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To my sweet daughters.

Never stop chasing your dreams.
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MAVERICK


“Traveller” by Chris Stapleton
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I wince as a sharp ray of sunlight strikes my windshield just so and beams into my eyes, making me curse and briefly swerve before course correcting and picking up speed again, my truck blazing a path down the 35. The highway is barren, no other cars to my left or right. It would feel lonely, but luckily I have a son-of-a-bitch hangover and a stinging sense of hurt pride to keep me company right on through.

It’s been eleven days since the doctor told me my career was over. Eleven days of pretty much drowning in the bottom of a bottle. I did the one thing that I swore I would never do—become the man that raised me.

Everything I’ve worked for, gone.

Everything I had ever dreamed of, vanished.

I had every single thing I ever wanted in the palm of my hand. Riding was all I ever needed, and now that it’s gone, the only thing I have left to show for my broken dreams is a fat bank account, buckles thrown carelessly in the backseat, a duffel bag of clothing, and one fucked-up body. Everything I own shoved into my truck, one measly cab’s worth of belongings.

Over.

Just like that, Maverick “The Unstoppable” Davis was, in fact, stopped, and every second that I’ve pushed myself to reach the top might as well have been for nothing. Ten years of living my dream, gone like it never existed.

You haven’t lost the only life you’ve ever wanted. The small voice in the back of my head just pisses me off even more. Like I need another reminder of what my chasing these now lost dreams cost me. That voice is right, though, riding isn’t the only life I wanted for myself . . . not that I have a chance at the other now though. Not after I made sure to destroy every chance for it.

My head starts pounding even harder. Adjusting my hold on the wheel, I grab my Stetson and place it beside me on the passenger seat, resting my head against the headrest as my mind starts to wander, again.

Bull riding is one of the two things in my life that bring peace. I was meant to ride just as I was meant to draw air in my lungs to live. The drive I felt to ride beat alongside my heart. Without it, I wouldn’t be me. Since I was old enough to walk, I would climb on the back of our ranch’s sheep and pretend I was fighting for that perfect eight seconds on the back of the biggest, baddest motherfucking bull on the circuit. The fearless streak has never left me, and it’s always been the driving force for me to take on any beast that was in the way of me claiming the championship.

I left home before the ink on my high school diploma was dry. All these years later, I’m not sure what pushed me to hightail it out of town: my need to chase my dream, or to escape the life I had that I was barely surviving. Deep down though, I knew I couldn’t stay, no matter how much I wish I could have. I had already burned the only bridge that meant something to me in that town, because I believed that I couldn’t have anything pulling me back, tying me down. I knew for certain that if I couldn’t have it all, at least I was going to make sure everything I gave up wasn’t for nothing. I vowed from that day on I would rule the world.

And I did.

For almost ten years I’ve been the biggest name in professional bull riding. There wasn’t a beast I couldn’t conquer.

Until I met Lucifer.

One hundred and four consecutive buck offs, and his hundred and fifth was the one that took everything away from me.

Too many head injuries, the doctor said, shaking his head at my scans. One more and I’ll be leaving the arena in a body bag, he warned. I would be a dead man riding if they cleared me, he promised.

So just like that . . . it was gone. That dream vanished right along with the only thing I had left in my life that didn’t cause me fucking pain.

I slam my palm down on the steering wheel as the doctor’s words come back to me again, running in the same continuous loop that I had been trying to drink out of my mind for days. Haunting my memories and reminding me that I’ll never be able to get back what I had.

My phone rings, breaking into my self-loathing thoughts, and I know without looking at the phone or my truck’s dashboard that it’s Clay, my older brother, probably calling to ask me—again—what time I’ll be in Pine Oak.

I press the hands-free button on my steering wheel.

“What?” I snap.

“Well, well . . . seems my always pleasant little brother is excited to be headed home,” Clay responds to my short-tempered greeting with sarcasm dripping from his words.

I reach over and pull a pack of smokes from my cup holder, putting off responding so I can light up and take a deep drag, blowing the smoke out audibly. My headache ramping up another notch at my brother’s annoyed, scornful tone.

“You smokin’ again, Mav? Thought you gave that shit up.”

“I’ve got a lot on my mind, Clay.”

“Yeah, you and me both, brother. What time are you gettin’ here? Quinn’s wantin’ to wait for you before we leave for the church, but if you’re not close, we’re going to have to just head on over.”

“Don’t wait for me, Clay. I’m not really sure I want to go.”

“What?” His voice is hard, unforgiving, and it fucking kills me that I’m letting him down. Again.

“You heard me, Clay. What’s the point? The old man didn’t want me around ten years ago, so makes sense he wouldn’t want me there now either.”

“Roll your goddamn window up so I can hear somethin’ other than your fuckin’ tires,” Clay demands.

I take another long drag before flicking my cigarette out the window and rolling it up, switching the AC on before the thick Texas heat kills me.

Clay’s silent for a beat. I hear his boots striking the ground through our connection, the heavy tread his tell that he’s pissed. “Here, asshole. You’re thinkin’ of not comin’, tell Quinn that, and I’ll talk to you later.”

He says a few words that I can’t make out before my little sister’s voices takes his place, coming through sweet and sorrowful over the speakers in my truck.

“Hey,” she says softly. “You almost here, Mav?” She sniffles a few times and I silently curse Clay for playing the Quinn card.

“Hey, hell-raiser,” I say with a sigh, wishing I wasn’t driving and I could go to the nearest liquor store and spend the next few hours blissfully drunk. “I’ll meet you guys at the church. I’m still an hour or so out.”

“Okay, Mav. Love you.”

“Love you too, darlin’.”

I wait, knowing Clay isn’t going to miss a chance to get back on the phone after getting what he wanted by using our sister.

“I’ll see you there, Mav.” He lowers his voice, probably so Quinn won’t hear him laying into me. “Don’t fuck this day up. You don’t want to be there, I get that, but things weren’t like they were when you left. You didn’t want to hear it before, but it’s time. Get over your pride and make sure you show up, if not for him—do it for Quinn. Don’t let her down when she needs you the most.”

I don’t respond, instead disconnecting the call, shutting off the stale AC, and rolling the window back down. The steady hum of my tires against the hot asphalt is the only thing I hear as my thoughts consume me yet again.

It’s been a decade since I last stepped foot in Pine Oak, Texas. Other than Clay and Quinn, there was nothing left for me there.

That’s a lie.

My foot jerks on the gas as the whispered thought floats through my mind. I can’t let myself go there. Not when there is so much unknown in my life. Not since the one way I’ve been able to find peace in my mind is now gone—and the other is the one thing I can’t allow myself to hope for anymore.

I kept in touch with my brother and sister over the years, but Clay’s right—I didn’t want to hear shit about the goings-on. There was only one person other than them that, at one time, I would have soaked up any mention of, but pride stopped me from ever asking, the regrets eating me alive too much to bear. Not for the first time, I wonder how things would have turned out had I not been so hell-bent on escaping.

With every turn of my tires, the dread in my stomach multiplies and the pounding in my skull grows louder. My skin flushes hot then cold as my breathing speeds up. All this time away, and just being close to home makes me feel trapped all over again, which makes not a damn bit of sense seeing as the one man who held the keys to my metaphorical cage is dead.

I told myself all those years ago I would never look back. Nothing would ever make it worth coming back to this hellhole.

That’s a lie.

“Goddammit!” I bellow, the sound harsh and a little panicked even to my own ears.

Yeah, I used riding as an excuse to get away from Pine Oak. It wasn’t a lie, per se; the need to ride has always been an inch just below the skin, something I couldn’t ignore. It was what I used to leave, my excuse to escape. But there was one thing I might have actually wanted more than even riding—and, because I ran away from it, I’ve spent every day with the ghost of regrets licking out of the shadows.

I left to chase my dreams—but I also left to escape him, knowing that after the hell he put me through my whole life, leaving to do the one thing I knew he despised so much would be a giant fuck you to him.

Ironically enough, the same man that helped push me out is now dragging me back.

Looks like the old man was right when he said one day I would be crawling back with my tail tucked between my legs. A failure that would be begging him to take me back when I couldn’t make it out on the circuit.

“Well, laughs on you, ain’t it,” I grumble, reaching out for another smoke.

I might be crawling back, but it damn sure ain’t to beg him for shit. I can still see his face when I said my parting words to him.

Over my dead body.

Only it’s not my dead body, it’s his.

The thing I’m struggling with the most, though, is the deep regret that’s filled me since I found out he died. And fuck if that doesn’t piss me off more, because if I was honest with myself, I would know that it isn’t the loss of my career that has been eating away at me. Instead, all I can focus on is the fact that, even at my peak, I wasn’t good enough for him to be proud of me.

No matter what, the silence from him over the years said it all. He couldn’t give two fucks what I accomplished out there on the circuit.

It took me a long time to realize that I had been pushing myself for so long to prove to him I was worthy, but even when I fucking knew it wasn’t worth it, something inside me still wanted to matter to Buford Davis.

All those lost dreams and unmet goals will die right along with the little piece of hope that I’ve been carrying around for years, unknowingly, but fuck if that little piece didn’t make itself known in the past few days.

So, like it or not, with no career left and the summons from home that I couldn’t ignore, I’m headed back to Pine Oak. A town that I always feared would suck me back in. The same town that is now the only future I can see in front of me, since the dreams I left to chase are just as dead as the man that drove me from my hometown in the first place.

Irony, ain’t you just a bitch.

[image: Images]

Ten Years Ago

I should have known she would be here. Hell, if I’m honest with myself, I came here because I knew she would be. Right or wrong, I can’t help the pull I get when it comes to Leighton. She’s the only thing that can calm me when I feel like I’m spiraling out of control and fuck it’s so selfish and unfair of me to put that kind of unspoken pressure between us—especially now.

My heavy booted feet take me from the wood edge and into the clearing at what I like to think of as our pasture. The flowers are blooming bright this time of year, the bluebonnets that her mama loves so much surround her as she lays gazing up into the blue cloudless sky.

She looks like an angel.

Even from the distance between us I can tell she’s upset. Leighton is always happy, it’s something that used to annoy the hell out of me, but in the same breath, it was something that calmed me in the oddest ways.

When I decided I was leaving Pine Oak—leaving her—I knew that I would mourn that part of her. I didn’t understand it at first, but it’s also a big part of why I know I have to break away clean. The feelings that I’ve come to realize are a lot bigger than she’s ready for—I’m ready for—aren’t something I can deal with. Not when escaping this town—my father—is right within my grasp.

“Hey, you!” Leighton says with a smile, lifting up on her elbows and turning her head in the direction that I’m trudging through the flowers, careful not to harm any of them on my path to her.

I’m silent as I drop to my ass on the blanket next to her. I can feel her eyes on me, but I focus my attention on the fields around us. There’s a slight breeze, the flowers blowing and flowing in the gentle flow of air.

“What’s on your mind, Mav?”

“Nothin’, Leigh,” I mumble, my mind back at the ranch and the hateful words that my father threw at me when I told him I wouldn’t be changing my mind and sticking around. That was before he threw his full bottle of beer at the back of my head. Thank God I had just taken off my Stetson. If he had ruined this hat—the one that meant a whole hell of a lot—I probably would have killed him.

“That’s a whole lot of nothin’ to be frowning about, cowboy,” she jokes, reaching out one dainty hand to grip my wrist in a stronger hold than she should be capable of. “Talk to me, Maverick. You wouldn’t have come out here if you wanted silence.”

“Just got in a fight with my dad, it’s nothin’ new, Leigh.”

She makes a noise in the back of her throat and I look over to her, her gaze hard and angry. “About you leaving?”

I nod. Her anger isn’t something I’m used to, but on the rare occasion that she knows I got into it with my dad, it’s something she has no trouble showing me.

“You know, he isn’t the only one that doesn’t want you to leave, but he’s the only one that wants it for the wrong reasons. I know Clay and Quinn want you here, but like me, they know you’re meant for greatness. Don’t let his options on the matter sway you, Maverick. One day, years from now, you’re going to look back at the moment and know that, regardless of what he said, you did the right thing. Even if I wish you weren’t leaving.”

She adds the last almost as an afterthought, her eyes rounding the second the words slip through her mouth and I know she didn’t mean to say them out loud. I’m not stupid, I know she’s had a crush on me for years, but I always knew this moment would come—me leaving—just as certain as I was that Pine Oak was the place Leighton never wanted to leave. She’s always wanted to stay here. To grow old and raise her own family on the land her family has owned for decades.

And it doesn’t matter one lick that if I close my eyes and think about that future, I could see myself right next to her if I stick around here—the same town that my father’s nasty words can reach me—I know it will kill me quick.

“I leave in a week, Leigh,” I mumble, twisting the arm that she’s still holding and shifting slightly so that our hands are linked tight. “I leave in a week and I honestly don’t think I’ll ever come back. You know that right?”

She blinks a few times, clearing the moisture that had started to gather, not letting the tears fall. “I know,” she whispers, looking down at our hands and giving a squeeze. “I’m going to miss you, Maverick.”

“I’m gonna miss you too,” I tell her, honesty dripping from each word.

Then, as if my mind had given my consciousness a giant middle finger, I let go of her hand, lace my fingers through her hair, and pull her lips to mine. I feel her braces press against my closed lips at the same second her squeak of shock fills the air around us. I ignore it all and open my mouth, using my tongue to coax her own. She follows without delay and before I know it, I’m panting with my forehead against hers and her swollen lips just a breath away from mine.

Those tears that she had done so well at keeping at bay fall in slow succession now and I know that kiss managed only to fill her with a little hope when I had done so well to make sure that never took root.

Fuck.

Without a word, I get up and stomp back to the woods, taking me from my heaven and back to my hell.

One more week.

One more week and I’m free.

I’m just not sure now if I’m really going to be escaping or running into another prison—one that keeps me from the peace that only Leighton can give me.

Fuck.
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LEIGHTON


“Cowgirls Don’t Cry” by Brooks & Dunn
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“He’ll be here, Q. He will.” I hope, I add silently. God, he better be here.

I shift on the unforgiving wooden pew and wrap my arm around her shaking body. She drops her head onto my shoulder and I look over her head to see Clay’s jaw clench and his nostrils flare. I meet his eyes and hope he can read my silent question about his brother’s whereabouts. He just gives his head a hard shake in my direction before returning his focus to the front of the church. I have no idea what that means, but I have a feeling it isn’t good.

There’s no way he would let his family down today . . . right? I mean, sure things have been strained—and that’s putting it nicely—but there is no way he would leave his siblings to mourn alone when they needed him.

I lean my head against Quinn’s affectionately and rub her shoulder. Quinn Davis, the youngest of the Davis siblings, has been my best friend since we were babies. We were both born in the same week, and since our dads had been friends their whole lives, it was just natural for us to grow up together. I don’t have a single memory from my childhood where Quinn isn’t in the forefront. Twenty-six years later, that hasn’t changed one bit. Whether it be knee-high, snot-nosed, and full of mischief or buck-toothed, muddy as hell, chasing goats, and riding horses through the fields, I love her like my own sister.

Clayton, her oldest brother, is six years older than we are and has always been the overprotective brother—even toward me. He’s the rock in both of our lives and has been for years. He always looked after me like I was family, but when my parents passed away right after I graduated from high school, leaving me with a ranch I couldn’t and didn’t want to run by myself, Clay stepped in. He knew I was in over my head, drowning in grief and responsibility, and made sure I kept my head above water. Since our property backed up to the Davis ranch, he bought the land, no questions asked, and allowed me to keep living in my family home, something I will forever be grateful for.

With Quinn and Clay, I’ve felt like I wasn’t alone in the world because they loved me enough to fill the void my parents left behind.

And then . . . there’s Maverick.

I haven’t seen the middle Davis since that ill-fated night before he left town. A night that has plagued me ever since. It’s hard to forget the pain of the past when the memories still shine bright. He might be long gone, but his shadow will never leave this town.

Quinn sniffles again, bringing my mind back to the present. I shift in my seat again, checking quickly to make sure the skirt on my black dress hasn’t ridden up with all my squirming around, before I turn my head slightly and let my eyes wander around the packed church.

Again.

I have to fight with myself not to think about the missing Davis boy, but as my eyes roam, I know exactly what I’m looking for. Or, I should say, who.

Focus, Leigh. Today you need to stay focused on Quinn and Clay. And hopefully, if he does show up, Maverick won’t make an already hard day for them even worse.

“He’s not comin’, Leigh. Why would he?” Quinn whispers brokenly, her soft voice breaking through my thoughts, drawing my eyes from the crowd as I scan her tear-streaked cheeks. She’s looking toward the front of the church, but she knows me well enough to guess what I was just doing. I don’t say anything, allowing my eyes to drift up to meet Clay’s gaze. His handsome face looks as if it’s carved in stone, the anger clear as day in his stormy eyes. His sister’s hushed words obviously not missed and, if I had to guess, just amped up his already simmering anger at his missing brother to a full boil.

“Maybe he’s just stuck in traffic?” I hedge, knowing damn well he’s not, not if he really was an hour away, like he told Quinn earlier. An hour would put him already off the interstate, and everyone knows there isn’t a lick of traffic to be found between here and there. Unless he got stuck in some rouge cattle escape, there’s just no way.

Clay lets out a gruff sound deep in his throat. “Doubt that, sugar.”

“He’ll be here,” I whisper again in Quinn’s ear, praying that I’m right, but honestly I have no idea if he will be.

The old Maverick, the one I grew up crushing hard on my whole life, wouldn’t have let his siblings down. But the new Maverick, the one that left so easily, well . . . I’m really not sure what he’s capable of. I’ve seen him a handful of times over the years when the rodeo would come to Cedar Park, just outside of Austin, and the very few times I joined Clay and Quinn, even from a distance I could tell that he’s changed.

His smiles no longer came easily. His laughter didn’t ring out over a crowded room. If I had to guess, he escaped what he thought was the prison of a small town life only to find himself locked away in one of his own solitude.

I turn my attention to the front of the church once more and will my mind to clear when I hear the pastor start to talk. My eyes gloss over the deep mahogany stand directly in front of where he’s standing. The one that holds the silver urn on display. Pastor John’s voice carries over the room as he delivers his message about a long life lived and a forever promised with our Father. I keep my arm around Quinn, her soft sobs breaking my heart as he continues to speak.

I hear someone crying behind me, pulling my eyes from Pastor John as I look around the room again. I’m shocked that so many people are here. Knowing that everyone around here most likely had to close up their stores or halt their already busy day of farming to be here. In my case, to close my bakery, the PieHole, down for the day.

To pay our respects to Buford Davis.

The hard as nails father that ruled his house with an iron fist.

The one man that everyone in this room, at one time, would have been happy to see gone. Myself included.

Regardless of the fact that Buford Davis was a hard—at times, nearly impossible—man to love, Clay and Quinn did, albeit in their own way, and his loss is one that’s hit them to the core. They didn’t have a conventional relationship with their father, but it didn’t matter to them that mutual love was something that they didn’t find until the recent years. He was disliked for so long that I honestly thought that it would just be us, the family, but I should have known that just like Clay and Quinn, Pine Oak has a forgiving heart and Buford had been working hard to make up for all the wrongs he had done throughout his lifetime here when he passed.

He was a man who commanded respect, if nothing else, being that his ranch kept a fair share of the townfolks employed, not to mention the fact that the Davis family owned the only auto detail shop for a fifty-mile radius. The Davis family is the family in Pine Oak, and even though Buford had come a long way in earning back the town’s regard, I would best my last slice of hot apple pie that the majority of the people in this church are here for Clay and Quinn.

I give Ms. Marybeth Perkins a smile when I meet her eyes, her weathered face giving me a winkled smile in return. My eyes float over the room, looking at the stoic familiar faces, before I start to move my gaze back to the pastor.

And that’s when I see it.

Or rather, him.

It takes every ounce of control not to react, but my heart pulls tight before it takes off in a quick gallop that could give my horse, Maize, a run for her money.

Standing in the back of the room, black Stetson pulled low on his head, shadowing his face from view. His black dress shirt nestling snugly against his muscular build, the pearl white buttons standing out against the darkness. My eyes trail down his trim torso to the round silver belt buckle shining bright against his tucked-in black shirt and pants. The tight black Wranglers hugging his narrow hips . . . and good grief, I snap my eyes back to his face when I realize that I’ve subconsciously been staring at his crotch.

I don’t need to see those emerald green eyes to know that the face shadowed from view belongs to the only man I’ve ever craved more than Nanny Jo’s famous chicken and dumplings. I would recognize him in a pitch-black room.

Well, I’ll be damned.

Maverick Davis has finally come home.
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LEIGHTON


“Fire Away” by Chris Stapleton
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Ten Years Ago

“Leighton Elizabeth James! I won’t wait a second longer for you to get out of that dadgum bathroom. It’s time to pull up your britches and open the door.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready for all this, Quinn.” I look over at the mirror again and pull at my top, vainly willing it to meet the waistband of my cutoffs. The plaid shirt that usually looks mighty respectful now makes me feel like a floozy, thanks to Quinn. I dress for comfort on a normal day, but I also hide the body that looks more like a boy’s than a growing girl.

Somehow, Quinn’s managed to make it look like I actually have some cleavage, not much, but it’s a lot more than I normally have on display. She’s tamed my overly frizzy hair into sleek and silky curls, something I will never be able to figure out how to do on my own. The makeup she so skillfully applied makes me look a lot older than sixteen. I never wear makeup. so anything more than some mascara is drastic. I look so far from the awkward teen that I hardly recognize myself.

“Come on, Leigh! You know I went through a lot of trouble to get my brothers to let us come tonight. If you’re closed off in the bathroom all night it’s just gonna prove them right.”

“Gosh darnit,” I huff and turn to open the bathroom door. Quinn almost falls into the bathroom, her arms flailing around like a windmill trying to catch her balance before she falls ass over elbows into me. I quickly hook my arms to catch her before she hits the ground.

“Jesus Jones, Leigh, you could have hollered out a little warnin’ that I should stop resting my tail on the door you’ve been refusing to open for the past half hour.”

“Sorry, Q,” I say with a laugh, giving her a shove. “At least I caught ya.”

She mumbles something under her breath and turns to face me. Regardless of the fact that I know she would never judge me, I still fidget with the shirt and pull down at the shorts that feel like they’re being eaten by my butt cheeks.

Quinn lets out a low whistle through her teeth. “You look hot, Leigh!”

“Yeah, I don’t, but thanks.”

Her green eyes narrow and I know what’s coming. Quinn hates it when I put myself down and isn’t afraid to throw a whole lot of sass when I get started.

“Seriously? You’re gonna stand here, in front of me, and feed me that pile of horse shit?”

“Uh, yeah. I don’t dress like this, Q. You know this. I feel like I’m naked.”

“Well, you aren’t,” she snaps and smacks my hand when I try to untie the knot she’s made in my shirt so I can tuck it into my shorts.

My whole stomach is bare. The tails of my shirt pulled up and tied right under my very unimpressive boobs. I look at her top, the tight red material of her halter covering her chest—the much more impressive chest than mine. She’s got a jean vest on over it, making it so that she’s pretty much covered. Well, except that she’s wearing the same ridiculously short jean cutoffs that I am.

I turn and point to my ass, the one thing I know I got lucky with, then down my leg as I huff in exasperation at Quinn when she rolls her eyes.

“You look great, Leigh.” She ignores my protests and rolls the long sleeves of the shirt up to my elbows, straightens the knot under my chest, and reaches down to hike up my shorts.

“Dangit, Q. I already feel like I’ve got a massive camel toe. They don’t need to be inside my vagina.”

She laughs, bends, and hands me my red cowboy boots. “Here, these will look great with that shirt. Your purple boots would look better, but not with black-and-red plaid.”

I pull my boots on, reluctantly, and hold my arms out for Quinn’s inspection. She gives me a nod and bends to pull on her own brown boots. I stop myself from pulling at my shirt, again, and remind myself that every girl at the party will most likely be wearing less than I am, but that doesn’t do a lick of good to ease the feeling that something bad is coming my way.

“So, tonight’s the night?” Quinn asks, excitement about to bubble out of her.

“I guess so,” I tell her, an ache in my stomach.

“How are you goin’ to do it? I mean, I know the plan, but what are you goin’ to say?”

“I reckon I’m just going to be honest with him.”

“Yeah?”

“Dangit, Q, I don’t know . . . I haven’t thought that much about it. I’ve gone over it time and time again, but everything I can think of just sounds stupid. He’s never even given me the impression that he sees me like that. Plus, I saw Mindy Anne yesterday at the dollar store and she said he was dating Krissy Thompson. I know I told you not to let me back out, but really . . . I’m okay with being the only sixteen-year-old we know that will die alone. And virginal.” I don’t mention the kiss. I haven’t told anyone about the kiss. I’m not even sure I understand it, so I couldn’t say that was his way of showing his interest. But God, it sure felt like it.

She gives a small sigh and wraps her arms around me. “A little dramatic, Leigh, don’t ya think?”

“I’m terrified down to my bones, Q. Of course it’s a little dramatic. All I’ve been thinkin’ about is that I’m quite possibly going to make a huge fool out of myself tonight. I know you said you noticed him watchin’ me the last few times we were down at the lake, but this is a huge step. I just know if I don’t tell him now, he’s goin’ to leave town and who knows what will happen. If I let him leave without sayin’ somethin’, I just know I’ll regret it.”

She leans back, her hands staying planted on my shoulders, and gives me a soft smile. “It’s a huge step, I know, and I’m here every step of the way. No matter what, at least you’re going to try. Come on, let’s get out of here, it’s time to party.”

Ready or not.

We both jog down the stairs, calling out to my mama that we’re leaving, and rush out the front door before she can see our outfits, the screen door slamming against the house in our wake. Thankfully Daddy had been mending a fence back in the west end of our ranch, so he wasn’t here. He’s a lot harder to dodge than Mama. She had been working on her famous pies all day so I knew she wouldn’t be coming out of the kitchen to check on us. Not with the county fair a day away.

Quinn jumps up into the cab of her truck and turns the key. The deep rumble of her exhaust echoes around us when the engine turns over. Placing one booted foot on the running board, I grab the “oh, shit” handle and pull myself up into the passenger seat. If it wasn’t such a long walk through the woods separating our families’ properties, we would have just walked, but I also know she’s eager to show off her truck.

“Did you have to jack this thing up so high?” I huff when I settle in and buckle up.

“I was thinkin’ about addin’ another two inches, that way I could get those thirty-seven- inch trail grapplers I’ve had my eye on.” She looks over at me before turning out of our driveway and onto the street. “What?”

“You know I don’t understand a thing you say when you start talking truck, right?”

She shrugs and I laugh, the nerves letting loose a little. Ever since Quinn got her license last month, she’s spent every second fixing up her 2001 Silverado; the first thing she did being to jack it up and add mud tires. I swear she would live in Davis Auto Works if she could. She’s been begging me to let her mess around with my Jeep, but I’m perfectly fine without it being jacked up to high heaven, thank you very much.

We spend the rest of the ride over to her family’s back pasture singing along to the radio and laughing as Quinn goes out of her way to hit every muddy patch she can find in the dirt road. It had rained the past two days, finally letting up for the bonfire tonight, which means that today Quinn’s spent every second behind the wheel trying to turn her black truck brown. I don’t even bother trying to see out of my window anymore, not with the good inch of mud coating it.

“I hope Jenny Fisher isn’t here. I can’t stand that uppity bitch,” Quinn grumbles as she pulls her truck in line with her brother’s, backing up so that their tailgates are all in line with each other. I laugh when I see Elliott Parker, one of her brother’s friends, jump in front of the truck waving his arms like one of those airport workers directing flight traffic.

“Hey, El!” Quinn yells, shutting off the ignition, jumping down, and running over to give him a hug.

“Hey Quinn,” he says, giving her a big bear hug. “Oh, howdy, Leighton,” he says when I open the door and jump down. “Didn’t believe Clay one bit when he told me he was finally gettin’ his baby sister come to the bonfire. Hellfire, this is gonna be great. He’s gonna shit a brick when he sees what you’re wearin’, Quinn.”

She laughs, swatting him on his shoulder and giving him her best innocent smile. Predictably, Elliott blushes from the roots of his red hair all the way to his freckled chest. I’m not sure he ever wears a shirt, which is ridiculous since he spends the summer months burned to a crisp.

“Jesus Christ, Leighton,” he grumbles and his eyes travel down my body. God, I knew this outfit was a mistake.

“Does she look good or what, El?”

He nods, his eyes on my legs. “Or what, for sure, sugar. Damn, Leigh, you’ve been holdin’ out on me.” He reaches his hand down and adjusts his crotch. “You’ve got how many years until you’re eighteen?”

“Oh, gross, El!” Quinn laughs and smacks his arm, reaching over to grab my hand and pull me behind her as we walk to the back of her truck to pull the tailgate down.

“Two years, Leighton, you come find ol’ Elliott in two years,” he calls out after us, his laughter trailing off as he disappears into the woods that line the Davis’s back pasture.

Quinn rolls her eyes. “God, he’s such a pig. Ever since Jamie O’Neal broke up with him he’s been like a bull in heat.”

I laugh, but don’t respond. Quinn jumps up and sits on her tailgate. Not wanting to look like an idiot, I just lean back and cross my arms over my chest and take in everything around us.

The bonfires that Clay has become notorious for have always been off-limits to us, but then again, we just recently turned sixteen, and Quinn decided it was high time we find out whether the rumors are to be believed. Since Clay graduated almost four years ago, a lot of the crowd is his age. The rest are friends of Maverick. They let some kids our age come, but for the most part, everyone is eighteen to twenty-two.

The Davis family owns almost two hundred acres, so it’s easy to get away with these things. No one ever comes out this way since the entire east end of their property is mainly tree-lined, with the exception of this field. I know Clay comes out here with the tractor and clears it out just for the bonfires, and he personally cleared the trail for trucks to get back here himself. Then again, his father is usually passed out drunk by dinnertime anyway, so even if he knew about these things, he wouldn’t do anything to shut them down.

I look around and see coolers scattered throughout the field, at least one every other truck or so. All the trucks are parked in a circle with the blazing fire in the center, tailgates down and people either sitting on them or in chairs closer to the fire.

Clay and Maverick’s trucks are on either side of Quinn’s, a spot they clearly left open just for her. Both tailgates down, but empty. I push off from where I had been resting and walk over to the cooler next to Clay’s truck and grab two Bud Lights, handing one to Quinn before I pop the top on my own and take a huge swallow.

“Don’t even think about it, Quinn.”

I laugh to myself and bring the can back up to my lips, but end up wearing the swallow I had been about to take when the can is ripped from my hands and foam sprays all over my face. “Hey!” I yell and turn around.

“Hey to you too, sugar.” Clay laughs and brings my stolen can to his lips, downing the whole thing in one go before crunching the can in his hand and throwing it over his shoulder into the bed of his truck. “Just because I said it was cool if y’all came doesn’t mean I’m gonna let you two get drunk. No fuckin’ way.” He gives me a brief hug before moving to give his sister one, kissing her forehead on a laugh when she gives his gut a weak punch.

“One beer isn’t gettin’ drunk, Clayton Davis,” Quinn snaps.

“You aren’t drinkin’, babe. End of story.”

“Whatever, Dad,” she snaps, knowing he hates it when she calls him that. Doesn’t stop him from acting like it constantly, though. Clay is more protective of her than her own father anyway.

Quinn jumps down from her truck and pointedly turns her back on her older brother. “Come on, Leigh, let’s go dance.”

I look over and give Clay a shrug and wave as Quinn drags me over to where Brant Weaton is parked. He’s got all the doors open in his truck and the music is blaring, creating a little makeshift dance area in front of it.

I’m not sure how long we dance and laugh with the others around us, but when we stop the sun has long since disappeared behind the trees and everything around us is lit by the fire only. The crowd has grown considerably since we arrived, topping out around a hundred or so. Probably because graduation was yesterday, and people are looking for a party.

That sobering thought takes all the lighthearted fun right out of my sails when I remember the whole reason that Quinn pushed her brother into letting us come.

“Hey, Q! I’m going to go to the little girls’ room!” I yell over the Toby Keith song that we’ve been dancing to.

“Kay, I’ll be here when you’re done. Make sure and grab the bathroom stuff out of my truck.”

I give her a nod and take over toward her truck. I’m no stranger to peeing in the middle of nowhere, but it still sucks to be clomping through the woods in the middle of the night and not being able to see where you’re going.

I smile as people call out my name, giving a few waves, but keep heading toward Quinn’s truck. The groups of people talking, laughing, and drinking are now edging from the circle of trucks surrounding the bonfire and taking up almost the whole pasture.

“Where are you headed off to, sweetheart?”

I stop dead in my tracks.

“He-hey, John.”

He steps out of the shadows by Quinn’s truck and walks over to me, tugging at the collar of my shirt. “You sure do look pretty, darlin’.”

Thank God it’s dark. I can feel my cheeks heating and I just know that my blush is turning every inch of my skin bright red. John Lewis is one of the most popular boys in school and I know for a fact that he’s got a girlfriend. But I also know he’s got a reputation for not staying true to his girlfriend. That being said, he’s never exactly shown attention to a girl like me, so I’m about to come out of my skin I’m so nervous.

“Tha-thanks.”

He laughs. “Where you headed?” he asks again.

I clear my throat. “Pit stop in the woods.” God, this is mortifying. I hate how I turn into an awkward mute full of nerves any time a hot boy talks to me.

He steps closer, I can smell the beer on his breath. “How about you come find me when you get back down here?” He gives me a wink before walking around me, leaving me gaping at the empty spot where he just stood.

Holy. Crap. I turn, seeing his retreating back and let a nervous giggle escape my lips. That did just happen. Yeah, no way am I going to search him out. Judging by his drunk stumbles, that would be the worst idea ever.

I grab the toilet paper out of Quinn’s truck, one of the empty grocery bags, and hand sanitizer before heading over to the side of the field that seems empty enough. Walking a few paces into the tree line before I stop and push my shorts and thong down to my knees and squat. Making quick work, I wipe, toss the used toilet paper in the bag, and tie it off before cleaning my hands.

My shaking fingers make it hard to right my clothes, but after making sure my shorts are buckled, I head back out of the trees and toward Quinn’s truck again, but I stop in my tracks as butterflies take flight in my belly—right next to the bed of her truck are Quinn’s brothers, leaning against Clay’s Chevy.

“You see what Leighton has on tonight?” My jaw drops at Maverick’s question. I look down, the firelight casting a glow on my outfit. He noticed?

“Did you see Leighton?” Clay retorts as he brings his beer up to take a long drink. “My guess is Quinn got to her and wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

Maverick is silent for so long, I’m half convinced he isn’t going to answer his brother, but I hold my breath anyway—waiting for what he’ll say. The flutters in my stomach going into overdrive. “Hard to miss when she looks like she’s naked. What the hell was she thinkin’ wearin’ that shit?”

My cheeks flame as those stupid butterflies wither and die. No longer feeling the excited flurries because of the burn that’s taken over my gut as Clay laughs, slapping his brother on the back, and shaking his head. “Not that I need to point this out, Mav, but my guess is she’s trying to get noticed tonight. She looked pretty hot to me.”

Maverick lets out a laugh that doesn’t sound even a smidgen like a real one. It’s deep and almost spiteful. “Yeah, kind of hard not to notice. She looks like a little girl tryin’ to play dress up in her mama’s clothes. The only thing people are goin’ to notice is a kid tryin’ to play with the big leagues.”

Clay stops his beer on its path back to his mouth at his brother’s harsh words and looks over at him, the glowing light from the fire highlighting his deeply furrowed brow. “You see the same shit I saw, brother? I know I ain’t losin’ my mind and I know for a fact I’m not the only one that noticed how good she’s lookin’. Elliott already said something and I’m pretty sure I saw John talkin’ to her not even ten minutes ago.”

My heart is about to beat right out of my chest. I’m not even sure that I’m breathing as I listen to them talk about me. As I listen to Maverick tear into me, each lashing of his tongue feeling like a physical whip to my soul.

“Jesus, Clayton. It’s kind of hard not to see when she’s been paradin’ around like a whore. She’s fuckin’ sixteen and has the body of a ten-year-old boy, for fuck’s sake, so I’m pretty certain we didn’t see the same thing. All I saw, brother, was a kid desperate for some attention. Tell me you weren’t actually lookin’?”

I couldn’t stop the sob that erupts from my mouth if I tried. And of course I tried, so it came out like a gargled, wet gasp. Hearing Maverick voice all my insecurities so harshly brings a shame over me like I’ve never known. Here I was trying to get him to notice me and he thinks I look like a little boy? Tears fill my eyes as both of them turn sharply at my choked cry.

“Shit,” Clay barks and pushes off the truck to walk toward me.

I just stand there holding a tied grocery bag with my stupid used toilet paper. Tears roll down my cheeks while my heart breaks, my eyes never leaving Maverick’s face. He’s turned away from the fire now, so I can’t make out his expression in the shadows, but there is no doubt he can see the hurt in mine. I might have lost faith in the power of my crush over the years, but that doesn’t mean that my heart doesn’t still yearn for the man it will never have . . . but hearing what he thinks about me, even though I always guessed it, well, it just about nearly kills.

Clay stops in front of me, his hands clasping my shoulders just like his sister had earlier, and dips his head down to look in my eyes. “Shit, Leigh, I’m so sorry.”

Clay continues to talk softly to me, but I don’t hear his words, my focus completely on the person that I grew up imagining some grand love story around as he shakes his head a few times. I was right to give up on that stupid fairy tale, but that realization doesn’t ease the burn his words left behind one bit. Maverick is staring intently at the ground in front of him. He looks up, tosses his beer in the cab of his brother’s truck as he lifts his Stetson off his head and runs his fingers through his hair.

He looks over to where we’re standing and I jolt, my body going solid in Clay’s arms when Maverick makes the move to start walking over to us. I look back at Clay, my eyes meeting his sympathetic gaze before I return my focus in his brother’s direction. He’s maybe ten feet away, but the second he takes the first step I jump. Clay’s fingers tighten around my shoulders when I let out a strangled sob. Maverick’s booted foot makes another move closer and I don’t waste a second. The grocery bag, toilet paper, and hand sanitizer fall from my hands as I rip free of Clay’s hold and take off running toward the trees.

“Goddammit,” I hear Maverick snap. “Give me one of the flashlights.”

I run.

The tree limbs strike my bare legs as I flee, but the searing pain doesn’t slow me down. I keep going as quickly as I can.

If I can just keep going, I’ll break through somewhere around where my family’s property butts up to the Davis’s. It might take me an hour or so on foot, but the way I’m running, I’ll be home soon enough.

“Fuckin’ stop, Leighton!”

Maverick’s voice booms out around me and scares me so much that I turn my head around and blindly search through the moonlit woods, searching for him while continuing my quick pace.

That is until I smack right into a tree I hadn’t seen coming because I had been too busy trying to pinpoint his location so I could run in the opposite one.

“Shit!” I cry out when the rough bark scrapes against my thighs and left arm, bringing me to my ass before I know what hit me . . . or what I hit. I yelp when my palms scrape against the rough ground.

Judging by what sounds like a herd of elephants crashing through the woods, I know they’re close. Shame from Maverick’s words now mixing with the embarrassment I feel over my tree collision.

“You all right, sugar?” Clay questions me in concern. He drops to his knees beside me, the light from his flashlight hits my body, and I quickly kick my leg up to knock it out of his hand. “God almighty, Leigh, let me look at you.”

“No!” I scream.

“Let me look, Leigh,” he tries again and I just shake my head, pulling myself up off the ground and brushing my palms on my shorts.

I take a deep breath and push down the hurt, ignore the pain, and look to where Maverick is standing. The moonlight helping me see him, but his Stetson makes seeing his expression impossible.

I’m so sick of this. Feeling like he’s completely unreachable. Untouchable. Closed off. He hasn’t always been like this and I think part of me is still hoping the old Maverick I used to want to run off in the sunset with is still somewhere inside this cold person in front of me.

I’ve got nothing else to lose right now, might as well just let it out.

“Shit,” I mumble to myself before clearing my throat and speaking up—directly at Maverick. “You were right, you know?” I tell him, looking to where Clay is still kneeling in the dirt before moving around him and stomping over to where Maverick is standing. “You’re right, I tried my hardest to get noticed tonight. I was so sick and tired of just being ‘stupid little Leighton.’ Stupid Leigh, who has to listen to all her friends talk about their boyfriends, their first kisses, all of it! Funny enough, it was you I wanted”—I yell and jam my finger into his hard chest—“to notice me. All I’ve wanted since I was some love-drunk kid was for you to see me and notice! I never in my life thought that when I finally got your attention, it was because I look like some . . . some . . . what did you call me? That’s right, a prepubescent boy playing dress up!” I scream the last words so fiercely I would be surprised if they didn’t hear me over the music echoing around the darkness. “I’ve thought you hung the moon and all the stars around it my whole life, Maverick Davis. I’ve imagined you to be some Prince Charming that would come sweep me off my feet when you finally saw me. Pity me for not realizing that all you are is the villain determined to knock me on my ass instead. You know what’s funny? In all those years that I foolishly crushed on you, I never once imagined in all of the time that I’ve known you that you would be capable of breaking my heart. That’s on me, though. All of this is on me.”

He doesn’t move. No words are spoken from his lips to stop me when I turn and start to walk back in the direction I was running, but I stop a few feet away and whirl back around to face him. “Maybe I was desperate for you to see me more than just the little tomboy next door, but you’re leaving and it was now or never. So, here you go, I’ve loved you for years, Maverick. There, now you know and now I know and at least I tried, so no sweat . . . this is on me, not you. You can leave like you planned and I can go on with my life knowing for sure where you stand.”

With a deep breath and more strength than I ever thought I had, I push down the hurt and turn back around. I started this night with a smile on my face and hope in my heart. I should have trusted my gut.

“Hey!” Clay calls as he falls in step with me, his arm coming around my shoulder as he keeps pace with me. “If you want to go, let’s head back and I’ll drive you? It’s too dark to head through the back gate, not when I know your dad has the bulls in the north pasture tonight.”

I nod, letting him turn me until we’re headed back to the bonfire. Clay’s light hits Maverick’s face and I hold his eyes, letting him see the hurt in mine when Clay and I pass through his flashlight’s path. When we pass Maverick, still standing in the same spot, Clay checks his shoulder hard enough that his arm falls from my shoulders, but Maverick doesn’t move an inch.

I keep walking as I leave my heart behind me.

If I would have known that was the last time I would talk to Maverick, I might have done things differently. I may have held my hurt and rationally told him how I felt. Who knows? But in that moment, I lost a little of myself in those woods. I should have known that when the love you have for someone is bigger than you can understand, it’s better to leave that to your dreams.

As we make our way out of the clearing I promise myself never to let another man hold this kind of power over me. What’s the point if this is the kind of pain that is waiting for you in the end?
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“Step Off” by Kasey Musgraves
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Present Day

I should tell Quinn and Clay that he’s here. But one look at him and it’s like the last ten years have never passed and I’m back at the bonfire, the awkward high schooler uncomfortable in her own skin. Marching away from him in the woods. It was the last time I saw him.

How is it possible that he can affect me this much after all this time?

He hasn’t noticed me, not with his head bowed, so I quickly turn around and focus on Pastor John as he finishes up his prayer. Him being here means nothing. I should be happy that I remember the pain from that night so well, it will make keeping my walls up around him so much easier.

“On behalf of the Davis family, I want to thank everyone for coming today. At this time, the family has asked for some time alone as they say their good-byes. They wanted me to remind everyone that the PieHole will be opening up for a few hours tonight starting at five for anyone that wishes to join them.”

I keep my arm around Quinn, not looking back to where I saw Maverick. I can hear the church slowly emptying and I feel a frown pull at my lips. I had hoped that when everyone started to leave that he would have come up front to be with his family, but so far, the pew we’re in is still empty save for the three of us.

We sit and wait for everyone to leave, something that Clay had asked Pastor John to make arrangements for in place of the customary recessional, knowing that no one in this town would really mean a word of it anyway. Plus, I know Quinn is having a hard time. Regardless of the fact that she wasn’t the closest with her father, she was really counting on this—Maverick home. She’s still shaking in my arms, but when I look over at Clay I realize his silence isn’t because of the heaviness of Buford’s death, but instead anger over his brother’s absence that has started to build to a boil. I fear that he’s seconds away from tipping over the edge.

I stand when Clay and Quinn do, but hang back at the edge of the row we had been sitting in as they meet Pastor John and gather their father’s ashes. I can’t wait to get out of these heels. If it would have been acceptable to wear my boots, I would have, but Quinn would have killed me. As it is, I feel like I can’t take a deep breath with how tight my dress is against my chest. I never wear tight shirts. I haven’t since my boobs became beasts of their own right.

I’m too busy fiddling with the straps of my dress, trying desperately to get some of the pressure against my chest to ease up so I could take a deep breath, when I heard Quinn gasp.
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