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PROLOGUE

Mack

 

I stared down at my wife, the woman I married when I was barely a man, the mother of my four children, and I didn’t even recognize her. It wasn’t because it had been over a decade since I last saw her. It was because she was literally a shell of herself.

The cancer had ravaged her body, and it was hard to even imagine what she’d look like if she wasn’t dying. I slowly lowered myself to the edge of the bed, scared to even touch her but more afraid not to. I needed this, maybe more than she did.

“Kim, baby, open your eyes.”

Her almost nonexistent lashes fluttered, and when her cloudy gray irises found me, an involuntary, gutteral sob clogged my throat as the metal around my heart splintered and pierced the withering organ.

“Hi.” She blinked slowly, reaching for my hand, and I gently held on with both of mine. She was chilled, but finally touching her again warmed me to my bones. “Thank you for coming.”

“I’m glad you asked.”

She tried to sit up, but it was clear she was too weak to do it alone, so I helped reposition her, barely using any strength as she weighed virtually nothing. “Thanks,” she mumbled shamefully.

Settling next to her, I held her hand because I knew it would likely be one of the last times. I didn’t care that she took away my happiness when she left me. It didn’t matter that our kids were abandoned by her without reason. I couldn’t have given that first fuck that I spent countless hours wishing she was feeling an inkling of the agony she left me with. That didn’t hold any bearing right now. Nothing else mattered except she was the woman I had loved since I understood the meaning of the word and was dying. I made a vow, and I intended to keep it, despite her breaking the promise she made to me when she took my last name. All I wanted at that moment was to honor the commitment I made in front of God to cherish her until death parted us.

“Marshall… I… I don’t know wh… where to start other than to say I’m so, so sorry.”

“I know you are, Kim.”

“There’s nothing I can… I can say that would make what I did right, but before I go, I just want you to know that… that you didn’t do anything wrong. You were the be… best husband a girl could ask for.”

A ton of weight lifted off my shoulders, but my eyes got heavy. I’d been beating myself up, tearing myself in two, questioning everything. I’d spent exhausting days and sleepless nights blaming myself for her leaving our family. And although my kids reassured me time and time again that I was a great father and did nothing wrong, I wouldn’t let myself believe them. I longed to hear those words from the woman who casted doubt, and now that I finally did, I didn’t know how to process them. I still didn’t understand. It wouldn’t change anything, but I knew I’d regret it if I didn’t ask the one question I needed the answer to the most. “Why?”

“I was tired, Marshall. So tired. Tired of being nothing more than a mom since I was practically a child myself. I loved those kids, I do lo… love them, but I went to bed at night and woke up every morning having no clue who I was.” She coughed and looked over at the tray. I reached for the cup, then held the straw to her dry lips. “Thank you.” After she took a couple of ragged breaths, she continued. “It’s not their fault. They didn’t do anything wrong. It was me. I started feeling like I had no purpose, that my life was just to be there for everyone else, and I guess I was just selfish. I truly loved being a mother, but a part of me wanted the life I used to have before them… I wanted to be free, I wanted… I wanted what we had before we became parents. I wanted you.”

“You had me, Kim. You always had me.”

A tear rolled down her face and absorbed into her dry skin before it reached her chin. “But I didn’t. Not like I used to and I just…” She shivered, and I pulled the blanket up to her chin. “I didn’t know who I was anymore, but after I left, I didn’t recognize the woman I became, either. I hated myself, but at the same time, I felt free. And I know it’s not fair. I know it makes me a terrible person, and you could never understand how I felt so tied down—”

“It never crossed your mind that I felt the same way, Kim?” I had to interrupt her. “You don’t think I woke up every day after taking over the ranch at nineteen fucking years old and had days when I didn’t know if I could do it? Nights I lay awake and wonder how I was going to go on?”

She shook her head and mumbled, “No.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“You were so good at everything you did. You never complained. You were perfect, Marshall, and I was drowning, but you didn’t see. And because you didn’t notice, I thought it was all me, that something was wrong with me. I started to get… I’d get anxious when the boys came home from school because I just knew one of them had gotten in trouble. They fought all the time, and I hated it. And Molly was getting older, and I looked at her, and Marshall… I was jealous of my own daughter,” she hissed. “I looked at her and saw everything I always wanted, and she didn’t appreciate anything we gave her. I’d have killed for the life she had, and she took it for granted, and if I ever tried to talk to her, she wouldn’t hear it.”

“They were teenagers, Kim. Teenagers are assholes. But they were trying to find their place in the world and figure out who they were. They weren’t perfect, but they were, and are, good kids.” I bit my tongue from telling her that after she left, they became versions of themselves that I didn’t even recognize. The life Kimberly was jealous of them having was one we worked our ass off to give them, then she single-handedly took it all away.

Shame filled every wrinkle on her face, and she hit the mattress with her fist. Her weak attempt didn’t even dent the material. “I couldn’t see it then… I couldn’t look past my own selfish needs to recognize it then, and I can’t tell you how much I hate myself for hurting them. I just wish… I wish someone had seen how broken I was back then, but nobody seemed to care about me in that house.”

My head reared back. “You never said a word about being unhappy.”

“Because I wasn’t.” She sighed. “I wasn’t unhappy. I just wasn’t happy. And I know that doesn’t make sense, which also made me feel bad. I had four amazing kids, a loving husband, and a beautiful home. I had what every woman would dream of, but I started to feel like I was living in a prison.”

I huffed, the initial sympathy I was feeling upon arrival wearing off. I wasn’t a mind reader. Back then, I was busy trying to keep our kids fed and our business running. Yeah, it was hard, but that’s life. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I knew you would want to fix it.”

“Of course I would have. You were, you are my wife, Kimberly. I wanted you to be happy. I’d have done anything to make you happy.”

“I needed a break, Marshall,” she whispered. “The only thing that would have made me happy was leaving, and you wouldn’t have let me leave, so I did it on my own.”

It didn’t make sense, but at the same time, it did. I wasn’t angry with her for having feelings. I was pissed at her for not telling me when I could have done something about it. “I had days I felt like leaving, too. Nights I questioned if I was strong enough to continue working my fingers to the bone. I even met with Holt to talk about how fucking hard it was to carry the weight of your entire family on your shoulders.”

“And you’re better than me for not walking away like I did.”

“I didn’t have a choice, Kimberly. If I had left, my family would have suffered. When you left, our family did suffer.”

“I know. And it breaks my heart that I was the cause of any pain. I… I thought about coming back, but by the time I was ready, I knew it was too late, and everyone hated me. I figured if I showed up, it would… it would have been harder for the kids, and believe it or not, I did have their best interests at heart.”

I waited for her to say and me, but she didn’t, and it killed that I even had to ask. “Where did I factor in that decision?”

“You didn’t.” Her tongue darted out and moistened her lip, and even still, even after everything, even though she was literally dying before my eyes, I remembered what her licking her lip used to do to me. I remembered how much we used to crave each other… how long after she left that I wanted nobody but her. I still did, which was why her words stung so much. “Don’t mistake me,” she said firmly and as loud as she’d spoken this whole time. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want you. It was that I didn’t deserve you.”

“Yes, you did.”

“At one time, but not anymore. As soon as I walked out that door and gave up, I lost the right to call you mine.”

I dipped my head. “There was never anyone but you, Kim.”

“I know that’s a lie.”

“No one who mattered, not like you did. And there never will be.”

Her face fell, and she reached up, resting her palm on my cheek. “You need to move on, Marshall Jackson. You need to find a woman who gives you the world because that’s what you deserve.”

I shook my head, reaching up to hold her hand. “In sickness and in health.”

Her lashes lowered, the corners of her lips tilted up in the faintest smile, and she whispered the last words I’d ever hear her say, “Till death do us part.”


CHAPTER 1

Nova

 

“Here ya go, Tommy. Chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes with extra gravy.” He rubbed his hands together as I set the plate in front of him. “I’ll be right back with a refill. You need anything else?”

“No, ma’am. Thank you.”

I got him more Dr Pepper and then went to check on my other tables when the bells on the door chimed. My lips were already pulled into my ever-present smile, but when I saw the tall, dark, and handsome Mack Ryder strolling in, that smile got even bigger. Although a super-nice guy, he was typically serious and kind of grumpy, so I made it my life’s mission to make him laugh… but so far, I hadn’t been successful. “Hey, you.”

“Hey, darlin’.” He returned my greeting and took his cowboy hat off, revealing his salt-and-pepper hair. I wiggled my fingers as he sauntered to the bar counter that separated the kitchen from the dining area. He chatted with a couple of locals on the way, which was unavoidable almost anywhere in this small town. I couldn’t go to the grocery store without having at least three people stop me, whether I knew them from waitressing or not.

“What can I get you today, Mack?” I asked as I met him by the bar and poured him a glass of water with no ice, my eyes catching the tattoos on his arm.

“Whatever Cricket has time to make me.” He gave his usual answer as he glanced at the kitchen where his daughter-in-law was busy cooking. “Not in a hurry, so tell her to take her time.”

Lunchtime at the Pickled Pig was always busy, yet nobody ever seemed to be in a rush. Not once had I been yelled at for slow service since I’d been here, which was honestly a first at any restaurant I’d worked at.

After a quick glance at my tables, I went behind the counter and waited for Cricket to finish flipping a burger. “Mack’s here. He says he’ll eat whatever you make him. No rush.”

“Again?” She looked up and leaned back to see past me, then waved at him.

My head tilted. “What do you mean?”

“He usually eats lunch on the ranch or with Auntie D, but he’s been here like a dozen times in the past month or so. That’s not like him.”

To me, it wasn’t weird. Since I’d been here, he’d come in regularly, so I didn’t really think much of it. I took the burgers she just plated and served them, and about ten minutes later, I brought Mack a BLT and fries. “Thanks, Nova.”

“Not a problem. Can I get you anything else?”

“No, this is perfect.”

I smiled down at him. “Everything Cricket prepares always is. She makes my job easy because nobody ever complains.”

“You tell me if they do.”

“What?”

He wrapped his hand around the sandwich but paused, angled his head, and speared me with a look that made my knees lock. “Someone ever gives you a hard time, you best tell me about it.” His deep voice dropped an octave as he warned me. “Understand?”

I swallowed and placed my hand on his shoulder as I assured him, “I don’t think you need to worry about that.” His body stiffened, and his brown eyes turned molten. I yanked my hand away at the sudden heated tension between us and shuffled back. “Enjoy your lunch.”

I spun around, so I didn’t see his reaction—if there even was one—but I felt my pulse thundering from the surprising exchange. Because I was swamped, I didn’t have another second to dwell on if I was making a big deal out of nothing or if he was really implying what I vaguely suspected. The rest of the lunch rush flew by, and it was easy to avoid Mack since he kept his head down and his eyes on a newspaper as he ate.

Before I knew it, the diner was almost empty, and I was cleaning up from the rush. My butt was in the air as I was wiping down a booth when I heard a throat clear behind me. I looked over my shoulder to find Mack standing there in all his handsome glory, staring at me. I blinked a couple of times before I finally asked, “Can I get you something?”

He was a statue for long seconds before he shook his head, his dark brown eyes narrowed and his tanned, muscular arms crossed.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.” He grunted. “Everything’s fine. Later, darlin’.”

I blew a lock of hair out of my face. “Uh, see you later, Mack.”

His chin jutted out, his arms fell to his sides, then he left. I grabbed my rag and pushed myself up to my knees, watching him walk outside through the big glass window. He opened the door to his huge truck and put one booted foot on the rung, but he tipped his hat in my direction before he pulled himself up.

* * *

After my shift was over, I had a few hours to kill until I worked my second job at the bar, which I usually did a couple of nights a week for some extra cash. The only person I really knew was Cricket, and even though everyone I had met so far was great, I hadn’t necessarily made any friends to hang out with. Then again, Cricket was pretty much my only friend anyway.

I grew up with my parents, who were, for lack of a better term, hippies. We lived out of a trailer and traveled the States, staying on public land and campgrounds. My whole childhood was nothing but experiences, meeting new people from all walks of life, and eating delicious food. It was freedom and fun, and I didn’t know any different or that it was unusual until I got older.

My mother had a health scare, so we settled in Florida for a couple of years, near a specialist. To take the burden off her, I went to a public school because she was too weak and tired to homeschool me anymore. I hated it. Going to class in a brick building felt like a prison, and I worked unbelievably hard to graduate an entire year early.

Luckily, Mom got better, but she and my father decided they liked where they were and wanted to stay. I, on the other hand, felt antsy and claustrophobic being in one place too long so I saved up some money and bought an SUV, then went out on my own the day I turned eighteen.

For years, it was just me and the road, and I loved every minute of it, but unfortunately, life happened. On my way down from Maine to visit my parents in Florida, my SUV shit the bed, so I was stuck in New York for a while as I saved money to get something new. That was how and where I met Cricket. She and I became fast friends, and lucky for me, she was hiring a waitress for her high-end restaurant.

When she got divorced and moved back home to Warrenville, she offered me a job at her family’s diner, and I jumped at the chance to work with her again. My goal was to find a van from someone in the South—where it hadn’t been exposed to snow and rust—and then get back on the road with a comfortable nest egg for the future.

It had been a while, but I still liked exploring and going on adventures. Anything that got my adrenaline pumping was on my list of things to do and fueled my soul. Being still wasn’t a part of who I was, and that included both internally and externally.

If I ever started to feel tied down or if I got nervous or anxious, I had to do something. Which is why I found myself dying my hair often. My mom hated that I used chemicals on my head, but I loved the fun colors. I had used a temporary black a while ago, but it was fading, so it was definitely time for a change.

There was a coppery-red I’d been waiting to try, hoping it would show through the color that was still there. When I rinsed it off and was drying it, I was pleased with the result. My whole head was a very pretty deep almost burgundy. It was darker than the package, but it worked.

Since I lived in the loft above the bar, I waited until only five minutes before my shift started and then shut my radio off to go downstairs. “Hi, Jeanie.” I greeted the owner as I tied an apron around my waist.

“Hey, Nova. Your hair is cute.”

“Thank you.” I plucked a couple of pens from a glass and shoved them and a notebook into my apron pocket. “Do you need help with anything?”

She was rinsing some beer mugs and glanced around behind the bar. “I’m running low on rail vodka and whiskey. If you want to run back to storage and get more of that, I’d appreciate it.”

“No problem.” Taking the key ring, I went down the little hallway and got what I needed from the storage closet. Then I went around the unusually empty bar and straightened chairs, wiped down tables, and took out the trash.

The Tap was what I’d call a typical hole-in-the-wall, with the exception of its size. It was rather large with a pool table, dartboards, and a couple of TVs that played whatever sports game was on. There was still a jukebox in the corner and a small stage with a row of pub tables down the middle. Booths lined the wall. It was outdated, but that was part of its charm.

It didn’t take long for a crowd to start rolling in, and I was so busy running around that I didn’t see Mack arrive until I looked over and noticed he was at his usual booth in the back. Every time I saw the man, I got this little kick in my stomach that made my throat tickle, and my jaw hurt from trying not to smile like an idiot… especially after what happened earlier at the diner.

Without him asking, I got his usual beer and wound my way through the tables to get to him. He did a double take, and I giggled. “Hey, Mack.”

“Your hair is red.”

“It is.”

He wrapped his fingers around the beer bottle, his strong hand covering mine, but when I went to pull it away, he gave a gentle tug. “I like it.” His voice was a little bit quieter, a little huskier.

“Thank you.”

His voice dropped again, just like earlier, and he said, “Seems it doesn’t matter what you wear or what color your hair is, you’re always damn pretty.”

I stood there like an idiot, just looking into his eyes as his grip tightened. My breath was lodged in my throat for several long beats, but then he finally released the pressure on my hand. I straightened and swallowed thickly as I regained my composure. “It seems even though you wear the same thing every single day…” I took a step closer to him and plucked at his white T-shirt. “You’re always damn handsome.”

I was rewarded with a quiet chuckle, and when he put the beer bottle to his lips, I saw they were tilted in a sexy grin, and I knew I was making progress.


CHAPTER 2

Mack

 

Living in a small town outweighed any positives of big city life, of which I could think of very few… if any. I’d never had even the slightest desire to leave Warrenville, but damn if I didn’t wish for some anonymity tonight. It wasn’t until Nova had brought me a second beer and stayed around to chat that I noticed the looks we were getting from some locals. They were the same not so sly glances I’d received when I went to the Pig for lunch earlier, and she greeted me with a soft smile and a breathy hello.

I couldn’t have cared less what they thought about me, but she was too sweet to be associated with the gossip that would come from befriending me, and I didn’t want that dark cloud over her head. The only reason I was going out more was because I couldn’t take the memories at home, and I was avoiding being in that damn house as much as possible. It was sheer coincidence that she happened to be where I went most of the time.

Nova was a social butterfly, but she also spent more time with me than she did her other customers. Figured it was because her best friend was my daughter-in-law, but still, she didn’t need to be the talk of the town because the writing was on the wall, and I could see the gossip already starting. But also, I didn’t need her to see me lose my cool if someone implied something about her while I was around, so I thought it best to leave the bar.

When I walked into my empty house and tossed my keys on the kitchen counter, they slid and bumped into an envelope with my name on the front. Inside that envelope was a letter from Kim that I hadn’t read yet. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to bring myself to open it, let alone read it. I didn’t even want to think about what it said, so in order to get my mind off it, off her, like I’d done so many fucking times, I opened the cabinet and got out the bourbon. Then I reached for a glass and poured.

I tossed back a couple of finger’s worth in one swallow, then I lazily studied the tumbler in my hand.

It was a gift from Kim, she gave it to me on the eve of our wedding. She said that she didn’t know much about being a good wife, but she knew after a hard day’s work, I deserved a drink, and she was going to fill that glass and bring it to me every night.

And every single night, without fail, that was what she did. At first, she brought me sweet tea, and when we were of age to buy liquor, she found me wherever I was at exactly five o’clock. She made me kiss her before she handed me the bourbon, and lots of times, that kiss turned into more before I even took a sip.

I rolled the tumbler in my hand, the etched crystal feeling heavier than ever. My eyes caught on her handwriting on the envelope, and I reared back and whipped it across the room. The glass shattered and rained down on the floor, and instead of sweeping it up, I turned and grabbed the stupid fruit bowl she bought at a flea market and threw that, too. Then I ripped the big fork and spoon off the wall and snapped them in half over my knee.

The cabinets were full of memories of her. The entire house was nothing but a museum of the life we used to share because I kept it that way. If she ever came home, I wanted her to feel comfortable. I wanted her to know I never forgot about her, but it was too late.

She was never coming home.

She was dead.

I held her in my arms as she took her last breath, but I needed her gone.

So I ripped one door off the cabinet, then moved to the next one. I flipped the table upside down and slammed the chairs into the counter. Wood splintered, more glass shattered, and my hands were bloody, but I didn’t stop. Buddy had run outside and came back in through his doggy door, but when he saw I was still going at it, he retreated again.

I tore the cabinets off the studs, the contents spilling out and breaking, and if something managed to make it to the floor, then I stomped on it. I used those same boots to storm upstairs and kick open the door to our bedroom, and I tore every last inch of that space apart. I threw her clothes in the fireplace and shredded the heart-shaped pillow she bought me.

Then I lit a match and tossed it on top of the pile and watched everything turn to ash.

* * *

“What happened to your hand?”

I was at the hardware store the next day and angled my head down to see a rainbow. “What are you doing here?”

Nova pointed at the brightly lit wall of paint swatches. “Shopping for paint. What happened to your hand?”

“Cut it doing some remodeling.”

“It wasn’t like that last night.”

I raised a brow at her, surprised she noticed. “No. It wasn’t.”

“So you left the bar at like eleven and went home to do remodeling?”

“Maybe I got up early.”

“Did you?”

“No. At least not to work on the house.”

Her pink lips swept up into a small smile. “Did you go to the doctor? It looks like it’s bleeding through the bandage. You probably need a stitch.” She grabbed my wrist and pulled my hand closer to her face. “You should definitely get that looked at.”

“I’m fine.” I tugged my arm away, her gentle touch searing through the gauze in an unexpected way that simultaneously angered and pleased me. “What are you painting?”

“Walls.”

Damn, but this girl was funny. “Your apartment?”

“Yep. Jeanie said I could as long as I changed it when I left if it was a crazy color.”

“When are you leaving?” The thought didn’t sit well with me.

She lifted a shoulder nonchalantly. “I’m not sure.”

“If you’re not gonna be here for a while, wouldn’t it be a waste of time to paint it now, then have to repaint it?”

“No. Because I’ve lived with plain, boring white walls since I’ve been here and hate it. I want to wake up and see something pretty.”

“All you gotta do is look in a mirror, darlin’.” Her eyes got big, and for the first time, I was close enough to notice they weren’t the same color. One was blue, and the other was more green. “Your eyes are different.”

Her chin went into her chest. “I have heterochromia.”

“What’s that?”

“When your eyes are different colors.”

I crossed my arms and studied her. She was wearing a pair of tight white spandex shorts that stopped just above her knees and an oversized sweatshirt that had every color of the rainbow on it and then some that fell off her shoulder to show a bright pink bra strap. Her feet were jammed into a pair of tennis shoes that had a huge chunk on the sole, giving her a couple of extra inches in height, but the top of her head still barely came to my chin. “Fits you.”

“What?”

“Your eyes. Never noticed them before, but they suit you.”

“Thanks, I think.”

I smirked. “It’s a compliment.”

Her cheeks flushed a little, and I touched her bare shoulder to move us aside when Sue Ellen turned down the aisle. “Oh, hey there, Mack. Nova. How are y’all?”

I tipped my hat. “Sue Ellen.”

“I’m good. How are you?” Nova answered. “Did you get your hair permed? It looks awesome!” At first, I thought she was being sarcastic, but she looked genuinely… genuine.

“Why yes, yes I did, child. How sweet of you to notice. I got my nails painted, too. See.” The end of her cart rammed into my hip when she pushed it away to hold up her hand, and I grunted. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mack. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“If you wouldn’t have been taking up the aisle, maybe I wouldn’t have hit you.”

I rocked back on my heels, biting my tongue. “Can I help you find something?”

She stopped and haughtily tilted her chin up. “Are you bein’ smart with me, Marshall Jackson?”

“No, ma’am, just bein’ a gentleman.”

She gave me a little harumph. “I thought so. But no, I don’t need help. However, I must be going. I’ve places to go and things to do. Have a good day.”

“You, too.”

“Bye, Sue Ellen.” As soon as she turned the corner, Nova grabbed my arm and dropped her forehead to my chest, her entire body shaking with laughter. “I’ve never seen anyone get so crabby so fast.”

She angled her head back, and when she saw I wasn’t laughing, hers subsided. It wasn’t because that wasn’t funny, but because I liked the way she felt against me. I liked how she smelled like bubble gum. I liked that she was as sweet as pie to the grumpy old lady. And it needed to be said again that I liked how she felt against me. But this… this couldn’t happen. I couldn’t even begin to think about going there.

So I moved her hand off my arm and took a step back. And when hurt slashed across her beautiful face, I felt like shit. I quickly said the first thing that came to mind in order to soften the unintentional blow I had just delivered. “I’d ask if you need help picking out paint, but I have a sneaking suspicion you know what you want.”

“I don’t.”

“You don’t know what you want?”

She shook her head, her dark red hair swaying with the movement. “I don’t need help picking out paint. Do you?”

I sighed and looped my thumb in my belt loop. “Yeah.”

That perked her up. “Really?”

“I know how to build shit, I can fix pretty much anything you put in front of me, and I can grill a steak better than Cricket, but I suck at painting. My w—” I cut myself off when I started to mention Kim. “My walls are nothing but taupe, and since I’m going to get new cabinets, appliances, and furniture, I figure I should update the paint, too.”

“You’re redoing your entire house?”

“Pretty much.”

“Why?”

That, I wasn’t about to divulge. “It’s just time. The girls are always giving me shit, so I figured I might as well do something about it.”

A smile overtook her features. “That’s so fun! I can help you pick out a color, but I have a feeling you won’t like my choices.”

“You’re probably right.”

“But I can tell you… taupe is out. Gray is in.” She brushed past me to grab a couple of swatches and held them up. “If you’re doing your whole house, I’d go with something like this. It’s neutral and will look good with any color wood or tile you pick.”

I plucked the swatch out of her hand. “I’m doing white in the kitchen, but I’ll go with this then for everything else.”

“You didn’t even look at it.”

“I trust you,” I said before I even realized I’d said it. “I trust your color choice.”

She pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and opened it up. “This is what I’m going for.” I glanced down at the magazine picture of a yellow kitchen and another taped to the bottom that had pink walls in the girliest bedroom I’d ever seen. “Still trust me?”

“You gonna try to get me to paint my bedroom pink or my kitchen yellow?”

“No.”

“Then yeah, darlin’, I trust you.” She started to fold the paper, but I noticed something on the back. “What’s that?”

She held it up and said dreamily, “It’s for another time.”

I looked at the picture of several old Volkswagens, inside and out. “What is this?”

Her chest rose and fell when she sighed. “This… is what my Volkswagen camper van is going to look like when I’m finally able to get it.”

“You want one of these things?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “It’s what I wish for every time I throw a penny into a fountain, to find an old beater and fix it up, then drive around the country in it.”

“Why?”

“Why not? To see everything I can get my multicolored eyes on.”

I’d never been around someone who made me want to laugh as much as her. “You haven’t found one yet?”

“No. I mean, I have, but they’re just expensive. It’s a silly dream, but any dream worth having is one to never stop wishing for.”

“I have an old VW in my garage that’s been sitting there for decades doing nothing but collecting dust.”

She squinted, like she was trying to tell if I was lying. “Really?”

“Yeah. You want it?”

“No way. Really?” If I thought her eyes lit up before, that was nothing compared to how bright they were now. I didn’t know why, but I suddenly wanted to make all of her dreams come true. I wasn’t sure what else she wished for in her life, but I knew I could fulfill at least this one.

I shrugged, blowing off the idea it wasn’t more for my benefit than hers, telling myself I was in the process of getting rid of all the shit from my past. I’d eventually get to my garage, so I might as well start sooner rather than later. “Yeah, really.”

“Oh, my God, that would be awesome! Can I come see it?”

“Sure, but I’ll warn you that it hasn’t seen the light of day in, honest to God, at least twenty years.”

“Can I swing by later after my shift at the diner?”

I didn’t have anything else going on, but even if I did, I’d clear my schedule. “Yeah. You know where I live?”

“No.”

After I gave her directions on how to get to my house, I finally put one foot in front of the other, and we went our separate ways. I got my paint mixed, purchased a few more things for the house, and then headed back to the huge mess I had made the night before. I’d made countless trips to the dumpster on my property and was returning from the last load of big pieces of wood to find Maverick’s truck in my drive.

I didn’t get to make it inside before he came out. “What the hell are you doing?”

“What’s it look like?”

“It looks like you tore the house apart.”

He wasn’t wrong. I lifted a shoulder.

“What’s going on, Dad?”

“Nothing. Just time for a change. In fact, it’s long overdue. All of y’all’s wives are always harpin’ the place was outdated, so I finally decided to do something about it.”

“You’re updating the house because a bunch of women think it’s outdated?” he asked incredulously.

I didn’t answer as I walked past him and inside to the kitchen, where I picked up a broom and started sweeping dust and debris.

He leaned on the archway and crossed his arms. “Does this have to do with Mom dying?”

“No,” I answered immediately.

“Dad…”

“Like I said, it was long overdue.”

I turned my back to him and kept at it when he suddenly grabbed the handle. “You haven’t said a word to any of us about—”

“Because I don’t need to.” I spun around and took a step away from him. “I don’t have anything to say.”

“I’m not saying you have to talk about your feelings and shit, but Jesus, our mom died. Your wife. You don’t think maybe that’s something we should at least mention in passing? Like, hey, are you doing all right with everything?”

I shook my head. “You and your brothers got each other and wives you can talk to, and Molly’s got all of you and Brody.”

“But who do you have to talk to?”

“I don’t need anyone to talk to because like I said, I don’t have anything to say.”

He was the eldest, so he always thought he needed to take care of everyone, including me. “We all need someone to talk to, Dad.”

“Knock, knock. Potential adopter here to meet her new baby.”

Maverick’s eyebrows shot together in question, but I couldn’t help the smile that was surely visible when I heard her voice through the open front door. “I told Nova she could have your grandparents’ VW.” I ignored his now surprised expression and walked to the hall and saw her through the screen. She wasn’t in those little white shorts anymore, but a pair of jeans and a plain T-shirt.

She waved as I made my way to her. “I didn’t get lost.” Buddy ran up to her and she knelt to pet him. “Hello there, what’s your name?”

“I see that, and that’s Buddy.”

“This is… it’s amazing out here.”

“Thanks, I like it, too.”

Mav walked out and joined us on the porch. “Hey, Nova.”

“Hi, Maverick.” She stood and wiped her hands on her jeans. “Am I interrupting?”

“Not at all, darlin’. He was just leaving.”

Mav chuckled. “Okay, then.” He dipped his chin at Nova. “See you later.”

“Yup. Have a good night.”

“You, too.” He looked at me and mumbled, “You too, Mack Daddy.”

All it took was one look, and he wisely shut his mouth before I did it for him.


CHAPTER 3

Nova

 

I watched Mack glare at Maverick as he got into his truck, and after he pulled away, I asked. “Is he upset about the van?”

Mack gave a shake of his head, almost as if he forgot I was standing here. “No, not at all.” He ushered me off the front porch. “Come on, I’ll take you to it.” I started to slow when we reached his truck, but he gave me a gentle push in a different direction. “Taking the Gator.”

“The what?”

He led me to his detached garage, where there was a small four-wheeler type vehicle. “The Gator. It’s what we use to get around the property.”

“Ahh, okay. Is your dog going to be okay?”

“Oh yeah. He can get in and out as he pleases, but he likes to be outside.” He took my hand and helped me up, even though I easily could have gotten on myself.

“So you park this thing in the garage and not your truck?”

He grinned as he turned the key and accelerated. “I’ve been hauling shit with my truck all day. Otherwise, I usually park it in the garage.”

“Oh, that makes sen—crap!” I screeched when we veered off the driveway and onto the rough path through the sprawling property, then giggled when we hit a big bump. “It’s bumpy.”

I caught him looking at me before he put his eyes back in front of him. “It is, sorry.”

“It’s fine. It’s fun. I just wasn’t expecting it.”

“If you think this is fun, you should go off-roading.”

“That sounds awesome. Do you know where I can do that?”

He slowed for a turn and glanced over. “There’s a ton of places around here, you just gotta find someone who can take you.”

“Do you know anyone? I’d love to go.”

“No.” He sped up and told me to hold on when we went over a large divot. I bounced high in my seat and he reached over and clasped his hand on my thigh. “Hold on. Another big one up here.”

I grasped the bar in front of me like I was holding onto a roller coaster ride, and when he hit an even bigger hole in the ground, I laughed when my butt completely came out of the seat, but with Mack’s strong arm, he didn’t let me go too far. When the ride got smoother, he kept his hand where it was, and I liked it like that. There had been very few times that he had touched me, a gentle nudge as he passed at the diner, or a quick tug on my arm at the bar to get my attention, but I cherished each brush of his skin against mine.

“Oh wow.” I got distracted and sat up when a huge red barn came into view. “It looks like a postcard.” I took in the rolling hills and mature trees. The landscaping was impeccable, the grass bright green, and even the gravel shimmered against the light from the horizon.

“Yeah, sunset definitely makes it hard to look away from.”

“You own all of this?”

He slowed as he drove onto the gravel again. “Me and the kids, yeah. Been in my family for generations.”

“That’s so cool.” I didn’t know what it felt like since the only family I knew was my parents and the only sentimental thing I owned was three dots of ink tattooed into my wrist. My parents and I have the same tattoo, the dots representing the fact that even when we’re not together, we’re still a part of each other’s lives.

He slowed to a stop next to the big red barn and I jumped down, excited to see the van. I trailed behind him to a garage that was bigger than the one by his house but small compared to the barn. After opening the door from a keypad outside, lights automatically illuminated the space and I followed him to the left where he yanked off a dusty tarp.

And when I saw the camper van in all its rusty, old glory so out of place in the clean garage, I felt my nose sting with emotion. This was something I’d wanted forever and I was honestly starting to think I’d never get. “It’s perfect,” I walked over and ran my finger along the side, dust parting to reveal the original tan color beneath. It was like I could already picture it exactly as I imagined. “Are you sure nobody in your family wants it?”

Mack again did that thing where he shook his head and then blinked before he answered. “Nobody wants it, I promise. That’s why it’s been sitting here for so long.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

I couldn’t believe it. “Are you sure, sure? Don’t lie to me, Mack Ryder.” He arched a brow and I somehow just knew not to question him again. “Then I’ll take it.”

“Good.”

And because I was who I was, I threw myself at him and wrapped my arms around his neck. He went back on a foot and grasped my waist with both hands. I squeezed him as tight as I could, then I leaned back and kissed his cheek, wishing I could bottle his smell and use it as an air freshener… like wood and spice with a little bit of leather. “Thank you.”

His dark eyes bore into mine, and he swallowed audibly before he pried me off him and set me on my feet, an arm’s length away. Then just like at the store, he took a step back, but he might as well have been an entire state away. Ouch.

“You’re welcome. Let’s head back before it gets too dark.” He turned on his booted foot and left me behind
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