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Dedication

To those struggling to find their strength, remember that even the gentle and the quiet can still move mountains. I believe in you.

And to Martin – I miss you every day. I hope you’re proud of me.
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Prologue

Cherry


Eight Years Ago

The first things I hear when I wake up are the skidding of tyres, the abrupt cut of an engine, and the distant rumble of his voice.

‘What happened to her?’

The words filter through the fading ringing in my ears and the throbbing in my head. Frantic footsteps rush closer, vibrating through the ground that presses into my cheek.

‘I don’t know—’

‘Is she hurt?’

Inch by inch, the nerves in my body awaken, clusters of pain prickling to life. Tingling flows through my side, blooming across my chest and neck. The sun’s heat beats down on me, my skin burning under its scrutiny. Sweat pools beneath the fabric of my clothes.

A futile attempt to open my eyes barely makes my lashes flutter.

‘She just fell and then started having some sort of fit. She’s only just stopped—’

‘Here.’ Warmth floods my side, the heat of a body suddenly hovering next to me.

Leather scuffles and squeaks, heavy breathing underlying it, before a large hand cradles my head with such care, as if I’m made of glass. He lifts my cheek, then slides something beneath it, and when he lowers me back down, there’s something cold and leather-like providing me comfort.

‘Did you call an ambulance?’

‘No, I—’

That’s Jodie’s voice – my riding instructor. I recognise it now.

I wonder where the horses are.

‘Just do it. Now.’

Nothing comes out when I try to speak. So, I settle for a brief, croaky moan to signal that I’m at least alive and somewhat conscious. That begs for someone to reassure me.

‘It’s okay, I’m here.’ Fingers lightly stroke along my hair as my jaw starts to tremble. A stinging pressure builds behind my eyes. ‘It’s all gonna be okay.’

Every time I hear his familiar voice, I’m pulled closer to awareness, limbs lightening. Each word is a flashing beacon of hope amongst the dark storm, guiding me back to shelter. Because I know he’d do anything to get me back to my family safely.

A sob crawls up my throat, but withers there. The cool streak of one escaped tear slides down my cheek, only to be wiped away by the soft pad of a thumb.

‘Duke,’ I finally manage to whisper, my fingers stretching out to reach him. The warmth of his presence calls me – urges me to try to move. When I finally open my eyes, the first things I see are drawings – no, tattoos – roses and trees and barbed wire banded around thick, dark-skinned arms. My heavy eyes trail up each one until I reach his face, deep umber eyes watching over me, his broad frame clothed in his biker leathers. Golden sunlight rains down and lines his silhouette like he’s a guardian angel.

I drive my hand into the dirt, trying to push myself up but barely manage to shakily lift myself more than a few inches before Duke’s arms come under mine, holding me when my body finally gives up. The movement sends pain sparking through my shoulder, setting it ablaze. I cry out from the fire burning in the joint.

‘Woah, don’t push yourself, Cherry,’ Duke cautions me. He attempts to haul me up to a sitting position, but it just makes it worse.

‘My . . . shoulder,’ I rasp out, struggling through each breath.

Duke curses, then swiftly manoeuvres us around until he’s cradling me and I’m leaning back against his chest. Relief sweeps through me as he takes my weight, his hold on me thorough yet gentle. Once I’ve fully sunk back into him, his fingers stroking my hair again rhythmically, I let the sob blocking my throat pour out and whimper, ‘I wanna go home.’

‘I know, I’m gonna get you home soon, I promise.’ Duke rocks me softly. ‘I’ve got you, Baby Hensley.’







Chapter 1

Cherry


Present Day

I never thought something as insignificant and small as a drawing on a napkin could make me smile so much. I can’t stop the silly grin that spreads through my cheeks as I admire the rough sketch of me. Black pen strokes follow the curve of my body and my flowing hair as I lean across the table, while the neon light from the sign hanging above the glass shelves of liquor behind me casts a sultry red glow over the drawing. I imagine Duke as he was sketching me – dark eyes roving over every inch of my body, taking note of each line and contour of my figure under the red mood lighting, committing them to memory.

But deep down, I know it’s just a product of bartender boredom. He’s always scribbling on napkins, even if he doesn’t let me see what sketch has distracted him. A girl can only dream that she’s so special—

‘Earth to Cherry!’ Montana – my best friend – shouts, ripping me from my childish daydream.

My attention whips up over the bar to where she’s standing amongst the mismatched wooden tables, waving at me with a cloth in her hand. Levi – the other bartender who’s also helping us close up Duke’s bar tonight – gives me a quick, closed-lip smile from where he’s been wiping down the red leather seats in the booths.

‘Sorry.’ I quickly fold up the napkin and pocket it in my jeans. As I round the dark wooden bar, I swipe up the cloth I was supposed to be using and start wiping down the top. ‘What’s up?’

‘It’s your turn, girl,’ Montana relays, her eyes brightening with anticipation. ‘Truth or dare?’

Right, we’re still playing this game – Montana’s attempt to make closing time feel a little less of a drag tonight. It’s a stark difference to the closing argument game I usually play with our boss, Duke, to pass the time. I make a mental note that it’s my turn to pick the next debate for Monday night.

I sigh, ‘Truth.’

Montana and Levi both groan in response, before Montana skips up to the bar, pinning me with her critical stare. I know exactly what’s coming when she raises her brows – the exact same look she usually gives me before convincing me to come out to whatever house party or club I’d decided against going to. The same look she’s been giving me since we became best friends on the first day of high school.

‘Oh, come on, Cherry. You always pick truth – it’s getting boring now. There’s only so many times I can hear about the two guys you’ve slept with.’

‘Hey, that’s one more than last year. It’s an improvement.’ I attempt to deter her with an innocent smile. Montana doesn’t need to know that said encounter was a bit too quick and awkward, and just meant I ended up using my vibrator when I got home to finish myself off.

She doesn’t budge, just folds her arms.

I can’t help but smile at her strong will. The same strong will that had her standing by my side throughout high school, even as my seizures and constant doctor’s appointments had me missing too many classes and other friends withdrew, not willing to wait up for me. Even miles apart when I’m at college studying interior design, that friendship holds, and once I’m back working at the bar during school breaks, we pick it right up where we left off.

‘Besides, maybe I don’t want to make a fool out of myself, like some people.’ I wave my hand down her front to emphasise the stain on her dress as a result of Levi daring her to chug a drink in five seconds.

Montana grins, as if somehow proud of the mess. She leans an elbow against the bar to blink her big chestnut eyes at me. ‘Okay, but you’re the one who’s been going on and on since you’ve been back home about wanting to do more crazy things before you graduate. I didn’t make that bucket list to help you step out of your comfort zone for no reason, girl.’

I chew on my lip, because that bucket list is still sitting in my bag, waiting for me to stop ignoring it and start ticking things off – like getting tattoos together.

Montana settles a hand on my shoulder. ‘Choosing truth all the time ain’t gonna make you feel more confident, Cherry. I’m just trying to help.’

Neither is always choosing dare, necessarily. It’s not my fault that seven minutes in heaven intensified during my teen years and no longer meant giggling awkwardly in a closet together before returning to your friends blushing. Instead, you’re running out of the bathroom at your friends’ party at seventeen, cheeks flaming, because you froze when one of the guys from the football team tried to stick his tongue in your mouth. And I’d just gotten over the humiliation of halting the final football game of the season after my brain decided that would be a great time to have a seizure in front of the whole high school and their families.

Though, I suppose had I been allowed to go to more parties and had those awkward encounters growing up, I might not have freaked out so much when I got dared to make out with Jonny Miller at Montana’s party . . . Nor would I have probably knocked over that tray of drinks last summer when one of my friend Sawyer’s bull-riding associates tried hitting on me. I don’t know if it was his wicked smile or the fact he called me darlin’ – either way my limbs were stunned and the drinks went flying. It was that or word vomit and shouting any sports facts I can think of, which is the usual extent of my flirting abilities.

I’m not like Montana, with overflowing confidence and sass built from years of dating through high school. My two older brothers, Wyatt and Hunter, made sure of that too, letting most of the boys at high school know that I was off limits unless they wanted to chance their wrath too. Or perhaps it’s because the only guy I’ve ever found myself wanting basically treats me like a little sister, and makes all other guys seem . . . bland.

Whoever said unrequited feelings were a bitch, hit the nail on the head.

But I’m working on it. And Montana knows my awkwardness around the opposite sex is part of the reason I’m so intent on building my confidence this year before I graduate and get a job at an interior design firm. I want to be able to utter more than a single sentence when I look at a man and have more experiences than the years spent at home fearing my epilepsy. So I’m not forever destined to be the toned-down version of me I relegated myself to as a teen.

It’s why I asked her to help make that bucket list.

‘Fine!’ I shake my head, laughing, and throw the cloth down. Montana grins wildly, clearly satisfied with how easily she’s convinced me. ‘I pick dare. Do your worst.’

She giggles and pretends to stroke her invisible beard. Her face crumples in deliberation before zapping to light with what I know is going to be the cause of terrible regret for me.

‘Ooh, I’ve got it!’ She beams, the fairy lights along the rafters in the bar twinkling in her eager eyes. ‘Give Levi a lap dance.’

My eyes immediately snap over to Levi, who freezes midway through rearranging some chairs. His face pales, but I doubt his heart is beating as fast as mine – like hooves pounding against dirt. Levi shoves the chair he’s holding under the table. ‘Montana, that’s just weird. You can’t make Cherry do that.’

Montana pouts, moaning, ‘You’re no fun, Levi!’

He holds up his hands. ‘Just trying to be respectful.’

In all honesty, he probably wouldn’t be the worst guy to give a lap dance to – he’s reasonably attractive, with golden skin and copper hair, and is a good few inches taller than me, which as a girl of five-foot-nine isn’t always the easiest to find. But I’ve never seen him as anything more than a co-worker, and I’d rather not be so embarrassed I can’t ever work the same shift as him again.

‘Fine,’ Montana huffs, twirling her brunette hair in contemplation, before a feline smirk settles on her face. ‘You can give me a lap dance instead.’

Levi snorts and I shoot him a look. ‘Not going to protest against that one, huh?’

He shrugs, failing to hide the smug grin dancing on his lips. ‘Wouldn’t be the worst thing to watch.’

‘Exactly!’ Montana squeals and grabs my hands, dragging me over to one of the tables.

As we approach, Levi swivels out a chair, gesturing for us both. I offer him a saccharine smile. Montana plonks herself in the chair, letting go of my hands as she says, ‘Choose a good song, something sexy.’

This really was not how I expected my night to go.

I gulp down a calming breath before whipping out my phone from my pocket, the napkin accidentally coming with it. Even though I know it means nothing, I lie to myself that Duke must think I’m captivating enough to ignore his work for, that I’m so distracting he just had to stop and draw me.

Like I’m his muse.

As opposed to just his best friend’s little sister.

I shove the drawing back in my pocket and scroll through the playlist I usually save for when I’m alone in bed, eventually choosing ‘Worst Way’ by Riley Green.

Montana’s face lights up when the song starts. ‘Make me proud.’

I try to ignore the fact that Levi’s watching as I school my features into something more serious, keeping my eyes on Montana. When the lyrics start, I slowly walk towards her, trailing my fingers along her shoulders and neck as I circle the chair.

I’ve danced with Montana at parties before, our hands roaming each other’s bodies, both tipsy and lost in the music, not caring about who was watching. This doesn’t have to be any different. I close my eyes and let my mind drift off into the beat of the music, dropping into that primal part of me that wants to feel the heat of another pressed against me.

When I’m back at her front, I bend over, showing off my ass, which Montana responds to with a loud cheer. Flipping my hair over one shoulder, I bring myself back up to a stand, purposefully dragging out the movement for an achingly long time. She pats me on the ass with a giggle and I fail to suppress my smile as I pivot.

Settling my arms over her shoulders, I straddle her lap. Her warmth seeps into me and I try to imagine I’m a few drinks in, letting myself grind against her in time with the music. My chest presses against hers and her hot breath flows across my skin as she laughs. I’m half expecting her to pull out some dollars and shove them down my top with the way she seems to be enjoying it so much. My body loosens even more, and before I know it, I’m flipping around again, ass still in her lap as I lean over, continuing to roll my hips against her.

I’m so lost in the way the music waves through me, dropping deeper into the euphoria of it, almost forgetting that we’re in the middle of an empty bar.

I must miss the sound of the locks going and the door swinging open, because when I flick my hair back up, biting my lip, I suddenly lock eyes with the man standing in the doorway.

My boss.

My brother’s best friend.

Duke Bennett.







Chapter 2

Duke

The last thing I need in my life is the knowledge of what Cherry Hensley looks like giving a lap dance. Yet, here I am, frozen in the doorway to my bar as I watch her grind her ass against Montana and then flick her long, silky black hair up as she lifts her gaze to mine.

God, she’s even biting her lip.

I don’t need to know what that looks like either. She’s Wyatt’s sister, for God’s sake.

Dark eyes latch onto me, the ecstasy and wildness in them immediately extinguishing, replaced with widening alarm. It takes everything to rip my stare from her and glance at Levi and Montana, both wide-eyed and silent, nobody moving an inch.

Including me.

I should say something – I’m the boss here. I should be annoyed that they’re playing games as opposed to cleaning up and closing the bar. I just need to remove myself from the situation quickly and pretend this never happened, so I don’t give myself enough time to let what I’ve just seen Cherry doing brand itself on my memory. To avoid going down the road I work so well to avoid.

I clear my throat and throw out, ‘It’s a bar, not a strip club, kids.’ Then, I half-run straight towards my office at the back of the bar, purposefully not looking behind as I add on, ‘Put the chairs back and go home, I’ll finish up and close.’

I shut my office door once inside, flick on the light, and lean against my desk, my lungs emptying on a sigh.

It’s a bar, not a strip club, kids. Jesus, I sound like an old man, as opposed to the twenty-seven-year-old I am.

I run a hand down my face as I wait for them to leave. I really did not need this tonight. Behind the door, I hear Cherry squeal with humiliation at the other two. God, I hope she doesn’t hate me now, thinking I’m some mean old boss sending them home.

The sounds of chairs scraping, frantic footsteps, and doors swinging echo as they all grab their stuff from the staff room. It’s not until I hear the back door closing and the bar empty of hushed voices that I start my search through the piles of random crap on my desk for my laptop which I’d accidentally left in my office – the reason I popped down here tonight from my apartment above the bar. I couldn’t sleep knowing I hadn’t replied to that email yet. What it could mean for me and my life here.

Though, I doubt I’ll be getting any sleep at all now I’m going to have Cherry Hensley playing through my head. Twerking.

No – I’m not going to think about that.

Grabbing my laptop from my desk, I walk back out into the bar, only to stop short at the sight of Cherry, bag on her shoulder, leaning against one of the tables. The fairy lights and a couple of still-lit candles on the tables reflect off her black hair, making it look like the starry sky. A teasing slither of tan skin separates the faded jeans hugging her hips and long, slender legs from her tight black tank top.

She nibbles one of her nails, staring at the ground, until she hears me approach and swiftly whips her head up. Her cherry-red lips press together, brows dropping. Silence hovers between us for a few beats. Just like it always does when we first see each other.

‘Everything alright, Baby Hensley?’ I eventually ask, moving myself to behind the bar to check everything is tidied up, and putting a physical barrier between us.

The flutter of her lashes almost conceals her quick eye roll at the nickname – the same one I’ve teased her with since she was a kid. The one that reminds me who she is – the baby of the Hensley clan. Memories of Wyatt and me staring down any man that has had the audacity to check her out since she started working at the bar filter into my mind.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, teeth tugging on her bottom lip again.

I shrug. ‘Don’t be, it’s cool.’

‘I don’t normally do things like that, though.’ Cherry pushes off the table and shuffles towards the bar, forcing me backwards against the counter.

When she reaches the bar, she swings her bag up onto it and—

The bag goes toppling off, plummeting to the ground in front of me, its contents spilling across the floor. Her phone and purse hit my feet as a notebook and some paper also scatter out.

Cherry curses and rushes around the bar to join me as I drop to the floor to shove everything back in her bag. I assume the paper fell out of her notebook, so I go to file it back inside when I catch the title sprawled across the top, each word a different colour: Montana’s Super-Hot and Crazy Bucket List for Cherry.

Oh, this looks like some top-tier material to tease her for.

‘What the hell is this?’ I snort, coming to a stand.

‘Oh my God, no!’ Cherry lunges towards me to grab the paper, but I lift it up out of her reach. Her hands scramble against me, trying to snatch the paper, forcing me to hold her back with my arm, laughing. She begs, ‘Duke, no, please!’

Her nails graze my bicep and forearm as she continues to battle against me, whining. I ignore the slight rush of pleasure that courses through me. It’s moments like these when I have to drop into the familiar role of her older brother’s friend who enjoys annoying her, as if she was my own little sister.

So that I’m not crossing any lines.

So that I don’t end up losing anyone else.

When Cherry wails again, I twist around to block her and hold the paper above my head to start reading through, picking out random ones on the list. ‘Learn to roller-skate, get a tattoo, wild swim at night.’

Her hands grapple against my shoulder, trying to tug me around. Her chest presses against me, curves melting against my body. ‘Duke, I’m begging you—’

‘Break into somewhere,’ I wheeze out, unable to imagine Cherry doing anything criminal ever. This is the best thing I’ve ever read. I wish I could show Wyatt and the others. ‘Go speed dating, have a firework kiss, have a guy give me an org—’

The rest of the word comes out strangled.

A sharp gasp sounds behind me and Cherry freezes. I think I can actually feel her cringing. I let myself take one more glance down the paper and immediately regret it when I see what follows:


Have a one night stand

Have sex in a car

Have sex in a pool

Have sex in the shower

Have sex in a hot tub

Have sex in a public place

Have sex in a restroom



And I was worried about not being able to get her dancing on Montana out of my head . . . Now, that seems trivial.

Trying to force the memory of what I’ve just read out of my head, I gently fold the paper up and turn to Cherry. Her brows draw in, dark eyes shining wildly as she watches me turn. She worries her lip again, the dark red so stark against her white teeth. Hesitantly, she takes the paper from my hand as I pass it over. Her fingers only faintly brush mine yet still leave a tingling sensation in their wake.

‘Please don’t judge me,’ Cherry begs.

I rub the back of my neck. ‘What? I wouldn’t—’

‘Um, yes you would!’ she barks out in a laugh, slapping me on my upper arm. There’s the Cherry I know. ‘You and the guys always make fun of me. I put my hair in space buns one time in high school and you all called me Princess Leia for weeks!’

Her sweet giggle instantly goads my own laugh out.

I hold up my hands. ‘Okay, you got me there . . . I’m, um, guessing tonight’s behaviour has something to do with that?’ I nod towards the list she’s now stuffing into her back pocket.

‘Maybe,’ Cherry groans, leaning back against the counter beside me. I shuffle a few inches away. The neon lights give her skin a scarlet glow, the sensuous kind that I’d love to capture with my paints, as opposed to the pen and napkins I usually have to revert to. Speaking of, I wonder what happened to the one I left on the bar earlier . . .

Her chest deflates on a sigh. ‘I . . . I asked Montana to make me a bucket list of things to do before I graduate. To try and make me feel a bit more confident. And that I haven’t wasted the best years of my life.’

‘Best years of your life?’ I repeat, crossing my arms. ‘Cherry, you’re so young. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you.’ One that I’ll eventually no longer be a part of.

‘Yeah.’ Cherry smiles softly, though it barely reaches her cheeks. ‘But that’s what they say about college. Because after that, you have to be a serious adult and don’t have time for as much. I’ve got one year left before that’s my fate and I just . . . I feel like I haven’t done any big, cool things yet, you know?’

I think back to summer nights at rodeos and fairs when Cherry would always have to leave before the rest of our group, fear of a seizure from tiredness hanging over her. Or that time when I came back to the Hensleys’ house to stay with Wyatt after one of Sawyer’s bull-riding competitions, only to find Cherry on the couch in the dark with her prom dress beside her, the seizure she’d had only a couple of days before already decided to be too serious to risk junior prom for her. Everyone had thought almost a year with no seizures meant things were finally looking up for her; if anything, it only made her parents monitor her harder.

‘Eh, I think big, cool things are a little overrated,’ I suggest.

‘What?’ Cherry’s hair tumbles over her shoulders as she shakes her head. ‘But that’s what everyone always says on their death bed – that they wish they’d done more big, exciting things with their life. That they’d lived it to its fullest.’

‘Oh yeah? Did you interview every person who’s ever died?’ I jest, receiving an expected eye roll in return.

But if anyone knows about needing to make the most of life because it could get cut short at any moment, it’s me. When you’ve spent enough days at the hospital watching your mom’s health deteriorate, that reminder sticks with you. And now I have another reason to lie awake in bed tonight, heavy memories suddenly clambering to the surface of my mind. Great.

I shrug, trying to push the thoughts away. ‘I don’t know, I kind of think life is about the slower, smaller moments. The little things that are easy to pass over but actually add together to make life worthwhile. That’s what my grandfather said to me.’

That he wished he’d focused more on the little moments with my mom before she got cancer. Savoured them, as opposed to taking them for granted. Like I try to do whenever I’m with my friends. Including Cherry – especially since Wyatt told me she’s got her heart set on finding a job anywhere other than Willow Ridge. It’s also why I love working at the bar. Even if I’m not always drinking with the rest of our group, they’re still here, with me.

‘Okay . . .’ Cherry’s eyes ignite. Unexpectedly, she pulls herself up onto the bar, letting her long legs swing beneath her. ‘I have my topic for our closing argument – life should be about doing as many big, crazy things as possible. For or against?’

‘It’s almost two in the morning, Cherry,’ I groan, rubbing a hand across my face, even though I did miss doing our usual closing time game tonight. ‘And you still need to drive home.’

I know she’s a night owl like me – one of the only reasons the Hensleys don’t mind her doing the odd late shift considering her epilepsy – but even I’d like to be in bed soon.

Cherry just presses me with her twinkling stare. If I ever got the privilege of painting her, she’d be a canvas of deep reds and midnight blacks, topped with bright white for all the little moments of light she brings to the world.

‘For or against, Duke Bennett?’

Still, there’s no point in me trying to fight her, I’ll always give her what she wants. ‘Fine,’ I sigh. ‘Against.’

‘Perfect.’ She grins, biting down on those cherry-red lips again. ‘I go first, then. I think you need to do big, meaningful things that push you outside of your comfort zone so that you can feel confident.’

‘You’ve been spending too much time with Rory,’ I tease, alluding to Wyatt’s wellness influencer girlfriend who he runs a ranch retreat with.

Cherry sneers and I revel in the reaction.

‘I know what you’re saying, and I do agree, but . . . I think our perceptions of what is fun and meaningful has been warped, that the best things in life are those that look good to other people, or on social media, when your life is more than a few photos or stories. It’s thousands of individual days, made up of little moments, and it’s not appreciating those that makes life dull and uninspiring. People are so eager to go after bigger and better, but . . . what if you have everything you need right now with you?’

That last bit being more for me than anything else. To convince myself not to give in to that offer from my friend on the new bar. Because it would be giving up too much in Willow Ridge, where I’m already happy. Where all my friends are family are, where they need me – I mean, who’s going to lend Wyatt an extra hand on the ranch when cattle needs moving, or fences need fixing? He didn’t welcome a grief-stricken ten-year-old me into his family just to be cast aside because an opportunity for a bit more cash came up.

‘And you think I’ve been spending too much time with Rory? That sounds like you read it straight from one of her Instagram posts.’ Cherry giggles. ‘I don’t get it, though, what little moments would someone on their deathbed think back to?’

I pick up my laptop that I’d rested on the counter, aware that I could easily stay here for hours with her but let out a fake yawn to signal otherwise. ‘Plenty of things – like being able to watch the sunset while having a drink with your friends. Like a rainy afternoon inside painting. Like the sense of freedom you get riding down the backroads on your motorcycle, the wind whipping against your—’

‘Ooh!’ Cherry jumps down from the bar, landing inches away from me. I have nowhere to run. Her glistening eyes peer up at me with too much hope. ‘Ride a motorcycle is on my bucket list.’

‘No way,’ I declare.

‘What do you mean, no way?’ She inches closer, as if she knows how hard I find it to say no to her.

I swallow before I can reply. ‘I’m not letting you ride my bike. I know what that brain of yours is thinking.’

‘What if I just sat on the back?’

Can’t say it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, having her arms wrapped around me, holding tight—

I shake my head to rid me of the thought. ‘Still no way.’

‘Why not?’ She pouts.

I bring the laptop between us, making her back up a step. Distance is important.

‘Because, Cherry, bikes are dangerous and if anything happened to you, we both know that I’d have to suffer the terrifying wrath of Wyatt. Being his best friend doesn’t make a difference when it comes to you.’

A truth that applies to more than just this hypothetical situation. One I have to remind myself every time Cherry comes back to work for me during college breaks. I’ve lost enough people to know that sometimes it’s better to not rock the boat. Not when the very people at risk are the ones that took you in when life became too stormy. The ones who saved up for an extra space on holidays so you didn’t have to miss out when your grandparents didn’t have the capacity to provide you with such. The ones who picked you up from school when you got ill and your grandparents were busy working.

At that, the light in her eyes dims, but then she angles her head, and a hint of mischief reappears. ‘Wyatt doesn’t have to know. We could . . . keep it a secret?’

I’m certain my gulp is audible.

She might just be talking about a motorcycle ride, but the words apply to too many things. If I was a fool, I’d let myself read into the suggestive cadence of her voice. But, to my utmost disappointment, I’m anything but.

I sigh and slip away from Cherry, already heading towards the door. ‘I’m never lying to my best friend and you’re never getting on my bike. Now, come on, it’s time to go home.’






Chapter 3

Cherry

I hold my phone between my ear and shoulder as I stir my coffee, listening to Montana’s endless apologies for bailing on me today. The day we were supposed to kickstart my bucket list for the summer with probably one of the most nerve-racking items – aside from the chaotic second half filled with sexual experiences that I’ve been trying to forget Duke saw last Friday.

As if him catching me giving Montana a lap dance wasn’t embarrassing enough. He looked downright appalled at that half of the list.

Either way, today was going to be a great distraction from that humiliation – Montana and I were supposed to get tattoos.

‘I just couldn’t say no, Cherry,’ Montana continues explaining, and even though I can’t see her, I bet she’s blinking her big doe eyes at the phone. ‘Austin turned up out of the blue, with the whole day already planned, and activities booked and paid for, bless him.’

I wish I could be annoyed at her, but this might be the first time Montana’s actually found a decent guy who wants her beyond her looks. This Austin guy seems to adore her and the last thing I want is for her to get hurt again. So, if that means allowing her to flake on me today, then I guess I’ll just have to suck it up.

I’m sure we’ll reschedule the tattoos soon, anyway. I know I could go by myself, bite the bullet and ride it solo. But if I was brave enough to do that, I probably wouldn’t need this silly bucket list at all.

‘Honestly, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it,’ I say, knowing it’s hard to expect anyone else to understand why this list is so important. I sip my coffee quickly, its warmth dissipating through me. ‘It’ll give me more time to think about what tattoo I’m gonna get, anyway.’

‘Okay, as long as you’re sure. You’re the best.’ She makes a kissing noise through the phone.

‘I know,’ I joke. ‘Have a great day together.’

‘Thanks, girl. Oh! You’re still okay to cover my shift tomorrow, right?’

‘Yeah, all good. Just let Duke know.’

‘Will do. Have I told you how much I love you?’

‘Not enough,’ I jest, hearing her giggle in response. ‘Now, go get ready for your hot date, and voice note me all about it later.’

‘Thank you! Talk later, bye!’

I put my phone down with a sigh, leaning back against the counter to bask in the unfiltered country sunshine pouring through the windows this morning as I reassess my plans for the day. I should probably get to updating my interior design portfolio if I want to start applying for jobs and land myself a position at an interior design firm in the city where I can help to make people’s spaces as supportive to their lives and dreams as possible. When you spend enough time in the same rooms, lying on the couch or in bed because you’re recovering from a seizure or struck down by bad cramps like I did growing up, you come to realise the influence interior design has on you –how the presence of bright paintings can lift your mood when its sunk to its lowest after a month of multiple seizures when you’re fourteen, how less clutter can ease your already overwhelmed mind, how a rose-pink wall can provide the calming warmth and comfort you need. A passion and personal mission that became the one silver lining to many of those days as a teenager.

I’ve still got a bunch of photos from renovating Wyatt and Rory’s ranch retreat, Sunset Ranch, last year that need editing, as well as some possible designs to turn one of their old barns into a wedding venue should they ever be interested in that. Which, I really hope they are because there are plenty of unused buildings on that ranch, and my mind goes wild with renovation ideas whenever it finds a place in need of some care.

Plus, I might as well make the most of this spare time before my period is due in the next day or so, since that means the rest of the week will be a write-off anyway.

Just as I go to close my eyes and relish the quiet warmth of the moment, my mom walks into the kitchen, humming to herself. Her grin lights up when she sees me. ‘Morning, sweetheart.’

‘Morning,’ I respond, raising my mug with a smile.

‘Was that Montana you were on the phone to? Where are you two off to today?’ Mom asks, filtering through the rack of jackets by the front door until she finds her bag.

I roll my lips together. I’d rather not start my day with a lecture about how pain can trigger seizures, even if I’ve already researched it plenty to make sure there’s no scientific proof that a tattoo can cause such. So, instead, I answer, ‘Um, nowhere anymore. She’s busy now.’

Mom brings her bag to the table to rifle through it, not looking up as she asks, ‘What were you going to do? Some shopping? I can always come into town with you before my shift starts if you still want to go. Maggie said your meds were in the pharmacy, so we could pick them up.’ She looks up once to perk an accusatory brow at me. ‘Not leave them for weeks like last time you were back home. Even she said she hopes you’re better at remembering to take them at college.’

I close my eyes for a moment, letting a long breath filter from my nose.

Growing up in a place like Willow Ridge means everyone knows your business and looks out for you, not just your family. Which is great when you’re younger, but not so much when they still act like you’re that thirteen year old that had a seizure while horse-riding eight years ago. Even if I know everyone’s worrying is only a symptom of how much they care about me, it’s hard not to feel like a kid when I’m back home. Like I can’t take care of myself.

I blow another gentle breath out and force a smile. ‘Uh, no it’s all good, we weren’t going shopping, but thanks anyway, Mom. I’ll grab my meds later, once I’ve done some work on my portfolio for college.’

‘Oh, what were your plans, then?’ Mom still questions, clearly not sensing my tone, and rummaging through her bag, then pulls out her wallet with an aha!

The coffee hasn’t given me enough of a buzz yet for my brain to work quick enough.

‘Cherry?’

Anyone would laugh – here I am complaining about my family’s constant worrying making me feel like a child, when I’m too afraid to tell my parents about a tiny tattoo . . . Not quite the assured version of myself I’m striving for. Maybe this could be a good baby step.

Swallowing, I admit, ‘We were going to get tattoos.’

My mom drops her purse back into her bag. ‘Oh.’

And with perfect timing, my dad waltzes through the front door, already back from an early morning working on Lucky Star Ranch – Sawyer’s family ranch. He takes off his hat and wipes his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand before giving my mom a kiss on the cheek in greeting. ‘Mornin’. How are we?’

‘Cherry’s going to get a tattoo,’ is how my mom decides to respond, the words coming out a little exasperated. I, personally, was thinking we’re great, thanks, would’ve been a more appropriate response, but apparently Mom’s ready to dive straight into it.

I settle my mug down and brace myself for the onslaught of questions.

‘Is it safe?’ Dad starts, eyebrows pulling together, the wrinkles on his weathered forehead deepening. ‘We’ve been so careful with your epilepsy recently, Cherry. No seizures in two years is a record – do we really want to risk that now? For a little tattoo?’

‘Dad, it’s fine. There’s no links between tattoos and seizures whatsoever.’

‘Remember what happened last time we thought your seizures were getting better – a whole year without one, then one late night at your friend’s birthday and you missed your junior prom.’

One night of staying up gossiping a little too late and saying no to a sip from the bottle of wine Willa Cole stole from her parents had my whole junior year without seizures coming to a crashing end, only a few days before junior prom. And if having a seizure in Willa’s kitchen wasn’t humiliating enough, then soiling myself during said fit in front of too many popular girls in my year who made sure everyone knew about such afterwards was the cherry on top.

Because I stupidly thought for a second that my life wouldn’t forever be ruled by my epilepsy. That I might be able to live a completely normal life like all the other girls in my year. Instead, I got too cocky, and life proved me wrong. Just like it does every time I think my epilepsy’s getting better. I realised then, sitting in the dark in my living room on the night of my junior prom, dress beside me because my parents decided it would be better for my health to stay at home, watching videos of the night on my friends’ social media knowing I’d never be making the same memories as them, that my epilepsy would always be with me.

And at sixteen years old that felt like the end of the world, but now I can’t help but think, if a whole year of being careful still wasn’t enough to stop a seizure, is it really worth holding myself back so much? Is it really worth not going through the rite of passage of getting a tattoo I’ll probably regret in a few years’ time when something far less threatening could trigger another seizure probably just as easily?

My dad runs his fingers across his thick moustache with a ‘hmm’, tanned face creasing even more. ‘Maybe we should call Dr Wells and ask. Better to wait for his thoughts before we decide.’

Because apparently my life is a group decision. My jaw hangs open, but I don’t get a chance to reply.

‘Pain and stress can be triggers, sweetheart. You know that well enough from your cramps – I’m certain they were the reason you had your last one since they’d gotten so much worse,’ my mom reminds me, the memory of waking up on the ground surrounded by my parents’ friends and colleagues after a fit at a summer barbecue two years ago sadly not hazy enough yet. Mom doesn’t give me an opportunity to respond before she adds on with finality, ‘I’ll speak to some of the doctors at work too, check what they think before we move forward with anything. We can’t be certain how you’ll react since you’ve never had one before. It could be more painful than you think.’

My shoulders curve over, defeat starting to wash over me. ‘It’s fine. I’ve looked into it and—’

Deep, rumbling laughter echoes outside the front door seconds before it opens again, and my older brother, Wyatt, walks in with Duke in tow. I’m instantly aware of the fact that I’m currently dressed in an old, oversized T-shirt with some pyjama shorts that are fraying at the hem of one of the legs, while my long hair is wrapped up into the messiest of messy buns on top of my head. At least now I’m at college he only really sees me at the bar when I’m relatively put together, as opposed to looking like a gangly gremlin that’s just crawled out of bed. Which feels even more prominent when Duke looks the way he does right now.

He’s clearly been helping Wyatt out at Sunset Ranch like he sometimes does before opening the bar for lunch, as he’s sporting dusty Wranglers that hug his thick thighs in all the right places, and a black T-shirt, showing off all the tattoos covering his dark skin. Plus, it’s one of the rare occasions when he wears a cowboy hat, and man, does it look good on him – the way the dark felt brings out the deep brown of his eyes.

Not that I really care what he looks like, but . . . well, he’s an attractive man. Anyone would notice that.

Sure, Cherry. You’re convincing no one.

‘Everything alright?’ Wyatt asks, eyes darting between my parents and me as he heads into the kitchen and fetches a couple of glasses from a cupboard. Duke follows quietly behind him, offering me a tight-lipped smile before opening the fridge and grabbing the carton of juice, as if he’s just another Hensley brother. Which he might as well be given how often he’s around.

I shuffle behind one of the kitchen chairs to try to hide my slobby attire and rub the back of my neck as I smile quickly back. The urge to rip my hair out of its messy bun is incredibly strong right now.

‘Cherry wants to get a tattoo,’ Dad declares, folding his arms, as if by saying wants to means it’s not definitely going to happen.

‘Is that safe with your epilepsy? You know pain can be a trigger if it makes you too stressed. What’s it been now? Two years since your last seizure. I wouldn’t risk that, Cherry.’ Wyatt repeats my dad’s earlier comments as he takes the juice from Duke and pours them both a drink, making me roll my eyes. They accidentally land on Duke whose brows are drawn in as he watches me. I quickly blink away.

First the lap dancing, then the bucket list, and now he’s about to witness me probably be forbidden from getting a tattoo like I’m some rebellious seventeen year old, all while I’m in my pyjamas. Can it really get any worse?

‘Apparently so,’ Mom responds, and it takes me a second to realise she wasn’t responding to my thoughts.

‘Hmm.’ Wyatt fishes his phone from his pocket and types something into it, the screen lighting up his face as he scrolls through. Everyone watches, waiting for his verdict, clearly more trusting in Google than me. ‘To be fair, it does say there isn’t any evidence of it causing seizures, just to be careful of the pain being an unexpected trigger.’

‘What do you think, Duke?’ My mom turns to him, as if he’s part of the family too, and should get a say in my life. I suppose, given how many years he’s been friends with Wyatt, and the amount of time he’s spent at ours growing up, he might as well be a Hensley. I can’t remember the last Thanksgiving him and his grandmother didn’t spend with us.

Duke’s brows shoot up and his eyes dart around the group, eventually landing on me.

‘Uh . . .’ He pauses, as I widen my own eyes in a silent plea. ‘I’m not sure I’m really the right person to ask whether someone should or shouldn’t be getting a tattoo.’ He then holds out his arms, letting the sunshine highlight every inch of his tattooed skin, the darker lines and grey shading, leaving little of his skin bare, except for a small area on his inner wrists. Wyatt snorts out a laugh beside him.

My gaze cuts from Duke to the floor, and my chest caves in. But then he suddenly clears his throat and adds, ‘Though, I’m sure Cherry knows what she’s doing. She was always the smartest one out of the Hensley kids, anyway.’

‘Hey!’ Wyatt yells, jabbing Duke in the ribs with his elbow. And while my parents drop into laughter, and Wyatt reels off all the reasons why he’s the smartest, Duke’s eyes find mine, shining the reminder that maybe someone is in my corner after all.






Chapter 4

Cherry

I think I might be dying. I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to cover Montana’s shift today when I felt that first twinge in my stomach this morning, like my mom suggested.

My black tank top is practically a second skin now, soaked with sweat – the feverish wave hit me while I was carrying someone’s order. I just managed to shove their drinks onto their table before I ran to the back of the bar, hurrying into the closest room before I was sick. A bathroom probably would’ve been the best option, but instead, to my pure lack of luck, it was Duke’s office.

The only good news is that the shrill ringing in my ears is gradually calming now that I’m curled up on the floor. Which means I’m no longer going to pass out – ideal, considering that I don’t think Duke would appreciate finding me unconscious on his floor. I wait for the stabbing pain in my stomach to begin subsiding before I lift myself to a seated position, using the desk behind to prop myself up.

Somehow I need to get myself from this point to the staffroom, where my bag and painkillers are, without collapsing again. The thought makes me let out a scratchy laugh – because it’s funny that I’m considering trying to dose myself up to make it through my shift.

Just ten more seconds and I’ll get up—

‘Jesus, Cherry!’ Duke’s deep voice booms as the door swings open, forcing my eyes to shoot over to him. ‘What happened?’

The sight of him and the way his tattooed muscles and broad chest are wrapped in a tight black T-shirt, is enough to wake me up a little more, while also unfortunately reminding me that I must look like a sweaty mess right now. A weak, sweaty mess from the way Duke’s pitiful gaze sweeps over me.

Just a little girl who needs saving. Again.

I can barely look him in the eye as heat rises into my cheeks.

‘I’m fine,’ I rasp out. The silver stars are almost gone from my vision, thankfully, no longer threatening to pull me from consciousness.

Duke closes his eyes for a long second, shaking his head. Then he reaches to swipe his black leather biker jacket off the back of his chair and drops to his knees to wrap it around me. I hunch my shoulders as he does.

‘Cherry,’ he says, voice dropping an octave, a commanding depth lacing it. ‘Tell me what’s wrong.’

My skin prickles and I don’t think it’s a result of the fever. ‘I’m fine, I just felt faint and needed to sit down. Sorry, your office was the closest—’

Another shooting pain lances through my stomach, cutting me off. Water wells in my eyes, making me squeeze them shut, because that one was way worse than the last, but I try to breathe through
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