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To anyone who’s ever been told not to follow their heart. Never shrink to fit someone else’s fences, babe. Instead, find a cowboy with strong, capable hands to help you tear those fences down.
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Prologue

Beau

NOW

“It’s not that I don’t want to stay with you, Beau.” Nina picks at her nails the way she always does when she’s nervous. A loud crack of thunder rumbles outside and she flinches. They’ve been calling for this storm all day, and the timing is impeccable considering our current discussion.

“This isn’t personal … it isn’t about you,” she adds softly. “We’re just so … different.”

Goddamn, that’s an understatement.

Nina’s long, dark hair is shiny, and her makeup looks like she’s spent hours perfecting it. I know she probably filmed the process and posted it to her social media accounts. She’s always filming everything. The life of a Cadillac Brand Ambassador. Her chase for the adoration of her followers means I should’ve known her settling down here, where glitz and glamour don’t exist, would never work.

She fidgets in the old wooden chair at my kitchen table. The mother of my children looks out of place in my humble cabin wearing a pair of leather pants and a billowy cheetah-print blouse. She crosses one long leg over the other, her pouty red lips in a straight line. She’s waiting for me to accept the bomb that she’s leaving me and our girls.

I’d seen Nina around school when we were younger, but we always ran with different crowds. Who would’ve thought that more than ten years later one drunken night of “hey, I know you” at an auto show in Lexington would end up in a one-night stand. It was supposed to be one night, but that was the night she got pregnant with our girls. We really tried to make a go of it, but the more we got to know each other, the more we realized the two of us are like oil and water. Where I’m easygoing, she’s always been high maintenance; where I like simple and quiet, she likes excitement and noise. But the moment my twin baby girls were born, I knew, if I had to spend eternity with Nina so I could be with them, then it’d be worth every damn second a thousand times over.

“I’m thirty-two, my time is running out to make it in this industry, and I just feel like I can’t breathe. Like I’m losing myself in them, ya know?” She falters.

I don’t agree or disagree with her because I don’t know. In my girls, I found myself. I flex my aching hand in my lap. I’m filthy dirty and sore after a day in the field, and our beautiful one-year-old daughters are asleep at the big house with my mother and father so we can have this chat Nina insisted on.

The Grosvenor Black Cattle Ranch is a far cry from her expensive, historic apartment in Lexington where she lived before she was pregnant, but the foreman’s cabin we took over last year on my property isn’t exactly roughing it either. It’s been serving the lead of this ranch well since my great-grandfather Grosvenor Black bought this land and founded this ranch in 1938.

I’ve always been happy here, but Nina’s been unhappy since the moment she moved in. She was busy, always jet-setting from one show to another, so by the time she found out she was pregnant, she was four months along and scared as hell. It just made sense for her to come back to Fallon Ridge, for us to raise our child in our hometown, where we’d have the support of my family, our old friends. And Nina had agreed without hesitation. One week later we went from one-night stand to living together. And since then we’ve been living a lie. Playing house and perfect family on the land steeped in my blood and bones.

I never saw myself as a dad. But the moment “I’m pregnant” left her mouth, my whole life changed. There was no more me before our baby.

Babies.

She simply didn’t feel the same.

“They’re better off with you here, Beau. I just wasn’t cut out for this life.” She looks around the cabin now, and although those words cut me to the quick, I know you’re either cut out for ranching or you’re not.

“I just … fuck, Nina … I can’t understand how you can just leave them, they’ll …” My voice is thick, and I feel like I’ve been clubbed with an iron fist. “Wonder where you are, they’ll miss you.” I feel the sting in the bridge of my nose, picturing our girls’ beautiful, almost identical smiling faces. Another loud crack of thunder makes her flinch. The rain pelts against the metal roof.

“Better now than five years from now, Beau. Do you think this is easy for me?” Her voice is a whisper. “Do you know how hard it is to watch you just effortlessly be the perfect man, the perfect dad? I know you’re always trying to help, Beau, but it makes me feel worse when I have to try so damn hard just to get up and face another day every single morning.”

Leaning back in my chair, I scrub a hand down my face. The worst part about this is I know it’s not her fault. I know she means what she’s saying, I know she’s struggling, and this is truly hard for her. She’s been through therapy, and she’s tried different meds. I’ve done everything I can to help her adjust. I even offered to go to therapy with her, and I know she’s done what she can to feel better throughout this change in her life. But nothing seems to help, and now I don’t know what else to do but let her go. We may not be compatible, but I still want her to be whole, and happy.

“This decision is yours but be sure. If you leave, Nina, I won’t let you come in and out of their lives,” I say firmly. I know Nina’s mother wove in and out of her life before she finally left for good when Nina was eight, and it fucked her up. I won’t let that happen to my girls.

“Maybe take some time. Go away for a few months? Then decide—”

“I won’t change my mind, Beau,” she says right away. “I’ve been thinking about this for months. I’ll sign over full custody, give up my rights. I’ll do anything. I just can’t do this anymore. I’m not cut out to be their mother or anyone’s mother. I need out.” Her eyes plead. “Meet someone else, someone who wants to be their mother and you … raise our girls right.”

Her brows knit together, but she says it like our girls are a job she’s quitting. No real emotion, not one tear in her icy blue eyes.

“You’re their mother, Nina. They love you.”

“I can’t stay” is all she offers, but it’s said with such finality I don’t bother to argue. The truth is, I maybe should’ve seen the writing on the wall months ago. I’ve been living a lie because it was easier than admitting the truth.

“Anyway, um, Cadillac is setting me up in California. That’s where I’ll be based, but they’re potentially talking Dubai. An apartment, a two-year contract. I’ll be a steady. I’ll have my choice of shows, choice of product demonstration, whatever I like.”

Of course they’re offering her this. Nina not only knows how to show cars off, she knows about them. Guts, engines, performance and handling, you name it. That’s how I reconnected with her. She was working with McLaren at the Lexington Auto Show, showing their new 750S to potential buyers and doing a damn good job of it. Damn near had the man next to me willing to drop hundreds of thousands of dollars when he was there for a fleet of John Deere row crops.

“This is such an incredible accomplishment for me at my age.” She’s looking at me hopefully, then pauses. I can’t help it; a clipped laugh escapes.

“Christ, Nina, it’s ten-thirty at night and you’re sitting in my kitchen with all your shit packed at the front door. You’re leaving our girls. Do you fucking expect me to congratulate you?” I scoff bitterly.

“I thought I could do it, but I can’t. You were just so sure, so excited,” she whispers, and my stomach churns. The idea of a world where Sadie and Piper never existed is unthinkable, but again this is my fault. It was me who told her we could do this, that we’d be a great family. I was lying to myself about who she was even then.

Her phone buzzes on the table in front of her, and another loud clap of thunder rattles the cabin. There’s no sorrow in her eyes as she plans to walk out the door; in fact, she looks relieved. Nina picks up her phone and then looks at me.

“My car is on its way in. I’m headed to Lexington, to the airport.”

She stands and swings her purse over her shoulder. The scent of her perfume makes me feel even more sick to my stomach with grief. This is a grief so thick I can’t see through to the other side. It’s for my girls, who will wake up tomorrow morning without a mother.

I failed them, and now, as I watch Nina disappear behind my heavy wooden door without so much as a glance back, I don’t fight. I don’t beg her to stay. I simply let her go.

I lose time after knocking back three strong shots of bourbon, moving through my cabin to my covered back porch. This is normally the place I sit quietly with coffee in the morning or whiskey at night staring out at the endless rolling hills, but tonight it’s serving as a punching bag. I strike the log wall with my fist, out of frustration, anger, fear that all their happiness will rest on me. Thinking of their future of uncertainty and feeling hard fear for the first real time in my life. The fear of letting them down.

“Fuck!!!” I call out into the night. I’m too far from the main house and barns for anyone or anything besides the coyotes to hear me. I hit the wood again, my calloused knuckles splitting while the rain violently pelts down. Blood drips down my arm, and I’m out of breath when I collapse to the deck below, my chest heaving. I sit here so long, head in my bloody hands, trying to make sense of the future for me and my girls. I sit here so long I don’t hear my phone, the countless times it rings, I don’t hear anything, I don’t move. Until a time later, maybe hours, when my brother Walker shows up with our Sheriff Cole Ashby to tell me that Nina never made it to the airport. Their voices are an echo as they tell me lightning hit an old tree on Route 12, and when a massive branch fell into the road, her driver swerved, which sent them sailing into a ditch. She wasn’t wearing a seat belt. She never did. Never wanted to wrinkle her clothes.

They tell me she died on impact, she felt no pain. I shake my head in disbelief; how the fuck can they know what she felt? I don’t believe them. I punch the fuck out of my back deck until Walker and Cole hold me back. They keep talking until Cole leaves to head to another call, and it’s just me and Walker. It finally sinks in sometime with the rising sun. A sunrise Nina will never see. She’s truly gone. I’m alone, and I’m really all my baby girls have. Forever.





[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

Hallie

NOW

I can’t believe I’m back in this old pub.

I swear the same spots are peeling in the old brown leather booth seats. The scent of sweat, grit, and aftershave hangs in the air. How does a place not change at all in eight years since I was sneaking in here with my friends and our shitty fake IDs? I left this small ranching community for Memphis University when I was eighteen, searching for a place to start fresh, and I stayed there for a while. Now that I’m right back where I started, I wonder what it was all for. The only difference is that there’s less here for me now than there was when I left, which is something I have to live with. Now it’s just me and my dad.

The lights are low, the pool table in the back is packed, and David Allan Coe plays through the rickety old sound system. This place is filled with mostly men, after a hard day on their respective ranches.

Many heads turn while I look for a seat. I know I’m out of place here. This bar is nothing like the nightlife Memphis offered. Some real uptown, high-rent kind of places where you could sip martinis and listen to live music every night of the week Lottie’s pub is more of a back-alley, four-dollar-beer kind of place. Which is precisely why I’m here. I could go to the Whisk and Brew, which is much prettier and more modern, but I’d be sure to see people I know, people I went to high school with, hell, one of my oldest friends still works there. I’m here because I don’t want to see anyone I know and thankfully I don’t.

Taking a deep breath, I fix my eyes to the long wooden bar that has the only thing I want.

Alcohol, and lots of it. The front of the bar is padded with quilted black leather that’s seen better days, and it hugs the entire back wall. Above it is a blue neon sign that says Five o’clock somewhere. Behind that is every kind of Kentucky bourbon I could want.

Perfect.

With only two open spaces to choose from, I analyze them both. One is between two very drunken burly men in a heated discussion about the baseball game playing on the TV. They’re loud and boisterous, and I want no part of that. The other empty stool is sandwiched between an unassuming, scowling man, sipping whiskey. His hands are wrapped and bloody and on the other side an elderly rancher.

I decide to take my chances between them. As I approach, I glance at the bloody-handed cowboy. He looks to be in his mid-thirties. His stature is big, and I can tell he’s tall, even though he’s seated. At least six four, maybe even six five, and he’s clearly wide and solid. One big, heavy boot sits on the rung of his stool, and his tattered jeans fit tight to his thick thighs. His navy blue T-shirt showcases his muscled biceps and forearms. They’re covered in ink, all the way down to his rugged hands. Working man hands. Hands I can almost imagine sliding up my thighs. I instinctively punish myself for that thought and then remember I’m allowed to think it now. I don’t owe anything to anyone anymore.

When I pull the stool out, it scrapes across the floor, and the cowboy looks up. His jaw is wide and covered in scruff. I can’t decide if it’s an on-purpose look, or if he just hasn’t had time to shave in a few weeks. Either way, it’s perfection. The deepest green eyes I’ve ever seen grab hold of me in the single moment when they flick my way. They change with the light, and they’re bottomless; it’s obvious they’ve seen a thing or two. Deeper, etched lines surround them, like he’s spent his life squinting into the sun or smiling, but something tells me it isn’t from smiling. His face has the start of bruising on it near it at his cheekbone, as if he just fought somebody but they didn’t get a good enough clip in to make him really swell up. His cowboy hat is pulled low, and dark strands escape from under it, mussed and damp.

“There’s a nicer bar a few blocks over,” a small, take-no-shit kind of woman says when she approaches my end of the bar. Her red hair is curly and her eyeshadow sky blue. She sort of looks like Lottie, and I wonder if it’s her daughter.

“Not really in the mood for nice if you know what I mean.” I smile at her.

“Point taken.” She nods. “What can I get you?”

“Whatever is the smoothest.” She begins to turn. “And the strongest,” I add in a breath.

The deep gruff of the man beside me grabs my attention. “One of those days?” His voice is full, sort of velvety. It’s highly unlike me to speak to a strange man in a pub, but I’m not quite feeling like myself right now. In fact, right now I’m not sure who I’m supposed to be.

“One of those months,” I admit, watching the bartender pour me a hefty shot of expensive-looking bourbon. “Gotta keep it local.” She winks. The label says Foxx and I recognize it. My dad’s favorite. I give her the come-hither gesture, so she makes it a double.

“I’ll drink to that,” he says, holding his glass up. When Kristy—I can now make out the name on her nametag—passes over my whiskey, I look at him full on.

Damn. He’s gorgeous. Not magazine or movie star gorgeous. But sturdy and hyper-masculine gorgeous. Every feature is symmetrical and straight. His lips are full, and his brow is knit together like he’s permanently pissed off. Dark lashes frame those intense green eyes, and unlike most of the men here, despite his beat-up appearance, he seems clean, he smells good. Like some sort of warm spice and leather.

I clink my glass with his before taking a big sip. Christ almighty. That’s one thing I missed about Kentucky. We make God-tier bourbon.

“What kind of month has someone like you in the filthiest bar in two counties drinking alone?”

“Someone like me?” I query, no idea why I’m talking to him. I came here for solitude, but there’s something about him that says he isn’t trying to hit on me, he’s just genuinely curious. He looks forward, and the hint of a smirk lines his full lips. Those lines around his eyes become more pronounced.

“Someone whose bag I reckon costs more than most of the men in here’s monthly pay.” He side-eyes my tanned monogrammed leather Louis Vuitton. I didn’t pick it out. It was a gift, from my ex, Jesse’s, parents last Christmas. His mom is the highest-paid plastic surgeon in Memphis, and his dad is a jockey doctor on a high-profile racing circuit. They could afford to gift me the latest Louis Vuitton bag. I can’t even afford half the matching wallet.

“What kind of month has someone like you sitting here channeling your inner Fight Club drinking all alone?” Another thought occurs to me.

“Or maybe there’s no fight club, maybe you have a whole host of secrets like the true crime podcast I listened to on the way into town. The killer was a butcher, had his hands wrapped just like yours, covered in scratches from his victims.” I nod down to his knuckles and lean forward, holding my fist out, a natural microphone. “Our listeners want to know, Mr. Dark and Mysterious, is that your blood or your latest fight club victim’s?”

He looks me dead in the eyes before lifting his glass up to his plush lips.

“We don’t talk about Fight Club.”

When I see the hint of a smirk, I immediately realize the joke he’s making, channeling his inner Tyler Durden.

“Touché.” I take another big sip of my bourbon. “And you’d be surprised,” I offer.

“About what?”

“Why I’m here …” I pull my eyes from him and focus on my glass. “Things aren’t always as they seem, oh, judgy stranger.”

“A-fucking-men.” He nods. “For the record, I’m not a murderer, but I am drinking to one of those shitty months too.” He looks at me quizzically. “But now I’m not so sure, maybe you’ve got me beat.”

It’s an invitation to elaborate. I could look away and ignore his invite, but for some reason, I don’t.

“I’ve definitely got you beat,” I say with way more confidence than I have under the weight of his stare. I swivel to face him a little more, at the same time he turns toward me. Our knees are practically touching, and there’s heat I can’t make sense of between us as he tilts his head, intrigued. His direct gaze covers me in warmth as it bounces from my eyes to my mouth.

“Your classic love story, really,” I say dryly because I’ve decided after Jesse, I no longer believe in love at all. “Well, I told myself it was love.”

He nods, almost as if he understands. “Where to begin …” I tap my chin in thought. “Five weeks ago now, I came home early from a conference I was at to find the man I thought was about to propose to me sitting online in the gaming forum he’s always on.”

“Hmmm, that’s your first mistake,” my stranger comments with a little guffaw.

“What?”

“A grown-ass man in an online gaming forum instead of focusing on you when you walk in the door.”

I stifle a grin and swallow another big sip and tap the bar, hoping my new friend Kristy will see me and bring me another. I don’t hate that this stranger is already defending me, so I continue.

“He was … taking care of himself to his open laptop.” I shrug.

“Christ.” He actually does chuckle a little this time. I like the sound and what little I see of his smile is fucking breathtaking.

“Right?” I ask. “Thing is, I wouldn’t even have a problem with that,” I tell him. “You gotta do what you gotta do.” His eyebrows arch in surprise with my words. “Sure,” he agrees, the corner of his lips tugging up. “But he took the virtual thing to the next level.”

“I haven’t the slightest what any of that fuckin’ means.”

“It means, the cutest little brunette from Austria was on a video call with him doing the same on her side of the world.”

Kristy catches up and pours me another.

“Apparently, they both shared a love for the game Rogue Ops Two, and conveniently getting naked with their opponent and … taking care of themselves, together. You know—”

“I get it.” He holds a hand up, and I take a big swallow.

“It was going on for months, and she wasn’t the only one.”

If it wasn’t my story, I’d almost laugh at it.

“So needless to say, that’s over, my illusions about love are forever shattered, and now I’m here sitting in the pub I spent way too many drunken nights in when I wasn’t even really old enough to, talking to you.” I knock the top of the bar and look down at my half-empty glass.

“At least he’s wherever it is you came from, so you can close that door and not look back,” my stranger offers.

“Tennessee.” I smile softly. “Where I came from, and you’d think so, right? But actually, even though we lived there, his extended family is in ranching, they’re from here, so I may still run into him. And he hasn’t stopped hounding me since I left. Top that, Fight Club.” I leave out that they own the biggest cattle ranch in the state. They’d likely still live here if Jesse’s mom didn’t have a need for city life, and whatever Jesse’s mom wants his dad follows.

“Fuck.” His eyes grow dark and focus on the glass he’s holding. I wonder how old he is, what his name is. “That’s shitty. I’ll give you that. All due respect, I don’t know your ex, but he’s a fool. Cheating is a fucking chump’s game, virtual or otherwise.”

His words and his sincerity send heat through me. I don’t know why his validation feels good, but I think I needed it. Of course, I already got it from my lifelong friend Savi, who told me to punch Jesse in the dick good and hard before I left him. But somehow hearing it with such conviction from another man, a stranger, gives me hope that maybe, just maybe, they aren’t all bad.

“Wish I could say my story was different, although mine goes back years, and I promise you it’s even more tragic.” He takes a sip, and I wonder what he means by that, but I don’t pry.

“And you weren’t far off on the fight club,” he admits, and now it’s my turn to be surprised.

“In small-town Kentucky?” I ask incredulously.

There is no apology in his eyes. “Ranching is complex, sometimes you have to do things a little unconventionally because it’s the best way to protect your family, your land, and hope at the end you’re still standing.” It isn’t really an answer.

“And I take it tonight you weren’t the one to fall?”

“Never am.” An aura of confidence oozes from him that I’m instantly attracted to, maybe because my last relationship lacked it. I don’t doubt him for a minute. Those hands look like they know how to throw a punch. “We do what we have to.” His emerald eyes turn deep, scanning the room, and I wonder if he’s still talking to me or himself. He clears his throat.

“Found out today that my dad’s gonna die a little quicker than we thought,” he says quietly; his voice is a deep timbre settling in my bones as I remember a day just like that with my mother.

I don’t know this man at all. I’ll probably never see him after tonight, so I have no idea why it’s so easy for me to reach out and place my hand over his forearm when I don’t even know his name.

“Shit, I’m sorry,” I tell him. My mom, my older sister. Both gone. One I didn’t get enough time with, one has had me harboring regrets for years. “I know exactly how that feels. Everyone I’ve cared about aside from my dad is dead.”

He nods in understanding, and his eyes drop to where my hand is resting. A sizzle of electricity snakes up my spine when I feel the muscles in that corded forearm flex. His grip around his glass tightens. I get the feeling people don’t touch this man often, so I pull back and raise my glass. Screw it. He may not be the man I’d be friends with in any other scenario, but tonight, I feel like I need the company more than normal.

“To those we love and unfairly have to lose. And to those who make us realize … romantic love is just a ruse.” I smile.

“You write that yourself?”

I nod. “English major,” I give.

“Hear, hear.” His brow furrows deeper, but he clinks his glass to mine. There are secrets lingering behind those emerald eyes, and I know one thing for certain, if I’m not careful, I could drown in them tonight.
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I still don’t know his name, but I feel oddly comfortable with him. My cowboy and I have moved to a dark booth in the corner. The crowd is lively and full. As they danced, we’ve spent the better part of an hour discussing things strangers have no business discussing, though the way we speak is cautious. Not too much detail, just enough. He tells me he’s a cattle rancher, which isn’t surprising. There are a lot of those in this area. He also says he’s been having a hard couple years and had to make the decision to lease some land for a herd to his rival ranch. I wonder if anything about that has to do with his taped-up hands. My father raises horses, but when it comes to the gritty world of cattle ranching, I’m clueless. I tell him I’m a teacher, that I’ve always loved kids, and I used to hope for a younger sibling. I also tell him I haven’t found work yet since moving back, so I had to ask my dad if I could come home and stay with him.

“I thought the grass was greener out of Fallon Ridge,” I admit. “Or I was running from dealing with my shit here.”

“Was it greener?”

“For a while maybe.” I know now I was lying to myself about the life I was living. I wasn’t in love with my ex, just the idea of belonging somewhere. To someone. For him I was the ticket to his father’s savings fund that only comes to him when he gets married.

The rancher looks down at me in the dark. “So now, you’re the prodigal daughter. Returning home?”

“Something like that, though I’m hoping to have my own place by the end of the summer. I think I was running from all the … grief here, and now I regret not spending more time with my dad. He’s all I have left, and he was pretty old when he and my mother had me.”

I blush, feeling sheepish telling him so much. “Sorry, bet you didn’t bargain for that.”

He shrugs.

“Fathers will always let their daughters come home.” The air is thick for a beat when our eyes stay locked.

“Did you always want to be a rancher?” I ask, changing the subject.

Those ruinous eyes stay focused on mine when he wraps his lips around the rim of his glass. I think I get stuck in a momentary trance with those plush lips. “It’s my family’s legacy; it doesn’t really matter what I want.”

I wonder which ranch is his family’s, but again, I don’t ask. I’m sure if he wanted to tell me he would. He’s noble. Loyal. Way too controlled, yet the itch to uncover what he looks like when he loses control eats at me the longer we talk. I think I want to know.

“You only gonna drink one of those?” I ask him, looking at his near-empty glass. He’s been nursing the same drink since I got here.

“I didn’t come here to drink.”

“Odd place to spend your time then?”

He shrugs and pulls his cowboy hat off, resting it on his knee before running a hand through his dark, wavy hair. It’s the kind of hair I’d lose my fingers to if I was given the chance.

“I think I like the idea of sitting here more than I actually like sitting here. It’s easy to get lost in the noise, and chances are I don’t have the biggest problem in the room.”

He swirls the mouthful of bourbon left in his glass. “I also need to be clearheaded all the time.”

I lean back in the booth across from him.

“Must be ready for danger at any given moment? Bloody hands, bruised face.” I fold my arms over my chest. “Town superhero?”

He gets comfortable on his side of the booth. Even though I can’t see them from where I’m sitting, I imagine those thick thighs relaxed under the table. “Not a superhero, but ready for danger? Something like that,” he says, and now I’m really intrigued.

“Interesting,” I comment.

“What is?”

After two and a half glasses of bourbon, I’m just tipsy enough to flirt with this man, and suddenly, I’m feeling bold. Brazen even. Tonight, I can be anyone I want, and where has being sweet, kind Hallie gotten me so far?

“Guess if you’re sitting with me that means I must be the furthest thing from danger. Should I take that as a compliment?”

His lowered eyes rise, and he studies me for a beat.

“Come here …” He signals me to him with his first two fingers, then pats the seat beside him. I stand before my brain can protest, and I slide into the booth beside him, placing my hand on his thigh, unable to stop myself from touching him because, well, alcohol. The heat of his skin through the denim sends even more electricity through me, and I could see myself chasing it like a high.

My stranger surprises me when he leans down.

“That’s exactly what I can’t figure out about you,” he says, his lips close enough to mine that I can smell the mint and bourbon on his breath.

“What is?”

One of his big hands falls around me to my hip; his grip tightens and he tugs me closer.

“Sitting in a dive bar with a man like me clearly isn’t your norm, but Christ, you’re way too beautiful and I’m way too selfish not to let you.” Heat thrums in my chest as his fingers drag across the hot skin of my waist under the hem of my T-shirt. Strong and warm. “Seems like we’ve both been through some shit that’s left some scars, “So I’m pretty certain”—he tangles his fingers in my hair, gently tipping my head up, then runs his nose up the column of my throat until his lips are just below my ear—“all that combined makes you the most dangerous thing in this room.”

His hand slides up my back, bringing a live current with it. He hovers over me and I tip my chin up, our lips almost touching.

“Mmmm … maybe,” I murmur, lost. “You know what they say about misery …” I tighten my grip on his thigh, and his hand moves to my face. The bar is so dark, no one even pays us any mind. His thumb traces over my cheekbone, then drops to brush across my lips. He’s staring at me like he’s just as confused by this chemistry between us as I am.

“If I’m dangerous, then you should probably go,” I offer, nodding toward the front door.

“I definitely fucking should,” he whispers, right before sealing his lips to mine.
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CHAPTER 2

Beau

I sit in this bar every night that I’m tasked to handle our county kingpin Boone Dawson’s dirty work. While I work for him, my girls spend the night with my aunt or my mother. How long the night drags on, and who owes old Boone money, not to mention if they try to fight back, will decide how quickly I drink after my work is done. If I end up covered in more of his adversaries’ blood than I’d like, I drink slowly. It’s become a tradition of sorts. I take the moments I’m alone with some good bourbon to clear my head. It’s a cleanse of my sins, a reminder that I only do this for him because of my family’s need for usable land and my lack of liquid cash. Most nights I almost convince myself.

Here, in Lottie’s rundown tavern, I don’t have to pretend I’m the poor rancher who lost the mother of his children to tragedy. Everywhere else I go I put up with the sad glances, when little do my pitiers know that Nina was leaving me high and dry the night she died. The only one who suspects any different is Walker, and I haven’t even confirmed it to him. I’m not much of a talker. Most of the time I prefer the silence and order of my own head, so the local bourbon is better at keeping me company until I head back to the ranch alone. Always alone.

Women come and go—they serve their purpose for me when the mood strikes—but I’ve never been drawn to one as quickly as this sunshiny mystery in my arms. I’ve never found myself kissing a woman when I don’t even know her name. I shouldn’t be kissing anyone like her. Not with the blood on my hands. Fight club would be a saintly pastime compared to the sludge I’m wading in for Boone Dawson and, my dirty hands will only leave a stain on someone so sweet.

But while I might be an honest man, I never claimed to be a good one. The moment she came through the door, with her too-expensive bag and her fresh-faced smile, I was intrigued. When she sat down beside me, with her quick wit and smart mouth, I was hooked.

She’s too fucking distracting with her cut-off jean shorts molded to her curvy thighs. A white off-the-shoulder T-shirt with a great big pink happy face in the middle sitting snug to her small waist and her long, wavy strawberry blond hair hanging like a soft sheet down her back. It’s such a unique shade I wonder if it’s her natural hair color, pale as summer wheat with almost a hint of pink when it glints in the light. But the thing that caught me most were those golden eyes, the prettiest hazel, looking around the bar with a loneliness that seemed even greater than mine. A quiet reserve I couldn’t place. I couldn’t keep my fucking eyes off her, and now I can’t seem to keep my lips off her. Everything about her feels sweet and good. Like the season’s first day of sunshine on your skin, bare feet in the grass on a hot day, or the way light scatters through my old oak trees onto my property on a summer afternoon.

She’s a June afternoon I haven’t earned, and I’m spilled coffee, old leather, and the restless hum of a ranch that never stops complaining. I’m the responsible one. But something told me I might not get another chance with her, and just getting to know her a little better has been more interesting than anything I’ve done in years. The way she made the first move, inching her small hand up my thigh, caught me off guard. And broke any of my good intentions into pieces.

Her sweet lips taste like peach and bourbon and clearly, I’ve never appreciated that combination the way I should have. The way I do now. We don’t stop kissing for what seems like a long time, and every little sound she makes I swallow, unable to get enough. Every swipe of her tongue meets mine with an element of surprise, like she didn’t expect me either.

After a few more breaths pass, this ray of sunshine pulls back to look up at me, questioning. But then she leans in again, her fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of my neck. The move has my cock painfully hard. She kisses me with even more confidence than before, and the back and forth of this is driving me fucking insane, along with the soft feel of her skin against my calloused palms, or the way she’s flexing her fingers around my shirt, like she can’t pull me to her close enough. I know because, fuck, I feel the exact same way.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I instantly deflate. There are only a few people who would call me this late, and none of the reasons would be good.

“I’m sorry,” I breathe out, tipping my forehead to hers. “I have to answer, there might be something wrong with one of my daughters,” I stress. They’re the only reason I’d stop kissing her.

Her mouth falls open slightly, but she quickly recovers, giving me a tight-lipped smile. “Of course.” She lets go of my shirt, and I realize I hadn’t told her I was a father yet.

“I’ll go … freshen up.” She nods, breathless, leaving the booth without a backward glance and giving me space I definitely don’t want while I answer my mother’s call. I watch her disappear through the thick crowd.

“Sorry, sweetheart, Dad is having an episode. He won’t go to bed, he is trying to leave the house, I can’t get him to calm down.” My mother’s voice is frantic.

Fuck. This is the second time this week.

I take a deep, unsettled breath. Reality creeping back in.

“I’m on my way.”

Standing, I look for the woman I was just sharing air with to ask her name, anything to figure out where she’s staying. Something. Only, after a few minutes of searching, she’s nowhere to be found. Pushing through more people, I stop in front of the bar.

“If you’re looking for the country Barbie you were just making out with, she just got into a cab out front and left,” Kristy tells me with a shit-eating grin.

I rush outside, but my mystery woman’s cab is long gone. I can still taste her peachy lips on mine. I didn’t ask her name, but she said she’s here to stay. I run a hand through my hair and try to will my cock to forget tonight ever happened. As I climb into my truck, I carry home a little resolve, knowing I’ll see her again, everyone knows there’s no hiding in Fallon Ridge.
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CHAPTER 3

Beau

“If I’m dangerous, then you should probably go …” Sweet peach invades my senses, I’m crushing my lips to hers. They’re so fucking soft as I pull her close.

“Daddy!”

My eyes fly open, met with the sight of both my girls running into my room. The door handle bangs against the wall as if they were two baby elephants instead of little girls, and Sadie is jumping on my bed before I even have time to speak. Both my girls look the same. To a stranger you’d never tell their little faces apart. Both have bouncing dark curls that brush the tops of their shoulders. They both have Nina’s big blue eyes and a smattering of freckles over their noses in the summer when the sun kisses them on the ranch. Nina and I were opposites in every way possible, but we made the cutest babies to ever grace this Earth, I’m sure of it. The only physical difference is the tiny freckle Piper has on her left earlobe, like a little earring.

“It’s a school day, Daddy!” Sadie cries out with excitement when I roll over, trying to push that woman from the bar from my mind and focus on my girls’ first day of preschool. I’ve woken up this way more times than I can count in the last three weeks, and I’m wondering when it’s going to stop. When I dream of her, I can taste her, smell her, and I always wake up right before she leaves, and I never get her name.

“So it is,” I say, looking up at her hair. It looks like a tornado got to it. That’s going to be a treat to brush through, but it’s the same most days. Sadie’s wild, even in sleep, tossing and turning; she’s also the one who requires the least sleep. Her energy is endless.

“We’re hungry,” Piper says, sitting at the edge of the bed with a yawn. She’s more cautious than Sadie and is accustomed to making room for her sister. I rub my eyes with the heels of my palms. Hungry. Right, that’s me. Dad mode activated.


[image: ]

No one prepares you for the first day you send your child to school. In my case it’s doubly hard and doubly stressful, but I have to keep everything I’m worrying about inside and put on a brave face for my girls. I worry for both of them for different reasons. Piper I worry about on the emotional side, and Sadie I worry about getting hurt physically or throwing the teacher some sass. Thankfully the school they’re starting has a great reputation of allowing kids to integrate at their own pace. Wild Hearts Nature School is exactly what it sounds like. It’s in a large century-old building on the outskirts of our town. It’s been fully converted to a modern-day schoolhouse. It wasn’t a conventional choice to put Sadie and Piper in their Little Sprouts program versus the standard elementary school, but the joy the girls ran around here with on the day I brought them to visit last spring convinced me. The school director promised me it would “do their souls wonders” to be outside and learn at their own pace, and of course my mother agreed. The motto painted on the brick at the side of the schoolhouse stares at me when I exit the driver’s side of my truck. If we want our children to move mountains, we first have to let them get out of their chairs. Set on thirty acres, Wild Hearts is a place where the kids spend a good chunk of their day outside even in the winter, all bundled up, learning from nature. The atmosphere is bustling around us when I unbuckle both the girls from their car seats.

Piper is my oldest by six minutes. But there are moments she seems years older than her firecracker of a sister, Sadie. While they match physically, their personalities are night and day.

“Will you come back after lunch?” Piper asks, a hint of worry in her almond-shaped blue eyes.

I kiss her forehead, pushing wisps of her dark curls back. We never get far before they escape her ponytail, always a little frizzy in the Kentucky humidity. They got that from my side, and unfortunately for them, I don’t know anything about hair products to tame that frizz. My life was spent popping a cowboy hat onto my head. I only know how to do two hairstyles: a half-ass braid and a ponytail. Today we had no time, so ponytail it was.

“Yes, buddy, I’ll be back when you’re all done with lunch,” I promise.

She nods and lets me unbuckle her. Today they’re both excited. No tears on the horizon, and that was what I was dreading. If one of them didn’t want to come, I’d have a hard time rationalizing why I shouldn’t just hire a tutor and homeschool them on my own land. But this morning they tugged me toward the door.

There are chickens wandering around through the kids as they approach. It’s a beautiful August morning. Two long tables are set out outside the school, and faculty members mill about meeting parents. Today is a half day to help ease the kids in.

“Welcome, girls.” Mrs. Beckman, the school director, smiles at us. She looks like she was a typical flower child of the seventies. Probably why she gets along with my mother so well. Today she wears a long, flowery dress. Her short gray hair has a headband in it, and her glasses are connected by beads hanging around her neck. She hands me a folded pamphlet. “These are the main numbers of the administrators, and your teacher’s direct line is there too in case of emergency.” I take it and fold it up without reading it as she looks down to my girls’ level. “Are you both excited?”

They nod happily; only Piper is nervous, but you’d have to know her to notice it. I give her hand a squeeze of encouragement. She looks up at me, and her big, bottomless eyes gain some confidence and then she lets go. I swear to Christ my heart cracks in two. When did they get so grown up?

“I’ll introduce you to your teacher. We’ve had to move some things around. Mrs. Thompson decided not to come back after the birth of her son this summer.” I remember when I was here for the tour, she was very pregnant. “But we really lucked out because Miss Lockhart happened to move back to town a few weeks ago and she just came on board Friday. Poor thing hasn’t even had a chance to go over her class list yet but She is wonderful, and she’ll be the girls’ teacher for this year and most likely next.”

She waves a hand toward one of the tables, and I feel like someone vacuum-sucked all the available air from my lungs when I hear that name. The only woman I knew with the last name Lockhart died three years ago.

Golden hazel eyes meet mine across the grass and almost take me out at the fucking knees. Long, wheat-colored waves float around her shoulders with the breeze. The same breeze that blows the thin floral dress around her thighs. I’m pretty sure I’ve forgotten how to breathe.

“Hallie Lockhart, this is Beau Black. His lovely daughters Sadie and Piper will be in your class this year.”

I stand stunned for what feels like an eternity. I can feel her soft hair in my hands, remember the way her lips tasted. I haven’t stopped thinking about this woman in three weeks since she left her peachy sweet scent on my clothes at Lottie’s. Everything comes crashing into me faster than I can even comprehend it. Nina had a half sister I never met who lived out of state, and Nina wasn’t close with her. She said they had a falling-out and weren’t on speaking terms. I remember they were ten years apart in age, which means Hallie is only twenty-five now. Ten years younger than me. In the less than two years Nina and I were together, she may have mentioned her five times. And when I look harder at her now, I realize I’ve seen old photos in her father’s house in passing. And this is the Hallie her father never stopped talking about. But that teenager in those photos doesn’t look like the woman I met a few weeks ago or the woman before me now. Her hair is lighter, longer, her body is all curves, and she’s lived more life.

She’s fucking … stunning.

I’ve been hoping to run into her again. I even went back to Lottie’s again the following night, just to see if she’d show up, but she never did, and as if life enjoys handing me little stomps to the dick, here she is, but she’s completely fucking off-limits, and frankly, looking just as shocked as I am. Like she’s seen a ghost.

Mrs. Beckman smiles at us both. “I’ll leave you to it. The girls are going to have a wonderful year,” she says to me. I nod, and Hallie’s eyes soften. She almost tears up. She’s clearly connected the dots—who I am and that she’s meeting her nieces for the first time.

“H-hi,” she stutters, ripping her eyes from mine when she crouches down to the girls’ level. She stares at them like she’s seeing the sun for the first time, but I can tell she’s trying her best not to frighten them with her response. “It’s so nice to meet you both.” Her voice cracks on the last word, but she smiles wide, and there’s already love in her eyes. They flick back to me for a beat, then back to the girls. Her hands flex in her lap, like she’s straining not to hug them. It pulls at my heart.

I was right about her. There’s an instant softness, a genuineness you can’t fake.

“I’m so glad to … have you in my class.” She swallows, as dumbfounded as I am. Her voice is that same sweet, raspy sound I couldn’t forget if I tried. Both my girls smile back immediately.

“You’re pretty,” Sadie says, reaching her hand up and patting Hallie’s cheek. I can tell Hallie’s eyes are growing glassy, taking in their features.

“So are you.” Her smile grows. “So pretty.” She laughs, the moment registering with her all over again.

Fucking Christ, I’m not prepared for this this morning.

“We’re going to have so much fun this year.” Her eyes are still full of the same shock mine are when she stands, who I am, what we did, and why it was so fucking wrong all likely sinking in deep.

“H-hello, Beau.” She extends a hand, and I take it, swallowing down the lump in my throat and willing that feeling to go away. The feeling that draws me right back in when I touch her.

I pull my hand away and refocus, ducking down to give my girls each a hug.

“Have the best day.” I kiss Sadie and she runs off to play.

“At lunchtime you’ll come back, Daddy?” Piper asks again. This is a new thing, where she always likes to know where I’ll be, and I know that being on time for her and following through is more important than ever right now.

“Lunchtime, baby girl.” I kiss her head and give one final smoothing to the strands that have escaped as she reaches up to slip her little hand into Hallie’s. Hallie looks down at her and smiles again, as amazed with two people as she could be. I’m still reeling.

“I think we’ll uh … need to talk,” I say low enough that no one else will hear, although I have no idea what I’m planning to say.

“Of course,” she answers nervously. “Later?”

I nod while she leads the girls to the crowd of kids and Piper gives me a final wave. I smile back and I blow a kiss to her. Hallie glances back at me over her shoulder. The sun glints off her hair; it’s like a halo around her pretty face.

Fuck, I need to get it together here. I will talk to her about this. I’ll do the right thing, which is apologizing and setting the clear boundary going forward.

Christ, this is why I never do anything on a whim. As I climb into my truck, I try to take a settling breath, pulling out the pamphlet I was given. I trace Hallie’s name and phone number on it, trying to figure out what pisses me off more. The fact that I just found out the woman I’ve thought about every damn moment since the night she left the bar is Nina’s little sister, or the fact that despite that, somehow, I still fucking want her.
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CHAPTER 4

Hallie

My fingers white-knuckle around a glass of lukewarm sweet tea. I just want today to be normal. I want us to be sisters, or at least not strangers.

“It’s important to me, Nina, please apologize.” I can feel my throat getting thick. I’ve spent enough time with my grief therapist over my mother’s death to understand Nina’s narcissism now. I recognize it as very toxic. The kind of toxicity my therapist tells me not to chase, that I’ll never be validated, and Nina will never admit when she’s wrong. She is who she is and I can’t change that, but I don’t have to let her walk all over me to keep the peace. What she said to me may seem small to an outsider, but sometimes one simple comment can become a realization that you deserve better. Especially when they’re piled on top of years of manipulation.

It’s moments like these I see the resentment she’s carried for me and my mother since the day I was born. “Or what? You’ll leave? Please.” Nina’s face hardens. “We both know you only came here because you had to, and trust me, no one cares if you leave.” She looks me up and down. “Go cry to Dad if you want to whine. You’re bringing down my mood.”

I swallow down my tears and lean in, giving her a stiff hug. “When you’re ready to apologize for saying something so hurtful, I’m here. I love you.”

She scoffs again. “Okay, Hal.”

As I turn and head out the door, searching for somewhere to be alone, I let the tears fall. I love my sister, but not enough to put up with her abuse any longer. My mother would tell me to love myself more.

One of the kids’ laughter pulls me from my memories while I spend the last part of my day on yard duty. Nina died three years ago, and I’ve lived with the regret of never fixing things with her since. I finally come back to town and the first thing I do is make out with the father of her children?!

I barely knew Nina, and we didn’t get along. It was a simple backhanded comment at her shower about my mother that was the final blow to our barely there relationship. Her death was still recent and Nina was in a bad mood. I complimented her outfit, and she told me she felt disgusting, she looked frumpy like my mom. I defended my mom. She wasn’t a fancy woman, but she was beautiful in her own natural way. She didn’t wear makeup, she ate food. Real food and had curves. I excused myself to ensure I didn’t say anything I’d regret at her baby shower and when I returned, Nina scoffed at me. She said I was bumming her friends out with my sad face, that come to think of it, it was probably my depressing face sitting at my mother’s bedside that killed her so quickly. It was mean, it was uncalled for, and it cut me to the quick. I waited through the whole shower to approach her, but I had to demand an apology. Of course Nina played it off as she always does, like I was overreacting. Until I learned better, I would actually question if I was.

We’d been estranged practically from my birth. Half sisters. The focus on the half and not the sisters. Our blended family was not one people made commercials about.

My mom tried, but Nina’s complicated relationship with her own mom poisoned that well. I have very few memories of my sister living with us—outside the slamming of doors, tense fights between her and my parents, and “get lost, brats”—so by the time she moved out of the house to go to college when I was eight, it was like I was an only child. And then she just never came back.

Not at the holidays. She was always “too busy.” Not during the summer. She always had some glamorous trip or internship taking her outside of Fallon Ridge.

Not during my birthdays, my school plays, my prom, my graduation.

As I got older, I realized she resented me because my mom was loving and kind, and her mom left her when she was young. Even knowing all that, I never stopped making an effort, because she was the only sister I had. Until our fight at her baby shower.

I’m still surprised I managed to make the invite list—not because she hated me, but because I wasn’t sure Nina remembered she even had a sister most of the time. But instead of finally bonding with my sister, that shower was the final tremor in our fractured relationship. Somehow a normal conversation had turned into the end—I just couldn’t rationalize trying anymore. I left and gave her the option: If she wanted to have a relationship with me she owed me an apology. After that, radio silence. She didn’t respond to my texts, calls, anything.

And when the twins were born, I found out from my dad. Not Nina. She just made it very clear, she didn’t want to see me again. I gave in first, trying to be the bigger person. Still I don’t begrudge her now. I have to hope, had she lived, being a mother would’ve softened her, maybe even made her gain some empathy toward other people’s feelings. I’ll never know.

The next time I came home was for her funeral.

My plane was delayed four hours, and by the time I got to the gathering hall in town after the service, Beau had already left with the girls. I remember staring at the urn filled with the ashes of a sister I never knew.

One I thought was a pretty princess as a small child, one who treated my mother like the evil stepmother when in fact my mother was an angel who tried to give her everything her own mother didn’t.

The whole scene was depressing. I flew out the next day, and I haven’t been home since. I brought my dad to Memphis to visit every Thanksgiving instead, because Fallon Ridge and everything about it was too painful.

I nervously chew my nails as the kids play in the yard, wondering just what Beau’s chat later will entail. We certainly weren’t in the right place this morning for a messy conversation.

I was hoping to avoid the mystery man I was way too forward with that night at the bar; that was my plan. I was hoping to never run into him in town, but now that’s clearly impossible. Now, I’ll have to see him every single day—and explain to him why I snuck out without so much as a goodbye that night.

Thank God I did, though it’s not like I had a choice.

Anxiety reared her ugly head, and I panicked. When Beau answered his phone, and told me about his daughters, it brought me screaming back to reality. I was so ready to jump into bed with the first man I met, God, was I ready. It was easier to do that than ignore the fact that my own life
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