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To the readers who love friends-to-lovers books as much as I do




Chapter 1

There is nothing left for me here. I’m going west.

—Mae Tanner’s Diary, June 15th, 1899

Perry Bramble loved Carson Wilder with all her heart.

It was just that her heart had been irrevocably broken into pieces when she was a child, along with any trust she might have had in the world, and Carson was an emotionally unavailable hot mess who had fallen in love with another woman.

As caveats went, those were pretty big ones.

It was why Carson was her best friend in the whole world, and nothing more. It was why she spent every evening with him, and many mornings, even though it wasn’t convenient for either of them.

It was why they were attached—if not at the hip, then at the very least, the soul.

They had been best friends since she was seven years old, when her family had moved in next door to the Wilder Ranch.

Stay away from them, they’re not the right kind of people.

That was what her dad had said, in his neat clothes with a bland expression on his face. And later he would turn into a monster and roll up those same sleeves while he hit her mother, and if that didn’t satisfy his rage—Perry herself.

Perry lived with a villain. She hadn’t understood that right away. What she did know was that . . . if her dad thought the Wilders were bad, she wanted to know about them.

She’d sneaked onto their property, and she could still remember plain as day, meeting a nine-year-old boy in overalls—nothing else—with skinny arms and a bony chest—who looked her square in the eye.

Do you want to play?

I do. 

They’d spent the afternoon playing pirates, and when it was over they were best friends. As they had been ever since.

Not without trials, tribulations, and her dad trying to tear them apart, but Perry had learned one thing when she’d decided that Carson Wilder was her person: She was more than happy to be a rebel as long as she had a cause.

Her cause was Carson.

Though now she was thinking maybe—maybe—her cause needed to be herself.

She chewed the inside of her lip as she finished putting together her last arrangement of the day, which was due to be picked up just as she closed her shop, Bramble Flowers. Then she was going to Carson’s for dinner.

Instead of going on a date with Stephen Lee, which was stupid. He’d asked her to dinner, and she would have said yes, but she had her standing plans with Carson. They were not firm or official and could easily be blown off, but she hadn’t done it.

It was hard to want a new relationship when the one she had was so all-consuming.

And also she was wary of men.

Thanks, Dad. 

She had once loved her dad with all her heart too.

It would have been easier if he had consistently been a fire-breathing dragon, but he hadn’t been. It was why she rolled her eyes when young girls on the internet talked about red flags in men. As if there were clear and obvious signs that were visible to anyone and everyone from the first—and sure, there were men like that.

Those men didn’t scare Perry.

It was the ones who smiled, who went to church every Sunday, and Wednesday besides.

The ones who built such a good facade that no one would believe they were monsters if you told them. And even if they did believe, they’d make excuses.

Why ruin a good man’s life?

Her father had status, had friends in the community, and a good job. He smiled easily.

A smile that could quickly turn, changing the temperature of the room. A smile that trained everyone in the house to walk on eggshells to avoid the explosion that could come if anyone stepped wrong.

Perry was very good at taking careful steps. Ironically, given what an absolutely transparent mess he was, Carson never made her feel she had to watch her step.

If Perry thought back really hard, all the way back, to the last time she’d had someone who counted as a boyfriend, she could easily say why it worked so well.

She’d never cared about that guy more than he’d cared about her. She’d always known walking away would be easy.

She’d never wanted her whole life to be wrapped around a man, not the way her mother’s had been.

The joke was on her, she supposed. She had thought that sort of obsession only came with romance.

But she chose not to think about Carson Wilder. Instead, she chose to think of the building in Medford—an hour away from Rustler Mountain—that had ivy climbing the sides and would be available in six months to house a new, larger florist shop.

The building that would require a heck of a down payment—one she could only realize by selling her house. Since she was renting this little building on Main Street, she wouldn’t get anything from vacating it.

Her only asset was the Victorian house she’d inherited from her grandmother—which had issues that went well beyond the cosmetic. But if she sold it, she’d be able to buy the building in Medford and that would allow her to expand her business and her focus.

Most of which involved trying to grow a massive array of flowers for weddings. And maybe working nights at the twenty-four-hour drive-through coffee stand off the freeway—also over an hour away, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

She had a plan. For the first time in a long time.

She finished up her arrangement and waited for the customer to arrive. And once he’d left, she turned the sign, locked the door, and zeroed out her register.

She took a deep breath, and her lungs expanded, her heart lifting slightly. She always felt this way when it was time to see Carson.

Which was why she had to move forward.

It was also the reason for the broken date.

And the dry spell of the last several years.

Her general girl treading water in circles around a man aesthetic.

She loved Carson with all her messed-up, broken, crushed little heart, and that ended up looking a lot like codependence.

Or so a therapist she saw once eight months ago had said. She hadn’t gone back because who wanted to hear that the most important relationship in their life was holding them back?

Not Perry.

But the worry had wormed its way into her brain like a weevil and had sat there, chewing and chewing and chewing.

She was devastated over what she was going to tell Carson tonight, yet she still felt so happy she was going to see him. As if she was racing toward the best part of her day even though tonight, it was going to be weird and difficult and maybe even terrible.

She was, perhaps, dramatizing.

It wasn’t like she was moving to Canada. Or like she was moving tomorrow.

They’d lived farther apart before.

The last time that happened, he got married to someone else.

She had comforted herself for a number of years with the knowledge that Carson didn’t seem to be interested in love. He was stoic and hard, her dearest friend. A man who was sometimes more like a well-guarded safe than a human being.

But he trusted Perry more than he did anyone else.

And in the absence of romantic affection, she’d been . . . happy with that. Sort of.

But he’d fallen in love with someone else. So the problem hadn’t been him. It had been Perry all along that he couldn’t love. That had been a wound she’d had a hard time healing.

She shoved that thought way, way, way out of her brain.

If she moved away, maybe she’d get married. Or not. She would move forward with starting a family because that was what she wanted, and she wasn’t going to wait around for a man she might never meet to get the ball rolling.

Just as she was done waiting for a man who was never going to . . .

She was doing this . . . well, not because of him. It was because of her. And her need to get a life. A bigger life.

She told herself that as she drove down Rustler Mountain’s quaint main street and looked at all the beautiful hanging baskets of pink petunias, smiling slightly at the new, updated plaques shining bright against the building facades.

Along with local wine and stunning mountain views, history was one of the big tourist draws in Rustler Mountain. As a gold-rush town eight miles from the California border, the romanticized American West was baked right into the red brick of the buildings.

The most notorious local legend was the death of notorious outlaw Austin Wilder right on the main street Perry was driving along now. An ancestor of her very dearest friend in all the world.

But Carson’s brother Austin, named for the same man who was killed in these streets, had written a novel based on that event. His research had changed the long-held narrative in town, and since then there had been a lot of updates that gave folks a much deeper understanding of the history of town.

She’d miss this place.

That hollow thought reverberated through her as she drove on, out of town and along the road that would carry her to Outlaw Lake, Carson’s part of the vast Wilder Ranch.

When she pulled up to the modern ranch house, Carson was halfway out the door. Ready to greet her. She smiled and her heart squeezed.

She could remember him when he was a child. That skinny little boy in overalls. She had that picture so clear in her head, and she thought she probably always would.

But he was not that boy now.

Carson Wilder was well over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and the physique of a man who lifted tires and hay bales for fun. He had let his military haircut grow out over the last few years, his dark blond hair still short on the sides, but now longer on the top. It was rare to see him without his cowboy hat, but he’d clearly come in from working the ranch a while ago. His hat had been discarded, along with his boots. He was wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, his feet bare.

A common enough sight, and yet it also spoke to the level of intimacy in their relationship.

Intimacy was the wrong word. It was a nice word. But it made them sound like emotionally healthy human beings, and she had to remember that they were not.

She put her car in park, and Carson opened the door and held it, waiting for her. “Hey,” he said, a smile on his handsome face.

His blue eyes were more intense than the sky.

She had to look away. “Hey, yourself.”

She ducked under his arm and went into the house. It was military neat, just like always. He was terrifying that way. Perry herself was more . . . eclectic. She liked a clean dining table and a made bed. But there were also ribbons and odds and ends all over the place, and dried flowers hanging from every corner of her kitchen ceiling.

Carson’s house had been as clean as if it was awaiting inspection until after his wife had suddenly died. Then it had been a mess, which was so unlike him it had been scary. A few weeks of untidiness had been one thing, but the ongoing mess had been a reflection of the pain inside him, pain he couldn’t get a handle on.

Thankfully, right now it was clean. Which made her think he was doing well. Was more like himself.

“Pizza?” she asked.

“Yeah, I had to go into Medford earlier, so I got a take and bake.”

“Ooooh.”

She smiled, and for a minute things felt normal.

The oven timer went off and she followed Carson into the kitchen. It was such a pretty kitchen. A lot more stylish than anything Carson would have chosen on his own, but then, that was the whole house.

The white countertops and emerald green cabinets had been chosen by Alyssa, who’d died less than a year after the house had been finished.

And Carson still had to live in it.

She shrugged that thought off and looked at the white double oven with the gold door handles, watching as he pulled the pizza out.

“Thank you,” she said.

“You cook for me often enough.”

“I do, it’s true.”

One of them did, every night. They were never alone. They went out together; they spent their downtime together.

It was a lot.

And never enough.

This was so perfect. It was even more perfect when they sat at his dining table with pizza. And they’d do it again tomorrow, and the day after that and the day after that and they would never, ever change.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” she said, setting her uneaten pizza crust down on her plate—she didn’t like crust.

He picked her crust up and started to eat it like a breadstick. “Oh yeah?”

She looked at those blue eyes, and emotion expanded in her chest, so big and bright it couldn’t be contained. Carson Wilder was the love of her life.

And that was precisely why she had to leave him.

She let out a long, slow breath. “Carson . . . I’m moving.”




Chapter 2

I feel like I should be sorrier to leave, but the truth is it’s a relief. I could never be what everyone wanted me to be at home. I’ll miss the ones I love, but I’d rather be who I am surrounded by strangers than keep on trying to be someone I’m not with friends.

—Mae Tanner’s Diary, July 19th, 1899

Carson stared at Perry, whose face was as familiar to him as his own. Hell, more so, probably, since he didn’t look in the mirror much. He never took a selfie, but he looked at her every day.

He’d have been tempted to make a joke if that familiar face, those bright green eyes and that mouth that pointed down slightly at the corners, didn’t look so unhappy.

“What do you mean you’re moving?” he asked, pushing his plate into the center of the table.

He’d eaten all of Perry’s crust, so he didn’t need the plate anymore.

“It’s pretty self-explanatory.”

“You’re sitting still,” he said, in spite of himself. If he and Perry couldn’t make jokes even when it was clearly a bad time to joke, then everything was pointless.

“I’m leaving,” she said, a small notch denting that space between her eyebrows.

He couldn’t wrap his head around what she was saying. If someone else had been saying those words, he’d think it meant they were moving away. Leaving town. But Perry didn’t mean that. She couldn’t mean that.

She belonged here. Like the sun, the sky, the mountains. She couldn’t up and leave any more than the trees could pull themselves up by their roots and run off.

But she was sitting there, looking at him like that. Saying that.

“You’re moving out of your house?”

She spread her hands out flat on the table. “Yes.” She seemed relieved.

“Down the street or . . . ?”

“To another town.”

It was his turn to furrow his brow. “What?”

“I need to . . . I need . . . something?” She turned her hands over, palms up, spreading them wide. “I have been treading water for . . . for years, Carson, and I have to stop.”

“You haven’t been treading water. You’ve been sitting at my kitchen table.” Her eyebrows moved up, just fractionally. She said nothing, and he found it annoying. “Perry.”

Her shoulders shook, as if she shivered. “I want to expand my shop,” she said. “And I found a place in Medford. And I want . . .” She let out a long breath. “I want to have a baby. Someday. And how am I ever going to get that life sitting here every night?”

He felt like she’d punched him. In his guts. In his face.

“Excuse me?”

“I would like to have a baby, Carson. I am thirty-two years old, and it’s time to do something . . . more.”

“You don’t have a boyfriend,” he pointed out.

“I don’t need a boyfriend to have a baby. All I need is sperm.”

The word rolled around in his head for a minute, all alone.

Sperm.

It left him feeling . . . not good.

It was just distasteful to think about that word and Perry, together.

But not more distasteful than thinking of her leaving. Than thinking of her . . . having a baby. Moving on. From him.

He realized that was a thought that bordered on unhinged. But she was . . . his lifeline. His . . . God dammit, she was his person. In a way he couldn’t have explained to another living soul. She wasn’t just a friend. But she’d never been his lover. She wasn’t a sister. It was deeper. More complicated. It was . . .

“We aren’t good for each other,” she said softly.

He looked up at her, then down at their empty plates, and back up at her. “What the fuck does that mean? And you’re wrong. You don’t like crust, and I just ate your crust.”

She sighed heavily. “That’s actually the issue, Carson. The crust. That I don’t finish it, but you do. It’s . . . codependence.”

“I thought it was you being picky and me being raised with an old man who made me clean my plate?” It wasn’t funny. He didn’t laugh. Neither did she.

“It’s . . . enabling.”

“It’s pizza crust, Per, not crack.”

“For God’s sake!” She slammed her palms down on the table. “You know what I mean.”

He didn’t, though. Or he didn’t want to. Or maybe he did but he didn’t see it as a problem and couldn’t understand why she did.

“Perry,” he said, his tone serious now because she was being ridiculous, and he wasn’t fucking around. “You don’t need to leave to have what you want.”

He deliberately left the implications of everything she said she wanted out of his mind. He deliberately did not imagine her choosing random sperm. Being pregnant.

The image made him think of a desecrated saint. He couldn’t cope with it.

She could get anything she wanted or needed here. She was being dramatic, and for some reason she was making him her bad object, which was a fine fucking thing.

He’d protected her, cared for her, for most of their lives.

For twenty-five years.

They’d hidden from her father in the old barn. Run feral out in the fields and played pirates at the lake.

Life moved on, relentlessly, horrendously, but Perry was like Neverland. His safe and never-changing haven.

He’d tried to be that for her.

Now she was leaving?

“You don’t understand,” she said, looking bleak.

“Obviously I don’t.”

“We can’t keep doing this. It’s not good for either of us. I could have been on a date tonight, but instead I’m sitting here in my childhood best friend’s kitchen, letting him eat my pizza crust.”

“You had a date?” he asked. Her dating life wasn’t really the point of the conversation, but it snagged his thoughts all the same.

“Yes. I did. Stephen Lee asked me to dinner.”

He frowned. He liked Stephen. Which actually kind of pissed him off. Stephen was good enough for Perry. He was an accountant, and he had his own tax firm. He and Austin both used him, in fact. He was successful and nice and honest and exactly the kind of man who could give Perry babies and a decent life.

He hated that such a great guy had asked Perry out and that she should have gone with him. Damn, he hated that a lot.

“You could have gone,” Carson said.

“But I didn’t because I knew you and I would have dinner if I didn’t.”

That made his chest glow with warmth. Perry chose him.

But she shouldn’t have—that was the thing. Because all Perry was ever going to get from him was this. Him eating her pizza crust.

That wasn’t true. He’d given Perry more than that.

He’d encouraged her to apply to the college she’d wanted to go to, and he’d been on the phone with her while she did her financial aid and scholarship applications. He’d offered to pay for her school if she didn’t get enough money so that she would never have to ask her horrible father for anything—in the end, everything had been covered.

He’d promised himself he would always be her hero.

Her father had come to the house looking for her once, wild-eyed and furious, convinced that Carson was messing with his daughter. He’d been seventeen. Perry had been fifteen.

Carson had punched her father in his fucking face, and the man had had to wear a bruise on his face to his job as a mortgage broker. He’d had to sit there with the marks of violence on him in the pew at church.

Just as his wife and daughter had done for years. Though he’d never struck them where the bruises would show. His abuse wasn’t caused by a temper he couldn’t control, or anger management issues, it was systemic, controlled violence that wore a smiling face in public while inflicting pain in private.

Carson had never touched Perry in violence or as a sexual object.

He’d been determined—always—to be the man who protected her, not took from her.

But the last two years had been complicated.

If he was honest, the last four years had been.

When he’d moved back home with his bride, she and Perry had gotten along better than Carson and Alyssa had behind closed doors. Sometimes he’d felt as if Perry preferred his wife to him, which had been weird.

In the years before that, they’d written while he was on deployment. Actual letters. It had brought them closer, because he’d been able to put things in writing that he couldn’t say in person.

But he’d locked some things away when Alyssa died. Just the same, Perry had relentlessly been there, open and honest as always and his sunshine when the day was so dark he couldn’t breathe through the oppressive weight of it.

And now the only way she could imagine living differently was getting the fuck out of town?

Because apparently her relationship with him was a burden, not a bright spot.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I mean, you don’t have to babysit me every night.”

“I’m not babysitting you. I’m choosing to be here but . . . I need to expand my life,” she said. “I just do. I need . . . you know how it’s always been with my dad.”

Yeah. He did.

And he could still feel the man’s cheekbone cracking under his fist.

He relished that memory.

“The day your dad dies, I’m sending a gift basket straight to hell so Satan will spend extra time on him.”

“I’ll add a card,” she said.

She looked up at him with her wide blue eyes, her blond hair all disheveled, and he couldn’t help but think of her as the little girl she’d been when they’d first met—a tiny little thing, only two years younger than he was. He’d seen her wander onto the property wearing a flowered dress and big rubber boots, and he’d thought to himself: I’m going to keep her.

Like she was a puppy.

But he had kept her, all this time.

“I’m going to do it like Mae,” she said.

“Mae?”

“My five-times-great-grandmother who came out to Rustler Mountain as a mail-order bride.”

“I missed the part of the story where some guy who works in car sales in Medford with an aftermarket spoiler on his Honda sent away to have you come to that mighty metropolis as his bride,” Carson said, his tone dry.

She rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I mean. I mean, she struck out on her own and she made her own life, and it’s starting to be abundantly clear to me that that’s what I need to do.”

“You have a shop right on Main Street.”

“And I live month to month because I can only afford one person to help me, and my job is so seasonal it’s painful, and local people only send so many flowers, and and and.”

“So what’s your plan, then?”

“I want to grow more flowers on my own. I want to be able to do more weddings and specialty events. But I need to be in a bigger hub to take that stuff on.”

“Or you need a social media manager.”

She gave him a very hard stink eye. “Are you offering?”

“Yeah, sure, I can post some pictures and put the little pound signs in afterward.”

She put her face in her hands. “They’re hashtags.”

“What?”

“They’re not pound signs. They’re . . . never mind, you are entirely unserious.”

“I’m not unserious. I’m just saying that I don’t think you need to move to expand your business.”

Silence settled between them, and he really hated silence in his house. More than anything, he hated the echo of his own thoughts. The unavoidable truths that he’d had to reckon with after Alyssa’s death.

He’d never felt so starkly aware of his own limitations as he had then.

He was self-aware enough to know he’d been on a search for a twelve-step program to being a good man. He’d joined the military because it offered compulsory heroism. He’d gotten married because it provided a system, complete with paperwork.

Here I am, a finished man. A husband who has made vows he intends to keep. 

Only to discover that neither institution had magically changed him at all.

He would always, always, always be a Wilder no matter what he did. No matter that he’d served in the military and protected his country. No matter that he’d found a good wife from a good family and settled down to live respectably.

There was a darkness he could never escape, and the universe made sure he knew it.

He grounded himself by looking at Perry. He stared across the table hard for a moment. At her. At her familiar face. Those beautiful eyes.

I’m going to keep her. 

And that was when it hit him, really, that she wasn’t looking for a reason to stay. She’d said it. She’d said that they were holding each other back. He’d heard the words, but he hadn’t really begun to absorb them. He hadn’t been able to.

“I don’t want you to go,” he said.

“I didn’t ask you,” she said, standing up from the table. “And I knew you were going to be mad about it, but haven’t we had this fight once before?”

He didn’t like to think about that day. When he’d met Perry under their favorite oak tree out at the far end of the property, he in a military uniform, to tell her he’d joined up and he was leaving town.

She’d been seventeen and he’d been nineteen. She’d sobbed her heart out as if he’d stabbed her.

“What, so I’m not allowed to have feelings about you leaving because I left for a while?” he asked.

“That seems fair to me. Doesn’t it seem fair to you?”

“No. Because then you went off to college and you got your business degree, and it isn’t like you didn’t have experiences of your own out in the broader world too. It’s not like you waited here holding a vigil for me.”

“Yes, I did normal things when you went to go do your normal thing, because that is a normal thing for people to do,” she said.

“I’m allowed to have an opinion about it,” he said. “Because it’s different now.”

“I know!” She threw her hands in the air. “Like, that is literally what I’m telling you. I know it’s different now, and I need my life to be different from this and frankly, so do you. I’m keeping you locked in your sad, single-man stasis.”

“If I wanted to go on a date, I’d go on a date.”

“I don’t need you to want to go on a date, but you do need to not need me as your emotional support animal.”

That made him wince, because he had just recalled thinking of her a bit like a stray puppy. But she made his view of her sound minimizing and unflattering, and to him it was anything but.

To him she’d always been important. Essential.

“That’s not fair. You’re my best friend,” he said, the words ringing with conviction and sounding hollow all at the same time. Because that label did her a disservice too. She was more than his best friend. “And I have a right to be hurt and to be skeptical when you show up acting out of character.”

“Out of character is me doing something you don’t like? Good to know.” She grabbed her purse off the back of his chair and started to stomp toward the door.

Were they fighting?

He and Perry never fought. Ever.

But then, Perry also never sat across from him and said he was bad for her.

Right now, she was saying everything he’d always feared hearing and never thought he’d hear from her.

One time he’d thought maybe he would.

When a man was born with bad blood in his veins and decided he wanted to live in defiance of his roots, he had to make choices. He couldn’t afford to careen through life running into things and causing all manner of destruction.

There had been distinct moments in time when he’d had the chance to go in one direction, and he’d gone in the other.

One of those moments had been when Perry was fifteen, after he’d punched her dad in the face.

They’d been down at the lake, and Perry had been in a white dress that was translucent from the water, her cheeks sunburned, her hair a pale halo lit up in the light. She’d looked wild and wonderful. A mermaid. A pirate princess.

He’d thought then what it might be like to kiss her, the sudden riot of lust a shock to him. He wasn’t a virgin then. Perry probably was.

It had felt like violence inside him, that sudden, dark need.

She must have seen it that way, because she’d looked at his face, and her eyes had gone wide, the color draining from her face beneath that sunburn. She slipped into the water like a selkie and swam to the other side of the shore.

She’d run from him.

He’d sworn to himself that he would never, ever scare Perry again.

Lust was common. Their connection wasn’t.

One thing Carson was good at was drawing a line firmly underneath something and calling it done.

He’d drawn a thick line under Perry that day.

He’d done what he needed to do to protect her, and whenever he’d needed to reaffirm that decision, he’d done it.

She just didn’t appreciate his determination.

“Out of character,” he said, his voice low and angrier than he’d heard it in a long time, “is you blaming whatever bullshit you’re going through on me. If you’re pissed about your life, that’s fine. But don’t go heaping your unhappiness onto me as if I choose how you spend your evenings.”

“That isn’t what I said!”

“It damn well is, and you know it. If you’re so miserable with me, get your ass back to town and make a dessert date with Stephen.”

“Carson.”

He walked past her to the front door and held it open. “Good night, Perry.”

His tone was hard, definitive, and she looked up at him with hurt, shiny eyes, and he wanted to yell at her some more because what the hell? How dare she come in here and say he was bad for her and they were bad for each other and then act wounded when he gave her what she wanted?

“You want distance, take your distance.”

“I said it was going to be in a little while!”

“You said a lot of shit. Now get out of my house.”

Her mouth opened as if she was going to say something else, and then she just growled furiously and stomped out into the evening. “Fuck you, Carson, honestly!” she shouted as she got into her car and turned the engine on.

“Fuck you too,” he muttered as he slammed the front door and paced back into his kitchen. He wore a groove in the floor, angrily walking back and forth. About the time he was wishing he had something to take the edge off his anger—something alcoholic—he grabbed his keys with the thought of driving to his brother’s.

He wasn’t going to start drinking. He’d gone down that slippery slope in the wake of Alyssa’s death, trying to avoid clarity of thought, and he’d realized at some point that surrendering control to that substance was way too close to his dad’s bullshit.

He’d quit cold turkey to spite his father’s drunken ghost.

I’m a better man than you, even with all this!

Too bad the ghost hadn’t answered.

But then, his dad had ignored his sons when he was alive—why would he bother to haunt them when he was dead?

Carson’s life was actually weirdly devoid of ghosts considering all his losses.

Alyssa would never bother to haunt Rustler Mountain. No doubt she’d gone back home, and who could blame her?

He drove the short distance between his house and Austin’s. They’d divided the property up when Carson had moved back home with his wife, and if he drove in a straight line across the fields, it was only two minutes from his door to his brother’s.

Austin’s house was older than Carson’s, the original house on the property. It had that old log-cabin charm. Austin had always kept it meticulously, and now that he had a wife, it was even cleaner.

Out of habit, Carson walked right up the steps and into the front door, where he saw his sister-in-law leap up off Austin’s lap into a standing position, her hair askew, her cheeks flushed.

“Do I have to hang a tie on the door?” Austin growled, looking over at him, and Carson had the good sense to arrange his expression into something vaguely shamed.

“I . . . sorry.”

“What are we sorry about?”

His younger sister, Cassidy, slipped through the front door behind him, and he jumped. “Where did you come from?” Austin asked.

“I walked from the tiny house. I’m hungry and there’s nothing in my fridge.” She prowled past Carson into the kitchen.

“You have to be kidding,” Austin groused. “Cass, I got you that tiny house so you’d stay in your own space!”

“But you love me!” she called back.

“What does that have to do with you needing to STAY IN YOUR OWN SPACE?” He shouted that last bit louder than Carson thought was strictly necessary.

For her part, Millie had covered her mouth and was snickering into her hand. Carson closed the door behind him, but it didn’t shut. Instead, it swung back open and their younger brother Flynn walked in.

“Are you having a party without me?” Flynn asked.

“We aren’t,” Austin said.

“Kind of,” said Cassidy, leaning in the doorway holding a bag of corn chips and crunching on them noisily.

“Plain corn chips?” Flynn asked her, looking appalled.

“They’re good,” Cassidy said, talking with her mouth full like an outright heathen.

Flynn frowned. “Corn chips are a vehicle for salsa and refried beans. That’s it. A necessary evil, one might say.”

“They can also be nachos,” Millie pointed out.

“Then they aren’t corn chips anymore,” Flynn said. “They’ve been transformed.”

“You’re insane,” Cassidy said, shoving three more chips into her mouth.

“You’re all in my house without warning,” Austin said. He looked over at Flynn. “Did you strike out?”

Flynn smiled. “No, I didn’t, big brother. I’m just done for the evening.”

“Damn,” said Cassidy. “Where can I send the lady my condolences?”

Flynn crossed the room and yanked the bag of chips out of Cassidy’s hand. “Hey!” she shouted, walking after him into the kitchen, where they continued to bicker.

Millie looked at Carson, the softness and concern on his sister-in-law’s face warming him for a second, until he realized he was also the only person Austin was being nice to. Which meant they knew he was here because he was on edge, and they pitied him. That they were right made it worse somehow. That he maybe needed their pity. Or support, as someone more evolved might call it.

Carson had evolved a lot in his life. Mostly without his consent.

But he was uncomfortable with certain things still. Needing support, or rather admitting it, was one of those things. But maybe that was part of what Perry had been getting at.

He took a lot of support from her while pretending that wasn’t what it was. While pretending they were just hanging out, when especially in the aftermath of rock bottom, was not the case at all.

“What’s up?” Austin asked.

“Oh, I . . . had a fight with Perry.”

Both Austin and Millie looked shocked. Millie sat down next to Austin and looked up at him with concern. “About what?” she asked.

“She’s . . . she wants to move away. Something about her business.” He couldn’t bring himself to tell Austin and Millie that she’d also said it was because of him.

“Where is she going?” Austin asked.

“Medford.”

“It’s only an hour away,” Austin pointed out.

Carson had to stop himself from pointing out that except when he’d been in the military, he currently lived the farthest from Perry that he ever had in his life, at a whopping ten minutes’ distance.

“Well, I got mad about it. And I yelled at her, and now I feel bad.”

“You should go apologize to her,” Millie said.

He wasn’t sorry, though. He was sorry she was angry, he supposed, but he’d needed to say something about the bomb she’d lobbed into the middle of his dining table. And he was pissed, so didn’t he have the right to say that?

“What’s her plan?” Austin asked.

“I don’t know,” Carson said. “I didn’t really ask.”

“You didn’t ask? You just got mad?”

“She said some things . . . she said some things I didn’t really think were fair.”

“Like?”

“It’s private,” he said.

Austin and Millie exchanged a glance.

“What?” Carson asked. “What does that mean?”

Austin shrugged and Carson almost punched him, he really did.

“She said she needs to get some distance from me and our relationship, okay?” His words throbbed in the air, with all his rage and all his hurt and all his everything.

Then Austin and Millie exchanged another glance. “Your . . . relationship?”

“What the hell is that expression about? Our friendship. Yes. She’s . . . I don’t know, she thinks we’re too dependent on each other and it’s keeping us from advancing in our lives.” Indignation grew in his chest again, and he felt an extreme jolt of anger.

It just wasn’t true. They supported each other. They . . .

She supported him.

Yes, there had been a time in their lives when the balance was different. Better. It had shifted though, after Alyssa died. He’d lost his perspective on everything, and Perry had been there the whole time to dig him out, to help him up.

She’d been his confidante, his cheerleader, his therapist.

Right then he realized the real issue was that she was right. About their relationship, mostly as it pertained to her.

He hadn’t seen it because he was the one getting the most out of their friendship, and that was a really shitty revelation.

He was holding her back. She could have been out on a date with Stephen Lee, and God knew he was a fucking drain on her. She’d supported him, propped him up, cooked him dinner. Quite literally saved his goddamned life.

He’d left Rustler Mountain once upon a time, determined to make something of himself. If Perry wanted to do that, he needed to try to be supportive of her, but it felt as if somebody had kicked his crutch out from under his arm.

And that proved her point in ways that left him outraged.

“She’s right,” he said.

“Oh?” Austin asked.

“Yes, she . . .” He rubbed his hand over his face. “I haven’t been a great friend to her.”

“You’ve been her best friend for her entire life,” Austin pointed out.

“She’s been dragging me along for a couple of years now, Austin, and you know that.”

“It’s not dragging someone along when they’ve legitimately been through shit and have some healing to do. We all worry about you; we all care. No one else in our group has been through what you have. Yes, we’ve all been through stuff. But you’re the only one who lost a wife.”

He was the only one—until Austin—who’d ever been married. The only one who’d had enough hubris to fly too close to that particular sun.

He believed Austin and Millie would be happy. They’d worked through a significant amount of angst to get there, but Austin was . . .

In Carson’s opinion, his older brother was an astonishing person. They’d been raised by their asshole father to be unconcerned with anyone’s opinion, and to think as little as possible. They’d been raised by the town to see themselves as the bad guys, and Carson had responded in an extremely literal way.

He’d decided to go be a hero. What better way to do that than by joining the military? Everyone knew soldiers were a bunch of heroes, after all.

That wasn’t Austin’s way. He was a deep thinker. A cowboy and a philosopher. And a writer—his novel about their ancestor was still sitting on the New York Times bestseller list, which was a hell of a thing.

He wasn’t competitive with his brother, and it was a good thing. No one was ever going to compete with Austin’s success.

Though for all his deep thinking, Austin hadn’t been immune to believing in the family curse. That the Wilder men lived fast and died young, and there was no kind of good living that would ever get the stain of outlaw off them.

Part of what he’d done with his book, which uncovered the true history of their family and the notorious outlaw Austin Wilder, their six-times-over great-grandfather, was to change the association of the family name.

In Carson’s mind, Austin had redeemed himself.

The sad truth was, Carson had a problem that was a lot different from a belief in curses as old as the Wild West.

His problem was he’d been a hero. He’d been a husband.

It hadn’t been enough.

Nothing he did was ever enough. The world was the same, his life was the same. Alyssa was dead and Perry was his last stand, really.

He was a man who genuinely prized action and hard work. When all his efforts turned into . . . nothing? That was some shit he didn’t know what to do with. He’d settled in. He’d kept on working his land. Apparently, he’d leaned on his
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