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            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      The hero in this book is an amalgamation of many people I’ve known and still know who have struggled with substance abuse, alcoholism, and the disease it causes within families. I think Dixon has been hiding in a deep cave in my mind for a long time. When I first wrote his name, back in Light Betrays Us, that’s all he was—just a name. But then I wrote Roads and Forever, Dixon’s brothers’ stories, and he became real to me. His heart broke mine, so I had to write this book. I hope you enjoy it.

      Avery Jane was a character I first dreamed up back when I wrote my very first book, Burned. I won’t give away direct spoilers in case you haven’t read it yet, but there are some bonus scenes on my website, and in one of them, the characters from Burned needed a florist. AVery Pretty Petal was born. She was mentioned briefly in Rivers Between Us when she gives little Gracie Morris a book one day on Main Street.

      The characters from Cade Ranch and Wisper, Wyoming have been filling my head and my heart for almost seven years now. I knew it would be coming time to say goodbye to them, and it terrified me. They’ve become friends, and I realized, a security blanket. So this (**I think**) is the last book in the Wisper Dreams series. There are still so many characters in town who could inspire a love story. Never say never, but for now, I think we’ll let them rest and grow, and we’ll head to a new place, with new families, a new town, and a whole lotta cowboys! If you read Roads Behind Us, Bea mentions the town in her first chapter.

      I’ve already started writing the next series, and I’m already deeply in love. The landscape is different. The view changes and the characters will be new, but they will capture your heart and wrap it up in the pastel skies and dusty earth of the eastern Wyoming grasslands.

      Oh, and also, I’m told by a very trusted source that I’m about to offend British people the world over because the characters in this book heat water for tea in the microwave. I’m sorry! Please forgive the faux pas, but that’s how I was raised. We zapped everything in the microwave. I’m a child of the 70s and 80s, what can I say? But I do make up for it, because Avery Jane has a pink tea kettle. ;)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TRIGGER WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In this book, you’ll find talk of past illicit drug use and alcoholism. The main character, Dixon, is a recovering addict. There’s also talk of child abandonment, abuse from Dixon’s childhood, neglect, and co-dependency. Additionally, Dixon’s mother recalls a past abusive marriage and cheating. None of it happens on the page but is discussed between characters and in inner thoughts. There is stalking and mild violence.

        But as with any of my books, love wins in the end, family comes together, and the good guys live happily ever after.

        Thank you for reading!

      

        

      
        Narcotics Anonymous

        Alcoholics Anonymous
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        For Terre.

        Love & Light.

        Miss you.
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        I make a playlist for every book I write. Sometimes, it’s a song or a specific lyric I hear that brings a character or a scene to life in my head. So these are the songs that inspired me and played on a loop while I dreamed and wrote Scars Forget Us.

        LISTEN ON SPOTIFY

        Or you can go to my website and play the songs there while you read. Scroll down the page to find your favorite book and listen to the songs I hear when I think of each character.

        gretarosewest.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From internationally bestselling small-town western romance author, Greta Rose West, Scars Forget Us is a story of redemption, of second and third chances, and of a love that perseveres in the face of adversity.

      

        

      
        Dixon Lee doesn’t think he deserves a comeback, but he wants one desperately. He’s done things in his life he can’t excuse, things he doesn’t have hope he’ll ever be forgiven for. Leaving his family when they needed him most should probably earn him a one-way ticket to Hell.

      

        

      
        The scars he wears won’t let him forget his mistakes, but he has to try.

      

        

      
        His purpose after a long, self-imposed exile is to make things right with the only person who matters: his five-year old son. The shame he’s felt, the blurry picture he carries in his wallet, and the torn piece of Stuart’s baby blanket in his front pocket tried to break his resolve to stay clean, but the memory of a girl he used to know, laughing in a western meadow, played in his head every day, and the echo of her voice has gotten him through countless sleepless nights.

      

        

      
        When Dixon hitchhikes back into Wisper, Wyoming, planning to finally face his past, the last person he expects to run into is his memory girl.

      

        

      
        Avery Jane Harlowe’s not just a small-town girl.

      

        

      
        She’s a woman, and her only dream has always been to run the floral shop her gran started when Avery was a baby. She let a man get in her way once, and her heart barely survived. She won’t give it away so easily again, but when Dixon shows up back in town and she gets the urge to love him like she did when they were kids, she refuses to be that naïve girl this time around.

      

        

      
        Dixon’s certainly not little anymore, and as much as he tries to make her believe he’s irredeemable, Avery knows it’s not true. He’s beautiful and strong and desperately broken but learning how to love himself. She wants to risk it, to help him see himself the way she sees him, but Dixon has heartbreak written all over his back, even has it tattooed there.

      

        

      
        Falling in love with Dixon Lee would be a messy complication, and it would set her world on fire, but something tells her the burn might just be the very thing she needs.

      

        

      
        In the shadow of the Grand Teton Mountains, Scars Forget Us is the second chance that might break your heart, but the mending is the good part, and it will leave you breathless.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Do not kill him even now. For he has not hurt me. And in any case I do not wish him to be slain in this evil mood. He was great once, of a noble kind that we should not dare to raise our hands against. He is fallen, and his cure is beyond us; but I would still spare him, in the hope that he may find it.”

      

        

      
        –J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          DIXON

        

      

    

    
      “D, why don’t you start us off today?” Mo said.

      It looked like he’d showered and combed his hair, brushed his teeth, but he was probably three cups of coffee deep this morning, so there was a discolored tinge to them. Drugs and drinking hadn’t left them pearly white anyway. His button down was rumpled, as usual, and his khakis weren’t the wrinkle-free kind by any stretch of the imagination.

      I asked, “We’re tellin’ memories? Good or bad?”

      “What comes to mind?”

      But Mo was a good guy. Maybe the nicest person I’d met since I got sober. He always had a kind word, even if his day had gone to shit. He had real, true belief in his fellow man, and if you needed it, he’d give you the shirt off his back even though he didn’t have a pot to piss in.

      A memory? I had to think about it. I had lots of those. The therapist told me to let the bad ones come, that I couldn’t avoid them forever if I wanted to stay clean, but today had been a good one up till now, as far as memories went, and I didn’t want the bad ones to sour my stomach quite yet. I’d just eaten shitty diner bacon and eggs, and if I let the bad memories flow, I’d chuck.

      If I thought about Candy and my brother’s baby, what I’d done to them, what I didn’t do…

      No, today, I wanted to think about something good. Something sweet.

      Memories of my brothers and sister from when we were kids hit me like a bullet train. My oldest brother, Bax, was off limits, though, because he was attached to the memories of Candy and their baby. He wasn’t safe. My other brother, Brand, was a good man. Maybe a little self-centered, but I loved him. I always had. And I wouldn’t be clean if he hadn’t flown down from Wyoming to California and paid up front for rehab.

      I loved all my siblings, and maybe Brand had his own demons to wrangle and that was why he’d always been a little standoffish and stiff.

      My sister, the youngest in our family, Abey… What a beautiful soul.

      I ached for her. She’d gotten the worst of our dad. He’d made her feel like she didn’t even deserve to live⁠—

      No. My brothers and sister were out of bounds this morning if I wanted to keep my day on track, and I sure as shit wasn’t going to give myself permission to remember Kel, the dead mother of my kid.

      Stay positive.

      “There was a girl.”

      The tired, beat-down group of men around me mumbled their agreement. Didn’t it always start with a girl?

      “Yeah,” I said, “but this girl was a kid. I was a kid. She didn’t have anything to do with why things got dark for me. She was a light. Her grandparents lived near our family farm, and she used to stay out at their place during the summers.

      “Her hair was the color of cornsilk. The sun made it that way. And she had this tinkling laugh. Her name was… I don’t remember. It won’t come to me. There’s too much bad and hurt between now and then.” The hurt made the good memories blurry and out of reach. “But I remember that laugh.

      “She loved flowers, was always picking the wild ones, even picked ’em from her grandma’s prized garden, and she’d make these bouquets for the squirrels and birds, deer and elk. Now, I knew they didn’t give a shit about flowers, but she insisted on leavin’ ’em for the animals. She made beds of flowers and strung the stems together to make strands we’d hang from tree limbs. She said when the wind blew through the trees, she thought her flowers made the animals happy.”

      Next to me, Nesty chuckled. He thought shortening his real name, Ernesto, to Nesty sounded like Posty. He was always doing that, comparing himself to celebrities, even though he was the scrawniest, least-famous dude I’d ever met. He was strong though; he punched me once when we were high after I called him Ernie. Most guys didn’t, but I hoped if he stayed clean this time, he’d rethink the nickname.

      “Don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile like that,” he said.

      I elbowed him. “Shut up. Mo said good or bad memories. This is my good one.

      “Anyway, I think about that girl when I can’t sleep. I always told her she should take over her grandma’s flower shop. I wonder if she did. I wonder if she’s happy. If she still laughs like that, like a wind chime.”

      Or was she like me, broken and sorry and scarred?

      I prayed like crazy I’d stay clean, like it wasn’t up to me.

      But it was. And this time, I had the best reason to beat my demon into submission.

      A son.

      A beautiful, soft, perfect baby boy.

      He had a family, people better than me to look up to. My brother and his girls were raising my Stuey. He had love around him. Before my car died, I’d driven up to check on him, to make sure my family had come through for me this time.

      They had. Stuart was happy and healthy. He was up on my family’s land right this very minute, and when he grew big enough, he’d run free like I had when I was his age, laughing and learning, maybe picking flowers with his own memory girl.

      But he needed his dad in his life. Even if my brother would always be Stuey’s daddy, his father figure, and I could only be his friend, if it was all I could give my son, I would.

      I’d be his best friend if that was what was healthiest for him.

      I loved him enough to do that for him, no matter that just thinking about him never knowing the real me made me ache like I’d never ached before.

      And I’d known plenty of fucking ache in my life.

      But my baby boy didn’t need to know anything about that.

      He needed smiles and tinkling laughs, mountain air, dirt to dig in, grass to roll in. He needed birds singing to him from the trees and evenings spent around a happy dinner table. Nights filled with stories from books with silly cartoons on the front and bubble baths.

      My son deserved good dreams and good memories, and I intended someday to give those to him.

      But I still had to make it through these first thirty days. And after that?

      Well, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t have a pot to piss in either, or any kind of direction about the path my sober life would take.

      But I was goddamned determined to figure it out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          DIXON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four and a Half Years Later

      

      

      Hopping down from the seat I’d ridden bitch in for the last five hundred miles, I planted my boots on the pavement and breathed deeply, steadying myself with my hand on the mud-covered fuel tank.

      Home was a place I’d avoided for too long—Wisper, Wyoming, a little-known corner of the Jackson Hole Valley. Up here in the mountains, the air was thin, but the weight of it felt thick and heavy in my lungs.

      “Don’t forget your pack,” Ken said.

      He’d been hauling lumber, and before we delivered his last load yesterday, he agreed to drop me off on his way back to Rock Springs. Wisper was a little out of his way, but he said he didn’t mind seeing the Tetons before he headed home to his wife.

      How he’d known I was in recovery was a mystery to me. I hadn’t said anything to him when he picked me up at a truck stop outside Winnemucca, Nevada, but he said I just had that look. The ex-junkie look, but it never failed—fucked-up had a tendency to find fucked-up.

      Like me, Ken was a recovering alcoholic, but the difference was that he quit before his love of alcohol escalated to other shit. He’d been sober twenty years, but he admitted he still thought about the burn from a shot sliding down his throat.

      I’d been sober more than four years, and I still thought about the rush of dope in my veins. More than that, though, I craved the numbness it provided, the ability to let demons and fathers and disappointments fade away. Most of all now, I wished it could wash away my family’s shame.

      But if I let the chemical bliss take over, I couldn’t remember my son. And fuck if I was letting Stuart get any further away from me.

      Ken dropped me off a mile from the south side of town, like I asked him to. I needed the last stretch of road to prepare myself for my impending, unknown future.

      It had come time to face my mother. My brothers and sister. It had come time to face all of them and to apologize for lying and stealing and abandoning them.

      It was time to face Stuart.

      Five years old now, Stu had probably already started school. He probably had friends and dreams and wishes. He wouldn’t understand addiction. He couldn’t understand the part I’d played in his mother’s death, even though I wasn’t the one who’d injected the heroin into her vein.

      Some days, the jealousy I felt toward my oldest brother and his wife could swallow me whole. Yeah, I was the one who gave up my kid. I handed him over to Bax when I knew I couldn’t take care of a baby, but that fact didn’t make my absence in my son’s life hurt any less. All the things I’d missed gutted me on a daily basis: birthdays, Christmases, bad dreams, maybe his first lost tooth. His first laugh.

      I’d missed it all, and there was no going back. That was the hardest pill to swallow, and God knew I was damn good at swallowing pills. This one, though, it just wouldn’t go down.

      Walking along Highway 20 with the morning sun beating down on my face, all those precious, missed memories ran through my head, and I tried to picture Stu’s face when he saw Santa for the first time. Did he smile? Was he excited or scared shitless? I had a vague memory from my own childhood of seeing jolly old St. Nick and then running in the opposite direction, screaming. He was just so big and tall, and my mama had told me so many times that if I was bad, Santa would know, and he’d be pissed.

      All my life, it seemed everything I’d done was bad. At least that was how my “father” had seen it. It didn’t seem to matter to my subconscious that he was dead. His disproval had followed me everywhere I went.

      Learning to live without his voice in the back of my mind, berating me and telling me all the ways I’d let my family down, had proven to be easier than I thought it would have, but that was only because my voice had replaced his, and now it was me who berated myself—for leaving my kid, for failing his mama, for failing my family, for being a fuck up.

      For falling in love with my brother’s wife and then bailing when she died in my arms.

      Candy had loved me, too, but not in the same way. It had taken me a long time to realize that I’d loved her because she was the only good relationship in my life. Eight years had passed since she died of an aneurysm on the side of the fucking road in the middle of downtown Wisper. Eight years since I broke her ribs trying to give her CPR and bring her back to life. Eight years since my brother asked me to tell him what happened, but instead I drowned myself in cheap liquor, then pills, and things only got worse after that.

      “Fuck,” I breathed, wiping sweat from the side of my face with my hand.

      I don’t know if I can do this.

      Pulling out the tiny, folded scrap of Stu’s baby blanket I’d been carrying in my pocket for over four years, I squeezed it in my fist. It had worn thin between my fingers over time, but the red cartoon tractors and the frayed edges of the fabric soothed my fears and anxieties. The only picture I had of Stu had been rubbed clean of its ink long ago. Now, the only image I had of him was the one fixed in my mind, the one I’d stolen when I creeped on my family’s land, trying to catch a glimpse of his smile as my brother hoisted him over his shoulders, and Stu sat up there, thunking Bax on the head with his little fists.

      If I could just get through the rough part with Bax and his new wife, and with my mama and Abey and Brand, maybe I could be a part of my kid’s world. Maybe they’d let me see him sometimes. Maybe then I’d know what his laugh sounded like.

      When I made it into the center part of town and spotted the sheriff’s station, where I knew my sister would likely be, my heart began to pound. My mouth went dry, and as I leaned against the wall of the building across Main Street from the station, I realized I’d finished off the last of my water.

      But it wasn’t a wall behind me; it was a door with a loose latch, and I stumbled through it.

      “Can I help you?” asked a quiet voice behind me as I tried to stop my backward momentum and not fall on my ass.

      I spun around and looked right into the eyes of my memory girl, and then her name hit me like a ton of bricks:

      Avery Jane Harlowe.

      AJ. My flower girl.

      When she was little, she hated her first name, so she’d introduced herself to me as AJ, and it stuck. I used to weave wildflowers together and drape my homemade garland around her neck. She wasn’t a girl anymore though. She’d grown into a stunning woman, with hips made for a man’s hands.

      “Hello-o-o?” She lifted her hand and waved it in front of my face. “Oh, I’m sorry. Maybe you don’t speak English. Um, hablas inglés?”

      “Yeah,” I grunted. “I speak English.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. It’s just, you weren’t sayin’ anything, so I thought— Never mind. How can I help you?”

      She hadn’t recognized me. I wasn’t surprised about that. It had been a long lifetime since we’d last seen each other. She had no way of knowing the bright sound of her laughter was the last thing I thought about every night before I fell asleep. After a long day in the woods, that light, glittering sound had been a balm to my soul and my aching back.

      I couldn’t exactly tell her I’d stumbled into her store because I was trying to avoid facing my family a few minutes longer.

      Instead, I looked around.

      “So is this your store, or…?”

      Her store. She’d gone and done it, just like we’d talked about when we were little kids.

      I felt like I’d fallen into an enchanted faerie land. The light seemed filtered somehow, dusky and peaceful. A quiet, lilting song played from a speaker somewhere, but it was so low that I imagined if I listened hard enough, I’d hear crickets chirping and birds singing.

      Just like we’d made decades ago, strands of flowers lined one whole wall. They had to be fake flowers; there was no way she’d have the time to string that many flowers every day, but they looked so real.

      Bouquets topped mismatched tables and pot stands everywhere. Live greenery seemed to be growing right out of the wood, and buckets of fresh stems lined the wall near the door to the back storeroom, filled with multi-colored roses and lilies, dahlias and daisies, and so much baby’s breath.

      When we were young, we used to have the run of downtown, and we’d be out there for hours in the summers, exploring and adventuring, and we’d stop at the store every now and again to check in with AJ’s gran. She’d give us water and always had a healthy snack or PB&Js waiting.

      AJ stared at me now, really looking at the man looming in front of her, sweating and flustered. She was probably worried I’d come to rob her.

      “Yes, it’s my store,” she said carefully.

      “Nice place.”

      “Thank you. You still haven’t said what you need.”

      Wiping the sweat off my brow with the back of my hand again, I mumbled, “Oh, uh, right. A bouquet.”

      When I didn’t say anything more, her eyebrows furrowed over the prettiest hazel eyes I’d ever seen. Flashes of those eyes sparked in my head, and I realized I hadn’t only been dreaming about the sound of her voice; I’d been dreaming about AJ’s eyes too.

      “A bouquet for my mama,” I said so she wouldn’t think I’d lost my mind. “I haven’t seen her in a while. Figured I’d better bring her some flowers. Somethin’ small.” Small enough to be cheap. I’d been saving the money I’d earned working a farm over near Medford, Oregon, and after that as a timber faller, but I needed all my resources so I could buy a used car and rent a room. I wouldn’t ask to stay on my family’s land. They probably wouldn’t want me anywhere near there, and I couldn’t blame them for that.

      Reaching around Avery’s waist, I grabbed a premade bouquet of bright orange daisies off the display table behind her. She’d tied them together with a baby-blue ribbon. “How ’bout these? How much?”

      She scrunched her nose, and the freckles smattered over the bridge twinkled like stars in an evening sky. “You love your mama, don’t you?”

      “Yeah. ’Course I do.”

      “Then you can’t give her those. They’re cheap and boring. Your mama likes pastel colors anyway.”

      “Yeah, but how much are those gonna cost— Wait. You know my mama? You know who I am?”

      “Yes, Dixon. You were my best friend in grade school. It took me a minute, but did you think I’d forgotten?”

      “I-I… Well, yeah. It’s been a long time, and I’m not— I don’t look the same. I’m not the same person I used to be.”

      Her eyes slid down my chest but quickly lifted back up to mine.

      “I’m not the same either, but I could never forget those blue eyes.” She reached up tentatively and touched the tip of her finger to an overgrown lock of my hair that had fallen over my shoulder. “You should get your hair cut before you see your mama.”

      Looking down at her finger still playing with my hair, I felt my cheeks heating with embarrassment. Another flash of heat ran through my body, much lower, but I shut that shit down as quick as I could and took a step backward.

      She might have known me all those years ago, but she didn’t know me now. I wasn’t someone a beautiful, successful woman like her should want to know.

      “The orange ones will be fine,” I said, and I pulled a sweaty and crumpled wad of cash from my front pocket, embarrassing me even more than I already was.

      If AJ knew who I was, then she’d likely heard the gossip around town about me; there was no way Wisper hadn’t talked when I brought Stu to stay with Bax. And I was sure no one had forgotten my teenage years and my twenties. None of that would’ve been good.

      “Suit yourself,” she said, seemingly disappointed at my mundane choice of flowers, and she grabbed the bouquet from my hand and whipped around to wrap them in tissue paper and ring me up at the cash register.

      Her barely waving, blond hair fluttered out behind her, and the ends licked my forearm. The movement pushed a rush of air in my direction, and when her sweet, floral scent hit my nose, I groaned. She still smelled the same, like wildflowers and fresh air, and the memories of the two of us exploring the woods as kids sucked the breath right out of my chest.

      God, how I wished I could go back to that time, when I was nothing more than an innocent boy.

      Suddenly, I wanted to hear AJ’s laugh. I wanted the happy, tinkling sound to wrap me up and carry me the rest of the way home. Maybe it could wash away the evidence of my sins, like God himself had kept a tally score, every wrongdoing marked in cuts and fading needle marks on my skin.

      Maybe then the fear would go away.

      Maybe then I could face my son and my family with more confidence than I currently possessed… and a straight back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          AVERY JANE

        

      

    

    
      “Who was that?” Mama asked when she and Gran walked into AVery Pretty Petal after their run to José’s Diner for a late breakfast.

      Dixon held the door for them, and Gran craned her neck so far up and over her shoulder to get a good look at him that I thought I should warn her not to get a crick. As soon as the jingle bells announced the door had closed, my mama asked the question, and Gran’s head whipped right back around. Her curious eyes landed on mine.

      It wasn’t lying if I didn’t answer verbally, right?

      I shrugged.

      “He looks familiar,” Mama said. “Who was it?”

      “A guy.”

      “What guy?” Gran asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “Just a guy. He said he was buyin’ flowers for his mom. Isn’t that nice?”

      “Who’s his mother?” my own nosy mama asked.

      “Oh my gosh, you guys. I was tryin’ not to lie to you. And I’m not answerin’. You two are the biggest gossips this side of the Continental Divide, and some things don’t need to be announced over a bullhorn through town.”

      Gran gave up trying to coerce information out of me, but only because she knew I’d tell her later. She had more patience than a saint. She walked into the back room and picked up her knitting project, then relaxed into her rocking chair and her hands became a blur of loops and pulls.

      Mama, on the other hand, pressed her nose to the front window. “That man’s walkin’ into the sheriff’s station. Maybe he’s a criminal. I wouldn’t be surprised. All those tattoos, and did you see his hair? Ain’t no men around here wear their hair like that.”

      “Oh my God, Mama,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Just ’cause someone has tattoos and long hair doesn’t mean they’re bad. It just means they have tattoos and long hair.”

      “Yeah, but then what’s he doin’ at the station?”

      “Maybe he’s reportin’ a crime someone else committed.” I laughed. “Maybe he’s there to report that you’re stalkin’ him.”

      “Avery Jane Harlowe! I am not.”

      “Looks like you are.”

      She turned away from the window and crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, I’m not.”

      “Okay, good,” I said, waving my hand toward six buckets of flowers on the floor, “then you can help me get these lilies into the fridge in the back before their edges start to curl.”

      My childhood best friend had probably gone into the sheriff’s station to see his sister, Deputy Sheriff Abey Lee. If he’d just arrived in town, it seemed like a good place to start. I hadn’t seen or thought about him in a long time. Years. Not consciously anyway, but he’d always starred in my dreams.

      The last anyone knew, he had brought his son to town for his brother to raise, and then he ran again.

      Dixon and I hadn’t been friends in a long time. We’d grown up and grown apart, as kids do, but then I watched all through middle and high school as he became someone entirely different than the sweet little boy I’d spent my summers with. He became distant and angry, and he did every single thing the adults in his life told him not to.

      He’d gotten into more fights than I could count, and he’d been on track to waste his life. And I’d heard that was exactly what he’d been doing since he graduated high school by the skin of his teeth. He’d become an addict. He’d run away.

      But now he was back? And he looked… healthy. He looked strong, which was the complete opposite of how he’d looked the last time I’d seen him, two days after I graduated a year after him. I had been preparing to start business classes at the community college in Jackson. I hadn’t even waited until the fall semester; my first college course began two weeks after high school ended.

      But Dixon had been drunk that night at the local diner, causing a ruckus with his friends. They actually managed to break José’s front window when they chucked a chair at it. Dixon was lucky no one had been hurt, but he and his stupid friends had spent the night in jail anyway.

      That misguided, angry guy felt miles away. Now, Dixon seemed the opposite, quiet and stoic, mindful and… sad.

      If I was honest, the tattoos were kind of hot. One had been visible peeking out of his T-shirt on the side of his neck, and it looked like he had a dragon on his left forearm, but I imagined he had a lot more under his clothes. A mountain rose up the sides of his wrist and peaked at the center point of his right forearm, and he had numbers or markings on his fingers that made me curious. I kind of liked his long hair. His older brothers were pretty clean cut. They were both good men who treated their wives well and bought flowers for them regularly, like partners should.

      Dixon was different. He always had been.

      And that had never been more apparent than it was today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          DIXON

        

      

    

    
      The heavy sheriff’s station door slammed shut behind me from the momentum of its own weight when I entered, and the only person in the room looked up from a mass of papers on her desk.

      She was my brother’s girl, the one he’d brought with him when he came out to California four years ago to try to talk me into coming home. I hadn’t been ready then, though, and Brand showing up had made that pretty clear to me. He’d wanted me to face my past, but when they’d left and I spent the next week wide-eyed and jonesing at three in the morning, I knew for sure I wasn’t ready. Not even close.

      That was when I really went off the grid—Idaho, Alaska, and then I ended up in the PNW, acting like a fucking lumberjack in the Cascades, chopping down trees for a guy who gave me a cabin to live in and an honest wage.

      It was there I finally came to terms with myself in the dead of winter, when I couldn’t get down the mountain for food or water, nursing an empty stomach and frostbit fingers. That was when I finally knew I needed my family again and that I was ready to face them… and ready for them to need me.

      My brother’s girl—shit, what’s her name? For the life of me, I couldn’t remember. She didn’t say anything, but she looked up at me, and I watched as realization dawned in her eyes. She lifted the phone on her desk so slowly, it looked like she was moving in slow motion, and she pressed it to her ear, hit a button with a long finger, then spoke quietly, “Get out here right now.”

      She hung up the phone and stood, smoothing wrinkles out of her uniform pants with flat hands. “Dixon.”

      “Hello. I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name.” Looking at the nametag over the pocket of her stiff brown shirt, it read R. Fitts-Lee, and then I remembered. “Wait. Roxanne? You were my brother’s girl.”

      “Roxi.” She nodded. “And now I’m his wife.”

      A door slammed somewhere in the back hallway. I still remembered what that long, daunting corridor looked like from my teens and all the times I’d been dragged back to the sheriff’s office.

      I wasn’t in trouble now, but my tongue felt thick and my heart started racing again. “Y’all got married?” I said to Roxi, but my eyes didn’t stray from the hallway. “I’m sorry I missed it. That’s great. Congrat⁠—”

      But my best wishes stuck in my throat when my baby sister appeared at the end of the hallway.

      Tears filled Abey’s eyes, and she rushed toward me and threw her arms around my neck, reaching up on the tips of her work boots to hug me.

      I had been right to find her first. My sister was the embodiment of light and love, and her acceptance of me bolstered me and infused me with the confidence I needed to face the rest of our family.

      She held on tight, and tentatively, I hugged back, letting feathery wisps of her hair that had frizzed out of its bun tickle my cheek while I remembered the last time she’d tried to hug me, when I broke my arm because I had been too drunk to stand upright on my own.

      But I’d pushed her away then, and that broken arm was the reason I’d been in the passenger seat of my sister-in-law’s truck the day she died. And it was maybe the reason the CPR I’d administered hadn’t worked.

      The pain pills the hospital had given me for the break had been the reason I’d discovered heroin. And for a long time, I blamed those doctors for my dependence, but the truth was that my addiction was my own damn fault. I knew the first time I took one that those pills would lead me to Hell if I kept taking them. I remembered the moment I held the pill bottle over my toilet, but I didn’t dump them. I pocketed them and shoved two in my mouth.

      It was the last decision I remembered making before Hell really had rained its fire over my life. And it was the decision I regretted more than any other because it led to the most dire mistakes I’d ever made.

      Abey let go and began patting me all over, like she was trying to make sure I was real and at the same time check me for weapons or drugs. She pulled back and looked in my eyes. “Are you okay? When did you get here? Have you been home yet?”

      “Yes, I’m okay. I just got here, and no, I haven’t been home yet.”

      “Shit,” she said. “Mama’s gonna lose her mind.”

      “How is Merv? How’s her health?” I asked, using the nickname we’d given her years ago. She wasn’t “Mama” in my head anymore. Good manners would make me call her “Mama” to her face, but inside, the name was too vulnerable, too painful, because mamas were supposed to protect and defend. Mervella Lee hadn’t so much, and part of the reason I’d come home hinged on being able to flip some darkness from my past into the light of day. Merv would be pretty integral to that objective.

      But she wasn’t the main reason I’d come home. That honor went to Stu.

      And to me.

      “She’s good. Older than you’ll remember, but she’s healthy. Um, okay, can you wait for me? The mayor’s sittin’ in my office right now and we’re on a video call with the governor. Or Roxi could drive you to the ranch.”

      Abey looked at her deputy, and Roxi nodded agreement, but I didn’t want to inconvenience her.

      “Thanks, but I need to stop in at the community center next door. I checked online, and they have AA and NA meetings there. I wanna get the schedule. I’ll wait for you, if that’s alright? I might grab somethin’ from the coffee shop.”

      “Yeah,” my sister said, wiping an escaped tear from under her eye with her index finger, “that’s fine. I’ll be a half hour probably.” She grabbed hold of my hand, squeezed, and smiled so widely that my heart ached. “Just… don’t leave, okay?”

      Shaking my head, I promised, “I won’t.”

      No, I wouldn’t be doing that. No more running. I’d come home to stay. It was fixing to be painful and uncomfortable, but my son was a bright and shining tether to my hometown, and there was no goddamn way I’d risk losing my grip on it again.
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      When I left the station and headed across the alleyway to Ace’s House, Wisper’s community center, the midday sun blinded me. I’d left my sunglasses in a roadside john somewhere in northern Nevada and hadn’t bothered to replace them, but now I wished I had.

      There used to be a sundry shop down Main Street. Henly was the owner’s name, and if he was still running it, I was betting they’d have some cheap shades. If I had time after talking to the community center people, I’d head that way and see what I could find.

      When I was a kid, the building I had just entered housed the local newspaper’s offices. Merv could probably tell me when that had gone out of business and been bought by whoever turned it into a community center, but somehow, it still smelled the same, like musty, yellowed paper and wet ink.

      As my feet crossed the threshold, a memory bubbled up from the depths of my subconscious of my dad dragging me along to place an ad in the paper for summer help on our sheep farm. My brothers and I helped after school, but we had been young and Noah Lee needed grown men with muscles and lambing experience.

      Usually, I worked hard not to let memories of him enter my active thoughts, not unless my ass was glued to the seat of a chair in a therapist’s office, but this memory seemed innocent enough. There were no fists shaping the memory or words of degradation, just a little boy following the man he looked up to more than anyone into an old brick building, hoping that after, his dad might take him for an ice cream cone or a milkshake.

      The memory was too fuzzy for me to see through it, so I couldn’t remember if the day had ended with a dairy overdose. It was doubtful, though, since the man had never deigned to acknowledge me unless he was cussing me, but it felt fitting to me that as I came to inquire about NA meetings at the community center, a memory of Noah Lee would creep up.

      His love—or more precisely, the lack of it—was the catalyst to my addiction, and the original reason I needed meetings in the first place.

      “How can I help you?” a man asked, and I shook the memory away as I focused on his face. He wasn’t familiar.

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I heard y’all hold meetings here?”

      “We do,” he said. “What kind of meetings are you looking for? We have all kinds of meetings here.”

      The knowing look in the man’s shrewd eyes told me he’d taken one look at me and knew exactly what I was asking, but he wasn’t about to let me off the hook.

      “NA or AA.”

      He nodded. “Come with me,” he said, and he turned and didn’t wait for me to follow him to an office.

      I shut the door quietly behind me when I entered, and he sat behind a big mahogany desk. He pulled open a drawer and took out a piece of paper.

      “The meeting times are listed here. They don’t change often, but if there’s ever a scheduling issue or we have bad weather, you can find updates on our website. The address is there.” He set the paper on the desk, pushed it in my direction, and pointed to a blur of print at the bottom.

      “Thanks,” I said, grabbing the paper. I folded it and shoved it in my back pocket.

      “Right now, we only offer AA meetings. We had a guy who ran the NA meetings, but he and his wife recently moved, so until we find someone else, you’re welcome at AA. The meetings aren’t formal, and there’s usually crossover anyway.”

      “It’s cool,” I said. “An addict’s an addict, and I’m no stranger to alcohol.”

      “Me either,” he said. “I’m Theo by the way. Are you new in town?”

      Reaching across the desk, I shook his hand. “Dixon. Technically, yeah, I guess I am. I grew up here, but I’ve been away a long time.”

      “Welcome home, Dixon.”

      “Thanks.”

      “There’s a meeting tomorrow morning if you’re interested.”

      “I’ll be here,” I said, thinking that, after facing the rest of my family, a meeting would be more than necessary.
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