the mental block of an injury that happened on horseback was a nightmare. I knew that if I wanted to get back on a horse, even if it wasn’t to race, Meadowlark and Rebel Blue were the places to start.


      “For a few months, at least,” I said, trying to keep my voice enthusiastic, but not enough that it would sound forced. “It’s good to be home.”


      Kenny smiled at me. A big, warm, genuine smile. “It really is good to see you, Emmy. You look good, too. Real good.” I felt my cheeks start to turn a deep shade of crimson. Kenny had always been a smooth-talker. The way he was looking at me, like he’d been waiting for me all this time, in addition to the sincerity behind his words, made me want to run and hide.


      Instead, I responded with a smile of my own, and said, “It’s good to see you, too, Kenny.”


      “While you’re here, we should see more—” Kenny’s words were cut off by the band sloppily halting their performance of “Good Hearted Woman.” A confused silence fell over the bar as everyone waited for their next move.


      After a few seconds, the steel guitar player played the opening bars of—oh god, no—“Oh My Darlin’ Clementine.”


      There were only two people who thought it was funny to torture me with that song every time I came into a room. One of them was my oldest brother, Gus, but I knew he currently wasn’t even within Wyoming’s state lines. That could only mean one thing. He was here.


      I angrily scanned the bar, looking for him. That fucker. The Devil’s Boot patrons started to sing and sway, a lot of them throwing goofy smiles in my direction. This song was basically a town-wide inside joke at this point, and right now, I was laser-focused on finding the joker.


      I didn’t see him, but he had to be here somewhere. Why was he even at The Devil’s Boot? Didn’t he have beer can towers to make in his living room? Whiskey bottles to shoot at?


      If he was able to convince the band to stop playing their set, he was probably near the stage. Without thinking, I started in that direction. I continued scanning the bar as I walked. Bad idea for a girl who is only coordinated when she’s on the back of a horse.


      I tripped over my boots and ran into something hard.


      A chest.


      A man’s chest.


      The man chest.


      I looked up at its owner, who had a shit-eating smirk on his face.


      It was him.


      Luke Brooks.
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I saw her the second her black cowboy boots crossed the threshold of my bar. She was Meadowlark’s sweetheart, a giant pain in the ass, and my best friend’s little sister.


Clementine Ryder.


The last time I saw her was during the holiday season before last, but she had been leaving Rebel Blue Ranch as I was arriving. Because, as usual, I’d been late.


Gus had told me Emmy’s schedule had been pretty intense over the last few years. Considering she was damn good at racing, I’m sure that was true. Considering the Ryders were the only real family I’d ever had, Emmy was a constant presence in my life, even though I rarely saw her these days. Occasionally, I was with Gus when she called, or I saw in the paper that she’d won another title, but that was different from her walking into my bar on a Friday night.


Looking like that.


Holy hell. Had she always looked like that?


Or was it just the way she looked in the neon glow?


Her hair was reckless and messy. It looked even longer than when I last saw her, hitting the middle of her back. She was wearing a skirt made out of some sort of shiny material; satin or silk, I think. It moved over her body like water. It made me wonder how she’d look wrapped up in bedsheets. But not just any bedsheets–my bedsheets.


Shit. Where the hell had that come from? What was wrong with me? It had obviously been too long since I’d gotten laid. I didn’t want to think about how long.


That’s your best friend’s little sister, dipshit.


Two words rang in my head like alarm bells: off limits.


But damn. She did look good. It was okay for me to acknowledge she looked good, right? She was a grown woman. I was a grown man who generally enjoyed looking at beautiful women. I just hadn’t seen one in a while.


At least, not one this beautiful. It wasn’t like anything was going to happen between us, anyway. She couldn’t stand me.


Joe, who was tending bar tonight, flagged me down, jostling me from my inappropriate thoughts about Emmy Ryder. What the hell was she even doing here?


Usually, I heard about her visits because Gus wouldn’t shut up for a few days leading up to her arrival, but I hadn’t heard a peep out of him since he’d left for Idaho yesterday. Plus, when she did come home, she didn’t leave the ranch. It was no secret that Emmy had always wanted to get out of Meadowlark. The only thing stronger than her desire to leave was her love for her family, and that’s what dragged her back a couple of times a year.


“Brooks! We need change at the bar, man,” Joe called over the music. Right, that’s what I was doing before a certain brunette walked through the door and stopped me dead in my tracks. Since when did the youngest Ryder have any sort of effect on me?


Since now, apparently.


That was fucking annoying.


I looked back and gave Joe a quick nod, letting him know I’d heard him. That’s when I noticed a redhead flirting with one of my horsemen at the bar. I recognized her bouncy-ass ponytail before I saw her face: Teddy Andersen.


If I would’ve seen Teddy first, maybe I could’ve prepared myself for Emmy’s arrival. When it came to those two, one thing was certain: where one went, the other was sure to follow. It drove Gus bat-shit crazy.


He always thought Teddy was too much—too loud, too vulgar, and too much trouble.


I liked her. She’d always been a good friend to Emmy and was one of the few people who didn’t shy away from Gus’s general asshole-ness.


Plus, I could always count on my patrons to spend a little more money, and give my bartenders slightly bigger tips, when she was around. Teddy was good for business, but Gus didn’t think she was a good example for his little sister. I thought Emmy deserved a little more credit. She was quiet, but she was scrappy. It’s what made her and Teddy a good pair. Not that I’d ever tell Gus that.


Emmy was none of my business.


Teddy caught my eye, and her stare bore into me.


I couldn’t place the look on her face, but then I saw her gaze shift to Emmy and then back to me. Fuck. I’d been caught staring where I shouldn’t be staring. I turned quickly and made my way through the bar to my office. It was right behind the stage where my house band, Fiddleback, was working through a lot of Waylon, as usual.


The Devil’s Boot had had a live band for as long as I could remember, but usually only on Fridays. Since I’d taken over, the house band played on Fridays, and other local bands covered Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. They could play a few originals as long as they supplemented the set with the classics.


My patrons loved to sing. Loudly.


On the other days of the week, we went old-school on the jukebox.


I tried, and failed, to keep my eyes off Emmy as I made my way to my office. Catching a glimpse of her just as she slid her denim jacket off, revealing a low-cut white top that showed off her toned arms. Christ.


Between that and the fucking skirt, I wanted to scream.


Change, Brooks. Joe needs change. Just get the change.


I would get Joe his change, and then I would make myself the world’s busiest bar owner. I just had to make it through the night, because in the morning, the neon glow would be gone, and Clementine Ryder would look like my best friend’s little sister again.


Hopefully.


My office was small, but it had the essentials: a desk, a small couch, and a bottle of whiskey in one of the desk drawers. I didn’t spend a ton of time in there. When it came to business, I usually did any work that had to get done out at the bar before we opened. I liked watching the place transform from day to night. It was like magic.


I never saw myself as a business owner. No one had. I wasn’t exactly known in Meadowlark for being responsible, but this bar made me want to be more than other people’s expectations of me.


I didn’t know if I was getting there.


Because my office was right behind the stage, I could feel the kick drum. Its vibration shook the glass and whiskey I’d pulled out of my top drawer across my old oak desk. I poured myself a shot and threw it back, hoping it would dull the new effect Clementine Ryder was having on me.


Why was this happening to me?


I waited for the burn in my throat to go away before grabbing a wad of cash for the bar. I didn’t count it, but based on the size, it should be more than enough to get them through the night. I, however, would probably need a few more office shots if I was going to have to look at Emmy all night.


I didn’t even want to know what Gus would do to me if he knew what I was thinking about his little sister.


Maim me, at the very least. Murder me, probably.


I walked out of my office, cash in my back pocket, and locked the door. When I looked up, I had a perfect view of Emmy flirting with none other than Kenny fucking Wyatt.


That slimy little bastard. Sure, Kenny was the town golden boy, but Emmy’s older brothers and I had not forgotten how he’d left Emmy for another girl at their senior Homecoming.


Describing Emmy’s oldest brother as protective was the understatement of the century, and her other brother, Wes, was the same, but in a less intense way. Gus would be the one to beat the shit out of someone who hurt Emmy, and Wes would be the one to make sure she was okay.


I didn’t have much of a family, but I had the Ryders, so I usually got dragged along when it was time to defend Emmy’s honor, which happened more than one might think.


To this day, I don’t think Kenny knew how his precious Mustang ended up on the other side of town with four flat tires.


And now, that piece of shit had one of his hands on Emmy, and she was smiling at him, so I did what Gus and Wes would’ve wanted me to do: I got his grimy little hands off of her. That’s the only reason I did it. For Gus and Wes. Not for me.


Not because I was jealous.


I wasn’t fucking jealous.


The look on her face as soon as she heard the steel guitar kick in was priceless. As a bonus, her hand immediately dropped from dickwad’s arm. Good. But his hand stayed on her waist as she started to look around the bar—looking for me, probably. She had to know Gus was at that rancher’s thing in Idaho, and I was the only other person who enjoyed pressing this button of hers.


I did my best to ignore the way Kenny kept his hand on her–like she was his–or else I would walk over there and break it. I watched her look around the bar. She was laser-focused, and I could tell she was madder than a hornet. There was something in her eyes I hadn’t realized was missing when I’d looked at her before: fire. I started walking toward her, unable to help myself, ready to get burned.





EMMY


I felt Brooks’s hands grip the tops of my arms to steady me after running square into his chest, which felt like hitting a brick wall. It was hard. Was he benching cars or something?


His hands felt rough against my skin, and I hated the small thrill that went through me at his touch.


It didn’t matter how old I was–when Brooks was involved, I was thirteen years old again, watching an eighteen-year-old him bale hay without a shirt. He’d been nice to look at then, and he was nice to look at now. Even though my adolescent crush on him dissolved as soon as I got smart enough to realize how annoying he was, there was just something about him that got under my skin.


I shrugged his hands off me, frustrated that he still had any sort of effect on me. I was tall, standing somewhere around five-nine, but I still had to crane my neck to shoot daggers from my eyes at Brooks. He hadn’t changed much over the past few years.


If anything, he’d just gotten more handsome, which irritated me more than I already was.


Brooks wasn’t just tall; he was broad. His dark brown hair, which was always long, hit the middle of his neck. It had a slight wave to it that a lot of women would die for, including me.


Just like his stupid eyelashes that framed his stupid chocolate eyes. His hair was long enough that he could tuck it behind his ears, which meant I could see his stupid sharp jawline with its stupid five o’clock shadow.


I’m sure there were a lot of girls out there who would love for their brothers to have a best friend as good-looking as Luke Brooks. I was one of them. That is until he opened his stupid mouth and talked with his stupid low voice.


I really should have been more creative with my descriptive insults by now, but Luke Brooks had a habit of frustrating me enough that all coherent thoughts basically raced out of my head.


It was annoying.


He was annoying.


“Hey there, Clementine,” he drawled. My harsh stare was doing nothing to quell the arrogance that was literally oozing from his every pore. It was palpable. He was always like this. If his ego were a physical thing, it would be bigger than the entire state of Wyoming. Probably Colorado and Utah, too.


“Fuck off, Brooks.” He let out a low whistle that ended in a chuckle. I hated when he did that.


“Glad to see your tongue is still sharp as ever, sugar.” The way he said “sugar” was almost demeaning.


“Don’t. Call. Me. That.” I paused after every word, letting my annoyance with Brooks punctuate every syllable.


“Don’t let Kenny Wyatt put his hands all over you,” Brooks fired back. “Then I wouldn’t have to rescue you.”


Was this guy for real? He was waging psychological warfare with that stupid song because a boy from high school put a hand on my waist?


A hand on the waist was probably the most innocent gesture in this bar’s entire history. Seriously—I didn’t even want to know how much of Meadowlark’s population had been conceived in The Devil’s Boot bathrooms.


“Rescue me?” I questioned. My voice was getting louder, but luckily not louder than the music…yet. “Get a grip, Brooks.”


The band made it to the line about soft and fine bubbles—thank god. It was almost over. Almost everyone in the bar was singing, but most people had forgotten I was there after the first chorus, so Brooks’s stupid joke hadn’t lasted long.


“Yeah, Clementine. Rescue you. Your brothers would flip their shit if they saw you in here flirting with Wyatt.”


“I wasn’t flirting with Kenny. I was just saying hi. And even if I was, it’s none of your business. You aren’t my keeper, Brooks. And neither are Gus or Wes. I can take care of myself.”


“Actually, what my patrons do in my bar is my business.” His bar? Since when? “And your family is my family, Emmy, so even if you weren’t in my bar, you would be my business. You’ve always been my business, and you’ll always be my business.” The level of authority in his voice told me he didn’t want to be questioned.


I didn’t care.


He had to be kidding. He didn’t own The Devil’s Boot. I didn’t know who did, but there’s no way it could be Luke Brooks. He was reckless and irresponsible. I was pretty sure the only things he’d ever owned in his life were a black Chevy C/K pickup truck that could barely be classified as a vehicle and a bunch of muscle tees that used to be t-shirts until he mutilated them with a pair of scissors.


“This isn’t your bar,” I said defiantly.


“This is my bar, sugar. And right now, my bartenders need change, so move your ass out of my way.” He started to push past me but then turned to me one more time. “And tell Kenny Wyatt to keep his hands to himself, or I’ll kick you both out.”
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      I woke up to the sun streaming through my window. It was probably a little after six. Shit, that meant I was already running late. If I were being honest, I probably wouldn’t have made it through my morning run anyway. It took about three seconds of my eyes being open to regret the shots I did with Joe behind the bar.


      I never did that.


      Why the hell had I done that?


      Oh yeah, because Emmy, with her messy hair and fucking bedsheet skirt, left my bar last night with Kenny Wyatt. Images of her throwing her head back and laughing at his jokes ran through my mind like a highlight reel.


      Wyatt was not that fucking funny.


      But he kept his nasty little fingers off of her, mostly thanks to Teddy pulling Emmy to the dance floor in front of the stage for most of the night. But when they were walking toward the door to leave, Wyatt snaked his skinny arm around her waist, and his hand was a little too fucking low on her back for my liking. I’d taken another shot before they even made it all the way out of my bar.


      I gritted my teeth at the memory.


      God, my head hurt. I never took more than one shot at work, and even then, I didn’t do it very often. Last night, I let Emmy get to me, and I had no idea why.


      It took ten more minutes and a lot of groaning for me to get out of bed and into a cold shower, where I tried to wash away every thought about her. It’s also where I remembered I liked all of my appendages, and I didn’t want to give Gus a reason to remove any of them.


      After I slid on a pair of worn-out jeans, my phone went off. I looked at the screen. Speak of the devil. Gus.


      Be cool, Brooks. You didn’t do anything. You just eye-fucked his sister. That’s fine.


      Everything’s fine.


      I picked up the phone.


      “Brooks, here.” Did my voice just squeak? Yeah, my voice just fucking squeaked.


      “Why are you answering the phone like it’s a job interview?” What the hell was I supposed to say to that? It was either that greeting or accidentally telling Gus I thought his little sister was hot as hell.


      “I’m a business owner. Gotta keep it professional.” Yeah, because that’s what I was: a professional. Gus stayed silent for a second.


      “Are you drunk?” he asked.


      “What? No. It’s six-thirty in the morning, and you know I’m teaching today.”


      “Just making sure,” he said. “Can you pick up Riley from her mom’s on your way to the ranch this morning?


      “I thought Cam was dropping her off since you’re out of town?” Camille was a one-night stand from five years ago that resulted in Gus’s daughter, Riley. After Riley was born, Camille and Gus messed around a little bit, but they were never officially a couple.


      Camille and Gus were on good terms, splitting custody of Riley fifty-fifty. Gus even liked Camille’s new fiancé–as much as Gus could like a city boy, anyway.


      Riley was the most important thing in the world to Gus. When she came along, things changed for him, and they’d changed for me, too.


      I’d always been kind of a screwup, but to be fair, I came from a long line of screwups. I was the result of an affair my mom had with my dad. My dad wasn’t like Gus. He couldn’t handle the responsibility. He couldn’t step up, so I’d ended up in a house with my mom, her husband, and their sons.


      Safe to say, I wasn’t much liked around there.


      My mom was still around, but I hadn’t seen or talked to her in years. Her husband didn’t like her having contact with me. Not talking to her didn’t exactly feel great, but I would rather not talk to her at all than have to deal with my stepdad. John was a piece of fucking work.


      She lived on the other side of town with him, and my brothers lived near them. If I had to guess, she was probably still on a diet of menthol cigarettes and Coca-Cola.


      I spent the first seven years of my life wondering what was wrong with me. I still wonder about that, but everything changed when I met Gus.


      Gus wasn’t just protective of Emmy—he was protective in general. He'd always been that way, even back when we met in elementary school. Before I grew into my height, I was basically a walking telephone pole, and taller than everyone my age. My mom didn’t have the money to buy me new clothes every time I had a growth spurt, so I ended up in clothes that fit really poorly. That, and being the kid from the trailer park, didn’t really impress my peers.


      Kids could be brutal.


      But when Gus saw me getting tossed around by some fifth graders one day, he stepped in and basically told them to shove it–in the best way a fourth grader could. Afterward, I ate lunch with him. Well, he had to give me some of his lunch because I didn’t have any, and after school, he told Wes I was their new friend.


      That was it.


      When I found the Ryder boys, they treated me like I was worth something. Before I met them, I didn’t even know what a friend was. I’d never had one, but that day, I ended up with two.


      So, when I watched Gus step up to the plate to be a father to his baby girl, I wanted to step up to the plate, too.


      I was still a screwup, but at least I was a screwup with a job, a savings account, and a few goals for my bar.


      “Her fiancé is trying to close some big deal or something,” Gus explained. “She tried to explain it to me, but she might as well have been speaking another language. All I know is that whatever it is apparently requires him to schmooze some people at the country club all day.”


      “Got it. Why don’t you have Emmy pick her up?”


      “Because Emmy is in Denver, dipshit,” he said. “Are you sure you’re not drunk?”


      “I’m not drunk, but Emmy might be, considering how many Tequila shots she housed at my bar last night.”


      There was nothing but silence on the other end of the phone. I had a bad feeling I just threw Emmy under the bus. Why wouldn’t she tell her family she was coming home?


      I thought about it more. Why would she come home when her dad and brother were out of town? Not that Wes wouldn’t be excited to see her, but he was covering Amos and Gus’s ranch duties. It wasn’t an ideal time for her to show up, now that I thought about it.


      “Emmy is in Meadowlark?” Gus’s tone was tight.


      Shit. I definitely threw Emmy under the bus.


      “Yeah, she left my bar with Kenny Wyatt last night.” Again, shit. Probably could’ve left out that little detail. I hoped Gus hadn’t heard the annoyance in my voice when I mentioned his little sister and her ex-Homecoming date.


      “She went home with that asshole? And you didn’t stop her?” No. I wish I would’ve, but not for the reason he was thinking.


      “You know your sister is a full-ass adult woman, right?” I said. Even though I wished Emmy hadn’t left with Wyatt, every once in a while, Gus still needed a reminder that she could take care of herself. “Plus, she was with Teddy. I’m sure her best friend can look out for her.”


      “You know damn well that Teddy is trouble,” Gus said. He was getting angrier now. I probably shouldn’t have mentioned Teddy. Those two really did not get along. I was on a roll this morning. “I can’t believe Emmy didn’t tell us she was coming home.”


      “I’m sure she was planning to,” I said, annoyed that I felt the need to justify Emmy’s actions. Since when did I care? “She probably just didn’t want to bother you and your dad while you’re in Idaho.”


      “I bet Teddy had something to do with it.”


      “You can’t blame everything on Teddy.”


      “I can, I have, and I will.”


      “What are you going to do when Emmy makes a decision you don’t like, and Teddy is nowhere around?”


      “That’s never going to happen.” Gus was matter-of-fact, as usual. “Anyway, you’re good to grab Riley? Now that I know Emmy is home, I’ll ask her to come get her at the end of the lesson and take her to the Big House.”


      “Sure thing.” There was no way I could avoid Emmy if she was coming to get Riley after the lesson. I could almost guarantee she would unleash her best verbal assault on me after finding out I was the one who ratted her out to Gus.


      “Thanks, man,”


      “No problem. I’ll talk to you later.”


      “One more thing,” Gus said. “Keep an eye on Emmy until I get home, okay?”


      


      EMMY


      Whatever that incessant buzzing was needed to stop. Now.


      My head was pounding, and the buzzing—good god, the buzzing. Make. It. Stop.


      I must’ve said that out loud because Teddy’s voice came from her en suite bathroom, “Emmy, that buzzing is your phone ringing like it has been for ten minutes. It’s not the sound of the apocalypse.”


      Oh. Whoops. I fumbled around, looking for my phone. By the time I found it face down on the floor next to Teddy’s bed, it had stopped buzzing.


      When I flipped it around, I saw seven missed calls from Gus.


      Shit.


      Was Dad okay? Was Wes okay? Was Riley okay?


      I went to call him back, but he called again before I could do so. I picked up immediately.


      “Hey, everything okay?”


      “You tell me, Clementine.” Ugh, I hated it when Gus used his dad voice on me, but at least the annoyance and lack of urgency in his tone told me everyone in our family was safe and accounted for.


      Which begged the question: why had Gus called me eight times at seven thirty in the morning on a Saturday? “Everything’s fine. Why?”


      “Where are you right now?” Gus asked. Fuck. He knew. He had to know. That’s the only reason he would ask me that. “You better not be with Kenny Wyatt,” he said.


      I stifled a laugh. Was he kidding?


      “I’m serious, Emmy.” Oh, I knew he was serious. That’s what made it so damn funny.


      “First of all, whose bed I’m in is truly none of your business, and it’s honestly creepy that you want to know that information.”


      “I don’t want to know that information. I’m just saying that I hope you’re not anywhere near that asshole.”


      “Relax, big brother. I’m in Teddy’s bed.” I heard Gus sigh on the other side of the phone. But it wasn’t a sigh of relief—it was a sigh of annoyance, probably at Teddy.


      “Kenny was nice enough to give us a ride home from The Devil’s Boot last night since he didn’t have anything to drink,” I told him. “What an asshole, huh?”


      “You know as well as I do that one good deed doesn’t cover everything.”


      “Why do you hate him so much?”


      “I just don’t like him, okay?”


      “Is this about Homecoming? Because you need to get over that,” I said. “That was almost ten years ago, and I’m ninety-nine percent sure that you’re the reason Kenny’s car ended up in a ditch the morning after, so I think you got your revenge.”


      “You’re my baby sister, Emmy. If someone fucks with you, they fuck with me,” Gus said. He took his protector role very seriously. “You’re like Mom. You’re very forgiving, and people will take advantage of you.”


      Oh god. It was too early in the morning, and I was too hungover for Gus to bring up our dead mother. “And you can forgive people all you want, but it’s my job not to forget,” he concluded.


      “Jesus Christ, August. It’s not even 8:00 AM yet. Chill out.”


      “Why are you home, Emmy?” Gus asked. Not allowing the conversation to stray from the point for too long. Typical.


      “I just needed a break,” I said. Which was technically true. “I had an opportunity to take one, so I did. And I thought I’d spend it at home.”


      “How long are you around for?” My answer seemed to satisfy Gus. At least for now.


      “TBD, but at least a few weeks.” At the very, very least.


      “Fine. I’ll call Wes and tell him you’re home.”


      “Okay.” In less than twenty-four hours, my cover was blown, thanks to Luke Brooks and his big mouth.


      “Riley has her group riding lesson at the ranch this morning. She’ll be done around ten, and she would love to see her auntie, so can you pick her up and take her back to the Big House?”


      “Anything for my girl,” I said truthfully. I loved my niece. “But why isn’t Cam picking her up? Isn’t it her weekend?”


      “Yeah, she had something come up. Listen, I just need you to get her after the lesson. Wes can take her, or Brooks can take her back home with him until her mom can pick her back up tomorrow.”


      “You actually leave your child alone with Brooks?” I asked. Baffling.


      When we were growing up, Brooks was always around when Gus was stuck babysitting me. When they weren’t totally ignoring me, I was their source of entertainment.


      Turns out, being sent down the stairs to a very dark and very spooky basement in a laundry basket wasn’t actually fun, no matter how hard your brother and his best friend tried to convince you otherwise.


      Oh, and a pile of throw pillows wasn’t enough to break your fall.


      They also left me on the roof once. For two hours.


      “He’s a damn good uncle, Emmy. He helps all of us out whenever he can. He’ll keep an eye on her. And you, until Dad and I get home.” I rolled my eyes. I did not need Luke Brooks to keep an eye on me.


      Someday, my brother would treat me like an adult. I hoped.


      Hearing Brooks’s name made me think of something he said to me last night. I had forgotten about it in my drunken haze.


      “Speaking of the t-shirt mutilator, does he really own The Devil’s Boot?”


      “Why are you so adamantly against his love for the muscle tee?” Gus asked.


      “It’s not the muscle tee itself, but the man in the muscle tee who cuts them so aggressively.” I didn’t want to see Luke Brooks’s nipples. “Answer the question.”


      “Yeah, he does,” he answered.


      “Since when?”


      “You’ll have to ask him about it. It’s a weird-ass story. I gotta go, Emmy. I’ll talk to you later.” I guess I would never know how the poster boy for Coors got his hands on Meadowlark’s most beloved, dirty landmark.


      I didn’t plan on seeing much—if any—of Brooks while I was here.


      “Bye, big brother.”


      “Bye, Gussy!” Teddy shouted from her bathroom.


      He didn’t respond.


      When I got off the phone with Gus, I had two texts: one from Kenny that said how good it was to see me last night, and one from my dad.


      Happy you’re home, Spud. I love you.
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