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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For the lovers of the best friends to enemies to lovers trope with a sprinkle of accidental pregnancy.

      

      For the readers who love an alpha male cowboy.
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          BEGINNING OF FRESHMAN YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Harlow

      

      

      Once upon a time, I was pretty sure I loved this ranch. My father had pictures up around the house of me riding horses, grinning in the middle of the fields, swimming in the rivers. Laughing as the sun beat down on my face.

      But now…

      I hated it. I hated this small town. I hated this ranch. I hated stepping outside of my house for school every morning to the smell of cow manure and farm animals. I hated the sound of grazing cows. And I hated the sight of the ranch hands heading out to the fields to work every morning.

      And to top it all off, Dad and I rarely saw eye-to-eye anymore. I was growing up and changing, and he couldn’t cope. He still wanted to treat me like I was five instead of a teenager starting her freshman year of high school. It was like I wasn’t allowed to have my own mind anymore. Like I wasn’t allowed to be my own person.

      Sometimes, I thought about running away, but then I thought about my best friend, Maddox. What would he do without me, without this ranch to fall back on? He already spent most of his time here, earning cash from my father here and there when he helped out on the ranch. His parents didn’t take care of him. His stepdad was a jerk that liked to push him around. His mother never cared enough to make it stop. She was only worried about having a man take care of her.

      My father, me, and this ranch were all Maddox had. So, I couldn’t leave, even if I desperately wanted to just pack a bag and run. Go wherever the wind happened to take me.

      Maddox was relying on me, and I would never let him down.

      “You ready for our first day?” Maddox asked, stepping out onto the porch where I was waiting for him. He’d slept over last night, which wasn’t all that unusual for him. On one shoulder, he had his bookbag, and on his other shoulder, he had his small duffel bag that contained his football equipment. My father began paying for him to play back in middle school, and as long as Maddox kept his grades up, my dad had promised to keep paying for him to play throughout high school.

      I sort of envied the easy relationship Maddox had with my father. It was like he was the son my dad never got.

      Instead, he got stuck with me—stubborn, hard-headed, and strong-willed. And a girl.

      Sometimes, I felt like my dad was more of a father to Maddox than he was to me. They got along great. Most days, it felt like Maddox was becoming the son my father wished I would always act like. But instead, I grew up, my body changed, and I became interested in boys, in having my hair done, in make-up.

      In places bigger than what he could ever dream of.

      I was no longer the tomboy he could pretend was his son.

      And it ripped a hole between us that was irreparable.

      “Eh,” I muttered, shrugging my shoulder. “I’m just ready to be done with school. I hate it.”

      He laughed a little and headed down the porch, expecting me to follow him, which I did. “Har, you hate everything,” he teased. A tingle rippled through my chest at the sound of my nickname. He was the only person ever allowed to use it. It always left me with warm, fuzzy feelings inside.

      I shrugged my shoulder as we began the walk down the long drive to where we would wait for the bus at the end. “Life is full of disappointments.”

      “Always such a negative Nancy,” he muttered, shaking his head at me. “Come on, Har. Your dad is paying for you to do cheer,” he reminded me. “We’ll get to go away on games. We’ll be popular. Everyone is going to love us.”

      I sighed. I loved being on the cheer squad, but it kept feeling like something was missing. I just didn’t know what. And I definitely hadn’t had any luck in finding it yet.

      “Promise we’ll always have each other?” I asked, looking up at him. He’d really shot up over the summer, now standing at almost six feet. And he’d really filled out. Honestly, he was extremely hot, and his voice was deep for a teen. But that was a boundary I would never cross with him. I could never let him know how I felt about him.

      Maddox was my best friend and the only person I one hundred percent trusted. I couldn’t ruin that. Besides, even if we started something, if it didn’t work out, where would that leave Maddox? He’d never have that safety net to come to when home got unbearable for him.

      I would never be selfish with him. Could never.

      He grabbed my hand in his, and tingles raced up my arm, straight to my heart. My breath hitched in my throat, my heart racing when he gave my fingers a gentle squeeze. “I promise, Har. You’re my best friend. Nothing will ever change that.”

      “Swear?” I asked, looking up at him.

      He nodded, looking back down at me with his hypnotizing, stunning, bright blue eyes. “I promise, Harlow,” he said softly. Then, he grinned. “Now stop worrying so much. Everything is going to be great. You’ll see.”

      I sighed, watching as the bus came down the road, slowing to a stop in front of us.

      I only hoped he was right.
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          FRESHMAN YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maddox

      

      

      Spending the night over at Harlow’s always left me feeling well-rested. It was safe at her house. I never had to worry about someone putting their hands on me or yelling at me for stupid shit. And Harlow’s dad took great care of me. I had three meals in my stomach a day over there and all the snacks a growing kid like me could need or want.

      Experiencing that always made it extremely hard to go home—harder than it used to be before I knew what parental love and kindness were supposed to be like.

      I frowned at the front porch of what was technically my home, though it sure didn’t feel like it. The bottom step was just about completely rotted way, and the top step was completely missing. Some of the boards on the platform were broken, rotted, or missing altogether. The once-red front door was faded and peeling, stained brown wood left in its wake. One of the front windows was boarded up after my stepdad got angry when my mom locked him out of the house and he shattered it with a cinderblock.

      The sound of that window shattering still echoed in some of my nightmares. It had been a particularly horrid night. I could still feel his hands on me even now.

      “What are you just standing there for?” my stepdad barked as he swung open the front door. “You got a problem, boy?” he sneered.

      I quickly shook my head, ducking my eyes from his dirty face. Looking him in the eyes—or really, just in the general vicinity of his face—was asking for trouble. And I avoided that kind of trouble at all costs.

      He obviously hadn’t bathed in a couple of days. His beard was unkempt, badly in need of a cut, and he had food in it.

      The smell of beer wafted out of the house, but despite the smell of it turning my stomach and making me want to vomit, I quickly made my way up the steps and across the porch, knowing the broken, rotted, and missing boards so well, I easily avoided those areas with barely a thought toward it.

      “Where you been the past two days?” he sneered, snatching my arm when I tried to move past him. I stumbled, my heart lodging in my throat. Fear sliced through me, making my pulse hammer against the skin of my throat.

      “H-Harlow’s,” I stuttered, wishing he’d let go of me so I could just escape to my room. Out of sight out of mind was true in this house. He often forgot I was here when he couldn’t see me.

      He shook his head and spit on my shoes in disgust—shoes Harlow’s father had purchased for me so I had something nice to wear to school rather than my holy shoes that barely even fit anymore. I avoided cringing, keeping my face as neutral as I could. I’d have to immediately clean that off so they wouldn’t get ruined.

      I hated anything Harlow’s dad bought for me getting the least bit ruined. It felt like I was disgracing his kindness if I did.

      “Hate those people. Always think they’re better than everyone else,” he sneered. He released me. “Go get your homework done, you hear me? Your mom will be home late, and she ain’t cookin’ for you either.”

      “Yes, sir,” I mumbled. I knew what that meant. I was on my own for dinner, and I already knew there wasn’t any food in the house. And I wouldn’t spend a penny of the money I made from working on the ranch. I was saving that to get out of here as soon as I graduated. I wouldn’t be forced to live here a second longer than I had to. I wasn’t sure if I’d survive it.

      Once I was eighteen and had graduated high school, there was nothing my mom or my stepdad could do to keep me here, and I couldn’t wait.

      I closed my bedroom door behind me and pulled out my little calendar, marking off the past two days and today. I was already counting down the days to graduation, and while it seemed so far away, I knew it would pass by before I knew it.

      And I could not wait.
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          SOPHOMORE YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Harlow

      

      

      I thought when I finally became a teenager and grew boobs and got my period, my father would stop barging into my room unannounced. But that never happened. So, I thought maybe when I started high school, he’d stop then. But nope. Which was why I was currently sitting up in bed as he flung open my curtains, letting in all that bright sunlight that I hated. I’d gone to sleep super late due to the book I was reading. Now, he was expecting me to get up and help on the ranch.

      I seriously hated this place. I didn’t understand why Maddox held such a love for it. I understood it was an escape for him, but it didn’t mean he had to love it like he did. He lived for this land. It wasn’t something I could fathom.

      “Dad…” I groaned. I glanced over at my alarm clock. “It’s not even eight o’clock yet,” I muttered. Couldn’t a girl sleep in? Jesus.

      “You were supposed to be up at six to feed the chickens and collect the eggs, Harlow. Maddox gathered them for you, so you can thank him. You know the rules, and I don’t appreciate you disobeying them and disregarding them just because you think you can.”

      I flopped back on the bed, glaring up at the popcorn ceiling above me. “Why do I have to help?” I snapped. “I don’t want any part of this place.” It was our biggest argument these days.

      He flung my blankets off of me, leaving me shivering in my tank top and sleep shorts. I glowered at him, but he wasn’t phased in the slightest. Nothing made the old man tremble. Well, he wasn’t all that old—only in his fifties. He was healthy as a horse, actually. But compared to me, a mere fifteen-year-old girl, he might as well be ancient.

      “We’re not playing your games this morning, Harlow. Get out of bed. Get dressed. You need to eat breakfast and then go do the rest of your chores. Everyone has things to do, and no one has time to sit around and wait on you. Nor does anyone have the time to do your chores for you. Everyone has a part to play on this ranch, and you will play yours.”

      “I hate this place,” I snapped, sitting up and throwing my legs over the side of the bed. I jerked to a standing position and purposely stomped all the way to the bathroom because I knew he hated it when I stomped in the house. “I can’t wait to leave and never come back!” I yelled over my shoulder.

      He stopped the bathroom door when I went to slam it and narrowed his eyes at me, anger and hurt glimmering in his eyes. I almost regretted saying what I did. Almost. But not quite. I was so sick of my life being centered around this stupid ranch. I barely even had free time anymore because this dumb ranch always came first.

      Even before my own needs.

      “Your mother is rolling over in her grave right now,” he quietly told me.

      I clenched my jaw. That was a low blow, and he knew it. But I was nothing if I wasn’t my father’s daughter, so I hit even lower.

      “Good. Bet she’s been rolling in her grave for years because I hate you.”

      Then, I slammed the door shut in his face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Maddox looked up when I slung the barn door open angrily. He was grooming Ginny, one of the horses, and she stomped her feet at my grand entrance.

      “Everything okay?” Maddox asked me, concern glimmering in his eyes.

      I shook my head and walked over to lead Red, our biggest stallion, out of his stall to groom him. “No. Dad’s on his bullcrap, as usual. Barged into my room and flung open the curtains. And then he said my mother is probably rolling over in her grave.” The words were bitter and tasted sour on my tongue.

      Screw Dad for even saying something like that. Because it sure didn’t have the desired effect he wanted it to. Instead of it bringing me to heel, it just made me angrier.

      Maddox winced but didn’t say anything. It was clear he didn’t know what to say. Maddox had never been great with emotions, and he wasn’t the most empathetic person. Back when one of the ranch hands had to put down a cow when she got too injured to heal, Maddox hadn’t even blinked an eye, and it had been the first time he ever had to witness something like that. When the ranch hand brought the concern to Dad, I’d overheard Dad telling the ranch hand that Maddox lacked the ability to feel what others do, to relate to them in the emotional sense. Apparently, trauma had done its damage already, and he was barely even sixteen.

      “He drives me crazy,” I muttered.

      “Have you tried just talking to him?” Maddox asked me. He paused brushing Ginny to look over at me, his hand resting on her neck. “He loves you, Har, and he just wants the best for you.”

      I made a sound similar to a harrumph, like the sound old ladies make in those southern-based movies when they don’t agree with something. “Like he actually cares about me, Maddox. Everything and everyone comes second to this dumb ranch. You know it just as well as I do.”

      Maddox sighed. “That’s not true, Har.”

      I tilted my chin up. I would die on this hill, and Maddox knew it. He couldn’t convince me otherwise. “It is, and you know it.”

      Maddox just went quiet. I glanced over at him, but he was focused on his work. Sighing, I petted Red’s neck before resting my forehead against the massive beast. He snorted. “I’m sorry,” I muttered to Maddox. “Just having a bad morning. I’m tired.”

      Maddox chuckled. “Up late reading another book again?”

      I shrugged. “It was a good one,” I said sheepishly, kicking at the dirt beneath my old, worn boots.

      He snickered. “Catch a nap later on. You’ll feel better.”

      I just hummed, the idea of finding a pasture to sleep in for a little while, my hat covering my face with the sun beating down on me and warming my skin making me tingle.

      Yeah… a nap didn’t sound too bad, actually. And if I found a spot far enough out, Dad couldn’t find me to harass me either.
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          SENIOR YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maddox

      

      

      Who needed an alarm when my best friend loved to get into screaming matches with her dad?

      I’d turned eighteen the week before school started, and Mr. Grasswell, Harlow’s father, had immediately put me up in a room in his house so I could get out of the toxic household I was in. But most days, I wondered if he realized how toxic his relationship with his daughter was. They never saw eye-to-eye anymore. They hadn’t in years, really.

      So easily, he could see the toxicity I was living in. but he was blind to what he was doing to his daughter. Some days, I barely even recognized Harlow anymore.

      She was just so…lost.

      Things around here had gotten so much worse since Harlow announced she wanted to major in accounting since she was excellent at math and minor in business management. Her dad wanted her to major in something that would be useful for the ranch, like something to do with agriculture. And Harlow refused to budge.

      I couldn’t blame her. If this ranch wasn’t her dream, why should she be forced to take it?

      The screaming match downstairs only got louder the longer I laid in bed. Sighing, I quickly slipped out from beneath my blankets and tugged a pair of jeans up my legs, throwing on a random t-shirt before shoving my feet into my boots. I listened to them as I quickly brushed my teeth, trying to hurry to
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