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CHAPTER 1

Eldest Daughter

Lainey

October

That can’t be it.

Using a pair of metal tongs to turn over the meatballs in Mom’s ancient cast iron pan, I try not to wince as the memory of today’s interview loops through my head for the thousandth time.

The parade of haughty private equity bros in their matching puffer vests.

The not-so-subtle digs about me applying for a “non-income-producing seat” in the marketing department.

The freezing conference room with a sad little office park pond outside the windows. Even the fountain looked depressed, trying in vain to keep the toxic-looking sludge from crowding the pond’s surface.

The cherry on top, though, was being propositioned by one of the firm’s partners at the end of my interview. Randolph Price Edwards III was his name. No, I’m not joking. Just like he wasn’t joking about the two of us—and only the two of us—hanging out afterward.

Yeah, Prestige Partners can’t be the company—the type of job—I’ve spent years busting my ass for.

“So?” Mom drops some ice cubes into a glass of pinot grigio and hands it to me. “Did you get the job?”

Taking a long, hard pull of wine, I give the meatballs another flip. They’ve started to sizzle, releasing the mouth-watering scents of butter and garlic. I don’t love coming home to Fort Worth anymore, but I do miss Mom’s cooking.

“I didn’t get an offer, no,” I reply. “Honestly, I’m relieved. The people I met…they just didn’t feel like my kind of people. One of the guys I interviewed with had the balls to ask me out. During the interview. Can you believe it?”

Even now, my stomach turns over at the way Randolph kept fluttering his stumpy, lily-white hands between his thinning mop of brownish hair, the arms of his chair, and the pile of paper in front of him.

My résumé was on the top of that pile. The one I’ve meticulously built, first with internships at marketing firms in college and then with a very specific selection of courses in business school at the University of Texas at Austin, where I still live.

It was almost like Randolph wasn’t sure what his most vital appendages were for. Bet that applies to more appendages than just his hands.

But the memory of Randolph keeps me from following that train of thought, even though I’ve had sex on the brain lately. Guess that’s what happens when you haven’t gotten laid in a year.

Longer than that if we’re talking about getting properly laid. But I’m starting to think good guys who are also good in bed just don’t exist.

“Huh.” Mom lights the burner underneath a giant pot of water. “I’d take the invite as a compliment if I were you. That’s just how men are, sweetie. I think you’re expecting too much of these guys.”

I blink. Sip my wine.

I’m…honestly not sure what to say to that. I recognize that Mom comes from a different generation. She also hasn’t worked since I was born, so her view of how people act in the workplace is probably a little skewed. But surely I’m not asking for too much by wanting to be respected?

“I’m not sure I agree.” I avoid meeting her eyes.

She shrugs. “You haven’t had much luck in your job hunt so far. I’d keep an open mind if you really do want an offer.”

Thing is I don’t want an offer. Not anymore. But I’m not sure how to explain that to my parents.

Letting out a silent sigh, I tell myself I’ll only be back in my hometown of Fort Worth for thirty-six hours. Maybe less if I play my cards right. I made the three-hour drive from Austin right after my bomb of an interview because it’s Mom’s birthday this weekend. If I don’t celebrate the occasion, no one else in my family will.

So here I am, having procured her favorite cake from her favorite bakery. We’ll enjoy it after brunch at the buzzy French bistro where I made a reservation weeks ago. Mom loves that spot.

Dad looks up at me from the magazine he’s reading on the family room couch. “You haven’t gotten an offer yet, Lainey.”

“It’ll happen.” My younger brother Pete, who’s a senior in high school, is seated beside him, scrolling on his phone. “You’re smart. They’ll notice.”

Y’all aren’t hearing me, I want to say. I just told you I got the ick during my interview. I don’t want to work at Prestige Partners. I don’t want to work in private equity, period.

Instead, I sip my wine and stay quiet. Mostly because I don’t have an answer to the inevitable question Mom and Dad will ask: If I don’t want to work at Prestige, where do I want to work?

What do I want to do if I no longer want a career in PE? I’ve been passed over by five private equity firms since I graduated from business school back in May. My professors and classmates just made it seem like PE was the ticket to an exciting and lucrative career. Yes, I was “only” gunning for a position in marketing instead of those income-producing seats everyone kept mentioning during my interview. But marketing jobs still pay very well in the sector.

While I do want that kind of high-paying career—being financially independent is super important to me—I’ve realized I’d be miserable cooped up in an office like Prestige’s, working for people who clearly don’t respect me.

My youngest brother, Andrew, a high school sophomore, doesn’t say anything. He just yawns, feet up in the recliner, arm bent behind his head. He’s been watching ESPN since I arrived an hour ago.

I keep turning over the meatballs while turning over a familiar question in my head: Why am I the only one in the kitchen helping Mom with dinner? Didn’t I have a long day too? Don’t I get to relax too?

But that’s a road of eldest (and only) daughter problems that leads nowhere. So I try my best to ignore the familiar flame of anger that burns oh so brightly in my chest. I tilt my head to one side, then the other, hoping to relieve the tension in my neck.

This is how it’s always been in our family: women in the kitchen, men on the couch. It will be different in my house when, God willing, I have a family of my own. But here, double standards and rigid gender roles are just a fact of life.

Dad sniffs at the air. Expecting him to tell us how good the house smells, I feel my heart twist when he makes a face instead.

“Michelle, those meatballs aren’t turkey, are they?”

I glance at Mom, who’s busy sliding the garlic bread into the oven. “What’s that?”

“The meatballs—they don’t smell like the beef ones I like.”

Whew, that has me holding the tongs in a death grip. I don’t know why Dad gets me so riled up.

That’s a lie. He gets you riled up because he can be rude and selfish and completely ignorant of your mother’s needs. And then she’s rude to you because you’re the only one who cares enough to talk to her.

“Kenny,” she says. “I worked hard on these. Your cardiologist said—”

“Eating beef once in a while isn’t going to kill anyone.”

I grab my wine. “It could kill you, actually.”

“Fine. I just won’t eat, then.” He’s pouting.

“Dad, they’re going to be delicious,” I try. “You won’t even be able to tell.”

“I’ll be able to tell.”

“Kenny,” Mom says. “Just try them. I bet you’ll—”

“Absolutely not.”

“Are you kidding?” She raises her voice, making my stomach clench. Please, God, not another fight. “You’re acting like a five-year-old. If you want to stay alive—”

“Stop with the hysterics.” Dad rolls his eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

Mom sets down her wineglass with a loud clink and lets out a mirthless laugh. “We’ll see about that.”

“So you want me to die,” Dad snaps.

Mom rolls her eyes. “What? That makes no sense.”

“Meatballs made with some kind of bullshit health stuff don’t make sense.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” Mom replies.

“I work twelve-hour days for this family,” he shoots back. “There’s nothing ridiculous about that.”

“Well, I think they smell delicious, Mom.” I clear my throat. “The meatballs.”

“Just make sure they don’t burn,” she bites out.

I feel bad knowing that my biggest fear is ending up like my mother. She’s a good person who’s worked hard her whole life. She showed up to every recital, volunteered to be room parent every year, and has made three square meals for us day in and day out over the past two decades.

But because she gave up her career to raise us, she doesn’t have things like her own 401(k) or savings. She’s totally dependent on my dad.

Are the two of them happy together? Not really. But I also don’t think she wants to leave him. If she did, though… I mean, could she, with no income of her own?

The thought of being trapped like that keeps me up at night.

Which is why I initially wanted a job in private equity, even though I’m a creative at heart. I majored in visual arts and marketing in undergrad, and I even started my own brand and website business, the Creative Cactus, a few years ago. I took on a handful of pretty cool clients each semester. The work is fun, and the money is good. Good enough to cover rent at least.

Randolph chuckled earlier today when I brought up my business. “The website design thing.” He flapped his hand in a vague gesture that made me search for a rogue fly or gnat. “I remember that from your résumé. I mean, that’s not an actual job, but it’s cute.”

I kept my smile pasted on my face, doing my best to absorb the blow without even blinking.

My parents haven’t put it that bluntly, but they’d agree with Randolph’s assessment of the Creative Cactus. Dad’s worked for the same wealth management company his entire career, and his job comes with great benefits: health insurance, matching 401(k) contributions, and stock options. Not to mention a steady paycheck. He and Mom believe a job isn’t a real job unless it comes with perks like those, ones that lead to a stable lifestyle.

Which I understand. I want a nice life for myself too. I’ve been trying to get a “real” job for months now. But the guy who was supposed to hire me today only saw me as a piece of ass. Is that just how corporate America works, though? Was Mom right? Am I naive to expect otherwise?

I sometimes wonder what would happen if I made the Creative Cactus my full-time gig. Yeah, I don’t get any stock options, and health insurance is something I’d have to figure out on my own. But the income from my business has been stable so long as I’m consistently taking on projects. I’ve been lucky; word-of-mouth recommendations mean that I typically have a healthy waiting list of clients.

But that might not always be the case. Everyone’s always told me that creative lines of work like mine are inherently unstable, and I guess I’ve internalized the message that it’s impossible to make a real living in a field like brand creation and management.

Besides, do I really want to work by myself for the foreseeable future? I make decent money but not nearly enough to hire help. I’d have to do everything myself—accounting, networking, social media. Plus my own marketing if the pipeline of potential clients runs dry.

What about my lifestyle if I chose that path? Could I even get approved to extend my apartment lease if I’m self-employed? The current lease is up January 1. My parents cosigned my current lease, and even though I pay the rent myself, I don’t want to have to depend on them at all going forward.

It goes without saying that I’d rather die than move back home. No offense to my family, whom I love dearly. But I flew the nest, and I have no plans to come back for…obvious reasons.

I’m proud of Creative Cactus. But I’m just not convinced I could turn it into the kind of stable, exciting, lucrative career I’ve always wanted.

I’m not convinced it could provide the kind of freedom I’m looking for. Freedom my mom doesn’t have.

I do want a family someday. But a husband, kids…that stuff will come later, after I’ve figured out my career and saved up a nice little nest egg. I’m only twenty-four, for crying out loud. Like the majority of my business school classmates, I don’t plan on settling down until I’m well into my thirties.

There’s no rush to find “the one.” Although it would be nice to get laid every once in a while by someone who knows how it’s done.

Once the meatballs are cooked, the water starts to boil. I add a tablespoon of kosher salt to the pot, then pour in the pasta. I give that a stir while Mom sets the table.

Dad is still pouting, but he does join us when we all sit down to eat. Mom keeps her eyes on her plate while Dad pushes the food around on his, letting out an annoyed huff after he takes a bite of the offending meatballs.

They are freaking delicious, and I say so. My brothers agree, but my dad remains silent.

Less than ten minutes after we sat down to eat, Dad is getting up and putting his plate in the sink. Then he heads back to the couch. My brothers are not far behind. They do have the grace to thank Mom for cooking, even as they immediately start to moan and groan about how tired they are from the week.

Mom sighs. “Y’all head upstairs, then, and get some rest. I’ll clean up.”

I glance at Dad. He’s in the recliner now, popping out the footrest for his feet.

The anger in my chest swells. It feels like heartburn. On the eve of Mom’s birthday, he’s still not willing to help out. Still not willing to give her a much-needed break by taking over dish duty himself.

“Lainey,” Dad says, “I wanna hear more about this interview—why you didn’t like the people.”

There’s a reason—many reasons—he’s asking that question. I inherited being more of an “indoor person” from him. While my schoolmates visited family and friends on ranches across Texas when we were younger, I was more than happy to hang in my room and sketch on my tablet. I’d read books, listen to angsty Ed Sheeran songs, and bedazzle random shit because I’m crafty and it was fun.

I thought I’d get along with people who worked in an office environment. Obviously Dad thought that too. Now I’m not so sure.

“Lainey can talk after she helps me clean up.” Mom rises, grabbing her plate. “Mind clearing the table? I’ll start loading the dishwasher.”

I love how it’s assumed that I’ll be the one to help. That fact has always grated on me. But tonight, it bothers me more than usual. Maybe because Mom’s clearly in a mood and is taking it out on me. I understand where she’s coming from. It’s her birthday, for crying out loud, and no one seems to give a shit.

Still hurts, though, being her chosen punching bag. I didn’t used to hate coming home. Now I do.

I clear the table, put the leftovers in the fridge, and pour myself and Mom some more wine. Only when the sink is empty and the dishwasher is running do I go sit on the couch across from Dad.

Collapse is the more apt word for the way I flop onto the cushions with an exhausted sigh. Closing my eyes, I stretch out my legs.

“You still haven’t answered my question about the interview,” he says.

I keep my eyes closed. Yes, Dad, because I was cleaning up from dinner. The one I helped make.

“Well…” I open my eyes. “Long story short, I just don’t think I belong in private equity.”

Dad gives me a look. “I thought you were set on landing at a PE firm. I was just bragging about you to my coworkers. They were so impressed you got all those interviews.”

It’s all I can do not to roll my eyes. Like impressing your coworkers is what’s important.

“But really, what are you going to do, then?” Mom appears in the family room, a laundry basket on her hip. She sits in a chair beside the coffee table and sets the basket down on the floor. “You do know you need to get a job.”

Exactly what I knew she’d say.

I let out a mirthless chuckle. “Of course I know I need to get a job. We’ve talked about this. That’s always been the plan.”

“The reminder can’t hurt.” Mom snaps a white undershirt straight before beginning to fold it. “We did pay through the nose to send you to all that school.”

As one of eight siblings—eight!—she never had the opportunity to go to college, much less graduate school. While I know she’s always wanted better for me, I also get why she’d be bitter about not having the opportunities I did.

“I’m trying my best.” It’s all I can think to say.

Dad sighs. “You have to get off the payroll, Lainey. Our payroll. It’s time you supported yourself.”

“I want that too, Dad. Believe me.”

I also really, really want to get the hell out of Fort Worth and back to Austin. But once I’m there…I mean, what do I do next?

“Welp.” Dad folds his hands over his stomach. “I might actually have a solution to your problem. A temporary one. But it’s something.”

I raise a brow. “Oh?”

“A client of mine—he’s been with me forever—owns a big-ass ranch down in Hill Country. They breed horses there.”

I blink again. “Horses? A ranch?” Now I’m laughing for real. “Dad, you know I’m not the least bit outdoorsy—”

“Listen. He’s getting ready to retire. But before he does, he wants to rebrand the family ranch. New look, new logo, new website—the whole shebang, so that the ranch is in tip-top shape when he passes it down to his kids. I immediately thought of you, of course. But you were in the middle of your private equity interviews, so I haven’t said anything.”

My chest lifts, just a little. Okay. So I’d be doing my indoor thing for an outdoor-type client. Not ideal but not terrible either. It’d give me something to do at the very least.

Still, the idea of setting up camp in the middle of nowhere doesn’t excite me. Hill Country is only three hours from here, but it might as well be on another planet for how different it is from Fort Worth or Austin.

Then again, taking this job would give me a great excuse not to visit Mom and Dad for a couple months. Judging by how this particular trip is shaping up, I’d be saving myself some real headaches.

Dad lifts his fingers. “Like I said, it’s a temporary gig. Dale would bring you down to the ranch, all expenses paid. Room and board included. You’d do some research, come up with a few concepts, and then launch a new site. Honestly, sounds like easy money to me.”

“I’m listening,” I say slowly.

“Really, think about it this way: You’d be tackling an incredible project for an incredible ranching dynasty,” Dad continues. “You could really make an impact. Shake things up in that world. The Wallaces’ operation is enormous.”

“The Wallaces?” I furrow my brow. “I’ve never heard of them.”

“You wouldn’t have. They’re very private. They’re also very, very wealthy.”

I mean, I do need the money if I want to keep my apartment in Austin. I also need some time to ponder my next move. This does sound like the perfect opportunity to figure out whether I can turn the Creative Cactus into my dream job. Really, to figure out what my next steps are in general. The thought of doing that alone in my apartment while I watch my business school friends take flight in their new careers makes my stomach cramp.

“How wealthy exactly?” I ask.

“Wealthy enough to pay you a hefty sum for giving the business an updated spin. We’re talking a net worth in the millions. Many, many millions. Dale Wallace once sold a stallion for close to five hundred thousand bucks. He breeds the best of the best.”

My wheels are already turning. “Elevated Western” is very much a trend right now in fashion and design. It would be cool to channel some of that in a project.

I’d do a moody color palette, turquoise and crimson and deep, saturated greens. Would burnt orange work too? Or would that be leaning into the Wild West thing too much?

A rush of joy moves through me. I love this shit. Even now, dead tired and defeated after a long day, my heart still leaps at the prospect of opening up my laptop to create.

No two ways about it, I’m obsessed with design. And color. And the very real cowboys I’d see—maybe even meet—if I took on this project.

They’ve gotta be better than Randolph Price Edwards III, right?

“When I told Dale that you specialized in that kind of thing, he perked right up,” Dad says. “They’ve recently added a barrel racing training program to their offerings. New arena and everything. They want to really run with that aspect of their business. Pardon the terrible pun.”

“You’re pardoned. They have an arena on their property? Like a legit stadium-type thing?”

“They do.” Dad nods. “I’m telling you, the Wallace Ranch is one of the most impressive places you’ll see in Texas, full stop.”

I drink more wine. “Maybe I don’t hate the sound of this.”

“I think it’d be good for you,” Mom says. “A stopgap for sure. But maybe it’ll lead you to something better. More permanent.”

I don’t know where my career is headed, but I do know I’m the kind of woman who jumps when adventure calls.

I can still set myself up for financial freedom and take the job on that ranch, right? They’re not mutually exclusive concepts, especially considering the current state of my job hunt.

Finance bros like Randolph are the opposite of adventure. But cowboys?

Yee-freaking-haw.





CHAPTER 10

Sex Toys Are for Sinners

Lainey

I want to cry.

I want to scream.

Scratch all that. I want to run away and hide under a rock for the remainder of my earthly days.

Colton, that motherfucker, is grinning at me like the Cheshire cat as my vibrator continues to, well, do its freaking job.

I debated whether I should bring it with me to Hartsville. I can get myself off just fine the old-fashioned way, but my dry spell has really started to take its toll, and my vibrator is the only thing that hits the proverbial and literal spot these days.

So into my suitcase it went. The orgasms are better, and they happen quicker too. Dale told me my apartment would be above a barn, so I figured quicker orgasms equals fewer chances of someone hearing or walking in on me.

I wish I could wring past me’s neck. How stupid could you be? Why take dumb chances when sex toys are involved? You know better.

The buzzing sound is enormous in the silence that stretches between Colton and me. Thank God Dean is already in Colton’s truck. I grab for the suitcase, but he snatches it out of my reach.

“Give it back.”

His gray eyes twinkle in the growing darkness. “So Miss Perfect has some secrets, huh?”

“Secrets? Hardly.” I force out a laugh. “Also, you gotta quit with the terrible nicknames. Now give me the suitcase, Colton.”

“Thing’s got stamina.”

“It does belong to me.” Oh Christ. Why?

Why do I always rise to the occasion when I’m with this man?

He chuckles, a deep, somehow different sound than I’m used to from him, and then he tosses the suitcase into my trunk. “I’m not gonna touch that one.”

“Thank God, because it’s mine.” I reach up and slam the trunk shut. I can feel the sweat gathering under my arms and on my forehead. “I am an adult, you know. I’m allowed to…um…okay, never mind.”

Despite the fact that the trunk is now closed, the buzzing is still audible. So audible, in fact, that I wonder if it’s making the car vibrate too.

“Sounds big.” Colton casually tucks his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. The ones that fit him like a glove.

I resist the urge to commit an act of physical violence against him. “Please, please don’t make a joke about you being bigger.”

“You think that’s a line I’d cross?” He cocks an eyebrow.

Cocks.

I need to get laid already.

“You cross every other line you encounter, so yes.” I round the car while frantically digging into my purse for the keys.

My Jetta is cute, but she’s vintage. I still need to insert an actual key into an actual ignition to start her.

I dig. And sweat. And dig.

My eyes sting. I’m embarrassed and tired and brimming with conflicting feelings about this cowboy with the shitty attitude but very cute son. Colton is clearly a good dad. Patient. Interested. Invested in teaching Dean important things like how to clean up from a meal and talk to adults. But Colton’s also kind of an asshole, and that doesn’t seem to be changing anytime soon.

Oh God, no. I can’t cry now. I have to wait until I’m safely ensconced in my new apartment to sob out this epic sense of mortification. And exhaustion. And…bewilderment over how wonderful the Wallaces are compared to my own family. Dinner was so fun. And easy. I love how everybody pitched in, even Grumpy Pants here.

Of course Colton helped. He knows exactly what to do with those big, calloused hands of his.

I find the keys. But then I whip them out so quickly that I drop them in the gravel.

“Shit.” My voice sounds thin. I hope Colton doesn’t pick up on the fact that I’m about to burst into tears.

The only thing he picks up, though, are my keys. I don’t know how he moved so fast, but then he’s straightening. He’s cupping my hand in his and placing the keys gently in my palm.

“There’s no rushing when you’re on the ranch.” His gaze is crystal clear and…almost kind. The soft timbre of his voice raises goose bumps on my arms. “Ain’t got nothing but time out here, yeah? So take your time, Dallas.”

I swallow, hard, willing the melting sensation low in my core to disappear. He’s still holding my hand.

Why this (admittedly small) act of kindness?

Why now?

And why does my chest feel like it’s about to crumple? It’s true that the men I’ve encountered recently haven’t treated me all that great. But the bar for how guys treat girls shouldn’t be in hell.

A gesture as small as this one shouldn’t give me pause.

“I’m always in a rush to get away from you,” I manage, because I don’t quite know what to do with this nice version of Colton.

Another velvety chuckle. “Bad things happen when you’re rushing. Trust me.”

He’s probably talking about horses and cows and hay and other cowboy-adjacent stuff. But part of me wonders if there’s something hidden inside those words. Something deeper.

Or maybe something just hornier.

You’re the horny one, honey.

He drops my hand at the same moment as I pull away.

“I’m following you,” I manage.

“Stay close.”

“Only because I have to.”

He smirks, and my heart tips over. “You don’t gotta like me to trust me. Word to the wise.”

Then he turns and heads for his truck.

 

It’s not okay, wondering what Colton and Dean talk about as we bump our way across the ranch.

It’s not okay to keep looking at Colton’s massive side mirror, hoping to catch a glimpse of his face.

It’s definitely not okay to use my ill-behaved vibrator while thinking about Colton later that night.

But that’s exactly what I do.

Twice.

Word to the wise, you’re playing a dangerous game here.
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I hate myself in the morning.

Mostly because I wake up thinking about how hard I came as I fantasized about my kinda-sorta-but-not-really boss/foreman/nemesis kissing my mouth, my thighs, my clit. The way his scruff would scrape my skin raw—the gentle way he’d say my name as I came on his tongue—

“Nope.” I throw off the covers, then laugh when I realize I’m quoting Colton.

Nope, nope, nope. That’s basically all he said last night.

What an asshole.

An angry, sometimes gentle, deliciously handsome asshole. Who just so happens to be a great dad, because his son is an absolute delight to hang out with.

Also. Colton saw—heard—my vibrator. And he was actually kinda nice about it when he could’ve been a real dick.

A renewed sense of shame sweeps through me.

I attempt to talk myself off the ledge. Everybody masturbates. You’re allowed to have orgasms.

But then it hits me that Colton probably only helped calm me down because he had a momentary lapse of consciousness hearing my, ahem, toy do its thing.

He’ll come to his senses. I have no doubt I’m in for some off-color innuendo whenever I see him next. Which hopefully will be never.

It’s dark outside the apartment’s steel windows. I set my alarm extra early today because I have a task list about a mile long.

I need to get some real work done today. I’ve been sketching out lots of ideas over the past couple weeks, and I want to do a little more research before I finalize the options for logo designs I’ll present down the road.

I also need to land on a new name for the ranch. I keep coming back to Ulysses and Uma. They’re clearly legendary characters. The founders of a dynasty that has prospered in a way that’d make any couple proud.

I also need to work on my cover letter. Come up with some ideas for what my next move will be. Do I pivot to marketing firms? Seek out some kind of start-up situation? Am I open to moving outside Texas if I wanted to consider, say, tech or fashion?

I’m not sure how I feel about moving. I’ve spent my entire life in the Lone Star State. While I’d love to experience something new, I know I’ll miss my family and my friends. And the food. And the glorious winters.

Speaking of my family, I have to call Mom. We haven’t talked since I arrived on the ranch. We’ve texted here and there, but we keep missing each other’s calls.

This is a long time for us not to catch up.

I need to throw a load of laundry into the brand-new washer I discovered behind a door in the kitchen. Get in some exercise too…

Ugh.

I throw on a sweatshirt and slippers and pad out to the kitchen. The Wallaces’ home was lovely. Cozy and comfortable and modest, just like Dale and Paige.

I think that’s why I was so surprised when I walked into this apartment last night. It’s sexy, with soaring ceilings and walls paneled in light oak. Huge windows overlook nearby pastures, and the kitchen and bathroom have clearly been renovated recently. They shine with luxe brass finishes and plenty of marble.

In short, the apartment is a modern stunner with a decidedly rustic twist. I squealed when I first saw it last night, and I squeal again when I see an electric kettle on the counter. Beside it is a box of Earl Grey tea.

Colton Wallace may be a dick, but his parents are the kindest, most thoughtful hosts ever.

A ham and pimento cheese quiche awaits me in the fridge, complete with a note from Paige. I gushed over her homemade pimento cheese the other day, so she must’ve whipped me up something for this week’s breakfasts with that in mind.

My throat closes in. At my parents’ house, I feel like I’m always taking care of everyone else, including my mom. It’s really nice to be the one taken care of for a change.

I devour a huge wedge of quiche and sip my hot tea in peace at the café table in the kitchen. Funny that I feel like I need to earn my keep at home, while at the Wallace Ranch—where I’m literally an employee—I don’t feel like I need to earn anything at all. Hospitality, kindness, help—it’s all given freely.

My stomach knots in frustration. I love my parents, and I really do wish them well. But so much of our dynamic is fucked up. If I’m being honest, I’m enjoying being so far away from it all.

The mystery that is Colton notwithstanding.

My phone rings, shattering the silence. I glance at the screen and see that it’s Mom.

Speak of the devil.

Not like my mother is the devil by any means. But I was enjoying my absurdly delicious breakfast, and I always like to finish my tea before I start the day.

I guess I could send her to voicemail. But we do need to catch up. And what if she needs me? This is kinda early for her to call. Maybe she and Dad got into another fight.

Sighing, I slide my thumb over the screen and pick up the phone. “Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, Lainey. How’s it going?”

“It’s going all right. Is everything okay?”

Mom pauses. “Everything’s fine. Why?”

“You’re calling kind of early.” And you sound down. Tired.

“I didn’t sleep all that great last night, and since I figured the day starts early on ranches… That’s true, isn’t it? That those cowboys start their days at, like, four a.m.?”

I chuckle. “Some of them do, yes. But only when it’s hot. They like to start early in summer and fall because it’s much cooler before the sun rises.”

Beck shared that little tidbit with me when I was shadowing him the other day.

“Ah. Right.” Mom pauses again. “So how’s it going out there in God’s country?”

Good. Bad. Both. “Like I said, it’s going all right. The Wallaces are pretty great, with one glaring exception.”

“Oh? Do I need to drive down there and kick some cowboy butt?”

“I’m perfectly capable of kicking cowboy butt on my own, thank you very much.”

Mom laughs. “I know you are, but I’m always here if you need an extra pair of hands. Boots. Whatever.”

“Thank you, Mom. I appreciate that more than you know. The oldest son—Colton—he’s foreman, which means he’s kind of the second-in-command after Dale. The dude hates me.”

“Really? Why? Don’t tell me you’re being rude.”

My chest tightens at the memory of her words. Why do you have to make everything so difficult?

“Of course I’m not being rude,” I say thickly.

“I’m sorry, honey. I just know you can be a little…tough sometimes.”

As opposed to what? Sweet and easy? I’m tough because I had to be growing up in our house. Sure, I was taught to be sweet and easy. And I was, on the outside at least. But being easy meant being self-sufficient. Self-sacrificing too. That required an inner toughness, a sense of responsibility for meeting my own needs from a very young age.

But Mom has very little support outside of, well, me, so I’m not about to rock her boat by starting an argument.

“Anyway. Everyone’s been super great except for Colton. He busts my chops any chance he gets and for no good reason. When he’s around, he makes doing my job an absolute nightmare.”

“Maybe you should talk to him.”

“I’ve tried. The man is impossible. And lewd. And just—yeah, the absolute, absolute worst.”

Except, of course, when he’s inexplicably helpful and kind. But that occurs about one percent of the time, so…

Mom doesn’t respond for a beat. Then another.

“Mom?”

“Yeah? I’m sorry, the boys had a workout this morning and they drank all the coffee and—Goddamn it, now I have to make another pot because I haven’t had any yet.”

I furrow my brow. “Are Pete and Andrew drinking coffee now?”

“They mix it with buffalo-milk butter or protein powder or something like that. I guess their coach told them it’s good for building muscle mass, so now they drink it by the gallon.”

A familiar weight settles on my neck and shoulders. I roll my head to one side, then the other. “They should be making the next pot, then. Not you.”

Because I know she was the first one up in the house. She always has been, for exactly this reason: to make the coffee and, back in the day, make the lunches too.

“Well, you and I both know that’s not going to happen. How long are you going to be in Hartsville again? Hopefully it won’t be long if that Colton guy is giving you such a hard time.”

“Why wouldn’t you want me to stay here and crush this job?” The words come out of my mouth despite my efforts to keep calm. Maybe because I’m hurt she dismissed my feelings without a second thought. “So I can come back to Fort Worth and help you?”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

It kind of is, though. And it makes me feel like I don’t matter.

“Whatever.”

“Look, Lainey, I don’t have time for your attitude today. If you don’t like the job, then quit. This complaining is not going to get you anywhere. Maybe then you could keep looking for a real job. I do think it’s important that you go into an office every day. Like, an actual office and not a coffee shop. You got an MBA for a reason, right? It’s time to grow up.”

My chest feels heavy. “Of course. I’m still looking for a more permanent job, Mom. Why would you ever think I wouldn’t want a job like that? Let’s not forget that you’re the one who pushed me to take this job.”

“Well, yeah. Because you had no other options.”

“Low blow. I’ve always worked hard, Mom.”

“So have I. Do you see me complaining?”

Wow.

Just…wow.

“That’s unfair,” I manage.

“Life is unfair.” I hear her turn on the faucet, probably to refill the coffeepot. “Your father’s up, so I have to go.”

“All right. Hope your day gets better.”

“Yours too. Bye.”

“Bye, Mom.”

I hang up and stare at the blank screen, feeling overwhelmed.

Rationally, I know Mom is undercaffeinated and unhappy, and that’s why she was a little harsh with me. I also know she has a habit of saying stupid shit without thinking. I think our call was a prime example of that.

Still hurts like hell hearing her say those things.

Still hurts to have her ignore my thoughts and feelings. She sometimes has a way of making me feel silly, stupid even, for thinking or feeling anything at all.

Taking a deep breath, I attempt to get back to work.





CHAPTER 11

Deep Cuts

Colt

My pulse blares inside my head as I stare down Billie and Ryder.

“Together,” I manage. “As in—”

“We’re dating. I wanted—we wanted to tell you sooner, but you’ve been kinda hard to track down these days.” Billie’s voice shakes. “I’m sorry we didn’t have this conversation before, but we wanted you to know because we’re happy, Colton. Really happy. And we’re having a good time together—”

“A great time,” my best friend adds. “Billie—she’s brought out a side of me I thought died when my parents did. Neither of us were expecting this to happen, Colt. But it did, and we hope you can be happy for us.”

The afternoon sun slants into my eyes, making them water. Billie and Ryder cornered me after a baby shower over on Lucky River Ranch. Ryder’s twin brother, Duke, and his girlfriend, Wheeler, are expecting twins in December. So Mollie Luck and some friends hosted a shower for Wheeler. Ryder, Duke, and the rest of the Rivers brothers and I hung out and watched football during the shower. Then we helped load up all the gifts into Duke’s old pickup.

There were a lot—a lot—of gifts.

I’m still on Lucky River Ranch now, standing in the driveway leading up to Mollie’s studio. It’s nearly November, but the heat of the afternoon still seeps through my shirt. When the hell is fall gonna be here?

I try to take an inhale, but my lungs aren’t working. There’s a two-ton weight on my chest that’s crushing me to death. The heaviness spreads through my veins and gathers in my arms and hands, making them tingle.

Shit, am I having a legit heart attack?

Billie and Ryder are together.

My baby sister and my best friend, who’s never, for as long as I’ve known him, treated a girl how Billie deserves to be treated.

He’s never dated anyone, period. He’s just had a never-ending series of hookups. Girls like Ryder. Always have.

I knew Billie had a crush on him too. But I always assumed he’d never cross that line. Not only because that’s something you just don’t do, but also because he knows she’s a romantic at heart. She wants to fall in love. Get married. Have some babies.

He’s never said anything about wanting any of that. In fact, I’m pretty sure that shit scares the living daylights out of him.

Now here they are. Together. Dating.

Judging by the way they hold hands and look deeply into each other’s eyes, they’re well on their way to falling in love.

Everything from Abby’s betrayal comes rushing back—the grief, the anger. The shame.

I noticed something was different with Billie and Ryder, and I kept meaning to ask them about it. But I’ve been so busy taking care of everything and everyone on my own that I didn’t have time to check in on them. I could’ve prevented this, I know. But life keeps getting in the way of me seeing people, socializing with them, outside work and Sunday suppers.

I’m always putting my head down and getting shit done. And now that’s coming back to bite me in the ass for a second time.

How many times do I gotta learn this fucking lesson?

Why can’t I stop being so busy? Working so hard?

This is exactly how I felt when Abby told me she wanted to separate. She’d caught feelings for the man she’d been sleeping with behind my back, and she asked if I would move out of the home we’d shared since we got married.

I was blindsided then. I had no idea she was having an affair. She was a teacher at Hart County High School, and turns out she’d been fucking the football coach for close to six months before she told me.

And now I’m blindsided all over again.

“How long?” I ask.

“I don’t think it’s any secret that I’ve had a crush on Ryder for a while—”

“But you never talked to me about it. Not openly.”

We go back and forth like this for a few minutes, Billie tearily defending herself, Ryder looking at her like he can’t wait to tear off her clothes. Apparently they’ve been dating for more than a month now, ever since Billie ran her first barrel race at a rodeo nearby.

He tells me he’s been living half a life until Billie nearly lost her life in the arena.

“Surviving…it ain’t enough anymore,” he says, and I gather my hands into fists.

This hurts. So fucking much. More than it should.

Thing is I wanna be happy for my sister and Ryder. I want them to be happy. My therapist tells me I’m not a monster, and only monsters would want people to be miserable just because they are.

But suddenly I’m swimming in this toxic soup of memories and insecurities and just plain old pain.

I hate that they felt like they had to hide the truth from me. Like I can’t handle it.

Like I don’t deserve it.

More words. Billie pleads. He explains.

Pressure builds inside my chest and behind my eyes.

“Y’all are adults,” I say at last. “You can do whatever the hell you want. But I don’t…” Shaking my head, I swallow. “Y’all hurt me today. Whether or not you meant to, I still feel betrayed, and both of you know that’s a sore spot. Billie, you don’t accept the fact that I wanna keep you safe? Then I don’t accept the fact that you wanna date a guy whose track record leaves a lot to























































































































Bonus Epilogue

Puppy Love

Colt

Watching Lainey promptly burst into tears as the rescue worker places a wriggling puppy in her arms, I have two thoughts.

Number one: Damn, that’s a cute dog.

And two: Fuck me, we just got done potty training Dean, and now we’re starting all over again.

“Oh my goodness.” Lainey ducks out her lips so the puppy can lick her there. “You are precious, sweet thing! Your new older brothers are going to love you.”

“Elvis could probably care less,” I say. “But that’s his version of affection, I guess.”

Lainey shakes her head. “Elvis is gonna love this little lady. Mark my words.”

I reach out to gently stroke the puppy’s velvety head. She’s teeny-tiny, with a short reddish-brown coat and these huge brown eyes that—yeah—melt me a little inside.

“We’re still thinking she’s some kind of dachshund mix?” I ask.

The worker, a woman with a long ponytail who I’d guess to be in her sixties, nods. “The body shape leads us to believe that, yes. But you can always do one of those DNA tests if you want to know for sure.”

It was Dean’s idea to get a puppy, and Lainey’s idea to get a puppy from an animal shelter a mile or so from downtown Hartsville.

Please note how not a single one of my ideas made it into the equation. Ideas like getting a stuffed puppy, or borrowing Nash’s basset hound for a sleepover every once in a while.

So here we are, adopting a six-pound, eight-week-old puppy on Christmas Eve.

We’re those people, and judging by the way my girlfriend won’t stop smiling, she doesn’t mind it one bit.

The puppy, who Lainey has taken to calling “Cutie,” sits in her lap on the drive back home.

“Cutie Patootie,” Lainey coos, scratching the dog’s belly. “I could eat you with a spoon, you’re so sweet! Isn’t she sweet, Colt?”

Putting on my blinker, I nod. “Pretty sweet, yeah.”

“It’s okay to act excited, you know.”

“I am excited. I just…don’t always show it.”

“She’s going to be easier to potty train than Dean, I promise. No offense to him, of course.”

Leave it to Lainey Brown to read my freaking mind. We’ve only been dating for a year, but the woman knows me inside and out.

“Everyone is easier than Dean to potty train.” I adjust my grip on the wheel and turn my head to face her. “I’m having a pinch-me moment is all.”

“Oh?” She arches a brow. “Tell me more.”

She always wants more. And I’ll always be the one to give it to her.

“Never thought I’d have the bandwidth to get another dog. Or grow the family in general. It’s—”

“The best surprise ever?” Lainey smiles.

“I was going to say that it’s a lot. But yeah, it’s also…” Shit, I’m getting choked up. I reach across the console to grab her hand. “It is the best. Thanks for being along for the ride.”

I love this woman. So damn much.

Just like I love the life we’ve built. As we make our way down the familiar road that leads to our driveway, I marvel at everything we’ve managed to accomplish in the past twelve or so months. Lainey lives with us full-time now, although she does travel a fair amount. The Creative Cactus has really taken off thanks to a combination of local projects she managed to land here in Hartsville and others in places like Dallas, Houston, and Oklahoma.

I miss her when she’s on the road. So does Dean. But she always comes back happy and energized, and I’m genuinely thrilled that she’s doing something she loves with people she seems to enjoy and respect.

Dean is thriving in first grade, thank God. We still have the occasional potty issue, but he’s come a long way since this time last year.

Pulling up in the driveway, I can’t help but smile when I see the colorful “stamp” Lainey put on our A-frame house. Now it boasts shutters and some flower boxes, which overflow with greenery and bright red ribbons for the holidays. There are chalk drawings of spaceships and rainbows on the walk leading up to the house. And the porch is crowded with all kinds of contraptions, from bikes and scooters to kites and half-finished LEGO sets. Colored Christmas lights blink from the railings.

It’s a fucking mess.

It’s a dream come true.

I kill the engine. “Ready?”

Lainey curls the puppy into her chest. “Ready. What do you think he’ll name her?”

“If I had to guess?” I glance out the windshield. “Princess Leia. Or Pot Roast, because it’s his new favorite meal.”

Lainey laughs, and the sound makes my chest spasm with pleasure. I cannot wait to get her naked later. If, that is, we manage to stay awake after the huge meal Mom is preparing for everyone at her house. After that, we’ve got to prep for Santa, of course. And after that, we need to take this new puppy out and pray to God she doesn’t cry all night in her crate.

I used to roll my eyes at Mom when she’d say things like full schedule, fuller heart. But now I get it.

I climb out of the truck and take the puppy from Lainey. The dachshund is so soft, and she whimpers a little when I tuck her into the crook of my arm.

“I think Dean was about this size when he was a baby,” I say as we head up the walkway.

“Tell me something.” Lainey bats her eyelashes. “Do I have literal hearts in my eyeballs? Because I’m really digging the whole Daddy thing you got going on right now.”

It’s all I can do not to curse. “Please. Please don’t tempt me right now.”

“Later, then.”

“Yes.”

Lainey ties a big red ribbon around the puppy’s neck. Then we head inside.

We find Dean playing hide-and-seek with Beck and Nash in the family room. Dean’s counting backward from ten while my brothers make very poor attempts to conceal themselves underneath a table and behind the pantry door.

“One!” Dean shouts, his face split in a smile as he opens his eyes. “Ready or not, here I come!”

He holds up a finger as he passes by us without looking our way. “I’ll be right there,” he says, making Lainey laugh.

“Did he not see…?” She nods at the dog.

“Nope. But he did.” I tip my chin toward Elvis, who ambles over with his nose in the air, sniffing.

He knows something is up. So does the puppy, whose tail begins to wag. I send up a silent prayer that the two of them get along. Even if they do, our house is about to get a lot busier. Louder, too.

Before I met Lainey, the thought would’ve frankly terrified me. I felt like I was always at my limit in terms of what I could handle. There was never room for fun, or whimsy, or just more life in general.

Now that Lainey is part of our family, I’m still busy as all get-out. But she makes it feel easy.

She makes me feel safe to, well, live a little.

“Found ya!” Dean is giggling as he pulls Nash out from underneath the table. “That’s not a very good hiding spot, Uncle Nash.”

Nash, whose face is red from crouching, bends to the side so his back can crack. “Yup, well, I already hit up all my usual spots.”

“Y’all been playing a while?” I chuckle.

Nash cuts me a look. “A long while.”

“And guess what, Dad? I’m the best at it. Gotcha, Uncle Beck!”

Dean pulls open the pantry door to reveal my younger brother. “Aw, man! How’d you know where I was?”

“I saw your big feet. Duh.”

Beck grins as he reaches down to ruffle Dean’s hair. “Duh. How’d I not think of that?”

I clear my throat. “So, Dean, Lainey and I have an early Christmas present for you.”

My son finally turns his head to look at us. It takes him a minute to find the puppy, but when he does—

My God, the way his face lights up has my own eyes filming over with tears. He sprints toward us. “Is that a puppy?”

I carefully lower myself into a squat so that I’m eye level with Dean. “It is. She’s your puppy, as a matter of fact. Merry Christmas, buddy.”

Holding out the puppy, I carefully help settle her in Dean’s arms. She wags her tail harder, sniffing his face before starting to lick his cheek.

“Aw, look how much she already loves you!” Lainey puts a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. Then she sniffles, and then I’m legit crying, and then Dean’s face is crumpling as he starts to outright sob.

He can barely breathe as he says, “I love her.” Sob. “So.” Sob. “Much.”

Even my brothers are discreetly wiping their eyes. My heart swells, filling my entire chest.

Lainey leans in to give Dean a hug. She thumbs away his tears, then runs a hand over his back. “What do you think we should name her?”

His throat works on a swallow as he presses a gentle kiss to the top of the puppy’s head. Elvis is cautiously sniffing her now, and thankfully she doesn’t seem to mind.

“Santa,” he says decisively.

Lainey and I let out barks of laughter as we meet eyes over Dean’s head.

“Santa?” Beck asks. “Isn’t he, well, a dude? And the puppy’s a girl, right?”

I nod. “Yup.”

“I don’t care,” Dean says, stroking the puppy’s side. “She’s a Christmas dog, and I know Santa would probably love to have dogs like her named after him.” He kisses her head again. “Hello, Santa. Merry Christmas.”

Now it’s my face that’s crumpling. Dean is just… He’s such a sweet, funny boy, and I love him so much I feel like my chest is going to burst.

Lainey helps me to my feet and wraps me in a tight hug. “Is this the best Christmas ever?” she asks. “Or is this the best Christmas ever?”

“It’s the best Christmas ever!” Dean says. “Thank you, thank you, thank you guys for Santa. She’s all I ever wanted.”

Sniffling, I ask, “You remember you said you’d help out with her, right?”

“I will,” he replies smoothly. “I’ll feed her, and take her out to teetee and poop, and I’ll clean up her accidents.”

Nash chuckles as he squats beside my son to pet the dog. “Can’t wait to see this. Welcome to the family, Santa.”

[image: chapter break presentation image]

It’s almost midnight when Lainey and I fall into bed in an exhausted heap.

The house is quiet(ish). Santa is in her crate in our room, and I can hear her licking something.

“You wanna lick me?”

Lainey says it out of nowhere, and I bite back a big laugh. Last thing I wanna do is wake up Dean, who’s going to be up super early anyway because he’s literally a kid on Christmas morning.

“I mean, yeah.” I roll onto my side to face her. “I always wanna lick you.”

“Even on Christmas Eve?”

“Especially on Christmas Eve.” I reach for her underneath the covers. “This really is the best Christmas ever, Lainey. I mean that. I hope it is for you, too.”

Her eyes go soft. “I got a whole new family underneath the Christmas tree this year. Of course it’s the best one yet.”

She leans in to kiss me.

Merry Christmas indeed.
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