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  Chapter 1

[image: image-placeholder]
Blair


As I stand in my room, staring at the three gold bands that my mama gave me, sitting in a box in my hand, I smile. It’s been a while since I’ve made my folks so happy. In fact, it’s been an even longer while since I’ve been so happy.  But something in the pit of my stomach is telling me that danger is on the way.  Nothing in this family is ever quiet or drama-free for long.  Not for more than a moment or two.  My brother Billy sends me a text, breaking me of my reverie, reminding me of the trouble we just encountered days ago, when Wade Dire, an old military buddy of his, made a surprise visit, and decided in that said visit, that he’d shoot my brother’s prized horse.
The text Billy sends me is that the sheriff hasn’t even got a lead as to where Wade Dire took off too.  “I’ll give you one guess.” I say to him, calling him.
“Yeah, me, too.”
“Did y’all give them Marsha’s address?”
“Exactly what you gave me.” He explains.
“And did he have to go change his shorts?” I scoff, pointing out how lax our sheriff’s department is here.  If it weren’t for the sumbitch hitting the nearby highway just before a traffic jam, we would have caught him ourselves.  The man would stand out like a sore thumb in this town; however, it looks like he’s flown the coop and headed to Marsha’s.  
“Naw, but when he reaches Marsha, he will.”
“And how come you haven’t reached out, brother?” I inquire.  “Is this because of Piper?  You scared of pissing her off?”
“You’ve heard her side of the story, man.  She told you herself that if it turns out that Marsha’s been raising my illegitimate kid, that she’ll support me in whatever is best for us.”
I suck my teeth.  “Looks like you should be the one getting fitted for wedding rings, Billy.”
“That’s a fine thing to say, considering we know for a fact that you’ve managed to knock up Jade.  At least me knocking up Marsha is yet to be proven.  I haven’t seen her since she was discharged from the military, and that was before I was discharged.”
Billy was almost killed on the front lines.  When he came home, only Cassidy, our other brother, could watch him.  Not because of how grotesque the sight of him was, no, it was more because of my brother Billy’s disposition.  Up until he met the likes of Piper, his new girlfriend, he wasn’t fit for human company.  
“I don’t want to get into it, Blair.  Anyway, are you on your way over?”
“Yeah.  I’ve just got to go drop these rings off at the jeweler.  On my way after that.”
“Well, hurry up.  This house isn’t going to finish building itself, you know. The Paxton boys and the other hands are up to their elbows here.”
“Where’s Cassidy?”
“Ah, he’s over kissing Crystal’s ass.  Or her mama’s.  Same difference.”
“Well, aren’t you in a fucking crusty mood.  Piper not putting out?”
“Fuck you.” He whines.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
“Look, quit giving me grief and get your ass over here.  Cassidy’s next on my hit list.”
“Never mind that.  I’ll pick him up on my way.”
“Then while you’re at it, go grab Wyatt, too.”
“What the hell is going down today that you need the whole entourage, man?” I chuckle.
“Well, seeing as there’s going to be a goddamn wedding here in two weeks' time, unless you and your bride want a fucking half-built house in the background of your pictures, we need to get this bloody thing standing.”
“Fine.” I grumble.  “If it’s too much trouble we can do it somewhere else.”
“Like where?” He points out.  “Unless y’all can convince that nutcase farmer Jack next door to do it there, ain’t nowhere else in this town, not even the goddamn town hall, will be able to accommodate.  Now quit making me nuts and get your ass over here.  And bring the other two clowns with you.”
He doesn’t wait for me to say goodbye, he just hangs up.  I look at my phone for a second and shake my head.  It occurs to me that maybe Jade and I ought to elope or something, since this is causing so much stress.  But when I get over to Jade’s mama’s place, Hazel is hearing none of it.  “My Cord would turn over in his grave if he knew that our baby was getting married in some courthouse.”
Jade gripes.  “Mama, that’s not what Blair is suggesting.”
Crystal pipes up.  “Well, Billy isn’t wrong.  I mean, he’s knee deep in work at the ranch, and you two dropping a bomb like this on him is unfair.”
Cassidy interjects. “Now, let’s not get all upset here.” He places his arm around Crystal’s shoulders for a moment, until Hazel shoots him a look and he removes it right quick.  I suppose one daughter pregnant and having a shotgun wedding is enough, considering she just buried her husband days ago, too.  God, it sounds like a bloody soap opera around here.  You see what I mean when I said that there isn’t a dull moment in this family?  “Billy’s just upset on account of him not wanting to draw attention to the ranch until it’s built.  He doesn’t like people gawking at him, and topped with all the trouble still brewing with that Wade Dire asshole, you can imagine how he’s about to blow a gasket.  But we can get that house standing before the wedding, and even if we don’t, any photographer worth his salt should be able to work with it.”
“Suck up.” I sneer at him under my breath.
“Hey, fuck you.  It’s valid and you know it.  Billy’s never wanted anyone around, and anyone that knows him can attest.” Cassidy does a double-take on Hazel’s face and takes a step back.  “Err...pardon the language, ma’am.” He tips his hat.
Hazel pats her chest.  “That’s okay.  I suppose having all these cowboys around, I’m going to have to get used to that.  Why, my Cord never once cursed his entire life.”
“Yeah, and he ended up giving himself a dang heart attack.” Jade adds.
Hazel gives her daughter a warning look. 
“Tell me I’m wrong, mama.” Jade challenges. 
Hazel’s gaze softens, and then she turns her attention to Cassidy. “Alright, now, you go on over and help your brothers. I’ve taken enough of your time today.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Cassidy tips his hat. He looks at Crystal like she’s the goddamn Hope Diamond, making my stomach turn. 
“Oh, for Pete’s sake. We’ve still got to get Wyatt. Grow a fucking pair, man.” I grumble. 
“If it’s all the same to you, I’ll drive myself.” Cassidy says too smoothly. 
“Fine. But Billy’s waiting and he’s grumpy enough as it is.”
“Like mister sunshine and roses over here.” He’s facetious as he walks to the door. 
“Just what in the hell are y’all trying to pull, anyway?” I ask Cassidy as we walk to our vehicles. “You putting the moves on Crystal, or what?”
“I like her and she likes me. But neither of us has asked the other out yet.”
“I thought you were done with women after what Priscilla did to you.”
Cassidy shrugs. “I still feel that way. I haven’t decided if we’re just friends yet or something else. And I think that she’s there, too.”
“No offence, man, but Crystal ain’t exactly a waiting kind of girl, you know. Something tells me that if y’all don’t lay it on the line with her, that you’re going to be watching her fuck someone else.”
The snarl is hidden in vain and it’s clear as day.  “Let’s just talk about something else.”
“You’re the one putting all your eggs in one basket, hanging around her like a lost puppy, when you don’t even know where y’all stand.  You’re a fool.”
“What do you suggest?  Ask her to move in with me ten minutes after we meet?  Like what you did?  And then y’all turned around and knocked her up, forcing her into a goddamn shotgun wedding, when she’s up to her dang ears in college and work and shit. Boyfriend of the year, you are.  I think you’ve got a lot of nerve lecturing me, Blair.”
“Hey, fuck you, man.  We love each other.” I sneer.
“That’s fucking impossible.  You barely know each other.” He volleys back.
“You’re just pissed because I found the right one in record time, meanwhile you kept putting all your coins into the wrong dang machine for all those years, and then she was fucking around on you, anyway.”
“You were born an asshole and just grew bigger, Blair.” He says, not getting upset at all, which pisses me off to no end.  That’s the one thing about Cassidy that drives me nuts.  He doesn’t get his nuts in a tizzy over anything.  He gets into his truck.  “I’ll see you at the ranch.”
“Fine.”
I slam my door and sneer at him, but he’s oblivious.  How the hell he stays so calm and cool in all instances is beyond me. Even when he caught Priscilla in bed with one of his own friends, he didn’t shed a tear. He didn’t rip the guy to shreds, either. Sure, he holed himself up at his house for a month after he kicked Priscilla to the curb immediately, but that’s the only reaction he had. Me? I’d a torn Reggie a new one and busted him up enough that he’d have to show his broken face around town and then I’d make sure that everyone knew why first. 
As I drive to Wyatt’s place, knowing full well that his truck is in the shop, and mama and daddy will be already at the family factory, I send him a text message to let him know that I’m on my way.  Why, I don’t know, but my mind is reeling.  I should be thinking about my future wife and kid, and the wedding that’s two weeks away, but instead, my brain keeps focusing on goddamn Cassidy and this thing that he may or may not have going on with Crystal.
“What crawled up your ass?” Wyatt asks, as I sit behind the wheel, muttering to myself.  “You sound like daddy when one of us pisses him off.”
I give him a disapproving look.  “It’s a long walk to Billy’s ranch from here.  And just what in the hell are y’all doing skipping work at the factory for, anyway?”
“Mama told me it’s all hands-on deck for your dang wedding, that’s what in the hell I’m doing, asshole.  You’re welcome.”
I pull one side of my mug up in an ungrateful smirk.  “Fine.  Cassidy say anything to you about Crystal?”
“And just why are you asking me that?  Y’all know I hate gossiping.  Just ask him yourself.  I don’t see why it’s any of your business, anyway.  Don’t you have enough drama in your life already?  Why are you buying trouble?”
“I’m not buying trouble, dumbass.  I just...I don’t want any fucking drama between Jade and Crystal at the wedding.”
“No offence, man, but I think that you’re reading way too much into this.”
“Why do you say that.” I ask as more of a statement than as a question.
“I don’t want to get into it right now.  Like I told you.  It’s none of my business.”
“Y’all are just afraid that Cassidy’ll kick your ass.”
He looks at me, lifting his brow. His voice is matter-of-fact. “You bet your ass I am.  Now, look, keep your nose out of it and we’ll all get to the bottom of it.”
“So you know something.”
“I don’t know any more than you do.  I’m just saying.”
I can tell when my little brother lies.  He sucks his teeth.  
“You keeping secrets for your favorite brother, man?” I elbow him, trying to see if he’ll bite.  “I know that you owe him a lot since y’all camped out on his couch for like two years while your house was being built.  But I think you’ve already paid the piper at least a couple of times by now.”
He whines.  “That ain’t it at all.  I knew I should’ve had mama drive me over to Billy’s place.  I hate it when you get in these moods.”
“I’m not in a mood.  I just want to know what’s going on is all.  Remember that I’m about to marry Crystal’s sister.  If there’s something that I should know about before all this shit hits the fan, then I want to know about it.”
“You should have thought of that before you planted your dick in her, stupid.”
Instead of letting his comment piss me off, which is what I know that he’s hoping for, I let it go and change the subject.  “You ever talk to Priscilla, man?”
He rolls his eyes, trying in vain to hide his reaction, but I can see it in the passenger side window.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
“Look, I saw her all the time when they were together.  She lived with Cassidy, and so did I.  What’s the big fucking deal.”
“But you still talk to her. I wonder how Cassidy feels about that.”
“So what?  I’m friends with Jade and Crystal’s friends, too.” He retorts, using his whiny voice that’s usually reserved for when mama makes him feel guilty for not meeting a woman yet.  
But this, this I wasn’t aware of.  I do a double-take.  “Does Cassidy know this?”
He hesitates before answering.  His voice is even and direct.  “What’s with the third degree today, Blair?”
“I’ll take that as a no.”  Wyatt is all but squirming.  Something is eating away at him. I know him too well.  “Why don’t you tell him?”  With a sigh, he pulls out his phone, trying in vain to ignore me.  “You know something that’s going to gut him, don’t you.” I guess.  
“Fuckoff, Blair.” He warns.
“Is this something to do with Crystal?  I bet a thousand dollars it is.”
“I said fuckoff, man.  I’m warning you.” He says through gritted teeth.
“You know something about her that he should know?  Has she got an illegitimate kid?  A secret husband hidden in Hawaii?  Six toes on one foot?  What? What do you know about Crystal?” I goad him.
“Look, I can’t tell you.” He relents, albeit through a growl.  “I promised her I wouldn’t.”
“So she knows that you know something about her that will potentially change whether or not Cassidy’s going to go for her.  I knew it.”
“I’ve already said too much.”
I chuckle.  “Then you might as well tell me.”
“Fuckoff.  I’m not telling you anything more.”
As we pull onto the highway, headed towards Billy’s ranch, I narrow it down a little.  “Let’s see, we’ve mentioned so far Jade, Priscilla, Cassidy, and perhaps a few unnamed mutual friends.”
“I never said shit.” He lies, sucking his teeth.  “And if you breathe a word of this to Cassidy, I’ll fucking kill you, man.”
As I shrug, I’m making a high-pitched chuckling sound, hoping that my little brother will cave and tell me.  “What am I going to tell him?  Besides the fact that you’re still friends with Priscilla, the woman that broke his fucking heart.  That ought to stab him in the back some.”  He glares at me.  Luckily, I’m driving, so there’s shit all that he can do about it.  Then I think of something that might stir the pot more.  “Are y’all still chummy with Reggie? The dude that also tore Cassidy’s heart out?  The dude that was dicking Priscilla in Cassidy and Priscilla’s own fucking love nest?”
“Oh, you’re such an asshole!” He throws his fist in the air, like he would strike me if I wasn’t behind the wheel.
I laugh.  “Bingo.”
“You tell Cassidy and you’re fucking meat, man.”
While I nod, I’m chortling at him.  “I’m not the one that’s buddies with Reggie and Priscilla, our brother’s arch enemies.”  I lick my lips.  “Anything else, brother?  Because I know that that’s not all.  I can tell that I’ve scratched the surface, but that’s not everything, otherwise you’d be crying right now. I know you too well.”  Wyatt is soft.  Sensitive.  But he’s tough when he needs to be, which is not now.  I tip my chin up at him.  “What else do you know?  You tell me and I promise you I won’t breathe a word to Cassidy.”
He swallows, mulling it over.  And just as I think he’s going to confess his sins, or someone else’s for that matter, he goes silent.  “Oh, it’s gooooooood.” I chuckle deeply, almost guttural.  “It’s so good that it’s keeping you up at night, I’ll bet.  That’s how come you’re avoiding Cassidy like the plague, isn’t it.” 
He’s ignoring me by trying to appear that something on his phone is much more interesting.  “I’m not ignoring him.”
“Tell me something.  Does Crystal know that this little secret will make Cassidy put the brakes on?”
“You catch on quick, asshole.” He sneers, keeping his gaze on the phone.
I look at him through the corner of my eye.  “Does mama know? Because I know that you tell her everything, you suck up.”
“No.”
“Oh, man.  This must be epic.” I guffaw, knowing full well that Wyatt is the biggest suck up in the family.  He’s the baby and he’s the one working so close to mama and daddy at the factory, that sometimes y’all can’t tell who’s who.  Wyatt is the one that mama and daddy are leaving everything to.  That I can tell you.  “I’ve gotta tell Cassidy that you know something.  Because if mama knows before he does, he’ll kill you twice, and that I’d pay money to witness.” I tease.
His nostrils are flaring.  The muscles in his jaw are working.  His chest is heaving.  When he finally speaks, it’s through clenched teeth.  “You want to know the truth, asshole?  You want to know why the first woman that Cassidy has laid eyes on since the ordeal with Priscilla and Reggie went down is going to be another fucking heartbreaker for our brother?  Why neither me nor Crystal can sleep at night, because she knows damn well how much pain Cassidy experienced?  Do you really want to know why, you jackass?”
I’m truly entertained, but part of me is just a tad rattled, I’ll admit.  But I play it like I still don’t give a shit, so I don’t break the spell.  “Yeah.” I shrug, going for nonplussed.
“Crystal and Reggie had a thing after he and Priscilla broke up.”
My eyes widen.
“It gets fucking worse, man.”
And he’s right. It gets worse.  Waaaaay worse.






  
  Chapter 2

[image: image-placeholder]
Crystal


My sister Jade walks into the house just moments after Cassidy and Blair leave. “Oh, you just missed Blair, honey.” Mama says. “He and Cassidy were heading off to the ranch. How are you feeling?” 
Jade lets out a puff of air.  “Just peachy.  I’ve only thrown up twice today.”
I snort a laugh.
“Fuckoff.” Jade sneers, but her eyes are dancing.  “You just wait.” She points at me, suddenly smirking good-naturedly.  “You’ll get your turn some day and I’ll laugh my ass off at you.”
Mama waves us off and leaves the room to go back down to the basement, looking for various things for Jade’s wedding.  It’s been the perfect diversion for us since daddy died suddenly only days ago.  While the family business has been buzzing with work, taking the load from daddy and mama, it seems that mama has taken her type A personality down a notch, ever since Jade and Blair announced their pending nuptials and baby.
Jade continues.  “How come Cassidy left?”
“Didn’t you hear mama?  She said that he and Blair went to the ranch.  They’ve got to get it in tip top shape before you walk down the aisle, you know.  Mama surely doesn’t want her baby saying her vows in front of a pile of rubble.”
Jade tips her chin, and her lip twitches.  “I thought that maybe y’all grew a pair and told him about you and Reggie.”
l look away.  “It’s none of his business.”
“It is if you go through with what I know you want to go through with him.”
I shrug.  “If I sleep with him, that doesn’t make my personal life any more his business.”
“That boy’s got eyes for you, Crystal.  And the fact that you haven’t slept with him yet means that you’ve got more than hormones for him.  You ought to come clean with him.”
“What’s the difference?  I’m not going to pursue anything.”
She raises a brow and lowers her voice.  “Like hell you’re not.”
“Jade, it’s not only because of Reggie, you know.  It’s also because he’s working for mama.  If things don’t work out between us, that’s going to fuck her royally, which is the last thing she needs after all this shit.”
“He’s not working for mama, Crystal.  He’s just helping her out since daddy died. And it’s completely voluntary on his part.  He can walk whenever he wants to, or mama can show him the door whenever she wants to.”
I ignore her.  “Besides, I’m not giving up Reggie for this.”
“Reggie?  I mean, yeah, he’s a good guy and all.”
“He’s also my best friend.” I remind.
“I thought I was your best friend.”
I give her a look.  “You’re my sister.”
“No kidding.  But I thought I was more than that.  We have been joined at the hip since birth and all, you know.”
“Yeah, but Reggie, he’s cool and fun.”
“And he’s responsible for breaking up Cassidy and Priscilla, the home wrecker.”
Another unimpressed look.  “He’s not a home wrecker.  Priscilla had no intention of staying with Cassidy.”
“So he slept with her knowing that she was lying to Cassidy?  And you’re okay with that?”
“Like I said, it’s none of my business. Just like it’s none of your business.”
“I thought you said that Reggie was your best friend?  If he’s your best friend, then it’s your business.”  A pause.  “Unless...”
My gaze darts to her.  “Unless what?”
That’s when mama comes back up the stairs and senses the tension in the air.  Jade looks at me, folding her arms across her chest, waiting for my answer.  “Unless y’all have a thing for Reggie, and you’re just playing with Cassidy, since you know that he’s got a thing for you.”
Mama’s face sours.  “What are you two arguing about, hm?  That Cassidy kid is lovely.  And Reggie, well, he’s...strange.”
Jade snorts a laugh.
“Shut up.  He’s nice.  And he’s my best friend.”
Mama lifts a brow.  “Your sister is your best friend.”
“That’s what you and daddy always wanted to think.”
“Please.” Jade says, still unimpressed.  “Reggie might have the looks and the ass, but he’s as dumb as a rock, and he thinks with his dick way too often.”
“You just don’t like him because he never looked at you the way that he looked at me.”
“Yeah, and from what I understand, you fell for that look.” Jade scoffs. “Didn’t you know that you can’t be friends with someone you already boned.”
Mama slaps her hand to her face.  “Goodness, your daddy would roll over in his grave if he heard this conversation.”
I wave.  “Mama, Jade is pregnant. The jig is up.”
Mama smirks.  “So, you slept with Reggie, and now you claim that he’s your best friend.  What’s the story with Cassidy then?”
Jade interrupts, speaking for me, pissing me off.  “The story is that Cassidy was once madly in love with Priscilla. They lived together.  And your daughter’s so-called best friend, Reggie, slept with Priscilla in Cassidy’s house, breaking his heart and demolishing his relationship.  Now he likes Crystal and has no clue that she even knows Reggie, and your daughter has no intention of telling him.”
Mama tuts.  “Crystal.  ‘Lan sakes.  I raised you better than that.”
I sit down with a long sigh.  “Mama, it isn’t what you think.”
Mama takes a seat next to her.  “Then why don’t you tell me what it is.  I see you and Cassidy flirting with each other.  If you know that this is going to cause problems if you like him, then why don’t you tell him?  And does Reggie know that you’re crushing on Cassidy?”
I rest my head on the back of the couch, exasperated.  “God, mama, this sounds like a goddamn After School Special.”
“Well, whether or not that’s true, love, you’ve got to do the right thing. Now, Cassidy is a good man, doing all this work for us for nothing, when he doesn’t have to.  You ought to be straight with him.”
“But I don’t even know how I feel about him.”
Mama pats my leg.  “Then this is the perfect time.”
I consider what my mama said.  But, true to form, I don’t do what she says...I end up doing something way more stupid.

      [image: image-placeholder]Cassidy is helping the ranch hands pull a load of lumber off the back of Billy’s truck, and I’m watching him through the window inside Piper’s office.  I can’t keep my eyes off his fine ass.  He sure knows how to wear a pair of jeans, boy.  For a bookish man, he sure is in shape.  But, I suppose that’s because the man is constantly working here.  I know for a fact that he works out, too, because he’s mentioned on more than a few occasions that he has a gym in his basement.  
“You want to snap a photo of him. That might be better than standing there all day gawking.” Jade comments under her breath.
Piper looks up at me from her computer.  “You know you
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