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Chapter 1

 Ava

“Yeah, he’s the stupid one.” A classmate sneers, staring at
another classmate, that is sitting at his desk, wearing a Stetson.
He’s the kid that nobody wants to partner with, like back in peewee
baseball, when I used to play, and was always picked last. I’m a
tomboy by nature. You still won’t catch me dead wearing a dress.
Forget about heels. Not even up for discussion. Makeup…same…forget
it. But I am a nerd. If it weren’t for me being about a day late
submitting my application for a scholarship, I’d be in Boston,
attending Harvard, not stuck here, in Houston, Texas.

My folks
are tickled, since I’m driving distance from home, which is in a
little town called Clarkstown, close to Dallas. There was no way in
heck I was going to go to school in Dallas. No, you couldn’t pay me
enough to stay that close to home. Freedom is what I need. Aside
from an education, that is. And I suppose that’s why only some of
the boys here like me, because the girls don’t. I’m smart and a
little pretty, I guess. At least, that’s why I think the boys keep
looking at me. Especially this Gunner kid. He’s the kid that nobody
likes, and I don’t really blame them.

He's not stupid, see. He’s just got something on his mind. I
can tell by the way that he doodles when he’s supposed to be taking
notes. I’m a psychology major, if you’re wondering. Not sure what
he’s majoring in. My guess is that he doesn’t even know. His jaw
muscles are always working, like he’s thinking about something, and
I suppose he is. But he’s not stupid, because I can see him jotting
down answers to questions in his notebook, and they’re almost
always right, from what I can see. Gunner’s quiet. Barely even
spoken to me, but I can tell that he likes me, because he’s not
looking at any of them whorey girls. His eyes scan back to me the
odd time, though, and when our eyes meet, there’s a hint of sparkle
in his.

I bet he
doesn’t even know my name. But my morbid sense of curiosity is
going to drive me to start up a conversation with him some day. And
as our teacher tells us to pick a name from a hat for a group
assignment, and I pick Gunner’s name, I figure today’s the
day.

“Hey, how are you?” I ask, shaking his proffered
hand.

“I’m good. I’m Gunner…but I guess you already know that.” He
chuckles softly, embarrassed.

“Yeah. I’m Ava.” I nod.

“That’s a fine name.” he compliments. “It suits you
well.”

“Thanks.” I can’t say the same for him. Not sure who gave him
his name, but I hope that they apologized. But even with an odd
name, he’s kind of cute. The dark, sweaty curls push out from under
his hat. Big blue eyes are shielded by long, dark lashes that are
almost hidden under his curls. He’s got a good face, with a decent
nose, one of them cleft chins, and a full set of lips. I’d say he’s
pretty handsome to myself, but I’ll never admit to it to anyone
else. His shy smile is what really sets him off. He doesn’t have
one of them smug smirks on his face like the rest of them that talk
to me do.

“So, where do you want to sit?” He asks me, giving me the
reigns, which I like. My folks raised me in a lot of ways to let
the man make the decisions, since daddy and my mama have that sort
of relationship. But frankly, I like it better when I’m in the
driver’s seat, which I don’t often get to be, so I like Gunner
already.

I look
around the classroom and see that there aren’t any available seats.
“Why don’t we step out into the hallway?”

“Sure.” He gestures gallantly for me to go ahead, and I like
him even more, since he’s also being a gentleman. It’s novel in
these parts. He even offers me his hand, so I can sit on the
polished floor, without hurting myself. Now, that’s class. This boy
was raised right.

“Thanks.” He lets me speak first. “So, this assignment seems
pretty easy, huh. I think it’s just a way to make us get to know
each other better. I bet you he’s going to make us pull a name from
the hat again, after this, since this’ll take us all of ten minutes
to do.”

“I’d lay money on it.” he agrees with a nod.

I look
at the paper, and it’s literally an assignment about your new
friend. “God, this is so lame.” I chuckle.

He looks
at the paper, too, but he’s not smiling. I take it as he’s
indifferent. “You want me to just make something up?”

He
shakes his head. “No. Let’s go through it.”

“Okay.” I figured he’d go for it, considering that I'm
offering to basically do his work for him. “You want to just trade?
I’ll answer the questions being asked of me, and you do the
same?”

A ‘v’
forms between his brows. “No. You ask me the first
question.”

I search
his face. And then I realize that this is probably the first time
this boy’s actually been given a warm welcome into a group; no
matter how small a group it is. The teacher must be keeping track
of who was paired with whom for assignments, because before this,
we always got to choose.

“Okay.” I nod, giving him a small smile, and then I look at
the paper. “Name a famous person, dead or alive, that you would
like to have lunch with, and why.” I look at him expectantly. This
is an English class. I’d sure like to know what this has to do with
English. Unless the teacher is hoping that someone will name an
author or something. Like Shakespeare. Lame.

“John Wayne.” he answers.

“Why?” Then I look at his hat and feel stupid.

“I hate television. But his movies I love to watch. Watched
them all with my daddy.”

He
doesn’t look old enough to appreciate old westerns.
“Really?”

“Yeah.” he nods. “Didn’t you ever watch one?”

I scoff.
“Honey, the only thing I ever watched with my daddy was sermons. My
folks are so christian it would make your head spin.”

“Ah.” Is all he says. And cue creeped out. Right on time. “My
mama makes us go to church a lot, too. Either that or we get to
slop stalls.”

“Oh, so you live on a ranch?”

“That’s right.”

“Where is it?”

“In a little town called Clarkstown. Near Dallas.”

My face
brightens. “Oh my goodness! I know that ranch! I live in Clarkstown
too!”

“Yeah?” he chuckles and smiles. “How long have you lived
there?”

“All my life! You?”

“Same here. How is that even possible?”

Here's
where he gets even more creeped out. “Well, we live way on the
outskirts, almost in Dallas, actually. And unless you go to my
church, chances are pretty slim that we’d ever have met.” It sounds
like I live in a convent. “I even went to school outside of
Clarkstown. I'm like my folks’ little secret weapon.”

“You an only child?”

“How’d you guess?”

He
smiles. It’s kind of cute. “On account of my mama. We may all live
together on the ranch, but with so many of us, it would be
impossible to keep tabs. We come and go as we please. No questions
asked.”

“And what made you decide to come out here for
school?”

He looks
at the ground. “I wanted to get away for a while. Go somewhere I'd
never been before.”

“I hear you there. If my folks had their way about it, I’d a
never come to school. But I've got big plans.”

“Yeah?”

I change
the subject. “What’s your major?”

“I don’t really have one yet. I thought I'd go into
engineering, but I don’t have enough brains for that.”

“How are your grades?”

He gives
me a knowing look, and then continues. “And I bet you’re scoring
all nineties, huh.”

“Sort of. I’m majoring in Psychology. If I don’t get high
nineties, I’m sunk.”

“So, you’re going to be a psychologist?”

I nod.
“I hope to be. If the money doesn’t run out, that is.”

He
doesn’t respond. I'm guessing that money is a sore spot for him,
too. He changes the subject. “Who’d you like to meet?”

A ‘v’
forms between my brows before I realize that he’s circling back to
the assignment. “Oh.” I chuckle, and he chuckles, as he waits
patiently. “I’d have to say God.”

He
cranes his neck slightly, frowning. “Well, my mama always says that
if y’all pray hard enough, that you can be with God whenever you
want to. He’s here with us all the time.”

“Well, I believe that, too. But what I mean is I want to sit
down with him, over coffee or something, and ask him a whole load
of things.”

“What would you ask him?”

I don’t
know this boy well enough to answer that question completely. “Just
stuff. You know. Like why this person died, or why did that person
do this, and why did this happen to who, you know?”

He
smiles, tilting his head slightly. “In that case, I want to change
my answer.”

I can’t
help but grin. He’s too cute. And just when he’s about to say
something, the classroom door bolts open, and the guy that called
Gunner stupid earlier, appears. He’s wearing a t-shirt that says,
‘That’s a terrible idea, hold my drink’. The smug smirk on his face
as he visually undresses me makes me want to smack him. If my daddy
were here right now, he’d ask him what his problem is. “Your hubby
know you’re out here with this jerkwad?” He asks, but his tone is
playful, even though his words are snide.

“I’m not married.” I give him a dirty look. “Not that it’s any
of your business.”

“You sure?” He teases, looking me up and down. “You look awful
married in that outfit.”

Gunner
intervenes. “Hey, why don’t you leave the lady alone,
hm?”

I put a
hand up. “It’s okay, Gunner.”

Jerkwad
scoffs. “Gunner? That your name, partner?”

“You got a problem with that?” Gunner asks, and I notice that
he hasn’t got a glimmer of fear in his eyes at all. Not sure to
take that as him being foolish, stupid, or if this boy really can
hold his own.

“And what if I do?” Jerkwad asks, but he doesn’t take a step
towards Gunner, smartly.

“Then we’ve both got a problem, I suppose. The way I see it,
you’ve got two choices here. Y’all can walk away or y’all can start
something in this hallway and get yourself suspended.”

“Or I can haul your skinny little ass into the stairwell and
beat the shit out of you.”

Gunner
gets a cocky grin on his face that I can't help thinking is sexy.
“You can try.” he scoffs, but he might as well say, ‘good luck’
based on his tone.

Jerkwad
just smiles like an idiot and walks away. As soon as he’s out of
earshot, Gunner says. “That’s what I thought.”

“You weren’t afraid of him at all?” I ask, noting the Jerkwad
is at least an inch taller than Gunner, and he looks like he spends
some time in the gym, but with just a moderate body, whereas Gunner
is built naturally, and I'm guessing that’s from his years on a
ranch.

He
waves. “I’ve got four brothers, all older and bigger than me, and I
can take them all with one hand tied behind my back.” His tone is
casual, not like he’s bragging. “Besides, he didn’t insult my hat.
That’s usually where I draw the line.”

I can’t
help but chuckle. “He’s just a jerk. And anyone who knows me knows
that he’s just stupid. The fact that he asked if I was married
proves that.”

“Guys like that come a dime a dozen. I’m not afraid. Besides,
I've been able to talk my way out of most fights I've been in.
Anyone aggressive like that hasn’t got the brains to think through
a meeting of the minds. And he’d be an idiot to start something
right here in the hallway. Nah, he’s just looking to impress
you is all.”

“Impress me?” I point at myself, with my face saying, ‘I don’t think
so’.

“Well, why else do you think men act like that.” he says as
more of a statement.

“Testosterone.” I shrug.

“Well, that’s part of it. But my brother Blake has always told
me that men only act like assholes because of a lady; whether it’s
to save their honor or to hook up with one.”

“Is that true?”

“In my experience, yes.”

“What about the male ego? My daddy’s always talking to me
about that.”

“Well, that’s true, too, I suppose. My brothers and I aren’t
much into that, I guess. Ain’t no such thing as an ego when you’re
knee deep in horse shit or when you’re shoving your hand up the
innards of a mare or a stud, see. We’re all equal when doing things
like that.”

I wince.
“Do you do that?”

“I grew up on a ranch, darlin’. It comes with the
territory.”

“That why you’re in school? So you don’t have to do that
anymore?”

He
frowns and shrugs. “I never minded. If it’s an animal’s life at
stake, you pull out all the stops.”

“I can’t argue with that. I love horses, too. All animals,
really.”

“Same here. We’ve got some barn cats, and we had a dog once,
but he died a while back.”

“I have a dog back at home. My mama hates him though. I would
have brought him here if animals were allowed on campus. If he was
a service dog I’d be set.” I go back to the topic at hand. “So, how
come you came to school, if you’ve got a ranch back at home? And it
sounds to me like you love the horses.”

“I do love them, that’s true. But I guess when I watched all
my friends go off to college, and I stuck around the ranch, I felt
a little left out. After watching them get ready to go off again, I
reckon I was ready to give it a try myself. But then when I got
here, it was nothing like I thought.”

“What do you mean? Are you struggling?”

“You could say that.”

“Do you need help with studying? Because I’m really good at
it. I could give you some tips.”

“Gosh, that’s awful kind of you, but I don’t want to put you
out.”

“You’re not putting me out.” I admit. Then my eyes are
downcast. “The truth of the matter is I’m a little lonely here. My
friends all went to Dallas. And I guess I’ve got something in
common with you, too, in that I was watching them all get ready to
go to school locally, and I was packing my things. I was lucky to
come out here, frankly, and if it were up to me, I’d have gone to
college at an ivy league school, or somewhere exotic like Paris,
but I’m stuck here.”

“How come y’all didn’t want to stick with your
friends?”


Definitely don’t know him enough to answer this question. “I
have my reasons. I just…wanted to get away, I suppose.”

“Then we’ve got something else in common.” He says, with an
understanding on his face that I haven’t seen on anyone in a long
time. He reaches out to my shoulder and gives me a friendly nudge.
“I don’t want this to come out all cheesy-like, but, how come a
pretty girl like you’s also got so many brains, huh.” His smile
tells me it isn’t a come-on. He doesn’t have that forward tone and
he’s not wiggling his eyebrows.

“I don’t work at being pretty, Gunner. I work at my grades and school means a
lot to me, and not because my folks told me so, either. Human
behavior really interests me, and I want to pursue a career in
psychology. Always wanted to explore the psyche. I’ve always been
one to wonder why this person did this or that, and I’ve always
wanted to help people, especially growing up in a small town,
nestled away. No, being a psychologist will allow me to break free
from all that.”

“So, you want to get away from Clarkstown for
good?”

I
swallow, knit my brows together and nod. “No, exactly the opposite.
I want to be there, in Clarkstown, or maybe just in the outskirts,
kind of where I live, but in a different capacity, you
know?”

He nods,
recognition in his eyes. “I can totally relate. And that’s how come
I came to school for engineering. Because, as much as I love the
ranch, I’ve got so many other things that I want to learn about.
Like, this goddamn well we have, that my grand peepaw built like a
hundred years ago. It got blown to smitherines when my brother
threw a bomb down it a while back, but all the same, I can’t help
but wonder how the hell things like that work, see? How y’all know
how to build the cock on a shotgun, things like that. That’s how I
figure I ought to be in school, in engineering. Because that’s the
only way to shut my brain off. Problem is, I can’t focus. I’ve got
too many things competing inside my brain.”

My face
brightens. “And that’s exactly why I want to be a
psychologist.”

He
smiles, searching my face. And it’s like something clicks. I’ve
never met anyone that I had such a connection with at first. “So
how come your brother threw a bomb down the well?”

He draws
in a deep breath and scrawls something down on his paper, taking
his time answering my question. “I’m afraid that’s a long story,
darlin’. Maybe I’ll tell you some day after y’all help me get my
notes and thoughts in order.” I realize that he’s writing down the
answers to my questions for the assignment, and I follow suit,
figuring that the teacher is going to be calling us back in any
moment.

When I’m
finished writing, I find that he’s waiting for me patiently, and I
can tell by the expression on his face, that he wants to ask me
something. “What’s on your mind, Gunner?”

He slits
his eyes a little. “Y’all said earlier that our friend over
there…the one that asked if you were married…” he gestures with his
chin to the direction that jerkwad went in. “…and you said that the
fact that he asked if you were married was stupid. What did you
mean by that?”

I figure
I know him a little bit now, and we’ve shared some personal stuff
about each other, so it’s safe to tell him something that only my
small circle of friends knows about me. So I tell him something
that I’ve never told anyone else that I haven’t known since junior
kindergarten.

“Because I won’t ever get married, Gunner. Not for as long as
I live.”


Chapter 2

 Gunner

You want
the truth? Yeah, I would have creamed the motherfucker had we not
been standing in the middle of the dang hallway, right in earshot
of a corridor full of bystanders. You’re goddamn right I would
have. But I was trying to behave the way my mama raised me to
behave, not the way my gut was telling me to. With all the
frustration and anxiety brewing inside me, I would have welcomed
the sound of his nose cracking against my knuckles. And the look on
Ava’s face when I took the high road? Now, that I can’t replace.
She’s sweet and I sure didn’t want to give her the wrong
impression, as I’m so often giving.

That
dude was asking for it, calling me stupid in front of the whole
fucking class. I should have punched him in the face right there.
But that would have landed me right back home, which is the last
place I want to be. Now, I’m not getting into why I don’t want to
be home right now, okay? I’m not finished talking about this
pissant that thinks because he’s an inch taller than me, and lifts
weights, that he can shove me around like that. That’s bullshit.
No, that little shit, and about five others in that class, they’ve
been asking for it. And by golly, if it weren’t for sweet little
Ava, I’d a given them all what for.

Now,
don’t get me wrong. See, I’m not a man to look for fights or
anything, but I sure as hell don’t act like a goddamn doormat when
push comes to shove. Truth be told, my mama always told me that
she’d never let any of her boys be pushed around like that, and
that’s how come nobody goes looking for trouble at Halen Ranch, no
ma’am. We don’t put up with anyone’s bullshit. And I’m not about to
start. But because I’m at school, not back at home, where mama
would be right there telling me to plough the sumbitch for calling
me stupid, I’ve got to mind my P’s and Q’s, see.

Ava sure
is a sweet one. Nobody’s ever offered to help me with my schooling.
Hell, even my brothers shied away from it when I was in high
school. They never struggled. Not the way I’m struggling, anyway.
Focus is a problem for me, but it doesn’t help that I’ve got some
big mouthed goons behind me, throwing goddamn spitballs at me, like
it’s fucking kindergarten, not freshman year in University. But I
think I set the record straight for at least one of them, anyway.
He knows that he’s messing with the wrong kid. It must be that,
otherwise he’d a never been stupid enough to turn his back on me,
and walk away.

But as
she stands there, plain as day, and tells me that she’s never
getting married, I start to think that maybe it’s good that she’s
in psychology, on account of she’s a loon. “Really?” I scoff.
Thinking somewhere out there, my mama’s just dropped to the floor,
and fainted, in front of God and any witnesses. “Your folks…are
they divorced or something?” I’ve heard of that. When folks fight
so goddamn much it turns the kids off from ever getting married
themselves.

“No, they’re still married.”

“Happily?”

She nods
and her face is soft, so I know that she’s telling the
truth.

“What are you, some kind of nun, then? Sworn to celibacy or
something?” I ask carefully. Not sure why I’m probing her. I barely
know her, and I don’t really want to get into her personal life, on
account of her possibly reciprocating, and I’m not up for that,
especially if she ain’t all there.

But she
snorts a laugh, setting me at ease more. “No. Just…anyone that
meets my mama is going to run. They don’t want me to marry anyone
unless they consent to it.”

“Kind of like one of them arranged marriages?”

“Not quite like that, no. But close. I just…I can’t see anyone
getting that tight with my folks.”

Well,
now I know why she wanted to leave Clarkstown. Can’t say I blame
her. But I’m not about to share my reason for leaving. At least,
not yet. I still think she’s a little loopy for me. “I’m sure it’ll
work out. I mean, don’t your folks want grandbabies?”

“That’s my loophole. But until they get over the fact that
their little girl has to have sex in order to make grandbabies,
that’s never going to happen.”

I’m
getting this girl more and more each minute. “So, you say you
wanted to get as far away from that as possible, huh.” I’m
flippant.

She
chuckles. “Exactly.”

Stupid
boy walks back down the hall. He must have gone to the washroom. I
figure he took so long because he couldn’t find his dick, but I
digress. We’re on a stare-down as he walks past me, and I feel my
fist ball up, as my teeth grind together, but Ava touches my arm,
and I relax somewhat. As soon as Stupid is back in the classroom,
Ava looks at me. “He’s not worth it, Gunner. Just let it
go.”

“I am letting it go. And you’re right. He’s not worth it. Last
thing I need is for my mama to get word that I got sent to jail for
assault in my first semester.”

The
teacher calls us back into the classroom.

Ava
takes my arm and leads me back towards the classroom with her.
“Yeah, better to wait at least until second semester.”

 



***

 


“So, how come this one got marked with a big red ‘X’ then?” I
ask Ava, as we sit in her dorm room. She’s helping me study my
English work, since we’ve both got a quiz coming up next class, and
I’m completely lost. Her dormmate is at her boyfriend’s dorm, and
she invited me over the second she left. If you ask me, she doesn’t
think much of her.

“Because y’all spelled that word wrong.” She says kindly. “I
spelled it wrong, too, see?” she says, showing me her paper. And I
suddenly feel like maybe I’m not so stupid after all. Ava sure has
a way of making me feel like I’m not as stupid as some have made me
out to be.

“Well, golly.” I say, smiling.

“And I even sounded it out and everything.” She states. “That
teacher’s an…well…y’all know what I mean.”

“I do, darlin’. But he did give us a cool assignment. If it
weren’t for that, we might never have met.”

“True.” Her dorm is so tiny, we can only sit on her bed, since
she’s only got a lap desk for her laptop computer. She couldn’t fit
a desk in here if she tried. It’s like a goddamn cell from county
jail back home. And the only reason I know from experience what
that looks like is because my mama once asked me when I was just
knee high to a grasshopper to come along to sell cupcakes for the
church bazaar, and she knew from calling the Sheriff first, that
there were no inmates in there at the time…in case you were
wondering. “So, what else did you get on the paper?”

I show
her and she looks it over. “This isn’t so bad. I think that aside
from him giving us cool assignments sometimes, he’s a bit of a hard
marker. But let’s get started on studying for this quiz. You want
to test me first?”

“Sure. Then I get a chance to review while I test
you.”

She nods
and we spend about thirty minutes going through the notes that
pertain to the quiz. We worked out questions based on the material
the teacher gave us in class. When suddenly there is a knock at the
door.

“You expecting company?”

A ‘v’
forms between her brows. “No. Anyone paying me a visit would call
or text me first.”

“Y’all want me to answer it? In case it’s a serial killer or
something?” I’m only half joking.

“I don’t think a serial killer would knock.”

I grin.
“True.”

She
opens the door and I see the terror in her eyes. “Mama? Daddy? What
are y’all doing here?” she tries to act welcoming, but I see that
her cheeks turn pink. I rise, suddenly very aware that I’m sitting
on her bed, and my instincts tell me to introduce myself, so I
stick out my hand for them to shake, removing my Stetson first.
“Pleased to meet you, ma’am, sir.” I nod politely.

“Gunner.” Her daddy repeats reluctantly. Her mama doesn’t even
say anything. I just get a glare.

“We were just studying English.” Ava explains.

“And where is Tanya?” her mama asks.

“She’s visiting her boyfriend.”

There is
literally no room for her folks, so we’re just standing there,
awkwardly, and I feel like I need to make my departure. “I should
head out.”

“No, that’s okay, Gunner.” Ava insists. The look in her eyes
begs me to stay, and not to leave her with her pissed off folks.
“Besides, we haven’t finished studying yet.”

“Ava, can I please speak to you in the hall?” her mama says,
with a warning look.

“How about I step out for a minute, and give y’all some
privacy?” I offer.

Before
Ava can refute, her daddy interjects. “Yes, that would be a good
idea.”

I’m more
than happy to step out into the hallway. I’m careful to take steps
away from the door, so they don’t think that I’m eavesdropping.
It’s eerie, but I hear nothing coming from the door. No screaming
or shouting, and nobody raising their voices at all, which is
shocking, considering if mama or daddy wanted to chide any of us,
the neighbors could probably hear
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