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For all the tired mamas out there. I see you.











Failure is not the falling down, but the staying down.


– Mary Pickford












Reader Note


This book contains discussions about miscarriage and infertility. It is my hope that I’ve handled these topics with the care they deserve.
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Winter


“I can’t fathom why you feel the need to go work at that dingy little hospital in the country.”


I used to think Rob was a nice guy.


Now, I know better.


“Well, Robert,” I drawl, using his full name to piss him off as I shove a final sweater into my overfull suitcase. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but there are humans—real live ones—who live in the country who are also in need of medical attention.”


I can’t figure out why I’m packing so much for a single shift. When I’m in Chestnut Springs, I live in scrubs in the ER and in leggings in my hotel room at night.


“Thanks for clarifying, Winter.” There’s a biting tone to his voice that might make some people flinch. But not me. A dark part of me takes immense pride in the fact I know exactly how to piss off my husband. My lips twitch as I struggle to contain my satisfied smile.


“But why that hospital? Why Chestnut Springs? You’re constantly taking off out there and you don’t even tell me you’re leaving. Come to think of it”—he scrubs at his chin in a dramatic fashion while leaning up against the door frame of my bedroom—“you never even considered my opinion on whether I would want my wife taking this job. This isn’t a smart career move for you at all.”


Every time he whines like a child, I find myself wondering what it is about him I ever found attractive.


I’m not sure when the dimple on his chin became repulsive to me. Only that it is. The way he parts his hair to the side with a little swoop that doesn’t even move when it’s windy used to make him appear suave and put together to me.


Now it looks fake.


Like so much of my life with him has been.


I’m fairly certain the only reason he styles it that way is because he’s too vain to admit he’s balding.


And nothing makes a man’s masculinity shrivel up and die for me quite like complaining about a woman exercising her professional independence. He might as well stomp his foot and storm out like a tiny chauvinist toddler.


I reach for the zipper and force it together against the bulging contents of my suitcase. “It’s funny,” I start, ensuring that I keep my tone cool and even. “It’s almost like … you are the very last person I would ever consult about my life.”


With a huff of air, I finally slide the zipper into place and stare down at the hard-shell case, propping my hands on my hips and letting a satisfied smile touch my lips.


“What the hell is that supposed to mean, Winter?”


The way he adds my name to the end of every sentence feels like he’s trying to scold me.


Joke’s on him. I won’t be scolded.


He’s blissfully unaware of what it takes to navigate the medical system as a young female doctor. If I let men as weak as Rob steamroll me on the regular, I wouldn’t stand a chance.


And this career is the only thing I’ve ever had that’s mine. So, he can fuck all the way off.


Flipping one hand over, I gaze down at my neglected nails, trying to look bored by him. I’m wondering if I can find a good place for a manicure in Chestnut Springs when I reply, “Don’t play stupid. It pairs so poorly with whining.”


I can’t help but ask myself why I’m still married. I know why I thought I was sticking it out. But now? Now, I just need to buck up and get it done. I glance back down at my suitcase, packed like I’m leaving for a long ass time, and wonder if my subconscious knows something I don’t.


Maybe that bitch is putting her foot down and breaking me out once and for all.


I’m not averse.


“Watch your fucking tone with me.”


My eyes narrow on my cuticles as I struggle to bite down the rage bubbling inside me. Hot molten lava simmering below the cool surface, just waiting to erupt all over the place.


But I’ve kept that at bay for years now. I will not let Doctor Rob Valentine be the one to make me erupt.


He’s not worth the energy.


I shift my eyes to him across the room. My room, because when I told him in no uncertain terms that I wouldn’t be sleeping in the same bed as him any longer, he directed me to the guest room rather than moving himself out—like the true gentleman he is.


Even though he’s the one at fault.


He’s the reason we are where we are.


And the worst part is I loved him once. He was all mine. A safe place for me to land after growing up in what felt like some sort of domestic cold war.


I let my guard down with him. I fell so damn hard.


He broke my heart far worse than I’ll ever let anyone know.


I don’t respond to him; instead, I grab the handle of my suitcase and shove past his lean frame, heading toward the front door of our sprawling ten-thousand-foot home.


I hear him following. Dress shoes against marble. And of course, he doesn’t offer to carry my suitcase.


A wry smile twists my lips, and I shake my head at the thought he’d bother to lift a finger to help. The hardest thing for me to accept with the implosion of my marriage is that I didn’t see it coming. That I can be smart, and accomplished, and strategic in everything I do yet still allow this asshole to blindside me is just … humiliating.


Being swindled this way irks me to no end.


I can feel the rage radiating off of him as he seethes beside me. And I just carry on serenely, slipping my socked feet into a pair of tall leather boots and wrapping a long, brown wool coat around myself.


“Seriously, Winter? You’re not even going to dignify me with an answer?”


I methodically tie the coat belt around my waist, deciding I have zero desire to dignify him at all.


The problem is, Rob knows me well. We’ve been together for five years, which means he understands how to piss me off too.


His eyes trace over my face, taking on a vicious little slant. “I liked you better with lighter hair.” His pointer finger sweeps over my head, judging the darker streaks topped with a warmer tone. He’s always been obsessive about me having the silvery blonde hair, telling me how much he loves it. “This new color isn’t as appealing. It looks dirty.”


But the root touch-ups, the purple shampoo, and the deep conditioner were too much work for an exhausted resident, which is why I requested my stylist put in lowlights.


I blink a couple of times, like I can’t quite believe he has the nerve to act like the way I color my hair is a personal slight to him.


Except I can. Because this year he took his mask off and showed me all the entitled ugliness underneath.


“That’s funny. I liked you better when I thought you hadn’t groomed my little sister and then fucked her over.”


He scoffs. Scoffs. “That’s not how it was. She was obsessed with me.”


My nose wrinkles, smelling the bullshit wafting off of him. “A much older doctor saves his underage patient’s life. Uses his physical appeal and power over her to get her eating out of his hand. Becomes a hero to her. Then, as soon as she turns eighteen, starts fucking her on the down-low like she’s some sort of dirty secret. And when he meets her older, more appropriate sister, he drops her like a stone and marries the one that won’t cost him his job for a medical license violation. Oh!”—my finger shoots up in the air—“except, here’s the kicker. He doesn’t give up on the younger one quite yet. He stalks her and harasses her, sabotaging every new relationship of hers just because he can. Or maybe it makes him feel better about that receding hairline he tries to cover up.”


My anger swirls, but I’m the one stirring my pot by giving in to him at all.


His arms cross and he glares at me. All golden coiffed hair, bright blue eyes, and Ken-doll good looks. “You know I never loved her.”


White-hot rage lances through me. Everything around us blurs as my eyes focus on the asshole I married. I try to keep my voice cool. Years of practicing this facade have carried me through the most heart-rending of moments. I have this act down pat.


But today I struggle.


“You think you never loving her makes it better? That’s my baby sister you’re talking about. The one who almost died. And you fucked her around for years. And me? I don’t think you’ve ever loved me either.”


My words echo in the spacious foyer as we stare each other down.


“I have.”


I have. That’s his proclamation to me?


I laugh bitterly. “Who the fuck are you kidding, Robert? Do you ever tire of lying? Of trying to keep your stories straight? The jig is up. I see you. You made me believe I had something I never did. You played me.”


He doesn’t correct me. He just glares. It shouldn’t hurt, but it does.


“For what you’ve done to me? I am indifferent to you. For what you’ve done to her? I hate you. I wouldn’t have touched you with a one-million-foot pole if I’d realized the type of man you really are. Fool me once, never again. That’s the new saying.”


With that, I tug my suitcase up and spin on my heel, flinging the door open so hard it smashes into the wall behind it. I hate how fired up I am. How out of control I feel. But I hold my chin up, press my shoulders down, and walk out of that house with all the placid, unaffected composure I can muster.


“Does that mean you’re leaving me?”


How can someone so educated be so stupid? I almost laugh. I keep walking, patting him on the shoulder like the dog he is as I pass by. “Use that fancy medical degree and figure it out for yourself.”


“You don’t even like her!” he yells in a whiny tone that scrapes down my neck like nails on a chalkboard. “You gonna run back to her and beg for forgiveness after what a royal cunt you’ve been to her all these years? Good luck with that. I’ll be here when you come crawling back.”


But I don’t dignify his jabs with a single glance back. Instead, I flip him the finger over my shoulder and take satisfaction in knowing he’s wrong.


That he’s not as smart as he thinks he is.


And I’m not either. I feel very small and very stupid right now.


Because I love my sister.


I just have a fucked-up way of showing it.
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I hope I don’t die now that I’m taking some control of my life back.


I want to start fresh. And yet I’m terrified to do it at all.


Chestnut Springs General Hospital is only an hour away from the house I live in, so why does it feel like the longest drive of my life?


I started taking shifts here a few months ago, so I could make the drive with my eyes closed, but today it’s snowing hard enough that I’m white-knuckling the steering wheel.


I’m also still stewing over losing my cool.


Rob started that fight by saying he couldn’t fathom why I’d want to work at this dingy hospital, and I wasn’t inclined to tell him the truth.


One, that working in a hospital where I’m not his wife and my mother’s daughter is a relief. I can practice medicine and take pride in my work without having to contend with all the whispers and pitying glances. Without that shit hanging over my head.


Because everyone knows, but no one talks about it, and that approach to life is wearing on my sanity. I know how everyone sees me. I’m not oblivious to it. They might not speak it, but I hear it loud and clear all the same.


A doctor who got her position at the hospital through family connections and marriage.


A woman who is unapproachable, cold, and unhappy.


A wife who is pathetic enough to ignore her husband’s betrayal.


And two, because I’ve never wanted to be around my sister more than I do now. When she was sick, I used to sneak into the hospital and check on her, read her chart so I knew how she was doing even though I was still only in university. And now? Now, I look at my little sister and all I see are the years I missed.


I see a woman who lived in misery to save me a little of my own.


It would seem we’re kindred that way.


She’s happy now, engaged to a man whose hair is far too long but who loves her in a way that I’ll never experience. But I’m also happy for her—god knows she deserves a little peace. She left her law degree and secure job at our father’s sports management firm in the rear-view mirror to run a gym and live on a picturesque little country bumpkin ranch.


I admire her.


But I have no idea how to mend the rift between us. So, I took a part-time position in the small town she’s living in, hoping I might run into her and fix things organically.


I have this recurring story in my head, one that crops up all the time. I must be trying to manifest it or some shit.


In it, she’s strolling down the sidewalk, and I bump straight into her as I exit the adorable little Parisian coffee shop on Main Street. She looks shocked to see me. I offer her a warm smile, and it isn’t forced. Then, I hike a thumb over my shoulder and say, “Hey, you, uh … wanna grab a coffee?” in a casual and charming way that will make her smile back at me.


Of course, I’d have to spend time somewhere other than the hospital or hotel for that to happen. But I keep slinking between the two safety zones, too scared and too embarrassed to face her.


“Fuck it,” I mumble as I sniff and sit up taller, eyes laser-focused on the road. “Siri, call Summer Hamilton.”


The beat of heavy silence that greets me is laden with years of anticipation.


“Calling Summer Hamilton,” the robotic voice replies. The formality is a jab to the chest. Most sisters would have some cute nickname programmed in their phone. Perhaps I’d call her Sum if we were friends. As it is now, I might as well include her middle name in the contact listing.


The phone rings. Once. Twice.


And then she’s there. “Winter?” she asks breathlessly. My name isn’t an accusation on her lips though. It’s … hopeful.


“Hi,” I say stupidly. No amount of education or medical textbooks could prepare me for this conversation. Since everything blew up in the hospital that day, I’ve played out this conversation in my head a million times. I’ve laid awake at night preparing myself.


And it wasn’t enough.


“Hi … are you … are you okay?”


I nod while the bridge of my nose stings. I’ve been awful to Summer over the years and her first inclination is to ask if I’m okay.


“Win?”


I suck in a deep breath of air. Win. Fuck. That nickname. She just falls into it so easily. I absently wonder how I’m named in her contacts. I always imagined it was “Evil Half Sister” or something along those lines.


She’s just so fucking nice. It almost makes me nauseous that someone could be this nice to me after everything that we’ve been through, after how cold I’ve been to her.


I don’t deserve Summer. But I want to. And that comes with being honest.


“No. I don’t think I’m okay,” I say, trying to cover the hitch in my voice by clearing my throat.


“Okay.” I can imagine her nodding right now, rolling her lips together, mind whirring as she tries to solve this problem for me. That’s just who she is. A fixer.


I might be a doctor, but Summer has always been a healer.


“Where are you? Do you need me to come and get you? Are you hurt?” She pauses. “Oh! Do you need legal help? I’m not practicing anymore, but I could—”


“Can I see you?” I blurt. And now it seems like it’s her turn for stunned silence. “I’m on my way to Chestnut Springs already. I could … I don’t know.” A ragged sigh drags its way up my throat. “Buy you a coffee?” I finish lamely, glancing at the digital clock that shows it’s already 6 p.m.


Her voice comes through the phone a little thick, a little soft. “I would love that. But could we do wine instead?”


A knot of tension unfurls in my chest, one I didn’t even know was there until now. And now that I’ve noticed it, I can’t help but feel like it’s been there for years.


“Yeah.” My fingers pulse on the steering wheel. “Yeah. Wine. Good.”


I sound like a fucking cavewoman.


“We’re having a family dinner at the main house tonight. There will be a bunch of people. I’d love if you came too.”


My throat clogs uncharacteristically. This brand of kindness feels foreign after living in a sterile bubble with Rob and my mom for so long. This brand of forgiveness … I don’t know how to react to it.


So I just roll with it. Seems like the least I can do.


“Can you send me the address?”
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In my haste to pick up my package and get the hell out of the city, I ignored my gas tank for as long as I could. No doubt cutting it dangerously close. Which only added to my anxiety the farther away I’ve gotten from that city limit.


So, I give in and stop for gas in Chestnut Springs before hitting the sketchy back road my phone mapped out to the ranch.


As I stand here, freezing and wishing I’d worn more appropriate outdoor winter clothing, I let all the worry creep in through my carefully erected walls.


Worry over seeing Summer.


Worry over sitting down to dinner with a bunch of people who no doubt think I’m a heinous bitch.


Worry over the snow-packed roads. I’ve seen too many car accident traumas roll into the ER lately.


Worry over my career and what the hell I’m going to do—where I’m going to land.


Hilariously—albeit a dark hilarious—I feel next to no concern over the thought of leaving Rob for good. I’ve strung that out for a long time. I’ve thought about it, analyzed it from every angle.


I kept thinking of divorce as a failure. But leaving tonight didn’t feel like failing.


It felt like relief. Like someone has been standing on my chest and I finally got my shit together enough to push them off. My muscles are tired from pushing, and I’ve got some bumps and bruises from the fight.


Leaving hurt, but I can finally breathe through the pain.


I sigh a deep, heavy sigh and watch my breath puff out from between my lips into a smoky little cloud, more obvious under the neon lights that flood down over the gas bays. The tips of my fingers go from tingling to downright numb in a matter of seconds, where they’re wrapped around the red plastic handle. I bounce on the spot and look up when I hear a bell jangle at the door of the gas station.


The man who walks out through the glass door is all swagger and broad shoulders. Dark hair, darker eyes, lashes that make the blonde girl in me a little irritated. He’s smirking down at the lotto ticket in his hand, like he thinks he’s going to win.


I could tell him he’s not going to win. That it’s a waste of money. But I get the distinct impression this is the type of man who doesn’t care.


He’s got unlaced boots, jeans stacked around the tops. A couple of long silver chains adorn his chest, disappearing under a plaid button-down that is open just a little too far, a heavy knit cardigan slung carelessly over the top.


He’s sexy without even trying. Even the weather doesn’t seem to bother him. I bet he rolls out of bed after sleeping in yesterday’s socks and just shoves them back in those worn leather boots.


I bet his hands are rough. I bet he smells like leather. And after the man I’ve spent the last several years with, I’m unable to tear my eyes away from the rugged appeal of the man before me.


I’ve stared at him so long, so thoroughly, that the gas pump makes a loud clanking noise as it bumps back into my palm, signaling the tank is full.


The noise of it draws his attention my way, and he turns the full force of his sex appeal on me. The square jaw dusted with the perfect amount of stubble, topped off with lips that are just wasted on a man. The way he looks? It’s absurd.


I drop my head quickly, fumbling with the pump to get it latched back in its holder. My tongue swipes at my lips.


I get the distinct sense that the sexy lumberjack is watching me, but I don’t glance up to see. There’s a flutter in my chest and a heat in my cheeks, one I haven’t felt for a very, very long time.


Because I was actually happily married. And now I’m … not.


I think.


And this is the first man I’ve let myself look at inappropriately. A man who can’t bother to tie his shoes and plays the lotto.


“Ugh,” I groan at myself as I approach my door, suddenly a lot less cold than I was before I saw him.


But as I’m about to slide into my seat, I peek back over my shoulder at the guy.


The one standing at his silver truck.


The one who’s still watching me with a knowing smirk on his face.


The one who runs a hand through his perfectly tousled hair and winks at me.


I’m in my car and out onto the dark road like a shot, getting away as quickly as possible.


Because the very last thing I need in my life is someone who makes me feel like there’s not enough oxygen in my lungs when I’ve only just caught my breath.









2


Theo


The blonde woman stared at me like I was some sort of alien. I had to stop and stare back because she was so fucking blatant.


I was ready to crack a joke about how objectified I felt by the way she was ogling me. But then she licked her lips once, blinked, and shot off. Which is a shame, because I liked the way she gawked at me. I wasn’t feeling objectified at all. If she’d looked me in the eye, all bets would have been off. I could have given her something to really stare at.


I didn’t become a bull rider because I can’t stand an audience. The show, the crowd, the recognition—I thrive on it. I was born into it. Gabriel Silva is arguably one of the most famous World Bull Riding Federation riders of all time.


And he isn’t just my idol. He’s my dad.


Was? I never know how to refer to him. He still feels very present to me even though he died so long ago.


As I swing up into my truck, I chuckle to myself. I know the stunning blonde in the fancy Audi will cross my mind from time to time. Because there was something unusually wholesome about that interaction, like she was a teenager caught gawking and got embarrassed about it. I’d feel bad for her if I didn’t feel so bad for myself that she ran off before I could get her number.


I hit the darkened road heading out to Wishing Well Ranch. I’ve come out here enough times over the years that I know where I’m going, whether it’s dark or not. My mentor, Rhett Eaton, lives out here, and with my mom and sister living a province away, his family has become a little like my own over the holidays.


I’d usually head to Mom’s place for Christmas, but she took a singles cruise with my little sister so they could both meet Mister Right, I think they called it.


And though I might be very, very single, I have zero desire to partake in that shit with my family.


Hard pass.


There are plenty of single buckle bunnies out on the WBRF circuit for me to pass the time with—boring as the endless series of mindless fucks have become—that don’t require involving my mom.


Not to mention the whole boat thing freaks me out.


Put me on an angry bull? I’m fine.


Put me on a big boat with no land anywhere in sight? Hard pass. I saw an Oprah episode about people who go missing on those, and I’m too young and pretty to die.


Within a few minutes, there are red taillights ahead of me and I’m gaining on them quickly. Really quickly.


“Come onnnn,” I groan into the quiet cab of my truck as I tip my head back.


Yeah, it’s snowing, but the roads are hard-packed and not icy. I finally catch up to the car and realize just how slow they’re going. Thirty kilometers an hour. In a fifty. And this isn’t even a school zone.


It’s when I get close enough that I realize it’s the smoke show in the Audi. I should have guessed. The heeled boots and the long coat didn’t scream country girl.


And neither does the way she drives a back road.


The signal light flicks left. The vehicle slows and then speeds up.


The signal light flashes right, and the car swerves a little.


Maybe she’s lost? Or drunk? I sometimes zone out like she did staring at me when I’ve had a few too many.


Then I get close enough to see the light of her cell phone through the back window.


Perfect. Texting and driving. This chick is gonna kill herself. Or me.


Maybe if we shared a hospital room, I could get her number after all. Might be worth it.


When she slams the brakes, I startle and honk.


“Seriously!” I shout, my heart rate ratcheting up. I don’t care how hot she is. She’s a fucking terrible driver.


She shoots forward but slows again. I back off, not wanting to be too close to someone this erratic.


But dammit, I end up thinking of my mom or my sister lost on a back road. I go back to her being lost instead of driving like an asshole on purpose. A quick glance at my phone in its holster tells me reception is officially gone on this stretch, so she can’t possibly be texting anyone.


I flash my high beams, thinking I can help if she pulls over.


I immediately feel like a serial killer.


No woman in her right mind would pull over on a dark road to talk to a strange man who flashed his high beams at her.


So, I settle in, crank my Chris Stapleton, and let my eyes wander out over the snow-covered fields. All crisp and white, reflecting the light of the moon, they make it seem not so dark anymore. Before long, I’m approaching the turnoff into Wishing Well Ranch, which means I can finally bid my terrible driving temptress farewell.


Except she signals. And turns into the ranch.


My mind whirs with what that might mean. She’s definitely going to think I’m stalking her. And if we’re both heading to the same place, she’s someone I know in a roundabout way.


Once the lit house comes into view, her car accelerates right to the front porch. She hits the brakes and flies out of her car, slamming the door and storming in my direction before I can even get out of my truck.


When I make it out, I hear, “Are you fucking insane?”


Okay. She’s mad. And she doesn’t sound drunk at all. She’s got her keys wedged between her fingers like claws and I instantly like this girl.


No preamble. Just comes out swinging. She’s tiny and ferocious. I feel like Peter Pan getting reamed by Tinkerbell.


“Easy, Tink.” I offer her a smile and lift my hands in surrender, not wanting to make her feel threatened.


“Tink?” Her voice goes even louder.


I wave a hand over her. “Yeah, you’ve got this whole angry little Tinkerbell vibe happening. I dig it.” I let my gaze trace her body for only a moment, not wanting to border on leering. But hey, fair is fair after the way she gawked at the gas station.


“You’re fucking nuts, you know that?” She starts back in. “You drive like an asshole behind me for a solid ten minutes, and now you follow me here? To … to … check me out and compare me to a Disney pixie?” Her arms flap angrily, and her dainty face twists up in fury. A look like that could incinerate a man on the spot.


But not me.


I shouldn’t prod her. I know I shouldn’t. But I feel like a kid with a crush who mocks the girl he likes to get her attention.


And I like the way this one fires back.


I want more.


“I think she’s actually a fairy. And for the record, driving twenty below the speed limit is also dangerous and could kill someone. Mostly me. From boredom,” I joke.


Her eyes widen almost comically, a sure sign that I failed to lighten the mood at all. “It’s dark and snowy! I don’t know the area. There could be wildlife! Driving slowly is safe so long as a back-forty hillbilly isn’t riding my ass in his small-dick truck, flashing his high beams at me.”


My lips clamp down against each other.


Fuck.


I really like this girl.


I should stop. I should walk away. I should channel my maturity and not flirt with her by infuriating her.


But I’ve always been a little reckless.


“I hear that if you want your ass ridden, a small dick is the way to go. So maybe I’m your guy.”


My dick isn’t small. But I’m happy to make sacrifices to land a good joke. Only a small-dicked dude would miss this opportunity.


I shouldn’t have said it, but the pure shock that paints her pretty features makes it all worth it. She’s so fired up; I just can’t help myself. Play with fire and I’ll be there to pour gasoline on it for you.


Her hand shoots up between us. “I’m married, you fucking pig. Now leave.” Her hand flips out firmly, pointing down the driveway.


Married. I just shrug. “Married for now, maybe.”


I’m persistent. And this girl wasn’t staring at me like a married woman. Not a happily married one anyway.


It’s Rhett’s voice that draws our attention to the sprawling wrap-around porch attached to the huge ranch house. “Yeah, don’t worry, Winter. We’re gonna free you from that husband and bury him in the back field. It’ll be like that Dixie Chicks song. Rob is the new Earl.”


Winter.


Winter, as in Summer’s sister? Fuck, that’s a stupid combination of names for two sisters. They should hate their parents instead of each other, if you ask me.


I glance back at the woman before me, about six feet away. Everyone has described her as cold and distant. A real ice-queen.


I’ve heard the stories. The drama. They’ve made her sound like some sort of criminal mastermind. But all I see is a firecracker who needs my help to work out some aggression.


And I wouldn’t be mad at helping her with that. Not even a little. I’m philanthropic that way.


Winter rubs her temples like she has a headache. I consider offering her an aspirin from my truck, or an orgasm. I hear those help too.


“You’re lucky you make my little sister so happy, Eaton,” she says, sounding utterly exhausted.


Rhett hums good-naturedly, his eyes taking on that melty, drugged look he gets when people so much as mention Summer. But he doesn’t address that; instead, he says, “Theo’s just a baby though. You can’t corrupt him, Winter.”


I roll my eyes. “I’m not a baby. I’m twenty-six.”


Rhett scoffs. “No, you aren’t. You’re twenty-two.”


Good god. Does he think he knows my age better than I do?


“Dude. I was twenty-two when I first met you on the circuit. I’ve gotten older. You’re doing the same thing my mom does with her pets. They hit a certain age and then she says that they’re that same age until one day they just die.”


He chuckles. “Well, I’ll be. You’re like that store with the skimpy dresses. Forever 22.”


I prop my hands on my hips and sigh with a bemused twist to my mouth. “Yeah. You’re definitely getting old. That store is called Forever 21.”


Rhett just waves me off. “Whatever. I only know about the skimpy dresses.”


“Are you two done? I need a drink if I’m going to stay here all night,” Winter cuts in, clearly irritated by the route our conversation has taken. Though Rhett’s interruption did successfully put a stop to our little spat.


Sadly. I was enjoying sparring with her. She can hold her own in a way I haven’t encountered in any of my relationships.


If that’s even what you could call them.


“Ah, yes, Winter, meet my protégé Theo Silva. Theo, meet Doctor Winter Hamilton, my future sister-in-la—”


“Winter Valentine,” she interrupts him with a stiff correction.


“For now,” I add, winking at her. Because now that I know who she is, I don’t feel so bad about making my play. I know who her husband is. And I already know I don’t give a fuck about that guy.


I already know Winter can do better.


And I’m a lot better, whether she realizes it yet or not.


She gives me the most dramatic eye roll and walks in my direction. I stick my hand out—because Mama raised a gentleman—but she just walks past, glaring at me with eyes bright blue like the bottom of a flame. I turn my head to hold her gaze as she draws even with me, shoulder to shoulder.


She doesn’t take my hand though. So, I roll with it, swiping my hand through my hair with a wink.


The same wink I gave her at the gas station.


Our little secret.


“Call your dog off, Eaton.” She keeps walking, only addressing Rhett, like I’m not even here.


But goddamn, I love a challenge.


I turn with a loud, “Woof!” as I watch her petite frame slip into the bright light of the warm, bustling house.


Rhett is laughing. At me. Not with me. “You’re an idiot, Theo.”


I shake my head. “Dude. I think I’m in love with your sister-in-law. She’s so fiery.”


Now it’s Rhett shaking his head, like he knows something I don’t. And I follow him into the house because I want to know more.


I want to know more about Winter Valentine.


Like when that divorce is happening.
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Winter




Rob: Say hi to Summer for me.
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I walk into the big house, more unnerved than when I left the city a couple of hours ago. The prospect of walking in here at all, the shitty roads, that all pales in comparison to the beautiful infuriating man standing outside right now.


I swear I can still feel him staring at me, his eyes roaming over my back appreciatively. It makes me carry myself just a little bit taller.


Pathetic as it sounds, it’s nice to have someone look at me that way.


Of late, I’ve grown more accustomed to looks of disdain and looks of pity. And when Rob looks at me in a way that I know means his dick is hard, it just makes my skin crawl.


This is different. I want Theo to admire me, but I also want to kick him in the shins.


The sound of a bustling kitchen draws me down the hallway into the warmly lit living space. Hunter green walls and wide, dark floorboards make the space effortlessly cozy. The voices are all happy, and the laughter isn’t forced.


There’s no marble, no stark white kitchen, no echo when people talk.


It’s weird.


I pause at the threshold, stricken by the enormity of what I’m about to do. It’s like getting the hell away from Theo Silva—the sexy bull rider maniac driver—and his perfect bone structure pushed me this far, and now I’m between a rock and a hard place.


My throat works in time with my fingers as they curl and squeeze into my palms. Like the inertia from the small motions will just tip into the room, the spectacle for everyone to see.


The first step toward making things right.


“All good, Winter?” A firm palm lands on my shoulder and I glance up into the scraggly face of my sister’s fiancé. It’s not that he isn’t handsome, he’s just so … unpolished. He’s like a big, happy, manly dog that needs a day spent at the groomer.


I offer him a tentative nod before peeking back around the corner.


I’m not all good though. I’m a fucking mess. But I won’t show it. I feel safe when I’m composed. And the second set of footsteps coming up behind Rhett belong to a man who makes me feel distinctly not composed.


“It’s gonna be great.” Rhett’s hand squeezes. “Want me to give you a shove like if we were skydiving?”


Now I shoot him an unimpressed look. “No thanks. I can handle this.”


I don’t know who I’m saying it to. Him or myself? But either way, I step into the kitchen with my head held high and open with a confident-sounding, “Hi, can I help with anything?”


Heads turn, but eyes don’t widen. The buzz doesn’t come to a crashing halt. Instead, there are waves. And smiles. And a, “Heyooo, Elsa!” from Willa, who is propped in a chair, sporting a small swell at her stomach.


Summer hustles over to me, her cheeks all rosy. Her smile so sincere.


And she says nothing. She just flings herself at me and wraps her arms around my neck, burying her head in the crook of my neck. So openly affectionate.


I’m not used to it. I didn’t expect it. So, I stand a little woodenly before hugging her back. Her body softens and a small sigh leaves her lips when I do.


“I am so happy you’re here,” she whispers to me.


And I’m glad no one can see my face right now because I’m scrunching it up furiously. Doing everything I can to keep from falling apart in the middle of another family’s holiday gathering.


That would be overly dramatic. And I’m not big on dramatics. I just put my head down and get shit done.


Reconciling with my sister needs to get done. So here I am.


“Me too,” is all I can say back before she pulls away, one hand on my shoulder while the other wipes at her big brown doe eyes. They’re the same shape as mine, but a different color.


We both have our dad’s features, but I took after our mom’s coloring.


“Hi, Winter!” An older man crosses the kitchen, wiping his hands on his pants, which makes the clean freak in me wince a little. “I’m Harvey Eaton. Rhett’s dad. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


He sticks a large palm out at me, and try as I might, I don’t find a single shred of judgment on his face. I don’t know what kind of Brady Bunch shit is happening on this homestead, but it throws me off.


“Uh, hi,” I reply a little tentatively as I take his hand. “Thank you so much for allowing me to crash your dinner.”


The man makes a pfft sound and waves me off. “You’re not crashing a single thing. This is a family dinner. You’re family. And so, if my math is right, you’re right where you should be.”


I swear my jaw drops open. Who is this guy? Cowboy Ned Flanders?


He smiles. Like … a nice, normal smile. Not one that has me second-guessing what the actual intent behind it is. Then he walks away. Back to whatever he was cooking, like having me here is normal and not at all bizarre or monumental.


Family? Maybe this Harvey Eaton fella is already in the sauce. Because Summer and I haven’t felt like family in a very long time. And I haven’t met a single other person here, except for—


“Here.” An elbow nudges at my arm, and I smell him before I even give in and look at him. Oranges, fresh and sweet, mixed with something spicy. Cloves? Ginger? He smells like mulled wine.


It’s intoxicating. It’s masculine. It’s not bright and tart, and it doesn’t sting my nostrils.


My eyes shift over before my head turns. And I can see his hands, rough and calloused, like I guessed. Big and warm.


A glass of wine in each of them. One red, one white.


“Double fisting tonight?” I tilt my head, quirking one brow at him. “That tracks. You drive like you already were.”


One side of his sinful mouth tips up, and I’m struck by the realization that Theo Silva knows how good looking he is. He probably practices his angles in the mirror. “We already have so much in common. That’s exactly what I thought when I was stuck behind you for the most boring ten minutes of my life.”


The smile I give him is flat, intentionally bored, as I lift a hand and inspect my nails. If I could go for a manicure, I’d get a warm brown. I don’t care if it’s Christmas. Red is too showy. But it doesn’t matter because the hospital doesn’t allow us to have painted nails anyway.


“Well, now you have a window into how women feel in your presence.”


“Is that why they scream Oh Theo, this is so boring! when I’m inside them?”


I snort and gaze up at him, blushing a little at the knowing look in his eye.


It’s unnerving. He’s unnerving. So I volley. Hoping I can wound him enough to make him leave me alone.


“They just tell you that so you’ll finish and stop flopping around on top of them.”


“Do you think? Maybe we could arrange a time when you can instruct me on how to flop less. I do love to practice.”


My eyes narrow into a glare.


Leave it to me to attract the one man in the world who seems to be unoffendable. The one man in the world who won’t leave me alone when I feel ready to join Wonder Woman on her women-only island.


“Which one?” He shoves the two glasses of wine in front of me, interrupting my daydream.


“What?”


“Red or white? You said you needed a drink. I wasn’t sure which one you like better, so I poured both. I’ll drink whatever you don’t.”


I am struck dumb. I want to make a jab about how I’m not surprised at all that he’ll drink whatever he can.


He seems like the type. Cocky. Handsome. Thinks far too highly of himself. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know a man like him gets around. He reeks of experience, something I am sorely lacking.


Because I had stars in my eyes over Rob—until I didn’t.


I eye the wine speculatively. Is this considered having a drink with a man?


Rob would have brought a specific bottle of wine from a specific region and had it chilled to an exact temperature. And then he’d shove a glass of it at me and whisper some ostentatious comment in my ear about how the hosts have the cheapest wine out to share.


I reach forward, tentatively taking the white wine. Red will stain my teeth, and I already feel self-conscious enough being here.


I’m about to say thank you, even though it pains me, but the tips of my fingers brush briefly against his and a static shock passes between us. It has my eyes shooting up. My hand darts back from the wineglass as I cradle it to my chest.


“You okay?” His brows knit together.


Okay? I almost laugh. It’s just the dry prairie air. Everything is staticky. It’s not like I got shot. But he’s genuinely concerned, and that is … unnerving.


A word I keep coming back to tonight. Word of the day. My life is now Sesame Street, and I am Oscar the Grouch.


Pretty sure Elmo just brought me my wine.


I snag it and walk away, planning to try my hand at mingling. Because much as I hate to mingle, I think I hate standing there staring into Theo Silva’s deep, dark eyes while basking in his citrus and ginger scent even more.
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“Any news on Beau?” Summer asks from beside me at the huge family-style dining table.


Harvey clears his throat and sits up a little taller. “Yeah, yeah. He’s doing well, actually. There are third-degree burns on his feet. They had to do a skin graft and were monitoring pretty closely for infection to flare back up. But the update yesterday is they’re impressed with how quickly he’s healing.”


“Leave it to Beau to be fucking good at everything,” Rhett murmurs, shaking his head.


He gets a chorus of laughs for that one. I haven’t met this other brother. The gist of what I understand is that he’s in the military and something happened during his deployment. He’s now in a military hospital.


Burns are nasty business. I’ve seen my fair share in the emergency room. Wouldn’t wish them on my worst enemy.


Well, okay. I would Rob. I’m not that nice.


“We’re gonna have to get him set up with some docs when he comes back home.”


I shrug as I spear a brown sugar-glazed carrot from my plate and the offer leaps from my lips before I even have a chance to shut it down. “I can help with that.”


“Yeah?” Harvey’s face brightens from across the table, and I wonder if being nice is infectious somehow.


It wasn’t covered in med school. But science is always evolving.


My eyes lock onto Theo’s. He’s sitting right across from me and I’m finding it hard not to stare. The way the candle between us flickers against his lightly stubbled face is distracting. And blinking away quickly like a child caught peeking is immature.


But I do it anyway. Like I’m reverting back to my teen years with some popular boy who sits across the class from me.


Everything about me tonight is so out of character. I opt not to analyze it with a microscope.


“Sure.” I drop my gaze back to my plate. “No problem at all. I’d be happy to help in any way I can.”


Summer reaches under the table and gives my knee a reassuring squeeze. I look over at her, wondering how two people raised in the same household could have turned out so differently. Opposites. Winter and Summer. Our names weren’t just a stupid gimmick, they actually represented us somehow.


But I know the answer. Our parents never split from each other, they just split up everything around them instead. One team versus another.


I got my mom. Summer got our dad.


Rhett pipes up now, talking about a game of Christmas shinny, and how he and Sloane cleared the ice for it. Sloane, the dainty blonde sitting beside Harvey, launches into a story about a similar time she and Jasper played at some other farm.


And she’s talking about NHL superstar Jasper Gervais. One of my dad’s clients, and the man who is sitting beside her, staring at her like she can shoot rainbows out of her vagina or something.


I don’t even think he’s listening. He’s just staring at her like she hung the moon. It hurts to see his expression. I hate feeling jealous, but so much of what I see here tonight fills me with that dark, bitter emotion.


I could burst with it.


Not like I begrudge anyone else what they have. It’s more that I long to have it too.


It makes me realize what I’ve missed out on all these years. It makes me realize all the things I don’t have.


The things I never will.


For the rest of the night, I observe. I pull back a bit, feeling like an outsider. Everyone is so content. And I’m so … not.


It’s almost like watching bacteria grow in a Petri dish through a microscope. I can see it happening. I can understand why it’s happening. I can get close enough to touch it. But I’m still just looking through the lens. Studying.


We’ve all retired to the spacious living room area around a roaring fire, and I’m sitting in an impossibly comfortable armchair when Theo saunters up.


Again.


He’s fucking relentless.


He’s only a few feet away, eyes narrowed in on me, all confident swagger and singular focus. But Willa draws his attention. Her eyes dart momentarily to mine, and I give her a small smile. I like Willa. She’s been a sister to Summer in ways that I never could.


And I think I’ll always love her for that.


“Theo, lady-killer. How goes the hunt these days?”


His eyes stay fixed on mine for a beat, more focused determination than playful nonchalance. Suddenly, I want to know what the hell he was about to say to me. I’ve been avoiding him all night, and Willa is perceptive enough to have noticed. But her timing is all wrong.


“Willa. How are you feeling? Has anyone told you lately that you’re glowing?” He sidesteps the question so effortlessly. So playfully. Even she can’t help but grin and roll her eyes at him.


There is something irresistibly charming about Theo. Something boyish and fun. He’s not jaded yet. Perhaps that’s the appeal of a man whose outlook on life appears to be “glass half full” when I’m a “glass half empty” kinda gal most days.


It’s Cade, the oldest Eaton brother, who stomps up and flops down beside Willa, draping a possessive arm over her shoulders. “Leave it to you to hit on a pregnant woman, Theo.”


Everyone laughs, even Theo. But I see the way the back of his neck stiffens, like the joke had some bite that no one expected. Like he’s forcing himself to hold his head up high when he doesn’t feel like it.


I know because I do that too.


“Jesus, man, she’s carrying your baby and living in your house. What do you need? Your name tattooed on her forehead? I’m just being friendly.”


Rhett walks in now. “Yeah, buddy. I’ve seen just how friendly you can be. I’d go so far as to say you’re known for being friendly.”


Theo smiles and rolls his eyes. “Rich coming from you, Eaton.”


“Hey …” Rhett’s hands come up, his beer held in one. “I was Goldilocks. All the porridge was too hot or too cold. Finally found one that was just—”


Summer cuts him off with a feigned look of exasperation on her face. “Please do not finish that sentence. Any analogy that compares me to mushy cereal is just … no, Rhett. No.”


“But the maple syrup I like to put in it reminds me of—”


“Rhett Eaton.” My sister’s eyes widen. “Control yourself.”


His lips twist, and his expression drips with sex. It’s borderline inappropriate, but based on Rhett’s past behavior, I already know him to be impulsive and unfiltered.


I blink away, out the big windows and over the snowy farmland.


Snow is still falling.


“I’m sorry.” Theo is standing over me when I glance up. I swear I look behind myself to see if he just said that to me. There’s a deer head with a lot of antlers hanging on the wall.


I point. “Why? Did you kill it?”


His lips lift, and the skin beside his eyes scrunches up just a little bit. “I wasn’t talking to the stag, Winter.”


Other conversations have begun to flow, and attention is no longer on Theo. Instead, it’s just his attention on me. Which is almost stifling.


“I’m sorry I made you uncomfortable on the drive here. It wasn’t my intention. Like …” His hand swipes through his hair, all tight on the sides and just a bit longer on top. Lending him a sort of sex-mussed quality. “At all.”


I nod but cross my arms like they might shield me from him. “Okay.”


His thick, dark brows pop up on his forehead. “Yeah? Is that like … apology accepted?”


“What if it’s not?” I arch one brow at him in challenge. And I almost don’t recognize myself.


Am I flirting with him?


Rob has officially pushed me over the edge. I’m flirting with a younger man at a family gathering, not because I like him, but just because … it feels good.


His features go almost somber. “That would be cruel because my self-worth is very tangled up in whether people like me. Being well-liked is my best quality.”


I blink. I almost tell him that is not his best quality, but that seems cruel, even for me.


“I’ll be heartbroken if you don’t like me,” he adds as he drops to a crouch in front of me. Coming to eye level does nothing but increase the intimacy of this conversation.


I roll my eyes. “I thought you wanted me to accept your apology. Now I have to like you too?”


He shrugs, a playful grin making his dimples pop. “They’re basically the same thing.”


I snort. This man. “They are not the same thing.”


The tip of his tongue darts over his bottom lip, and my eyes follow raptly. “Agree to disagree.”


I stick my hand out like we’re making a business transaction, forcing my features into a cool mask. The same one that has served me so well all these years. “I accept your apology,” I say, using the most detached voice I can muster. “But I dislike you.”


He chuckles, and it’s deep and warm, all amused like I’m just a challenge—and not an intimidating one. “I can work with that for now,” is what he responds with before accepting the handshake.


And when our fingertips touch, there’s a flash of electricity again.


But this time it has nothing to do with the dry prairie air.
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Theo




Mom: You should have come on this cruise. The weather is glorious.


Theo: Do you even understand how weird it is to look for dates together as a family? Confined to a boat? I would throw myself over the railing.


Mom: It seems to me that getting along with the family is a pretty important feature when choosing a boyfriend or girlfriend. Not that I’d know. You never introduce me to anyone.


Theo: I don’t have any girlfriends to introduce you to.


Mom: I think it’s more like you have too many.
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I haven’t been able to take my eyes off Winter all night. I feel like I’m watching the Discovery Channel, studying the merging of two packs of hyenas or something. The chatter in the house doesn’t stop, neither does the laughter.


No one is trying to make her uncomfortable. They don’t need to. She does it all on her own.


She watches every movement so closely, and she listens hard, turning over every snippet of conversation in her head. And every time she catches me staring, she looks away so quickly that I’m sure she’s going to have a sore neck tomorrow.


“I think I’m going to head back.”


I saw her working up to this declaration. Fiddling with her fingers anxiously. Leaning forward a bit when there was a lull in the conversation. Her lips would pop open, but then conversation would surge back up and she’d visibly shrink back in her chair.


The remarkable contrasts of this woman, removed and bordering on insecure in one moment, cool and snippy the next. And to think she started off all fucking fiery and flying off the handle.


She must be exhausted.


“Are you okay to drive?” Summer asks, always doting on everyone.


Winter’s gaze darts out the window where snow is still falling.


No.


“Yeah. I’m all good.”


My molars clamp down tightly. She’s not all good. She wasn’t two hours ago, and she won’t have magically become comfortable driving on snowy, dark roads just by eating dinner and having a single glass of wine.


“I can drive you. I’m sure we can get you your car tomorrow.”


She scoffs, rolling out the ice princess routine as she shimmies her shoulders and tips her nose up. “That is entirely unnecessary.”


I give her my best you’re full of shit, sweetheart look from where I’m sitting on the leather couch opposite her.


“Don’t give me that look.”


“What look?” I make my face suitably blank.


Her finger squiggles in the air at me as all eyes in the room volley between us. “That one that says you know better than me.”


“In this case, I might.”


Her lips purse, so damn prim. “I guarantee you don’t. I’m a doctor.”


“Oh? Did you take a special winter driving class at med school?”


“Did you at bull riding school?” she snipes with some venom, but I just want to laugh.


“Don’t be ridiculous. Bull riders don’t go to school. We’re lucky if we learn how to tie our shoes and brush our teeth.” I give her a flash of my pearly whites, not caring that everyone is watching us.


“I already know you can’t tie your shoes. The hygiene part doesn’t come as much of a surprise either, if I’m being honest.”


“Flattered you looked long enough to notice my boots weren’t tied. And I’d be happy to prove you wrong about my hygiene since you’re clearly very invested.”


Her eyes narrow, and I laugh. Try as she might, she can’t get under my skin because this is way too fun.


“It’s true. Rhett wears mostly pull-on boots,” Summer interjects with a slightly awkward laugh, clearly trying to cool the tension.


I wish she wouldn’t. I get off on watching Winter thaw.


Everyone laughs as Rhett exclaims, “Rude!”


Winter takes that opportunity to stand. She doles out an awkward hug and back pats to her sister while avoiding even turning her body in my direction. There are quiet whispers exchanged between the two women, and I feel a little tug at the sight.


I’ve come to love Summer like a sister, and I know from what Rhett has divulged that the distance between her and Winter pains her.


So, I tell myself that what I’m about to offer is for Summer, and not at all because there’s something undeniably intriguing about her sister.


“I’m going to leave too.”


“Already?” Rhett asks.


“Yeah, meet you at the gym tomorrow? Maybe Summer can make us cry?”


Rhett and Jasper laugh, because they know what I’m talking about from working out with her. Summer may be small and sweet, but put her in personal trainer mode and she becomes downright evil. I don’t think any of us have been in better shape than since we started working out at Hamilton Athletics.


“It’s not my fault you’re all so fragile,” she volleys, spinning to smirk at us. Yeah, I think she enjoys watching us struggle.


“That’s men for you,” Winter says tartly as she turns to leave without another word.


Her sister hits me with a pleading look. “Theo—”


I hold up a hand to stop her. “I’ll make sure she’s alright.”


Winter scoffs from down the hall, because of course she has superhuman hearing or something. And I just roll my eyes at Summer.


“Careful, that one’s got claws,” Cade offers right as Willa shoves a pointy elbow into his ribs.


I grin. “That’s okay. I like having my back scratched.”
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 “I’m not driving with you.”


Winter flies off the front steps into the storm, flakes swarming her like she’s living inside a snow globe.


“Okay.”


“I don’t even want to talk to you.”


“Well then, stop,” I tell her with a chuckle as I come to stand at the top of the stairs.


Her mouth opens and then closes. “You are so annoying.”


“Is that a medical diagnosis?”


“I …” She looks away and I swear I see her lips twitch. “Good lord, you are unbelievable.”


I hit her with my best knowing smile. “I get that a lot.”


She barks out a harsh, dry laugh as her head tips to face the perfectly dark sky. Snow adorns her lashes when she turns her attention back to me. “You’re also confusing. What do you want from me?”


The tone of her voice is different now. It bleeds exhaustion. From where I’m standing, she looks small and tired, like she might laugh or cry but isn’t sure which.


I don’t even want to keep needling her. What I want to do is give her a hug and tell her everything will be okay. I sense she needs that comfort.


It’s what I’d do for my mom or my sister.


But I give her what she can handle, which is cold, hard facts. “I just want you to get back home safe.”


She responds with a laugh that borders on a sob and then peers back up at the navy sky. “Home.”


I lean against the porch railing and cross my arms over my chest, watching her. Giving her space, but also not wanting to leave her alone.
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