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Dedication
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For anyone who has ever carried pain longer than they should have had to.

You are more than what happened to you.

And if a patient cowboy happens to come along and remind you of that, well... I hope you let him.
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Cole

The highway cuts through the countryside in a long stretch of asphalt that seems to run forever. Tall grass rolls out on either side of the road, pale gold under the late afternoon sun, and the fence lines drift past my window in a steady rhythm that makes the miles feel easy.

My truck hums along beneath me, the engine carrying that deep familiar rumble I’ve listened to across more states than I can count. The steering wheel sits warm beneath my palms while warm summer air drifts through the cracked window, carrying the smell of dust and dry fields.

Brooks & Dunn crackle through the speakers.

Boot Scootin’ Boogie.

The radio signal fades in and out the farther I get from the last town, but the beat still comes through strong enough that my fingers tap lightly against the wheel.

I’ve been driving most of the day. The kind of driving where the road stretches long and quiet and a man can let his mind wander without worrying much about where it lands.

That’s how it’s been for a while now.

Town to town.

Job to job.

Most places start looking the same after enough miles. A gas station, a diner, maybe a bar if the town’s big enough. Folks who look at a stranger just long enough to decide whether he’s worth asking about.

I usually move on before anyone decides.

The truck hits a small dip in the road, the suspension creaking in that familiar way that tells me I probably should replace the shocks one of these days. I make a mental note of it and reach over to turn the radio up a little.

The next song slides in just as the road curves through a stretch of cottonwood trees.

Amarillo by Morning.

That one makes me smile.

My old man used to play George Strait in the barn while he worked horses. I grew up listening to the sound of metal striking hoof and country music humming through dusty speakers. By the time I was old enough to hold the tools steady myself, shoeing horses already felt as natural as breathing.

Turns out it’s a trade that travels well.

Ranches always need a farrier somewhere.

I spent a few years doing other work before coming back to it. Different kind of work. Different kind of life.

The Army teaches a man plenty about movement. Special Forces teaches him the rest. Pack light. Sleep anywhere. Leave before the ground beneath your boots starts feeling too familiar.

Some habits stick longer than others.

The road straightens again as the trees thin out, and the fields open wide on both sides of the highway. A weathered barn sits in the distance, leaning slightly toward the wind like it’s been standing there longer than it was built to.

The radio shifts again.

The opening notes of When I Get Where I’m Going drift through the truck, soft and steady.

I lean back a little in the seat as the song settles in, one hand resting loose on the wheel while the tires hum against the pavement.

Up ahead, a green road sign rises from the shoulder of the highway.

The white letters catch the afternoon sun as I get closer.

OAKRIDGE – POP. 2,148

I ease my foot off the gas as the truck rolls past the sign and the road narrows slightly. A two-lane stretch carries me toward a cluster of buildings sitting quiet beneath a line of oak trees that stretch along the edge of town.

There are no traffic lights blinking, or cars pushing through the streets, making this place look calm.

Just a small town settling into the slow rhythm of early evening.

The fuel gauge on my dash dips a little lower than I like and my stomach gives a quiet reminder that breakfast was hours ago.

I shift my grip on the steering wheel and guide the truck toward the main road leading into Oakridge, figuring a town this size has to have a gas station somewhere.

Maybe even a diner somewhere, if I’m lucky.

The main road through town runs straight for a few blocks before bending around a small square. A hardware store sits on one corner with weathered wooden steps leading up to the front door. A barber shop stands across from it, the striped pole outside turning slow and steady.

Halfway down the street, a small gas station comes into view.

Two pumps sit beneath a narrow metal awning, the paint faded from years of sun and wind. A pickup truck occupies one of the spots, an old ranch rig with mud dried along the wheel wells.

I pull in beside the empty pump and cut the engine.

The sudden quiet settles around me as the truck ticks softly, cooling beneath the hood. Gravel crunches under my boots when I step out and stretch the stiffness from my shoulders.

The smell of gasoline and warm asphalt hangs in the air.

I swipe my card through the reader and start the pump, leaning one arm against the side of the truck while the tank fills. Across the street, the rest of the town moves slow and easy. A couple walks past the hardware store carrying a bag between them. A dog trots along the sidewalk like it has somewhere important to be.

The song on the radio continues through the open window of my truck.

Should’ve Been A Cowboy.

The quiet notes drift across the lot while the pump clicks steadily beside me.

My stomach reminds me again that coffee and a biscuit early this morning hardly counts as a full day’s fuel.

That’s when I notice the building across the street.

A squat brick diner sits near the corner beneath a row of oak trees, the windows glowing warm in the early evening light. A neon sign hums softly in the front window.

The kind of place that probably serves coffee strong enough to wake the dead and breakfast plates big enough to fix a man’s bad decisions.

The pump clicks off.

I replace the nozzle, screw the gas cap back into place, and slide into the driver’s seat again.

The engine turns over with its familiar rumble.

Across the street, the diner windows glow steady and inviting.

My stomach makes the decision before I do.

I guide the truck out of the gas station lot and roll across the road.

Gravel crunches beneath the tires as I pull into the lot beside the building.

The neon sign buzzes softly above the door:

Mabel’s Diner.
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Cole

The bell above the diner door gives a soft chime as I step inside.

Warm air greets me first, carrying the smell of fresh coffee, butter, and something frying on a well-seasoned griddle. The place has that comfortable kind of warmth that settles in your chest before you even realize it.

A long counter stretches along the back wall facing the open kitchen, with a row of round stools bolted to the floor. Booths line the outer walls of the diner, their red vinyl seats worn smooth from years of use, while a handful of small tables with wooden chairs fill the middle of the room.

Every wall holds something different. Framed photographs of high school football teams. Old black-and-white pictures of the town from decades ago. A couple of faded license plates and a wooden sign shaped like the state hanging crooked near the window. None of it looks decorative in the way chain restaurants try to be. Everything feels collected over time, like each piece belongs to someone who still lives nearby.

Near the front door sits a glass display case filled with baked goods. Cinnamon rolls with thick white icing rest on metal trays beside slices of pie and a basket of muffins wrapped in wax paper. A small handwritten sign propped beside the case reads Please seat yourself, though it’s pushed halfway behind a napkin holder like nobody has needed the reminder in years.

Each table holds a small stack of menus, silverware rolled in napkins, and a clean coffee mug turned upside down beside a sugar caddy.

It’s an older diner, but it’s the kind of place that’s been cared for. Nothing feels worn out. Just well used.

A cheerful voice carries across the room before I’ve even made it past the door.

“Hiya! Welcome in! Sit wherever you’d like and I’ll be right over to get you some coffee and something to eat!”

I glance toward the counter and spot the source immediately. A woman stands behind the register near the kitchen window with a coffee pot in one hand and a wide smile that seems permanently attached to her face.

You can hear the smile in her voice.

The diner isn’t packed, but it isn’t empty either. A couple of booths hold families finishing dinner, while two older men sit near the front window talking over plates of eggs and toast. The low hum of conversation fills the room without ever getting loud enough to crowd the space.

It feels... welcoming.

I take my time walking toward the counter, figuring a stool makes more sense than taking up a whole table for myself. As I pass the booths, a few people glance up briefly. Each of them offers the same small-town greeting—a polite nod, an easy smile—before returning to their meals or conversations.

An act of acknowledgement and not an ounce of suspicion.

I slide onto one of the stools near the end of the counter and pull a menu closer.

The laminated pages offer the kind of choices that aim to please everyone. Chicken tenders with fries. Corn dogs for kids. Burgers stacked with melted cheese and thick slices of tomato.

Further down the menu, the food shifts into something that feels more familiar.

Country fried steak with eggs and hash browns. Country ham with grits. Buttermilk pancakes with warm syrup. A breakfast platter with sausage, eggs, and fried potatoes.

Then I notice the bold lettering printed beneath the breakfast section.

Biscuits and Gravy — Saturdays Only

A small grin pulls at the corner of my mouth.

Today happens to be Saturday.

Right on cue, the woman from the register approaches with a coffee pot in hand. She flips my mug upright without asking and fills it with a steady stream of dark coffee.

“Are you just traveling through,” she asks casually, “or are you new to town?”

Her tone sounds friendly rather than curious in the suspicious way strangers sometimes get in small places.

I wrap my hands around the warm mug and take a sip before answering.

“Not too sure yet.”

She gives a knowing hum like that answer makes perfect sense.

“Well, you picked a good place to stop either way. What can I get started for you?”

I tap the menu lightly.

“I’ll take the biscuits and gravy. Maybe some eggs on the side.”

“Great choice,” she says with a grin. “I might be biased, but our biscuits and gravy are the best there is.”

She scribbles the order onto a small ticket pad.

“I’ll bring that right up.”

After tearing the slip free, she clips it to a metal rail near the kitchen window and heads toward another table before I remember something.

“Ma’am—could I also get some toast?”

She turns back with a quick nod.

“Of course you can.”

The ticket gets another quick scribble before disappearing into the kitchen window.

I sip my coffee while waiting, letting my eyes wander across the diner. The conversations blend together into an easy background hum, punctuated by the occasional clatter of plates and the soft scrape of chairs against the floor.

There’s something about the place that settles a man down without trying too hard.

Maybe it’s the smell of food cooking, or the easy laughter coming from one of the booths.

Maybe it’s the way nobody seems rushed.

The food arrives a few minutes later in a heavy white plate that lands in front of me with a satisfying weight.

Two soft biscuits sit buried beneath a thick blanket of sausage gravy, with eggs and toast on the side.

The smell alone tells me this place knows what it’s doing.

I take a bite.

Mabel wasn’t exaggerating.

The biscuits come apart soft and buttery beneath the gravy, the sausage seasoned just right. I chew slowly, taking another bite before I’ve even finished the first.

Good thing my mama isn’t here to hear this.

She’d never forgive me for admitting someone else might make better biscuits.

Halfway through the plate, I realize the toast came dry.

I glance down the counter and catch Mabel’s attention across the room.

“Ma’am, could I please get some jell—”

She gets pulled into another conversation before I can finish the sentence.

I shrug it off and reach for my coffee again.

No big deal.

That’s when I hear a voice beside me.

Soft and gentle—sweet enough to stop a man mid-thought.

“I hope you don’t take offense,” the woman says, holding out a small stack of jelly packets with a warm smile. “Mabel gets a little busy sometimes, but she’d never ignore you.”

I turn toward her.

She stands just to my right, the small jelly containers resting in her palm. A loose braid falls over one shoulder, and the soft smile she gives me reaches her eyes in a way that feels easy and genuine.

“Here,” she adds. “You can have mine. I won’t use it.”

“Thank you,” I say, accepting them.

She gives a small nod before returning to the table beside the counter where she’d been sitting. The moment feels so natural it’s almost easy to miss.

She doesn’t linger or ask questions. She simply offers the help and goes back to her own meal.

As she walks away, the braid shifts slightly across her shoulder with each step.

I turn back to my plate and finish the rest of my food while the low hum of conversation continues around me. The plate empties faster than I expect, and by the time I lean back from the counter, my stomach feels full in the comfortable way only good diner food manages.

I leave enough cash on the counter to cover the bill along with a generous tip before sliding off the stool.

Mabel spots me heading for the door from across the diner.

“Thanks for stopping in!” she calls with that same warm voice. “Hope you enjoyed it!”

“I did,” I say with a small wave.

The evening air greets me again as I step outside.

I climb back into my truck and rest my hands on the steering wheel for a moment without starting the engine.

The town sits quiet around me as the streetlights flicker on one by one and the sun sinks lower behind the oak trees. I could leave tonight and keep moving like I always do, but instead I find myself wondering what this place might look like in the morning. Maybe I’ll stay a couple of days and see what Oakridge has to offer before heading down the road again.
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Lainey

My water bottle, coffee, and phone balance precariously in one hand while the other digs through my bag. The thing is so overstuffed it’s a miracle I ever find what I’m looking for. Somewhere inside are lesson plans, a handful of pens that may or may not work, a few stray crayons that migrated there from someone’s backpack, and at least two granola bars that probably got crushed weeks ago.

I really should take the time to clean it out and organize everything.

The chances of that happening anytime soon are slim. I seem to enjoy torturing myself slowly with things like this.

My fingers finally close around my keys, and I let out a small sigh of relief as I unlock the classroom door.

Getting here early is my favorite part of the day. The hallway is quiet, the lights still dim, and for a few minutes the world feels calm before the energy of twenty-something small humans bursts through the door. I set my bag on my desk, take a slow sip of coffee, and glance around the room while the morning sunlight spills across the reading rug near the window.

Colorful drawings cover the bulletin boards, and the alphabet chart along the wall leans slightly where someone bumped it yesterday. The room smells faintly of crayons and dry-erase markers, and the quiet settles around me in that familiar way that tells me the day is about to begin.

The first voices echo down the hallway a few minutes later.

The classroom door swings open before I even make it back to my desk.

“Miss Lainey!”

A blur of small sneakers barrels straight toward me.

“Casey!” I laugh, steadying her before she knocks both of us over. “Good morning, sweet girl.”

She beams up at me, and I immediately notice the new gap in her smile.

“Well look at that,” I say, crouching down so we’re eye level. “Another tooth?”

She nods proudly. “It fell out at dinner.”

“I bet the tooth fairy was very impressed.”

Casey giggles and runs toward her cubby while the rest of the class begins trickling in behind her.

We only have two schools in Oakridge—Oakridge Elementary and Oakridge High School—but nobody actually calls them that. Around town they’re simply the elementary school and the high school. When your town barely pushes a couple thousand people, formal names tend to fall by the wayside.

My classroom holds kindergarten through third grade all together. Some people assume that means chaos, but I’ve always loved it. The older kids help the younger ones, the younger ones look up to the older ones, and before long they start acting more like a family than a group of students.

Within minutes the room fills with movement.

“Miss Lainey, look what I drew!”

I turn to see Noah holding up a piece of paper almost as big as his face. The drawing is mostly blue crayon scribbles with something that vaguely resembles a wolf in the center.

“Well would you look at that,” I say, kneeling beside him. “That might be the fiercest wolf I’ve ever seen.”

His face lights up instantly.

“I told you he’d like it,” one of the third graders says from a nearby table.

I reach into my desk drawer and pull out a small sheet of stickers.

“I might know someone who deserves a wolf sticker today.”

Noah gasps like I’ve just handed him treasure.

Across the room, Liam sits quietly near the edge of the reading rug, watching the others but not quite joining in. I walk over and sit down beside him rather than towering above him.

“Morning, Liam,” I say gently. “How are we feeling today?”

He shrugs, but the tightness in his shoulders loosens slightly when I sit there beside him.

“That’s okay,” I tell him. “You can hang out with me for a minute if you want.”

A few of the older students begin helping the younger ones unpack backpacks while I finish writing the day’s schedule on the board. By the time the bell rings, the room has settled into its usual rhythm.

“Alright everyone,” I say, clapping my hands once. “Morning meeting on the rug.”

Shoes shuffle across the floor as the kids gather.

We start the day the same way we always do, with a few announcements and a short reading together before breaking into learning groups. Teaching multiple grades in one classroom means everything runs in rotations, which sounds complicated until you get used to it.

While the kindergarteners gather around the small table near my desk to work on phonics, the first graders head to the reading center by the window. The second graders open their math workbooks at one of the tables in the middle of the room, and the third graders spread out with writing assignments.

Within minutes the quiet buzz of learning fills the room.

At one point I glance up to see one of my third graders leaning over beside a kindergartner.

“The B has the belly on the right,” she explains patiently, pointing to the letter.

The younger student nods like the secret of the universe has just been revealed.

I smile and pretend not to notice.

A little while later, I reach into the bottom drawer of my desk and quietly slide a couple of granola bars across the table to two students who arrived without breakfast. Neither of them says anything, but the grateful looks they give me are more than enough.

Later, while explaining a math problem to the second graders, I attempt what I think is a very clever joke about subtraction.

The room falls silent for a moment before several kids groan dramatically.

“That was terrible,” one of the third graders announces.

I press a hand to my chest in mock offense. “Wow. That hurts my feelings.”

They laugh anyway.

The day moves quickly after that, the way it always does when you’re busy helping small humans figure out the world.

By the time the final bell rings, most of the students race out the door toward buses and waiting parents. One student lingers behind his desk, staring down at the open book in front of him.

“Everything alright, Mateo?” I ask as I walk over.

He nods uncertainly. “I just can’t get this part.”

I pull a chair beside him and lean over the page.

“Let’s try it together.”

We spend the next fifteen minutes sounding out words one letter at a time. When he finally finishes the sentence on his own, his entire face lights up.

“You did that,” I tell him.

He grins proudly before gathering his things and heading out the door.

The quiet that follows feels different from the quiet of the morning. Desks sit slightly crooked, a few pencils have rolled across the floor, and someone forgot a jacket on the back of a chair.

I straighten a few things before grabbing my bag and heading out.

East Market sits just down Spruce Court from the school, right across Main Street. It takes barely a minute to get there, and the little grocery store has been part of Oakridge longer than most of the buildings in town. Stepping inside always feels a little like walking into someone’s living room where everyone already knows your name. 

“Afternoon, Miss Lainey,” the cashier calls as soon as I walk in.

“Well hey there, Carol.”

I grab a small basket and make my way through the aisles, picking up a few things for dinner. Halfway down the produce section, a woman stops beside me with a smile.

“Miss Lainey, I just wanted to thank you for helpin’ Jamie with his reading,” she says. “He came home so proud yesterday.”

“Well that makes my day,” I tell her with a warm smile.

Moments like that always stay with me longer than the hard days.

By the time I reach the checkout counter, Carol is already ringing up the person ahead of me.

“How were the kiddos today?” she asks.

“Oh, they were energetic,” I say with a small laugh. “Which usually means I’ll sleep real well tonight.”

She chuckles as she hands me my receipt.

Leaving East Market, I turn left onto Main Street and head toward the edge of town. The drive home takes about fifteen minutes if I don’t get stuck behind a tractor, which happens often enough that most folks around here don’t bother rushing anymore.

The road opens up once the houses thin out, giving way to wide fields that stretch out beneath the late afternoon sun. Long shadows fall across the grass, and a small group of cattle grazes lazily behind a weathered wooden fence as I pass.

I ease my foot off the gas for a moment, letting the truck slow slightly as I look out over the pasture.

Something about the sight of it makes me think of my dad.

The thought settles in quietly, the way it sometimes does when I’m driving these back roads.

The sight of the pasture always makes me think of my dad.
He used to slow the truck down along this same stretch of road, pointing out the cattle like I hadn’t already seen them a hundred times before.
The memory drifts through my mind for a moment before the road curves ahead and I press my foot back on the gas, continuing toward home.
A few minutes later I turn onto the narrow lane that leads toward my property, the familiar stretch of gravel crunching beneath my tires as the house comes into view.
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Lainey

A wide oak tree spreads its branches across the front yard, and I guide the truck beneath the shade it casts before shutting off the engine. The sudden quiet settles around me in that familiar way that always makes my shoulders relax.

Home.

My house sits just beyond the tree, its green siding catching the last of the evening sun. A porch wraps around the front, and a wooden swing hangs near the corner where the breeze moves through the yard. The chain creaks softly every now and then, the sound carrying easily in the quiet.

Behind the house, neat rows of the garden stretch toward the fence line.

A few chickens wander lazily through the yard, scratching at the dirt like they own the place.

Which, honestly, they kind of do.

I grab the grocery bag from the passenger seat and head inside first. The kitchen greets me with the same quiet stillness as the yard outside, and I set the bag on the counter before unpacking everything I picked up at East Market. Eggs go into the fridge beside the ones I collected yesterday, a small carton of milk finds its place on the top shelf, and the rest disappears into the pantry one item at a time.

It doesn’t take long.

Once everything is put away, I step back outside and make my way toward the small shed beside the coop.

The moment I open the door, three of the chickens come trotting toward me like they’ve been waiting all afternoon.

“Well hello to y’all too,” I laugh, scooping up the metal bucket of feed. “Miss me already?”

They cluck impatiently while I make my way toward the coop.

The late evening air still holds a little warmth from the day, and the smell of fresh soil drifts from the garden rows as I scatter feed across the ground. The chickens move quickly, pecking happily while I lean against the fence for a moment.

I pull my phone from my pocket and tap the music app.

A familiar country song fills the quiet yard through the small speaker.

Within seconds, I’m singing along.

Badly.

“♪ I don’t want another heartbreak, I don’t need another turn to cry, no. ♪”

One of the chickens looks up at me like it’s reconsidering our entire relationship.

“Oh don’t look at me like that,” I tell her, tossing a little more feed her way. “You’re lucky I’m not charging admission.”

The music keeps playing while I move through the rest of the evening chores.

Inside the coop, I collect the eggs one by one and place them carefully into the small basket I brought with me. The hens cluck softly around me, shifting on their roosts while I work.

Once the basket is full, I carry it toward the garden behind the house.

The rows are still warm from the day’s sun. Tomato vines climb neatly along their supports, and the beans wind their way up the trellis just the way they’re supposed to. I grab the watering can from beside the shed and begin making my way down the rows, giving each plant a slow drink.

Gardens have a way of teaching patience, because if you try to rush them they simply refuse to cooperate. A few steps beyond the garden stand a small row of fruit trees.

The Honeycrisp apples hang low on the branches this year, their red skins catching the fading sunlight as I walk past. I reach up to brush my fingers lightly against one of them, checking its firmness before letting it hang where it is.

I test one of the apples with a gentle twist before letting it hang where it is. Another week or two and it should be ready. A quiet sense of pride settles in my chest as I step back and look over the yard. None of it is fancy, but it’s mine.

By the time the sky begins to deepen into evening, the chores are finished and the chickens have settled into their usual nighttime grumbling.

I rinse my hands at the outdoor faucet before heading back inside.

Dinner is simple tonight. I slice one of the tomatoes from the garden and add it to a grilled cheese sandwich, letting the butter sizzle softly in the pan while the bread turns golden. It’s nothing fancy, but it tastes better knowing exactly where half of it came from.

I carry my plate to the small kitchen table and eat while the last light of the day fades through the window.

Once the dishes are rinsed and left to dry beside the sink, I grab my book and head out to the porch.

The swing creaks softly beneath me as I sit down, pulling a blanket over my legs and opening the book I left on the small table beside the door. A lantern glows warmly beside me, casting soft light across the pages while the sounds of the countryside settle in around the house.

Crickets hum steadily in the grass while somewhere in the distance a truck passes along the highway. The quiet stretches across the land in every direction, the kind of quiet that lets a person breathe. I read a few pages before lowering the book to my lap, my eyes drifting out across the dark land surrounding the house.

The property isn’t nearly as big as the ranch I grew up on. Back then the land stretched so far you could ride half a day and still feel like you hadn’t seen all of it. This place is smaller and simpler, but it’s enough. The thought settles comfortably in my chest as I close the book and stand from the swing. Inside, the house waits in the same peaceful silence, and after turning off the lantern I step through the front door, leaving the quiet night behind me.
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Lainey

By the time Friday afternoon rolls around, the last of the students have already scattered toward buses and waiting parents, leaving the school halls quiet again. After locking my classroom for the weekend, I climb into my truck and pull out of the school lot, turning left onto Main Street as I head toward the center of town.

The drive only takes a minute before I turn again onto Cedar Drive. Ridge Feed & Supply sits right on the corner, its weathered wooden sign swinging slightly in the breeze above the front porch. I pull into the lot and cut the engine, already spotting a couple of familiar trucks parked out front.

The bell above the door gives a dull jingle when I step inside.

The place smells exactly the way it always does—hay, grain, leather, and a little bit of dust that never quite settles no matter how often someone sweeps the floors. The wide wooden boards beneath my boots creak as I walk further in, and tall stacks of feed bags line the walls like uneven towers.

Near the counter, a couple of men lean against a display of fencing wire while they talk about cattle prices like it’s the most important thing happening in the world.

In Oakridge, sometimes it is.

“Afternoon, Lainey,” comes a familiar voice from behind the counter.

I look up to see Calvin Jenkins standing beside the register, wiping his hands on a rag that probably hasn’t been clean since the Clinton administration.

“Hey there, Cal,” I say, smiling as I walk up to the counter.

“Chickens runnin’ you ragged again?”

“Only because they’re spoiled rotten,” I tell him.

One of the men near the fencing wire chuckles.

“Those birds eat better than I do.”

“That’s because you don’t have the charm they do,” I reply.

Cal laughs and nods toward the back of the store.

“Feed’s stacked back there same as usual.”

I thank him and make my way toward the tall pallets of feed bags stacked along the rear wall. The burlap sacks are piled nearly shoulder high, the labels printed in big bold letters that promise healthy birds and strong eggs.

Just as I reach for the first bag, another voice speaks up behind me.

“Here, let me get that for you.”

I turn to see Jared Walker stepping around the pallet.

He works out on one of the bigger ranches just outside town, and judging by the dust on his boots and the sweat-darkened brim of his hat, he’s coming straight from a long day’s work.

“You don’t have to do that,” I tell him.

“Probably don’t,” he says easily, hoisting the bag over one shoulder anyway. “But I’m gonna.”

I laugh and grab a second bag while he carries the first one toward the front of the store.

After paying, we step outside into the late afternoon sunlight together, the warm air carrying the smell of hay from somewhere down the road. My truck sits parked near the hitching rail beside the entrance.

Jared lifts the feed bag into the bed like it weighs nothing.

“You know,” he says as I set the second bag beside it, “most folks would just get one bag at a time.”

“My chickens would file a formal complaint,” I reply.

He chuckles as he brushes his hands together.

“They’re probably the most well-fed birds in three counties.”

“That’s because they’re very demanding.”

Jared leans one elbow against the side of the truck and looks at me with the same half-smile he’s worn every time we’ve had this conversation before.

“So, tell me something, Lainey.”

I already know where this is going.

“You ever gonna let me take you out?”

I can’t help but laugh softly.

“You don’t wanna date me, Jared.”

“Why’s that?”

“There are plenty of pretty and interesting ladies in this town,” I tell him lightly. “You should try one of them.”

He shakes his head with a grin.

“You’re both of those things.”

“Well, that’s kind of you to say,” I reply, climbing up onto the truck step to settle the feed bags properly. “But I still think you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Jared studies me for a moment before finally lifting his hands in surrender.

“One of these days you’re gonna run out of excuses.”

“Maybe,” I say with a smile. “But today ain’t that day.”

He laughs and tips the brim of his hat.

“Alright, Miss Lainey. I’ll keep tryin’.”

“I’d be alarmed if you didn’t.”

I thank him again before climbing into the driver’s seat.

As I pull the door closed and start the truck, I glance back through the window just long enough to see him heading back toward the store.

The smile stays on my face for a moment.

Then it fades.

Not because Jared isn’t nice.

He is.

Kind, hardworking, the sort of man plenty of women around here would be lucky to end up with.

But the thought of dating someone never gets very far in my mind before I push it aside.

Some things are just easier left alone.

I shift the truck into gear and pull away from Ridge Feed & Supply, the road stretching out ahead of me as I head back toward home.
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Cole

The smell of hay and grain lingers in the air at Ridge Feed & Supply while I finish paying for the supplies stacked on the counter in front of me. The place has the same feel most rural feed stores do—wide plank floors worn smooth from years of boots passing over them, tall pallets of feed bags stacked against the walls, and the quiet hum of conversation drifting from whichever locals happen to be leaning near the register.

Cal Jenkins rings up the last item and slides the receipt across the counter.

“That oughta do it,” he says.

I nod and tuck the receipt into my pocket before lifting the small box of horseshoe nails and a coil of wire from the counter. The rest of what I bought waits outside in the bed of my truck.

“Appreciate it,” I tell him.

Cal gives an easy wave before turning to greet someone else walking through the door.

The bell above the entrance jingles softly behind me as I step outside into the afternoon sunlight.

Two ranch trucks sit parked near the porch rail, their beds dusted with dried mud and hay. I cross the lot toward my own truck, shifting the box in my hands as I move.

That’s when I notice her.

She stands near the back of a pickup a few spaces over, talking with a ranch hand while he lifts a heavy feed bag into the bed of her truck.

It takes me a second to place where I’ve seen her before.

Then it clicks.

The diner.

The jelly packets.

She’s laughing at something the guy just said, her head tipped slightly back as the late afternoon sun catches the braid hanging over her shoulder. The sound carries lightly across the lot, warm and easy in a way that makes it clear she’s comfortable here.

The ranch hand finishes setting the bag down and brushes his hands together before leaning one elbow against the side of her truck.

Even from where I stand, I can see the shift in his posture as he works up the nerve to say something. A moment later he speaks, and she laughs again, though the words don’t carry across the lot. The look that follows tells me everything I need to know.

The man asks the question with a hopeful half-smile, and she answers him with the same warm expression she’s been wearing the whole time.

Whatever she says makes him laugh, though there’s a hint of defeat in it. She turned him down, but not harshly or awkwardly. If anything, she did it kindly.

The conversation wraps up a few seconds later, and she climbs into the driver’s seat of her truck while the ranch hand tips his hat and heads back toward the store.

Her engine starts, and she pulls out of the lot without noticing me standing near my truck.

I watch the dust settle for a moment after she disappears down the road.

Something about the interaction lingers in my mind.

Most women I’ve known wouldn’t turn down a decent guy that easily, especially in a town this small.

I shake the thought off and finish loading my supplies into the truck before climbing behind the wheel.

The Oakridge Motel sits near the edge of town right where Main Street meets Oak Street, one of the first buildings you see when driving into Oakridge. A low row of rooms stretches along the gravel lot, the siding faded from years of sun and dust. It’s nothing fancy, but it’s clean enough and cheap enough for a place I only expected to stay a night or two.

That was four nights ago.

Inside the room, the air conditioner hums steadily while I sit on the edge of the bed with my phone in one hand. The mattress dips slightly beneath my weight as I scroll through listings for rentals in the area.

There aren’t many options. A couple of small houses sit outside town, and one short-term cabin appears in the listings, though it looks like it may already be rented. Most of the postings are old and half outdated, but I keep scrolling anyway. I hadn’t planned on staying here longer than a few days, yet Oakridge has a way of making a man slow down. The quiet helps, and the horses don’t hurt either.

The next morning finds me standing in the dirt paddock of a ranch a few miles outside town.

A bay gelding shifts his weight patiently while I work, his hoof resting steady between my knees as I finish shaping the shoe. The metal rings softly each time the hammer meets it, the sound carrying across the open pasture.

“Horse seems to like you,” the rancher says from the fence line.

I glance up briefly.

“He’s a good one,” I reply.

The gelding flicks an ear back toward my voice before settling again while I nail the shoe into place.

Most horses don’t mind the work if you move calmly and give them a reason to trust you.

I set the hoof down and run a hand along the horse’s shoulder before stepping back to look at the fit.

“That oughta hold him for a while.”

The rancher nods in approval.

““You passin’ through,” he asks casually, “or you stickin’ around awhile?”

I lean against the fence rail while packing up my tools.

“Not sure yet.”

The rancher nods toward the gelding standing calmly in the paddock behind me.

“Well, if you do decide to stick around, we’d be glad to have you take care of the horses.” He rests his arms along the fence rail. “You can usually tell what kind of man someone is by the way a horse behaves around him, and that one trusted you just fine.”

I finish loading the last of my tools into the truck and pull out of the ranch a short while later. The road winds back toward town through stretches of open pasture, fence lines sliding past the window while the late afternoon sun dips lower behind the hills.

Oakridge comes into view again a few minutes later, the small cluster of buildings sitting quiet along Main Street. It’s the kind of town a man could pass through without much notice if he wanted to.

I’ve done that plenty of times before.

The thought lingers while I drive past the familiar storefronts and ease through the center of town. Nothing here is loud or hurried. People take their time talking on the sidewalks, trucks idle outside the hardware store, and somewhere down the street a screen door slaps shut.

Places like this have a rhythm to them.

I haven’t stayed anywhere long enough to notice one in a while.

By the time I reach the edge of town again, the idea has already started settling into place.

Maybe I’ll stay here awhile.
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Cole

Morning light slips through the thin curtains of the Oakridge Motel room and lands across the foot of the bed.

I sit there for a minute before getting up, listening to the low hum of the air conditioner and the occasional truck passing along Main Street outside. The room has done its job the past few nights. The mattress isn’t terrible, the shower works, and the coffee maker on the small dresser manages to produce something close enough to coffee to get a man moving in the morning.

For a short stay, it’s fine.

The problem isn’t the room.

The problem sits outside in the parking lot.

My farrier trailer takes up nearly half the space along the edge of the gravel lot, wedged between a pair of faded parking lines that clearly weren’t meant for someone hauling a rig like mine. Yesterday I had to move it so a rancher could swing his truck around without clipping the hitch.

Motels aren’t built for people who travel with equipment.

I sit on the edge of the bed and pick up my phone again, scrolling through the same handful of rental listings I looked at the night before.

Oakridge doesn’t have many options.

Most of the listings are either old or already spoken for, and a couple of them look like they haven’t been updated since before smartphones existed.

Then one catches my eye.

House for rent — edge of town.

The description is short and the photo isn’t much to look at, but the address puts it near the park on the edge of town, across the main road from the East Market.

More importantly, the satellite image shows something the motel lot doesn’t have—space.

I decide to call the number listed on the ad and ask if they might have a little time later in the day to show me the place. Thankfully, the woman on the other end says she’s available that afternoon.

By the time I pull up to the property, I already have a good feeling about it.

The house is a small ranch-style place with a weathered porch stretching across the front and a shed sitting near the back of the yard. It’s nothing fancy, but the satellite image hadn’t done the size of the lot any justice. It isn’t acres of land, but there’s more than enough space for my truck, my farrier trailer, and a place to set up my tools in the shed.

For what I need, it’s just about perfect.

I walk the property for a few minutes, taking in the layout and checking the shed before heading back toward my truck. Just as I reach the driver’s door, another pickup rolls into the driveway.

A woman climbs out of the driver’s seat with an easy kind of energy about her. An apron is tied around her waist, dusted with what looks like flour and a few faded handprints from years of use.

“Hi there!” she calls with a bright smile as she walks toward me. “I’m Shirley. I own the local bakery.”

She reaches out her hand, and I shake it.

“Cole,” I reply.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Cole. I’m the one who supplies all the baked goods to Mabel’s Diner every morning, so if you’ve had breakfast there, chances are you’ve already tried my work.”

I nod, thinking back to the biscuits and gravy I had a few days ago.

“Then I appreciate what you do.”

That seems to please her.

Shirley might be older, but there’s a liveliness about her that makes it clear she’s exactly where she wants to be in life. The way she talks about the bakery and the town carries the kind of pride you don’t fake.

“So, you don’t live here then?” I ask, nodding toward the house.

“Oh no,” she says with a small laugh. “This place has been in my family for years, but we’ve never really needed it ourselves. Whenever someone comes along who could use it, we rent it out.”

She gestures toward the porch.

“Everything works just fine. Might need a little cleaning and a tweak here or there to get it right as rain, but it’s a solid little place.”

I glance around the property again and nod.

“Funny thing is,” she continues, “you’re lucky. This is the only rental place in Oakridge right now. The last renter moved out a few months ago.”

“I might stick around a while,” I tell her. “At least as long as the work holds up, if that’s alright with you.”

Her smile widens.

“Well, that’s good to hear.”

“Do I need to fill out an application or anything?” I ask.

Shirley studies me for a moment before waving the idea off.

“Well, you seem decent enough,” she says. “If you want it, it’s yours.”

“Thank you kindly, ma’am,” I reply with a nod.

She reaches into her apron pocket, pulls out a key, and presses it into my hand.

“I’ve got bread in the oven back at the bakery, so I better get goin’,” she says as she heads back toward her truck.

A moment later she’s pulling out of the driveway, leaving me standing in the yard with the key to my new place.

I turn back toward the house and take it in again.

Simple.

Quiet.

Exactly what I need.

After taking a moment to look around the place, I head back to the motel to check out and grab the last of my things before returning to get settled in properly.

I don’t own much, so it doesn’t take long before I’m back, backing the trailer into the yard and stepping out to start unloading some of the heavier tools. The shed turns out to
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