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      Bourbon. The sharp amber bite of Maker's Mark in a heavy glass, the first sip burning a line from my tongue to my sternum on a Friday night at Teague's in late September. The smokehouse is packed with harvest energy, the whole town orbiting the bar like the wood-paneled room generates its own gravity, and I'm on my usual stool at the end of the bar with my boots hooked on the rung and my vet bag under my feet because I came straight from pulling a calf at the Hendricks ranch and didn't have time to go home and change. There's blood on my jeans. I don't care. Nobody in this bar is looking at my jeans.

      Nobody except Easton Mercer, who is looking at me from the other end of the bar and grinning like I'm the best thing he's seen all week. Which is exactly the same way he looked at three other people on his way through the door, and I need to stop reading into the way Easton Mercer smiles.

      I've been up since four. Pulled a breech calf, did a full clinic day, treated a laminitic horse at the Calloway farm, then got the call about the Hendricks heifer on my way home. I haven't eaten since a granola bar at noon. My hands smell like iodine and amniotic fluid and I'm bone-tired in the way that only large-animal vets understand, the exhaustion of physical labor layered on top of medical precision layered on top of caring too much about every animal that passes through my hands.

      I should be home. I'm at Teague's because it's Friday and because Cole texted *Bar?* and because the alternative is my empty farmhouse and a microwave dinner and the particular loneliness of being twenty-nine and living in the town where I grew up, surrounded by people I've known my whole life, and somehow still feeling like the odd one out.

      Cole is late. Cole is always late. My brother runs a guiding outfitter and exists on river time, which means he'll show up when he shows up and I'll drink alone until then.

      I take a second sip of bourbon and feel it settle in my chest, warm and simple and reliable in a way that other things in my life are not. The smokehouse is doing what it always does on a Friday, pulling the town inward like a tide. Summer tourists gone, real people left. The harvest season humming through the floorboards in boot soles and laughter and the crack of pool balls from the back room. I can smell Amos's brisket and the wood smoke from the pit out back and the faint sweetness of Soleil's pastries that someone brought over from Duvall's, and underneath all of it the permanent cedar and bourbon scent of the bar itself, soaked into the grain over years.

      A woman at the corner table catches my eye and looks away quickly, the evaluative glance of someone who's already heard the gossip about the vet who showed up looking like she'd been arm-deep in a cow. Which I was. Karen Pruitt is two tables over, and if Karen saw me walk in with blood on my jeans, it'll be on the Maple Creek grapevine by morning. *Tallulah Quinn, bless her heart, she doesn't even try.* They're not wrong. I don't try. I never learned how, or maybe I decided early on that trying was a game rigged against women who look like me. Size eighteen. Broad shoulders. Hands that are better at gripping a calf puller than holding a cocktail. I made peace with it a long time ago. Or at least I made something that looks like peace from the outside and feels like resignation from the inside, which is close enough.

      I'm not drinking alone. Easton Mercer is walking toward me.

      He drops onto the stool beside me with the easy physicality of a man who's never met a room he couldn't own. Six foot three, sun-streaked brown hair that needs a cut, jaw that belongs on a bourbon advertisement, grin that makes tourists double-take and locals roll their eyes. He's still in his SAR jacket, the county search and rescue logo on the chest, the radio clipped to his shoulder. He smells like pine and cold air and whatever body wash he uses that I have not cataloged and do not think about.

      "Lula Quinn." He says my name like it's a punchline to a joke only he's heard. "You've got blood on your jeans."

      "Breech calf. Hendricks ranch."

      "Calf make it?"

      "She made it. Eight hundred pounds of angry mama trying to kick my head in, but the calf made it."

      "That's my girl." He flags Amos for two bourbons. The words settle over me like smoke, casual and meaningless, the same verbal currency he spends on everyone: the waitress, the postal clerk, Mrs. Holloway at the general store. He doesn't mean it. I know he doesn't mean it. The fact that my stomach flips anyway is a personal failing I've been managing for a decade.

      I watch him work the room while I nurse my bourbon and pretend my nerve endings aren't staging a mutiny. Easton Mercer doesn't sit at Teague's. He circulates. He remembers everyone's name, their kids' names, their dogs' names. He buys a round for the table by the window because the woman there just got engaged and celebrations are Easton Mercer's native habitat. He claps shoulders and tells stories and the room responds the way it always does, laughter, warmth, the frictionless social machinery of a man who was born knowing how to make people comfortable. He makes the woman from the county tax office laugh so hard she spills her wine, and the laughter is genuine because Easton's charm isn't a performance. That's the problem. If it were a performance, I could dismiss it. But Easton Mercer is actually, constitutionally kind, and the kindness is distributed so evenly across every person in his orbit that I can't tell, have never been able to tell, whether the way he looks at me is different from the way he looks at everyone else.

      I think it's different. I've been thinking it's different since I was nineteen and he was twenty-three and he drove me home from a party where I'd had too much. He carried my boots up the porch steps and said "Get some sleep, Lula" in a voice that sounded like it was holding something back. I was nineteen. He was my brother's best friend. I filed it away. I've been filing things away for ten years. The filing cabinet is full.

      Amos sets the bourbons down. His eyes move between me and Easton with the unreadable patience of a man who waited fifteen years for his own person and recognizes the symptoms. Emily appears at his shoulder, the two of them a matched set now, her hand on his arm, his body angling toward hers like a compass finding north. "You look like you need this," Amos says, sliding the bourbon closer, and I drink because the alternative is examining why Amos Teague is looking at me with fifteen years of hard-won wisdom in his steady eyes.

      Easton comes back from his circulation pattern. He settles on the stool beside me and his knee touches my knee and he doesn't move it and I don't move it. The point of contact generates enough heat to melt the ice in my bourbon.

      I catch my reflection in the bar mirror. Five foot six, size eighteen, dark hair shoved behind my ears, zero makeup, jeans with cow blood on them, flannel with the sleeves rolled to my elbows showing forearms that are strong and scarred and perpetually tanned. My hands are rough with short nails, calluses, a scratch from the Hendricks heifer across my left knuckles. I look like what I am: a working vet. Not a woman someone looks at across a bar and wants.

      Except Easton is looking at me across the bar. He's settled beside me and his knee is pressing into my knee and he reaches over and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. Casual. The way a friend would. Except his fingers trail along my jaw on the withdrawal and the trail leaves a line of fire and his eyes, hazel, warm, the color of bourbon in firelight, hold mine for one beat too long. The grin is there but it's not the public grin. It's the private one. The one I only see when we're alone or close to it.

      "You should eat something," he says.

      "I'm fine."

      "Lula. You've been up since four, you pulled a breech calf, and you're on your second bourbon on an empty stomach. I'm getting you a plate." He's already off the stool, heading for the kitchen, not waiting for permission. The caretaking is so natural it doesn't register as anything until I watch him lean into the kitchen pass and talk to Miguel and I think: he knows my schedule. He knows I was up at four. I didn't tell him that. Cole told him, or he heard it on the scanner, or he just knows because Easton Mercer has been tracking the details of my life for a decade the way I've been tracking his and neither of us has ever said the word for what that is.

      He brings me a plate. Brisket, cornbread, Amos's smoked apple butter on the side, a pile of coleslaw because he knows I eat coleslaw on everything. He sets it in front of me and says "Eat" and goes back to his bourbon and his knee is still touching my knee and I eat because I'm starving and because he told me to and because the brisket is perfect, tender and smoky and falling apart, and Amos's apple butter on the cornbread is the kind of good that makes you close your eyes.

      But I can't close my eyes because Easton is right there, his elbow on the bar, his bourbon in his hand, and he's watching me eat with an expression that looks like satisfaction and something else, something quieter, the look of a man who has completed a task he considers important. He got me food. He is watching me eat it. The simplicity of the act and the weight underneath it are making my throat tight and the brisket is getting harder to swallow and I keep eating because the alternative is thinking about the way his fingers felt on my jaw and the way his voice dropped half an octave when he said my name and the way he looked at me just now like I was something more than Cole Quinn's little sister in bloody jeans.

      I'm twenty-nine years old. I've been in love with Easton Mercer since I was nineteen. Not a crush. That burned off by twenty-one, the way crushes do, with the slow cooling of proximity and reality and seeing someone leave their socks on the bathroom floor at Cole's cabin after a fishing trip. What replaced it was worse. Deeper. A crush you can starve. What I feel for Easton is structural. It lives in the walls of my life and holds the ceiling up and I can't remove it without the whole house coming down.

      He's my brother's best friend. He's off-limits. He has been off-limits since before I understood what the word meant and he'll be off-limits tomorrow and the day after that and every day until one of us dies or moves away and neither of those things is happening because we're both rooted to this town like the maples on Main Street, deep and permanent and going nowhere. He's the last single man in our friend group and every woman at this bar is watching him and I'm sitting here with cow blood on my jeans and his knee against mine and the brisket he brought me sitting warm in my stomach and I know, I have always known, that wanting Easton Mercer is the most dangerous thing I do. More dangerous than the kicking mares and the midnight foalings and the country roads at three in the morning.

      My grandma would've had something to say about this. She always did. Ada Quinn, who ran the vet practice before Doc Hensley, who raised me and Cole after our parents died, who once told me that a woman who spends her whole life being sensible will die with a clean house and nothing worth remembering. She would've looked at me on this barstool with Easton's knee burning a hole through my jeans and said something profane and accurate and I would've pretended not to hear it the way I pretend not to hear the truth about a lot of things.

      Cole is going to walk in any minute. And I'm going to smile and drink my bourbon and pretend that my entire body isn't vibrating at the frequency of Easton's knee against mine. Ten years of pretending. I'm so good at it I almost believe myself.

      Almost.
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      Same bar. Same bourbon. Same stool I've been sitting on for half an hour, and the only thing that's changed is that Cole Quinn is three feet to my left and his sister is three feet to my right and I'm performing for my life.

      Cole showed up twenty minutes ago, blowing through the door with his jacket half on and sawdust in his hair, smelling like river water and engine grease and whatever outdoors Cole had been rolling around in before he remembered he was supposed to be here. He dropped onto the stool beside me, flagged Amos for a whiskey, and launched into a story about a guided fishing trip where a client hooked his own ear. I laughed at the right moments. I drank at the right moments. And the whole time, I watched her. Not directly. Never directly. I've perfected the peripheral glance over ten years of practice, the art of looking at Tallulah Quinn without ever appearing to look at Tallulah Quinn. I know exactly where she is at every moment because my whole nervous system is tuned to her frequency, and right now she's leaning on the bar with her chin in her hand, laughing at Cole's story, and when she tips her head back the bar light catches the long line of her throat and the angle of her jaw and I take a drink because I need to do something with my mouth that isn't saying what I'm thinking. She laughs again, this full warm sound that comes from somewhere deep in her chest, and her eyes crinkle at the corners and her teeth catch the light and I know exactly how she looks when she laughs because I've been cataloging it for a decade. The way her nose scrunches. The way she turns her whole body toward whoever's talking, like they've got her complete attention. The way she tucks her hair behind her ear when she's listening and it falls right back out. I know all of it. I've memorized all of it. I'm the world's leading expert on Tallulah Quinn's face and she has no idea. I've been doing this for twenty years, the Easton-and-Cole show, the easy rhythm of two men who've known each other since they were twelve and built their entire friendship on shoulder punches and shared silence and a mutual understanding that some things don't need to be said.

      The thing I'm not saying could fill this whole room.

      Her knee is still touching mine. She hasn't moved it. I haven't moved it. Cole is right there, three feet away, telling me about the seven stitches his client needed, and his little sister's kneecap is burning a hole through my jeans and I can smell her shampoo, something herbal and practical and distinctly Lula, underneath the barn smell and the iodine, and I need another bourbon.

      I've been in love with Tallulah Quinn since the night I drove her home from the Calloway party when she was nineteen. She was tipsy, laughing, barefoot because she'd kicked her shoes off in my truck, and she put her feet on my dashboard and said, "You're the only person in this town who doesn't treat me like Cole's little sister." The sentence rearranged my internal organs. I was twenty-three. She was nineteen. Cole was my best friend. The math was simple and the math was merciless: she was off-limits. Forever.

      I made a deal with myself that night. I could be around her. I could take care of her. I could be the person she called when her truck broke down or when she needed help moving hay bales or when she was sad and didn't want to call Cole. I could be everything except the one thing I wanted to be. The deal held for ten years. The deal is cracking.

      It's cracking because she's twenty-nine now, not nineteen. Because she took over Doc Hensley's vet practice and turned it into the best large-animal clinic in the county. Because she delivers foals at two in the morning and stitches lacerations without flinching and stands in my kitchen with blood on her jeans and bourbon in her hand and looks at me like she might be seeing something she wasn't supposed to see. Because this fall, something has shifted. She's looking at me differently. Or I'm imagining it. Or I'm projecting. Or I'm losing my mind. All of the above.

      Earlier today I sat in the county fire station and ran the SAR team through the fall operational readiness checklist. We're down two volunteers since Briggs and Shep stopped running calls. Briggs because Soleil hates the radio crackling at two in the morning. Shep because Darcy asked him once, quietly, to consider that she'd just gotten him and didn't want the mountain to take him back. I don't begrudge either of them. I understand. I'm the last one without someone waiting at home, which means I take the extra rotations without thinking about it.

      Vasquez, my second-in-command, flagged the Kestrel Ridge trail section. Spring runoff destabilized a traverse above the ravine. The October storm forecasts are ugly. Early ice, possible freezing rain, the kind of conditions that turn a simple trail into a death trap. I marked the section for reassessment and listened to Vasquez's briefing and made my notes and after the meeting I sat in my truck in the parking lot and didn't drive anywhere for ten minutes. The fatigue was specific. Not physical. Existential. I'm thirty-three. I'm the last unmarried man in my friend group. The whole town has opinions about my love life, and the opinions range from "Easton's just having fun" to "Easton can't commit" to the occasional knowing look from someone like Amos or Doc Hensley that suggests they see the truth. I'm not having fun. I'm stuck. I committed ten years ago to a woman I can't have and I've been faking my way through every other relationship since.
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