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      Slate Sanders drove down the highway next to the Gulf of Mexico, the window down as the sun came up. The scent of the beach and seaweed touched his nose every so often, and he couldn’t wipe the smile from his face.

      He’d spent four years behind the fences and walls of River Bay Federal Correctional Facility. He hadn’t had a girlfriend or a wife when he’d gone into prison, and he hadn’t thought he wanted one now that he was out.

      Images of Nate and Ginger walking hand-in-hand, their heads bent together, flowed through his mind. He then remembered the way Ted and Emma sat on the back porch of their cabin, the love between them real and infectious.

      Maybe Slate had been bitten. Maybe he wanted to meet someone who would make his heart feel less like a black stone and more like a vital human organ. Maybe he could if he didn’t literally run away from every female he laid eyes on.

      He’d been at Hope Eternal Ranch for almost two months, and he still hadn’t said more than hello to any of the women who worked there. A few women lived next door in the West Wing, but Slate never went there. More women worked out on the ranch, with the horseback riding lessons, or with other chores. He kept his head down and hadn’t spoken to any of them either.

      He wasn’t sure why, other than he wasn’t sure Hope Eternal was his final landing place. He couldn’t go back to banking, but he wasn’t as keen to grab onto the cowboy lifestyle with both hands the way Nate, Ted, and Dallas had.

      The three of them never went anywhere without their cowboy hats and boots, and they fit right in on this ranch. Slate hadn’t fit in anywhere, except with the other junkies.

      “Can’t go back there,” he told himself. He absolutely would not go back to Austin, where he could easily slip back into the businessmen underground, where professionals worked their day jobs and then partied all night.

      His phone rang, and Slate reached for it. Nate’s name sat on the screen, and Slate slowed down to pull over. The truck he’d been able to get wasn’t new or fancy, like the one Nate drove, and he couldn’t talk without holding the phone to his ear.

      “Hey,” he answered as he pulled to the side of the road.

      “Where are you?”

      “Just driving.”

      “You’re not going north, are you?”

      Slate rolled his eyes, glad this wasn’t a video call. “No, Dad,” he said.

      Nate didn’t laugh, sigh, or otherwise make any noise. He did say, “Ted worries about you when you leave before dawn.”

      “Ted does, huh?”

      “We all do,” Nate said.

      “I’m clean,” Slate said. “I haven’t touched drugs in over four years, Nate.”

      “I know that,” he said. “I also know, as does Dallas, how loud the call of addictive substances can be. We love you, and we want you to be happy.”

      “I’m just driving by the water,” Slate said, looking over to it. “I like the water.”

      “Yeah,” Nate said. Several moments of silence went by, and then he added, “It’s Sunday, and that means we’ll have breakfast at the West Wing.”

      “Yeah, I know about it,” Slate said.

      “You’ve never come.”

      “No, I haven’t.” Slate didn’t explain further. He’d only been twenty-nine when he’d gone into prison, and he’d only had a couple of girlfriends in his life at all. Once the drugs had taken center stage in his life, Slate didn’t care about anything or anyone else.

      He needed something else to focus on, but Slate had never felt so lost.

      “I’ll let you go,” Nate said. “Just…call one of us if you need us, okay?”

      “Okay,” Slate said. He stayed still on the shoulder for another minute, and then he eased back onto the road and pulled over into a parking lot at a beach. One other car sat there, and Slate barely gave it a glance as he got out of his vehicle. The warmth of the sun never really went away in this part of Texas, but the morning was definitely the best time to find a whisper of cool air.

      He went down the wooden steps to the sand, trying to remember who he was. Thinking about who he was five years ago, before everything had gone down at the bank, was like trying to think about someone else. Trying to live someone else’s life, with memories that didn’t fit who he was now. There was nothing to remember about who he was, because he wasn’t that man anymore.

      The wind picked up, and Slate ran one hand through his hair, thinking he’d like to grow it out as long as he could stand it. Then, and only then, would he cut it. Since he’d been out for a couple of months now, his hair had grown quite a bit, but Slate still didn’t feel the need to cut it.

      He went all the way to the water’s edge, the horizon made only of waves and sunshine. He bent down and touched the gulf, feeling the power of the earth and the water all at the same time. In that moment, he knew he should get a job where he got to work outside, and another heartbeat later, he realized he already had a job like that if he wanted to keep it.

      A sense of peace and serenity washed over him, and while he didn’t have all the answers for his future, he at least felt like he could start making new memories for the new man he was.

      A woman screamed, startling him and breaking into his little bubble of reflection. He stood and looked left, toward the sound.

      A woman ran toward the water dozens of yards down the beach, and another primal yell ripped from her throat as she threw something into the water.

      Slate wasn’t sure if he should go make sure she was okay or just walk away. He watched as she bent and picked up something else from the beach. She screamed as she hurled it into the ocean too.

      Without thinking too hard about it, Slate started walking toward her. She seemed like she could use a friend—or at least someone to help her if she threw herself into the ocean next.

      As he got closer, she started yelling, and while Slate couldn’t catch all of the words, he got the general idea. Someone in her family was very sick, and she’d come to the beach to release her frustrations at the injustices of the world.

      Slate slowed, suddenly not wanting to intrude. He knew exactly how she felt, though he’d learned to control and contain the rage and irritation while behind bars. He could box up everything and keep it silent. He could stare at the bottom of a bunk bed and let his thoughts run until he fell asleep, never saying anything to anyone.

      Only Nate knew what Slate really thought. Then when he’d left, Ted. Dallas. Luke.

      He needed to get back to the ranch.

      The woman turned toward him, and Slate froze. He knew her, and his stomach dropped to his shoes before it rebounded back to its proper place. “Jill?” he asked.

      She sobbed and flew toward him so quickly that Slate barely had time to open his arms before she latched onto him. He wrapped her up tight, her anguish seeping right into the fleshy parts of his heart and making him close his eyes and pray for her relief.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, he helped Jill into the front seat of his truck with a, “There you go. Yep, you’re good.” He met her eye again and closed the door before going around to get behind the wheel.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes again. “I was just on my way back to the ranch, and I started crying, and….” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head.

      “You don’t owe me any explanations,” he said quietly.

      “What did you hear on the beach?”

      “Nothing much,” he said. “Combined with the waves, it was just noise.”

      Jill nodded, the longer front pieces of her hair flopping a little bit. She sniffed as she pushed it off her forehead and tucked her hair behind her ears. “My mother is very sick,” she said. “I’m very angry at God about it.”

      Pure surprise flowed through Slate, and his eyebrows went up as their eyes met. “I can imagine,” he said. “In fact, I don’t have to imagine.” He looked back out the windshield. “I’ve been very angry at God about things before.” By the time he finished speaking, his voice was at whisper level. “Very angry at myself too.”

      Jill nodded and wiped her face again.

      “I think there are some napkins in the glove box,” he said.

      She opened it and pulled out a couple of the scratchy, brown napkins Slate had gotten at some fast food restaurant. “Thanks.” She wiped her nose and eyes and drew in a long, deep breath. She held it for so long that Slate thought he might have to perform some sort of rescue procedure this morning after all.

      She finally released it and said, “I think I can drive back now.”

      “Okay,” he said, flipping the truck into reverse.

      “No, I meant I can drive myself.”

      “That’s not happening,” he said. “I’ve been precisely where you are, and you’re just on the top of the roller coaster right now. There’s another dip coming, unfortunately.” He glanced at her as he pulled up to the highway. “How long have you known about your mother?”

      “I just found out this weekend,” she said, her voice pitching up on the last word. “She’s a fighter. She’s going to be okay.”

      Slate liked the optimism, but he also knew that sometimes things were not okay. He said nothing, though, because Jill deserved to cling to that hope and positivity if she chose to.

      After a couple of minutes, he said, “I can bring someone to get your car any time.”

      “Thank you, Slate,” she said, and he did like the way his name rolled out of her mouth.

      “How long have you worked at the ranch?” he asked.

      “Seven or eight years,” she said. “Are you going to stay? Ginger has mentioned that you’re up in the air.”

      “Yeah,” Slate said. “That about sums up my whole life right now.” It had all gotten tossed up into the air, and he had no idea where all the pieces would end up falling. He looked at her and found her with her head leaned back against the rest, turned toward him.

      She had pretty blue eyes, even watery as they were, and her hair was a messy kind of short style she could muss up with her fingers and it would look better than before.

      “Have you ever felt like that?” he asked, looking out the windshield again so he didn’t drive them into the gulf.

      “Like what?”

      “Up in the air.”

      “No,” she said quietly. “That’s probably why I’m handling this diagnosis so badly.” She half scoffed and half sobbed. “That’s what my sister says, at least.”

      “How old is your sister?”

      “The oldest one is forty, and she’s, you know, perfect. Perfect husband, with the perfect job. Two perfect kids, perfectly balanced with a boy and a girl.” She exhaled and wiped her face with the napkin again.

      “I know the type,” he said, seeing the family perfectly in his mind’s eye. “That was my family growing up.”

      Jill sucked in a tight breath. “Oh.”

      “I’m not offended,” Slate assured her quickly. “I just…know the type.” He looked out his window at the gulf again, wishing he had the guts to call his parents and let them know he was out. The fact that they didn’t know spoke volumes about their relationship, but Slate wondered if the new version of himself could try again to be the son they wanted.

      The miles passed in silence after that, and after a few minutes, Slate looked over to find Jill leaning against the window, fast asleep. His heart went out to her, because he understood what it felt like to go through trauma and the sheer exhaustion that caused.

      He wanted to protect her from the tumultuous times ahead, but he knew he couldn’t. He’d learned to release the things he couldn’t control in prison, and he couldn’t control her mother’s health.

      When he turned onto the ranch and bumped from a smooth road to a dirt one, Jill jostled and woke.

      “We’re back,” he said softly. “I’m sure they still have breakfast going in the West Wing if you want to eat.”

      Jill wiped her hair back again and glanced around. “I’m sorry I fell asleep.”

      “Don’t be.” He pulled into the gravel lot and parked. Neither of them got out of the truck. “You should probably eat something.”

      She looked at him, and Slate turned his head toward her. She was a beautiful woman, and his pulse performed a weird flip in his chest. He had no idea what it meant, only that he couldn’t look away from Jill, almost like her gaze had become a tractor beam, and he’d gotten stuck in it.

      “Will you come with me?” she asked. “I don’t want to go in alone.”

      Slate didn’t understand why. She’d lived here for years, and with one look at her, all of her friends would rally around her. They’d provide the support she needed, and Slate would disappear into the background.

      He knew, because he’d seen the women here at Hope Eternal Ranch do that for each other several times in the short time he’d been there.

      “Okay,” he said anyway. “But I can’t stay long. I have to get out to the….” He let his sentence die, because it was Sunday, and he didn’t have to get out to the fields that day. He had no reason why he couldn’t accompany Jill to breakfast and then spend the rest of the day with her too.

      No reason except the fear pounding through his bloodstream at the very thought of walking into the West Wing and eating breakfast with everyone on the ranch.
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      Jill Kyle shimmied into the pale blue bridesmaid dress, frustrated at herself for the extra few pounds she carried. A month ago, she hadn’t had the extra curve in her hip, but she’d had a very trying couple of weeks, and she’d been coping with her stress by eating.

      Her kryptonite was ice cream and potato chips, and she’d been drinking a protein shake for lunch while carrying a bag of chips at the same time.

      “You’re stunning,” Hannah said, and Jill turned toward her.

      “You’re joking,” she said, taking in Hannah’s much taller frame and much trimmer waistline. “I can’t even zip this thing up.”

      “I can.” Hannah stepped over to her, bringing the soft scent of a rosy perfume that Bill had given her. The zipper went right up, and Jill could still breathe. That was a win in her book, and she had something to put in her gratitude journal that night.

      Jess and Dallas were getting married today, so she should probably put something like, I got to watch one of my best friends marry the man she loves, in her gratitude journal. She was grateful for that, and she decided to save the zipper for a day when she literally couldn’t find anything to express her gratitude.

      Hannah wrapped her in a hug, and Jill turned to return the embrace. “How are you today?” Hannah asked.

      She searched her emotions, and thankfully, she’d found some stable ground. “I’m okay,” Jill said honestly. She wasn’t alone, and that helped immensely. She lived about twenty-five minutes away from where her parents did, and Ginger had been more than accommodating with Jill’s requests to be there when her mom went to her doctor’s appointments, and when she got home from the first round of chemotherapy.

      Daddy was taking good care of her, and Jill’s youngest sibling, McKenna, lived in Sugar Hill, so she’d been able to help a lot too. Haven, the oldest, lived thirty minutes in the opposite direction of Jill, and she’d been present at everything Jill was. Probably more, because Haven was the most perfect at everything.

      Their brother had come to what he could, but he lived in Oklahoma now, and he had a wife and family there, along with an important job he couldn’t just leave whenever he wanted.

      “We better get going,” Hannah said. “We don’t want to be late.” She slipped out of Jill’s bedroom and down the hall to hers while Jill moved over to the closet to find her shoes.

      Jess and Dallas were getting married in their back yard, and they were having the most traditional ceremony of anyone who’d been married in the past year. Jess was still going to ride her horse down the aisle, but then they’d have a traditional wedding dinner and dance following the nuptials.

      Her parents had been in town for a week, and Jill already missed her sassy and strong presence around the ranch while she’d been off entertaining them and finalizing details for the wedding. She and her dad had come to the West Wing yesterday, and together, the two of them had cleaned out the bedroom where she’d lived for twice as long as Jill had been at the ranch.

      Jess was still going to work at Hope Eternal Ranch, so Jill would get to see her. She knew it wouldn’t be the same, because when change happened, things simply weren’t the same anymore.

      She put on her shoes, wishing it was as easy to slip on a smile. Stopping in front of the mirror mounted to the back of her closet door, Jill tried on her smile. It looked surprisingly real, and she paid attention to how it pulled, and how her muscles in her face felt. If she could just get through the next few hours with this smile in place, she could retreat to the safety of her bedroom and text her father to find out how Mama was doing.

      She met Hannah and Michelle in the hallway, and the three of them walked into the kitchen one after the other. Jill remembered she couldn’t go anywhere without Chapstick and detoured over to the drawer beneath the microwave, where they kept several tubes of the stuff. She slathered up her lips and tucked the tube into her bra before following the other girls out the door that led into the garage.

      Michelle almost always parked in the garage, because she only lived at the homestead part-time. She came to the ranch about once a week to meet with Ginger, talk about the prisoners they had there, and offer other legal advice to keep the ranch in the clear. She had a bedroom here, because there was enough room—especially now that Emma, Ginger, and Jess had all vacated their rooms—and because she often came in the evenings after she finished her work in San Antonio, which was a two-hour drive from Sweet Water Falls.

      She’d come on Thursday night and stay until Sunday, and Jill had been crossing her path at odd hours as she left the ranch when Michelle was arriving.

      Her sleek, dark eggplant SUV sat just steps away from the entrance to the West Wing, and Jill rounded the hood to get in the passenger seat. She glanced to the back deck that extended off the Annex, and she found Slate leaning against the railing, looking out over the ranch.

      He wore a dark suit that fit him like a glove, and coupled with that cowboy hat…Jill’s pulse went crazy. She’d vowed not to date anyone for a while after her last boyfriend—a man she’d met at Nate and Ginger’s wedding—had cited the reason for their break-up to be the distance between them.

      Physical distance, he’d meant, and the drive was eighteen minutes.

      Jill knew it was something else, but Mike had refused to say what. She’d decided she’d had enough of flirting and flitting from man to man. She was thirty-three years old now, and she was going to take her relationships more seriously. That way, maybe the men she dated would take her more seriously.

      “Slate,” she called, though she hadn’t expressly told herself to speak. The faux cowboy turned toward her, his face a stoic mask until he recognized her. Then he lit up, and Jill wondered if that meant something.

      It doesn’t, she told herself.

      He’d been extremely kind to her a couple of weeks ago, and Jill had not forgotten it. She’d been a complete mess, about to launch herself into the ocean waves and tell God to take her instead of her mother. Slate had been there, and he’d calmed her enough to get her into his truck. He’d spoken to her like her feelings and actions were normal, that she wasn’t the only one who felt the way she did, and that she didn’t need to apologize for the emotions raging through her.

      Haven had scolded Jill about “falling apart” in front of their mother, and to “have more faith” to see them all through this crisis.

      Jill wasn’t even sure what that meant. All she knew was that she’d had plenty of faith about a lot of things in her life, and God did what He wanted to do anyway. What was the point of pouring her heart out to Him? Why should she kneel beside the bed and beg, plead, and cry, only to do it again the next night? And then the next. And the next.

      She felt abandoned, and that morning at the beach had been the worst bout of abandonment of all.

      Then Slate Sanders had been here, and while Jill had met him once and seen him around the ranch a couple of times, she didn’t know him.

      “Hey,” he said easily, coming toward her though he remained on the deck. His smile was hitched in place too. Jill wondered if he’d looked in the mirror and memorized how it should feel on his face the way she had. “You ladies heading out for the wedding?”

      “Yeah.” Jill indicated the car. “Do you need a ride?”

      “Nah,” he said. “I’m waiting for Luke and Ted. We’re going together.”

      Jill frowned, a conversation from last night’s dinner tickling her memory. “You sure? Ted said he was going with Nate, I thought.”

      Slate frowned and looked toward the back door. “I guess I better find out.”

      “Do you want us to wait?” She knew the rules with the men who came to Hope Eternal Ranch in the Residential Reentry Program. Slate wasn’t in that program; his sentence was complete. But Luke was, and that meant that he couldn’t leave the ranch by himself. He had to be with a ranch employee, and Jill wondered if Slate counted.

      He just likes to drive by the beach. Nate’s words moved through her head. He’d been worried about Slate the past few weeks—worried that he’d get in his truck, start driving, and never come back.

      “Maybe,” Slate said. “Give me a minute, okay?” He strode away, and Jill could admit she liked the breadth of his shoulders in that suit coat. Wow, she thought. Tall, trim, tan Slate Sanders. A month ago, had she seen him like this, she’d have sidled up to him at the wedding and tried to get to know him better.

      Now, her heart resisted what would come so naturally to her.

      Jill loved people, and she’d always enjoyed talking to them, getting to know them, and spending time with them. She was no good alone, and she was usually the last one to go to bed, as she stayed up with whoever was willing to sit with her so she didn’t have to be alone.

      “Jill,” Michelle said. “We don’t want to be late.”

      “I’m not sure Slate and Luke have a ride,” she said. “He said he needed a minute.” She looked back to the deck, but Slate had gone inside the Annex, and he hadn’t returned yet. “You guys can go. I can drive them in a ranch truck.”

      “Are you sure?” Hannah asked, getting out of the back seat. She looked at Michelle and then back to Jill.

      “Yeah, sure,” Jill said easily, and her pulse started an increased rhythm.

      “They won’t start without Luke and Slate,” Hannah reasoned. “They’re two of Dallas’s best friends.”

      “We can wait,” Michelle said. “Because she has a point.”

      “You can ride in the front,” Jill said to Hannah.

      “I’m fine.” Their eyes met, and Jill had never had to spell out much for Hannah. She must’ve been able to say she had some sort of insane crush on Slate, because Hannah just nodded. “I do need to fix my mascara, and I can use the mirror in the front.” She went around the back of the car and got in the front seat.

      Slate came out onto the deck. “Can we ride with you guys? Ted left a while ago.” He didn’t look happy about it either, and Jill didn’t blame him.

      “Sure,” she said. “We have room.”

      Luke came outside too, and Jill seriously doubted they’d fit in the back seat of Michelle’s SUV. They had shoulders Jill had never seen, and she knew all the River Bay men met in the equipment shed at six-thirty to lift weights, something they’d apparently done together in prison.

      Slate arrived at her side, and Jill smiled at him. “I’ll ride on the hump in the middle. You scoot on over, cowboy.”

      He grinned and reached up to touch his hat. “Do you really think I look like a cowboy?”

      “You certainly do,” she said. “I’m not sure if you are one, but you look the part.”

      “Good,” he said, and he slid all the way over behind Michelle. Jill gathered up her skirt and got in the car too, sliding over into the middle spot. Luke managed to cram himself in next to her and close the door, and that alone was a miracle.

      “All right,” Michelle said. “Are we all in?”

      “Yes,” Luke said, and Jill looked at him. He was a handsome man too, and he’d started to grow a beard the same way Slate had. She smiled at him, and he smiled back at her before looking out his window.

      Her pulse didn’t react, and she knew he wasn’t the one she’d spend her time with at this wedding. She didn’t even dare look at Slate, because her hip was pressed into his, and her thigh too, and the entire left side of her body tingled with his touch.

      He cleared his throat, and Jill glanced at him. “Do you have enough room?” he asked, moving his right leg over a little. “You can put your foot over here.”

      “Thanks,” she said, and she did adjust her leg so it wasn’t so tightly crammed into the back of the console between Hannah and Michelle. She smoothed down her skirt so her legs were properly covered and listened as Hannah and Michelle started talking about the cooking show they’d watched last night.

      With the radio playing, and conversations happening, Jill looked at Slate again. “Have you decided if you’re going to stay at Hope Eternal?”

      He shook his head, his slate-gray eyes still sparkling under that cowboy hat. “What do you think? Should I?”

      “Do you hate it?”

      “No.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “You know what? I actually do.”

      Jill looked up at the charcoal-colored cowboy hat. “I mean, the hat fits, right?” She smiled, and it was easier than the one she’d practiced in the bedroom. The smile she could give him felt as easy as the flirty ones she’d doled out at the previous weddings she’d attended.

      “So you’re saying if the boot fits, wear it?”

      “Sure,” she said. “You have a nice room here. The Annex is big and air conditioned. You like the job. You look the part.” She reached over and smoothed down his tie from where it had stuck on his lapel. Something hot and charged zinged through her, and her eyes immediately went back to Slate’s.

      He’d felt that, Jill could tell. She could no longer hear Hannah and Michelle talking, and if there was music playing, it wasn’t reaching her ears.

      “Okay,” Slate said. “I’ll stay.” He shifted his shoulders so he could lean his head closer to hers. She actually leaned into him too, ducking her head so he could whisper in her ear. His hand landed on her knee, and Jill pulled in a breath as sparks shot up her leg and down to her toes.

      “For you, Jill,” he said. “I’ll stay for you.” He took her hand in his then, and his was so much bigger than hers. Warm, and large, and everything a cowboy’s hand should be. Jill loved holding hands with a cowboy, and she smiled to herself as he settled their joined hands on his leg and looked out his window, the conversation obviously done.

      The conversation her heart was pounding out to her brain wasn’t done, but Jill didn’t even listen to the two of them. She closed her eyes and leaned against Slate’s shoulder, her fingers twined nice and tight with his.
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      Slate wasn’t sure what in the heck he was doing. Whispering sweet things in a woman’s ear and holding her hand. He could admit that when Jill laid her head against his arm that he’d felt mighty fine.

      He felt like perhaps he was worth something, and somehow, Jill Kyle could see it.

      Slate knew he couldn’t. Nate and Ted and Dallas had told him to keep looking, because he’d eventually discover how amazing he was, but Slate only nodded while they talked. Luke hadn’t seemed to have a problem finding his role on the ranch and in his new life.

      He has it easier than you, Slate thought. Luke himself had admitted that because he was still in the Residential Reentry Program, and his life was not entirely his to live yet, that his transition from prison to ranch had been easier than Slate’s.

      His phone buzzed, and Slate glanced down at the armrest where he’d stowed his phone. Luke’s name sat there, the message flipping up as well, then disappearing before Slate could read it.

      He used his left hand—as his right was still firmly clasped in Jill’s—to pick up his phone and swipe. His left thumb stumbled a bit, but he got the job done.

      What are you doing? Are you and Jill a thing now?

      Slate pulled in a breath and looked at Luke. He lifted his eyebrows so high, Slate thought they might go right off his face. He wore darkness in his expression too, and he actually frowned as if he wasn’t happy with the very idea of Slate and Jill being “a thing.”

      Slate looked back at his phone, more confusion running through him. Luke knew him better than anyone on the planet. He’d heard all of Slate’s deepest, darkest secrets, his greatest fears, and what made him wish for things he never thought would happen.

      Another text came in, and Luke said, I mean, it’s fine if you are. I just didn’t realize. You never said anything.

      I don’t know what I’m doing. Slate pecked out the sentence one painful letter at a time. He really wasn’t very ambidextrous, and it took several long seconds before he sent the message five feet to his right.

      Jill sat up and drew in a deep breath. She removed her hand from Slate’s with a quick glance at him that he didn’t meet. Relief ran through him at the same time disappointment cut into his chest.

      He really had no idea what any of it meant. The ride to Dallas’s house blinked by, and before he knew it, he was getting out of the luxury SUV and turning back to help Jill. The skirt on her blue bridesmaid’s dress hitched up a little, revealing a few inches of skin above her knee.

      “Oops,” she said, sliding the rest of the way out quickly and pulling it down. She flicked her eyes in his direction and looked away again.

      Slate closed the door behind her, his eyes following the trail of people leading around the garage to the right, where a bunch of balloons in pink, white, blue, and yellow floated lazily above the milk can they’d been anchored to.

      There was something quaint and calming about it, and Slate took a long breath that seared the inside of his nose, down his throat, and into his lungs. He coughed, and Jill laughed lightly. “Yeah, you really can’t breathe that deeply in June,” she drawled. “It’s like breathing in fire.”

      “Yeah,” Slate said, his throat suddenly so dry.

      “I don’t get a proper breath of air until at least November.” She kicked a smile in his direction and started walking toward the balloons. Hannah came to her side almost instantly, and the two of them struck up a conversation.

      Slate watched Jill go, his mind running through all the possible scenarios that would bring her back to him.

      “Come on,” Luke said, turning to call to Slate. “Don’t just stand there staring.”

      That got Slate to move—and a healthy dose of heat to fill his face—and he joined Luke. “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said.

      “You were holding her hand,” Luke practically hissed. “You’re going to talk about it.”

      “It’s not a crime,” Slate said, glaring at his friend. “I’m allowed to hold a woman’s hand.”

      “Yeah, but.” Luke glanced around as if there might be federal agents about to burst from behind fences and take them back to River Bay. He was definitely the most paranoid of the men in the group, and Slate usually got a rise from Luke’s rants about government conspiracies and that he’d seen a guy at the grocery store that looked just like one of their Unit Managers.

      Today, though, he really didn’t want to hear what Luke was going to say next. The sidewalk along the side of the garage wasn’t very wide, and he fell back to walk behind Luke. That didn’t stop him from saying, “I didn’t even know you were staying at Hope Eternal. I only have six more weeks, and I thought we were going to go see what else the world had to offer.”

      “Yeah,” Slate said, though he knew what the world had to offer. Heartache. Disappointment. Tragedy.

      The same things he’d experienced before the decisions that had led to his incarceration, and the same things that existed in the world now.

      Just look at Jill’s mom, he thought. She was only sixty-one and dealing with a terrible, life-threatening disease. He knew Jill’s heart ached for her mother. He knew she was disappointed her mom might not be able to see her get married or have kids. Her mother’s death would be a tragedy for Jill.

      Life was hard, Slate knew that.

      “Has the plan changed?” Luke demanded once they reached the back yard.

      “I don’t have a plan,” Slate said. Once, he’d lived his life according to a plan. He’d had to in order to cover up the drug use.

      Now, he woke each day with new possibilities on the horizon. No two days were the same at Hope Eternal, and Slate thrived on that.

      He glanced around the back yard while Luke continued to mutter about the plans he’d been making for the both of them. Slate had been to Dallas’s house previously, but it had been transformed with flowers, antique jars and cans, stumps of wood, strings of lights, and miles and miles of ribbons and flowing fabric.

      The large patio that extended from the back of the house had been covered by an enormous, free-standing pergola made of a light-colored wood. The sides let in the breeze, but the top had been latticed, and then white, gauzy fabric had been woven through the holes to create the shade on the patio.

      Ribbons of fabric hung down in the corners, and flowers sat on every table surrounding the patio. Right now, rows and rows of chairs took up the patio, and Slate started toward the row where Ted sat with Emma and Nate sat with Ginger.

      He took a spot next to Nate, who looked over at him. “There you are. Dallas was just starting to get twitchy.”

      “Yes, well,” Slate said, leaning over to look past Nate to Ted. “Someone told us we were riding with him.”

      Ted met Slate’s eye, and Slate challenged him by raising his eyebrows. “I had to come help set up.”

      “I heard that too,” Slate said. “It’s fine. Whatever. We got a ride with the women.”

      “Yeah,” Luke said, taking the end seat next to Slate. “He⁠—”

      “Stop it,” Slate said, practically growling the words at Luke. To his surprise, Luke cut off and didn’t say anything else.

      “I’m sorry, Slate,” Ted said. “I wasn’t thinking clearly when I said I’d give you guys a ride.”

      Slate felt Nate’s gaze on the side of his face, and he didn’t appreciate it. The man had a way of seeing things and knowing things he shouldn’t possibly know. “I said it was okay,” he said. “We got here, and we’re not late.”

      “I’ll text Dallas,” Nate said. “Then he’ll know.”

      “We have to go line up in a minute anyway,” Ted said.

      A tiny part of Slate died. He’d forgotten that he had to walk in the wedding. A couple of rows up, Jill sat down next to Hannah and Michelle, and Slate thought if he could walk down the aisle beside her, it might not be so bad.

      “Yeah,” Nate said. “Let’s go check with him. They should be ready to start soon.” He stood, and that meant everyone had to. He held Ginger’s hand as he went past Slate and Luke, and they followed him.

      Inside the house, Slate could take that deep breath without searing his lungs, and a few seconds later, the back door opened again, and several women wearing the same blue dress Jill had on spilled into the house too.

      “Okay,” Dallas said, and Slate looked away from the short-haired blonde to the groom. Dallas wore a black tuxedo, and Slate had never seen him look so sophisticated. Nerves rode in his eyes too, and Slate couldn’t even imagine the turmoil in Dallas’s soul.

      “We’re five minutes out,” he said. “It’s a simple procedure. You line up and walk out. Jess and her dad will come last. We don’t want anyone up at the altar with us, so you’ll circle back to your seats.” He glanced around at the small crowd that had gathered around the dining room table just inside the back door. “You all have seats, right?”

      Murmurs of assent went through the crowd, but Slate said nothing.

      “And that’s it,” Dallas said. “After the ceremony, we’ll have lunch, and we should all be out of here by two o’clock.” He nodded like this wedding was just one of his many tasks on his to-do list that day.

      Slate didn’t believe that for a single moment, though. He’d seen Dallas with Jess, and they were obviously very much in love.

      “Kids first,” Dallas said. “Come on, Thomas. Remmy.” He glanced around when only his son came forward out of the crowd. “Where’s Remmy?”

      “She wants to walk with Jess,” Dallas’s mother said, her voice very quiet.

      “Well, she can’t.” Dallas set his mouth into a firm line and went down the hall. “Nate and the other boys right after the kids. Get lined up,” he called over his shoulder.

      Nate, who always seemed to know where to go and exactly what to do, led Ginger to the front of the line, right behind Thomas. He spoke easily to the boy while Ted and Emma lined up behind them. Slate supposed he could go third, though Luke could’ve just as easily. He took the spot, though, with Luke behind him. The other cowboys from the ranch move into position behind him.

      Slate wasn’t sure if the women in the bridal party had been assigned a spot or not, and he only looked over when someone came to stand next to him.

      Jill smiled at him, a gesture which lit up her pretty face, and said, “Do you have a partner?”

      “No, ma’am,” he said, reaching for the brim of his cowboy hat. He wasn’t even sure why. He tipped his hat at her and smiled when she laughed and shook her head.

      “So Texan,” she said, linking her arm through his. She was very good at flirting, which only amped up
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