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			For every gifted girl grown into a woman struggling to find her path. It’s okay to fuck around and find out. (Maybe even fuck a cowboy in a mask and find out.)

		
	
		
			Content warnings

			While this is a fun romance, some of the following themes may be triggering to some readers:

			Alcoholism (side character); chronic illness, financial struggles; hospitalization due to chronic illness; parental control; parental death (in the past); parental neglect.

			If you would like more information about the sexually explicit content in The Brave and the Reckless, you can turn to the end of the book.

			Please read at your own comfort level.

		
	
		
			Chapter One

			
			BRAVETOWN

			History meets imagination when you take the railroad roller coaster into unknown territories, swing through the saloon doors to dine with the cowboys of the Old West, and join the sheriff in his fight against a notorious bandit.

			Are you brave enough for the biggest adventure of your life?

			

			ESRA

			I must have hit my head when I face-planted in the parking lot, because when I sat up, the sun was covered by a cowboy. Hat, horse and all.

			“Are you all right there, ma’am?” he asked with a perfect twang to his words.

			I felt around my head for a bump but couldn’t find anything. I blinked and blinked but the cowboy and his horse remained. Not a hallucination triggered by too much sugar and country radio. Very much a guy in white boots atop a white steed.

			I probably would have been less shocked to see a “cowboy” in pink crotchless chaps on an inflatable horse riding the F train through Manhattan. I knew how to handle city-weird. This guy … he was weird because he was too picture-perfect. He was country. He was ready to be photographed and slapped on a Greetings from Tennessee postcard.

			“Ma’am?” he asked again after I’d been staring much longer than appropriate.

			“Yeah, no, all good. Carry on. Or ride on? Yee haw?” I wasn’t making sense. We both knew that, but judging by his tight-lipped polite smile, he thought I was drunk. I was actually just grappling with the reality of this place and a serious case of road-trip legs. In my defense, when he’d seen me stumbling out of my car and kissing the dirt, that was mostly thanks to those damn bumpy roads jostling me around until my joints were simultaneously numb and jittery. Sea legs, country version. We were in the middle of fucking nowhere, halfway between Nashville and Memphis, and I’d stopped feeling my toes an hour ago.

			“Can I help you find your way?” With his white hat, sleek dark hair and round nose, he kind of looked like that old cartoon my brother had been obsessed with as a kid. Lucky Luke. He just needed a piece of straw hanging from the corner of his mouth.

			“I’m good, Lucky. I’m going in there.” I pointed at the old farmhouse at the end of the parking lot and pushed to my feet. Once I’d dusted off my knees, I grabbed my fluffy candy-heart backpack that read “bite me”, and the enormous red slushy I’d picked up at a rest stop.

			“It’s Lucas, actually.”

			I snorted and quickly hid my laugh behind the plastic cup. Lucky Luke, indeed. “Do you work here?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Amazing. Me too. Well, not yet, but in a few minutes. Still gotta sign some papers. That is the main office, right?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said again, but this time his polite smile wavered, and his eyes narrowed on my crop top. I glanced down to double-check. Big sparkling letters across my chest read “Retired Porn Star”. That’s what I got for dressing in a dark rest-stop bathroom.

			“You think I should change, Lucky?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Instead of taking the cue to stop staring at me, his gaze dropped to my bare legs. Lucas was so far from my type. For one, he was too young, probably my age – around twenty-three. Young guys always wanted to talk about dreams and ambitions. Ugh. On top of that, his initial concern had seemed genuine. And I didn’t do genuine. “Take a picture, it’ll last longer, Lucky.”

			“I’m so sorry, you have something on your, uh …”

			I looked down to find a Dorito stuck to the inside of my thigh. It left a perfect triangular indent when I picked it off, laughing. “Thanks. Here, don’t eat it all at once.” I held the chip out to him, and he actually bent down and took it from me. Such a nice boy.

			I also didn’t do nice.

			“See you around, Lucky.”

			“Uh, yes, I’ve got to get going now, but you have yourself a nice day.” He clicked his tongue and that mountain of a horse trotted away.

			“Fingers crossed,” I mumbled before climbing back into my car and rummaging through the explosion of clothes on my backseat. The clean-smelling choice came down to a blue shirt with white rhinestones spelling out the word “feral” or a pink one that read “u can’t pick ur father but u can pick ur daddy”. I chose the blue one and hoped that the HR department here wouldn’t take things literally.

			After turning the legroom between the driver’s seat and the backseat into my personal changing room, I typed out a quick message.

			Esra: I’m here

			Sinan didn’t reply. Hell, he didn’t even read the message. It stayed stuck on “delivered” the whole way from my car to the farmhouse. Of course he didn’t reply within seconds. He wasn’t Mom, ready to swoop in and handle every situation for me – even something as minor as introducing myself to my new employer. Nope. My brother had told me when to be here, where to go, who to talk to … I’d wanted my independence, and I was getting it. I just low-key wished he would drag me through the door. Instead, I had to will my own two feet into action.

			I grimaced at the rough wooden stairs and tested one with the tip of my sneakers. It groaned, but despite its weathered state, it seemed to hold.

			It’s all for show. I had to remind myself of that. The farmhouse seemed to have been here for centuries and looked ready to crumble, but that was the point. Bravetown was meant to look like it belonged in an old Western movie. Apparently, the theme reached past the amusement park’s entrance and included the adjoining admin buildings.

			The inside only looked marginally more modern thanks to phones and computers. The decor was still very Little House on the Prairie. A receptionist closed her fist over her headset’s mic just long enough to throw me a visitor’s badge and send me to an office upstairs to find Renee Barlow. I tiptoed past closed doors with little name plaques beside them, inscribed with important-sounding job titles, and my eyes roamed over the wood-paneled walls and all the framed articles on them: Bravetown’s grand opening twenty-four years ago, expansions and changes to the park as its popularity grew, and apparently a TV show based on the park that came out in the early 2000s. I’d have to look that up.

			“You must be Esra!” A chipper blue-haired Bravetownee pulled me from my exploration back to the real world – or as real as it seemed to get in this place.

			“Yep,” I replied and blinked past her to the office door beyond her desk. Renee Barlow. Perfect. “I’m here to see Renee. It’s my first day.”

			“You’re a little early, but that’s okay. I have some papers for you to sign right here.” She beamed at me as she handed me a clipboard. “Can I get you anything while you wait?”

			“I’m good. Thank you.” I scanned the papers, expecting an NDA or something, but finding a work contract instead. Huh. I knew scooping ice cream wasn’t exactly rocket science, and Sinan had probably vouched for me, but I’d expected a bit more formality. The contract said something about visible tattoos, face piercings and unnatural hair colors being forbidden for employees in the park, and I dragged my eyes back up to the young woman in front of me. She was dressed in a white blouse and a plain blue maxi skirt with buttons down the front, looking ready to be whisked away by an Old West cowboy, but the hair was definitely unnatural. It brought out her piercing, icicle-blue eyes though. “I love the hair, by the way.”

			“Oh, thank you. I won’t lie, I was aiming for a light gray, but it’ll wash out.” She shrugged.

			“If you have a pool at home, that’ll do the trick. I had a pink clip-in streak as a kid, and the chlorine turned it salmon beige real quick.” I wasn’t sure how much of a luxury pools were around here, but my parents had always insisted on getting the best money could buy. That included a nice condo in a nice apartment building, with a pool, in a nice part of the city.

			“Thank you! I’m Vivi, by the way. It’s really good to meet you. Sinan has told us so much about you.”

			“He has?”

			“Well, more about you coming to Bravetown than about you, really. He’s so excited for you to start here.” Vivi dove behind the counter and produced a huge canvas tote with the theme park’s logo embroidered on it in pink and purple. “Your official welcome pack. If you wear your staff shirt or jacket around town, you’ll usually get a discount when you grab coffee or something, but you’re not allowed to wear it around the park. There’s a strict dress code, but Renee will—”

			The door to the office swung open, cutting Vivi off mid-sentence.

			“… really. I swear, any of them would be great as Annie. I’m so sorry. Genuinely. So sorry.” A blonde girl backed out of the office, then dashed past us without a second glance.

			“Sure you are, and I’m Britney Spears,” someone, presumably Renee Barlow, replied, barely loud enough for me to hear, let alone the girl already jogging down the stairs at the end of the hallway.

			Vivi tucked a stray blue lock behind her ear with one hand and shooed me toward the door with the other. I left my signed contract with her alongside the tote bag. I’d pick that up later.

			Inside the office, a middle-aged woman with a ginger bun and a freckled, tanned complexion sat behind a simple wooden desk, pursing her lips at the papers in front of her.

			“Hi,” I said and closed the door behind me. Hopefully that blonde girl hadn’t soured her mood to the point of making this harder for me than it had to be. “I’m Esra Taner. I’ll be working in the ice cream parlor this summer. I was told to come see you first.”

			“Who told you to come see me first?” She raised her brows without looking up. As I stepped closer to the chairs by her desk, I could see that the papers weren’t just papers at all; they were full-page photographs of women’s faces, their pearly-white smiles beaming off each one.

			“My brother, Sinan, and the guy at the entrance to the staff parking lot. Peter. His name was Peter. I think.”

			“Right. You’re Sinan’s little sister.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and inhaled deeply before finally blinking up at me. Her eyes roamed up and down, and I regretted not bringing a more suitable shirt. “Green.”

			“What?”

			“You’re getting a green costume. Come with me.” She breezed past me, and I had to jog to keep up with her long strides. We went up to the next floor, where half the hallway was taken up by overflowing clothing rails, some labeled with names, others with sizes. She pushed through a door into what looked like an actual costume warehouse. The walls were lined with clothing up to the ceilings.

			“You can either be in the park in regular clothes and act like any other visitor, or you’re in costume and stay in character. That means you pretend it’s the Old West. You don’t know what phones are, or words like ‘yeet’ or ‘rizz’ or whatever else is trending online at the moment.”

			“Sure, okay,” I muttered and let my eyes travel over a row of corsets. I so didn’t want to spend my summer stuck in one of those.

			“Stand there.”

			I climbed on to a little round pedestal. Renee walked over a second later with a tape measure and started circling me to get my sizes.

			“So I put on a costume, pretend it’s ye olden days and I scoop ice cream all day. That’s it?”

			“You’ll get three costumes,” Renee explained while scribbling my measurements on to a tiny notepad one after another. “You get at least one full day off every week, so that’s when your costumes get taken care of. That means if your day off is on Wednesday, you bring your clothes to the costume department on Tuesday after your shift, make sure to tell Gina if there’s anything that needs mending, and you’ll get them back fixed and washed Thursday morning.”

			“I gather that you’re not the costume department.”

			“No, I’m the park director, have been for ten years. So all of this is my vision. I know who wears what, goes where, plays which role, and it’s all cohesive.” She narrowed her eyes at the notepad in her hands. “How tall are you?”

			“Five-six.”

			“Wait here.”

			Not that I had much of a choice … Renee dashed out the door, and I was left alone on the pedestal, staring at my reflection, surrounded by historical garments. Not exactly how I’d pictured my summer playing out. I’d envisioned more beaches and cocktails while I figured out my crap. Alas, my parents had decided to freeze my credit cards, and hanging out at a theme park still beat my father’s idea of a summer well-spent interning at his office. I didn’t even know exactly what his firm did. Numbers on computers. I’d take breeches and cowboys over that any day.

			“Try this.” Renee came back with a heap of fabrics on her shoulder and held out a harness for me, black straps and sturdy buckles.

			“I need a few more drinks before I get that freaky.”

			Her lips twitched up, but she schooled her features quickly to reply in a neutral tone: “It goes under the costume.”

			Well, I preferred a harness to a corset, so I stepped into the leg loops and secured the clips around my waist. “What kind of ice cream parlor are we talking? Will I be dangling from the ceiling?” If so, that would be a problem. I wasn’t dangling material.

			Renee opened a blue dress for me. Hadn’t she just said I was going to wear green? “Would you consider yourself pretty?”

			“If we’re being technical, I think I’m more hot than pretty,” I said while lacing up the dress. The top half was thickly lined with some sort of sturdy padding. “You know, more trophy wife than girl next door. It’s the big eyes and big … other things that are probably not appropriate to mention in front of my new employer. But pretty works if you just think not-ugly.”

			“You talk,” Renee fumbled around my waist and pulled the metal harness links through two little gaps on either side of the dress, “a lot.”

			“Funnily enough, you’re not the first person to tell me that, but hey, that just means I’ll make great small talk with all the customers.”

			“Change of plans. You’re not selling ice cream. You’re my new Annie.”

			“Hard-knock life?”

			“The Pretty Annie Lou. She’s the mayor’s daughter, gets kidnapped by Ace Ryder, the lawless cowboy, during the big showdown, before she gets rescued by Kit Holliday, the sheriff.”

			Those sure were a lot of words that had just left her lips. They just didn’t make sense to me. Renee must have tracked my blank stare, because she heaved a big sigh.

			“We have a bunch of well-known characters that inhabit Bravetown. They have lives and stories. We sell a ton of kids’ books about them, but you can get the gist from the website. Bravetown only works because it feels real. It’s not just the movie set of a Western. It’s an actual Old West town with backstory and townspeople who are beloved by our regular visitors. During our summer season, these characters put on a show every day. Twice on weekends. No show on Wednesdays.”

			“Like, you want me to be in a play?” Maybe I should have paid a little more attention to Sinan’s stories about the park. He worked as a Deaf Interpreter on the accessibility team here, but he usually just gushed about how adorable the kids were that he got to work with. I was pretty sure his fiancée was the only reason I wasn’t an aunt to at least three babies yet.

			“Trust me, you don’t need any acting chops. Annie Lou has all of two lines. I just need you to fit in the costume, because finding someone else and having a reinforced costume sewn for them takes time that I frankly don’t have.” Her words got choppier and choppier until she pressed the last ones through gritted teeth.

			I was getting the blowback from the blonde girl that had fled Renee’s office earlier. She’d said something about Annie. And Renee had been looking through headshots when I’d walked in.

			Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Starring in some Western live action show did not sound like the relaxed summer I had planned.

			“I don’t mind switching things up, but …”

			“Stand up straight.”

			Her tone left little room for protest, so I did as I was told.

			“The hem is two inches too long, but that’s a quick fix,” she muttered and scribbled on to her notepad. “Shoe size?”

			“Eight?” I wasn’t sure why it came out as a question.

			“Easy enough.” She beelined for a shelf in the corner and came back with three shoe boxes. “Try these ones first.”

			It was a pair of plain brown boots. Not the kind of cowboy boots you’d wear at a Taylor Swift concert, but definitely fit for the gravelly roads outside. I slipped my feet in, and they welcomed my ankles home like a comforting leather hug. Snug enough to offer some stability, loose enough not to leave any blisters or bruises.

			“These are great. But I don’t think I’m real damsel-in-distress material.”

			“You run away from the bad guy, and he whisks you on to his horse. Which is where the harness comes in. It’s not that hard.”

			“Oh, yeah, I don’t do horses.” I definitely shouldn’t do horses. I’d been excused from PE my whole life. I didn’t have a gym membership; I had a physical therapist. Heck, my parents hadn’t even let me ride a bike. “Bad idea.”

			“Frankly, Esra, I need a Pretty Annie Lou. I don’t even need a new ice cream girl. Sinan asked me to give you a job. This is a job. Take it or leave it.”

			“Oh.” A smart person would have said something like “With all due respect, I’m physically incapable of performing a stunt like that, even if it seems easy to you”, or “Thank you but I’ll have to decline”, or even “Bestie, putting me on a horse is an insurance liability you don’t wanna deal with.” But despite spending the last four years acing my way through college, I wasn’t smart. I didn’t want to keep driving on these painfully bumpy roads to maybe, possibly, find someplace else to spend the summer. And I didn’t want to intern at my father’s firm. So I only said, “I’ll take it.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			
			CAREERS – STAFF HOUSING

			The shortest commute possible: Bravetown is excited to offer its staff members modern housing on-premises. Employees can benefit from low rent prices on private studio apartments.

			Just joining the workforce? Young people and junior employees may even qualify for a room in our free house-share program.

			Rules and regulations apply.

			

			NOAH

			The rules were right there. Black on white. Laminated. Taped to both the backsplash of the shared kitchen and the refrigerator. You’d think that would be impossible to ignore, but you’d be wrong. Clearly, labeling my bread and peanut butter and putting them on the cupboard shelf with my name on it wasn’t enough. And while I didn’t mind sharing, the peanut butter sandwich thief had the nerve to leave the counter covered in crumbs and abandon their plate with the bread crust still on it.

			What self-respecting adult cut the crust off their bread?

			Lucas sauntered into the kitchen in one of his sheriff costumes, white hat still on. He got a kick out of riding through town like that. Any tourists that made their way out here had come for the theme park. Even if they stayed at the one motel we had or Berta’s B&B, they’d flock to Bravetown eventually. Which made Lucas, also known as Sheriff Kit Holliday, a local celebrity. Technically, we weren’t supposed to be in costume outside the park, but Lucas put on the white knight act to get girls, and Renee turned a blind eye because it helped draw undecided people into the park and steer excited fans there earlier.

			I didn’t care so much about the costume as I did about the crumbs on his vest.

			Were those peanut butter sandwich crumbs?

			“Don’t glare at me like that. I stocked up this morning.” Lucas lifted his hands in mock surrender before he pulled a bag of Doritos from his designated shelf.

			Fair enough. Lucas had been working here almost as long as I had. He wasn’t exactly a stickler for rules, but anyone who’d spent more than one summer at the park understood the bare minimum of keeping the peace in the staff housing complex.

			“Fucking seasonals,” I muttered and screwed the lid back on to my peanut butter jar.

			“Absolutely planning on it,” Lucas replied with a grin. “I mean, did you see that redhead waitress she hired for the saloon?” When I rolled my eyes at him, the idiot winked at me. “Don’t get your panties in a twist over some bread, Noah.” He chuckled and strolled out the door.

			“It’s not about the bread. It’s about the principle.” And now I was talking to myself while wiping off counters. Great.

			I was getting too old for this place. Most people who worked here all year came from town, had their own homes and families to get back to at the end of the day. I hadn’t meant to make this my permanent residence, but I’d moved in at twenty-four, and five years later, I was still here.

			Two more years. I’d done the math. Two more years and I could move back home.

			I slammed the cupboard shut harder than needed, earning myself a puzzled look from Austin, who sat at the huge dinner table with his chunky headphones on and his phone propped up in front of him.

			I booked it upstairs before I’d start ranting about shared living etiquette to him. Even considering how to word it made me feel too petty for a Tuesday night. I was going to hit the shower and just eat at the staff gathering later.

			We were two weeks away from summer season officially starting. Which equaled opening earlier and closing later, live shows, busloads of tourists rolling in daily, and right now a shit-ton of work to get the park prepped. I’d spent the entire day in the stables, and if I showed up to the saloon like this, the whole place would smell like horse shit by the time Renee had finished her big welcome speech – which was the same each year, but the new seasonals didn’t know that.

			Staff House B was three floors, the upper two allocated to bedrooms and bathrooms. Each floor held six bedrooms, two bathrooms. Sharing the bathroom with two other people usually wasn’t a big deal. I twisted the handle, found it locked, and would have just come back in five.

			This time, however, an unfamiliar chipper voice inside yelled, “One second!”

			“It’s fine,” I replied. My mood had soured, but I wasn’t so much of a dick that I’d rush some new employee off the toilet.

			“Don’t worry,” the door swung open and a cloud of steam evaporated into the hallway – someone had probably used up all the hot water – “the bathroom’s all yours.”

			I glanced down at the short woman in front of me. Soft. Everything about her seemed soft, and it wasn’t just the fluffy towel wrapped around her chest, or the billows of steam behind her. Her big brown eyes took up so much of her heart-shaped face, she almost looked like a doll. Dark waves grazed at her delicately sloped shoulders, and her damp skin glistened like copper. Even her brows were smoothly curved black arches. Not a jagged line on her.

			And despite all of that, my eyes latched on to the fluffy fabric that covered her from chest to knee. “That’s not your towel.”

			“Huh?” She glanced down, water dripping from her wet hair, then grinned back up at me, a deep dimple in her right cheek. She tapped her finger against my embroidered initials on her midriff. “Yes, it is. Look: N.Y. New York. That’s where I’m from.”

			“That might be, but it’s still not your towel.”

			“Who are you? The towel police?”

			“No, I’m N.Y. Noah Young.”

			“Oh, you’re Noah.” She said it as if the name meant something to her.

			“Yes,” I huffed, not giving a fuck if it did, because I was already so over people taking my shit.

			She slapped a hand against her gleaming collar bone. “Esra.”

			Right. I’d forgotten she was meant to come today. Sanny hadn’t shut up about it for two weeks straight. Once you got over the fact that this girl was wet and almost naked and in the middle of stealing my towel, she actually looked a little like her brother. Beyond the dark hair and light brown skin, they shared the same downward slant to their eyes. “Okay.”

			“Sinan’s sister,” she clarified.

			“Yes, I understand. That’s still my towel.”

			“I’ll bring it back later.”

			Somehow, I doubted that. “Did you take my peanut butter?”

			“Towel and toast police?”

			“Is that a confession?”

			“You’re not much fun, huh?”

			“Not when I’m being stolen from.”

			“Well, I can’t give back the sandwich, but god. Here.” She untucked the top of the towel. I realized what was happening just in time to drag my gaze to the ceiling before the fabric rustled distinctively. “Take it.”

			“What on earth are you doing?” I gritted the words out through clenched teeth. This was beyond ridiculous. Knowing who she was, I could have excused her taking my food. She’d come in from out of town and she’d been hungry, and Sinan had clearly talked about me enough for her to recognize my name in the kitchen. She’d felt safe enough to take that food. That made sense. This towel bit was beyond irrational.

			“What do you think I’m doing? Giving your towel back. Take it already.”

			“Jesus. Put it back on before someone sees you. This isn’t that kind of community housing.”

			“Take your damn towel, N.Y., Noah Young.” When I didn’t reach out to take it from her, she groaned. “Fine. Be difficult.”

			The towel rustled again but this time it dropped to the floor, the edge of it hitting my boots.

			“I’ll tell Sanny that you got me naked on my first day here,” she chirped from a few steps away.

			“I did no such—” Her words caught me off-guard enough for my gaze to swing down, just to find her disappearing into one of the bedrooms, catching the last perfect curve of her ass before the door slammed shut.

			My first thought was that her brother might just kill me for even a split second of staring at her ass. He had never talked much about Esra beyond childhood stories, but I’d always gotten the sense that the silence was more protective than secretive. She had her own life, and it wasn’t his to broadcast to strangers.

			My second thought was that this girl radiated trouble. And she’d just moved into the room next to mine.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			
			THE RATTLESNAKE SALOON

			Saddle up and ride on over to the Rattlesnake Saloon, where a finger-licking menu of quick bites awaits you by day, and we kick up our boots with barroom dancing by night!

			No park admission required.

			

			ESRA

			
			Esra: What am I walking into?

			Sinan: A saloon.

			Esra: Very funny.

			Sinan: Free food.


			He knew me too well. He also hadn’t talked to the sandwich police yet apparently. I wasn’t as hungry as I could have been, but I’d still spent the last ten days on the road on a tight budget for gas and snacks, so any food was a good idea. While I had no intention of copying our parents, either sticking to the trendiest dietician’s advice on bland, fat-free foods or serving classic four-course dinners, the novelty of jerky and ice cream for every meal had worn off a little.

			Walking into Bravetown was surreal. Sure, I was holding my tiny supercomputer of a phone, and wearing a pair of denim shorts that would have gotten me jailed for impropriety way back when, but those things faded to insignificance when I stepped through under the wooden arch with the town’s name on it. The entry to the park was a dusty circular plaza. In its center, a statue of a cowboy on a rearing horse greeted visitors, while the sides were lined with old wooden buildings, their slabbed facades faded shades of brown and red and the porch roofs wonky enough to seem at risk of crumbling. Not old. Old-looking. None of this was older than twenty-five years.

			The large buildings to my left were marked as ticket offices and visitors’ information. I would have loved to linger on the way the light flickered in perfect rhythm in the upstairs windows of the former, or on the silhouette of a woman walking back and forth in mechanically paced steps behind the curtains of the latter, but I was part of a crowd heading the opposite way. I didn’t want to get trampled while gawking.

			The people around me were chattering and huddling together, and they looked like they all belonged there in their faded Wranglers and their scuffed boots, half of them even wearing freaking cowboy hats. And not the pink-tassel, bachelorette-party kind. My chunky platform loafers alone branded me as the new girl when I’d figured they’d look at least somewhat professional for a staff meeting.

			My footwear musings were cut short by the Rattlesnake Saloon. Maybe I’d get used to Bravetown one day soon, but I stumbled in my steps and almost face-planted for the second time today. The Rattlesnake was in all actuality a saloon. Music and voices spilled through the swinging half-doors, barrels outside served as standing tables on the porch, and three real-life horses were tied to a rail-and-trough fixture on the side.

			My mind did the same backflip it had when I’d seen Cowboy Lucky this morning. People had come here on their horses, because of course they had freaking horses as an actual means of transport.

			I wasn’t given much chance to check out where the path led past the saloon. I just got a glance at the closed ticket gates before I was shuffled forward by an old lady who told me to “stop dilly-dallying” as she shooed me inside.

			The inside of the Rattlesnake was still Old West, but a bar was always going to be a bar. There was a stage at the far end, draped in heavy red and blue curtains, a large round space right in front of it, covered in chairs and tables that could probably be removed to create a dance floor, and all of it was ringed by booths and upper-level balconies with more private seating. Behind the booths, a long bar ran along the wall, a woman with honey-blonde curls juggling bottles like it was a sport.

			“Ez! Esra!”

			My head swiveled in the direction of my brother’s voice. Sinan was standing in one of the booths, waving both arms over his unruly head of dark hair, grinning from ear to ear. His fiancée sat behind him, smiling and just waving with her hand raised to shoulder-level.

			The second I made my way over, his arms wrapped around my shoulders and he pulled me against his chest. It started as a hug but then his embrace tightened bit by bit until my face was smushed against his chest, and I flailed my arms and grunted.

			“You’ve gotten so tall,” he fake-wept against the top of my head.

			“You stink,” I grunted even though I could only smell his laundry detergent.

			He released me with a huff.

			“Hi, how are you?” Zuri slipped around Sinan and wrapped me into a much gentler hug. Zuri gave the best hugs. She’d come to New York with Sanny a few times, so I’d had my fair share of Zuri Hugs, and I’d have made Sanny marry her for those alone. She was a bit taller than me and while I didn’t lack assets, Zuri was all lush curves that made every hug extra-cozy. Most of her black curls were wrapped into a high bun, drawing all the attention to her soft face, shimmery gold highlighter making her dark skin glow. “How was the drive?”

			“It was good. I saw the world’s largest chicken.”

			“What?” She laughed and pulled me next to her on to the bench.

			With Sinan sitting across from us and the saloon filling with people and noise, I automatically started signing alongside my words. Sanny’s hearing aids had a setting for crowded spaces like this, but it wasn’t always the most reliable. “The world’s largest chicken. Okay. Technically, it’s the world’s largest chicken sculpture. But it’s huge.”

			“That’s why you took almost two weeks to get here?” Sanny asked.

			“I also saw the world’s largest chest of drawers. And a big chair. It’s not the world’s largest anymore, but it was at one point.”

			“That sounds like fun,” Zuri said, signing the words as she spoke them. Her hand movements were still a little slow, but she was learning. She actually meant what she was saying, too, while Sinan was chuckling and shaking his head.

			“How do you like your room?” he asked.

			“It’s tiny.” It took everything in me not to grimace. “My closet at home is bigger than that room.”

			“Don’t worry,” Zuri laughed, and the tight coils that had escaped her bun bounced around her face. “You’ll spend hardly any time in your room anyway.”

			“I don’t plan on working that much.” Now I did grimace.

			“There’s always something going on either here or in town. Once you get to know everyone, you’ll always be busy. The saloon is open to the public like a regular bar most of the time, so people from town don’t need to buy a park ticket to just come here and hang out.”

			“That’s good to know.” I grinned and wiggled my brows.

			“Esra, no.” Sanny glowered at me across the table.

			Zuri signed “sorry” with her right hand, while grinning into her drink and taking a swig.

			“Don’t start telling me no. I could have stayed home for that.”

			“I care about this place,” he replied. “Don’t make me regret getting you this job.”

			“You can still care about it when summer is over, I leave, and everyone just accepts that your sister is a slut who parties too much.”

			Sanny’s mouth fell open and Zuri snorted a laugh. She held a hand up to her face as some of her drink blubbered back up. “Oh god,” she coughed, still laughing, “you’re really going through with this whole wild summer plan, huh?”

			“I don’t know what you mean.” Fluttering my lashes, I gave her an innocent smile.

			Before either of them could come up with a retort, our attention was drawn to the stage, where Renee Barlow tapped a finger against the mic until everyone fell silent. She started a welcome speech, but I barely paid attention. Zuri’s words echoed through my mind. Wild summer. It was so much more than that and it irked me that apparently my entire family had boiled it down to this. “Out of control” were the words my father had used after I dropped out of med school and went on a two-week bender in Malibu. That I had “lost my way” had been my mother’s diagnosis when I’d started staying out overnight without telling them where I’d been. (Usually, the bed of some guy from some crappy rock band I’d seen playing at some shitty bar. Usually a drummer. The calloused hands just worked for me.)

			But I wasn’t wild or out of control or losing my way.

			It was the complete opposite. I was in full control. For the first time in a long time, I was doing what I wanted. I was finding my way. I’d spent the last decade of my life sticking to a predetermined script to get into a great college and a great med school and a great medical residency program. None of that was on the cards for me anymore, and in a weird way, it was freeing to see your future go up in flames.

			Sue a girl for having fun and getting laid when she finally has the chance to make her own decisions.

			“That’s you.” Zuri pushed her elbow into my ribs.

			“Hm?” I blinked and focused back on the room just in time to hear my name being called out again. Renee was on the stage with a couple of other people, pained expressions plastered across their faces.

			“Go. She’s introducing the new hires.”

			“Oh, got it.” I shuffled out of the booth, took a quick swig from Sinan’s beer, and beelined for the stage. “Hi, hello, oh thank you,” I laughed when Renee offered me her hand to help me up. I was not going to look like a deer caught in the headlights, even if the stage lights were blinding. This was going to be my summer of fun, no matter where I was spending it. I plastered on my biggest smile and waved into the silhouetted crowd like I was winning a beauty pageant.

			Judging by the snickers and mumbles in the front row, people were picking up on my shirt. After my shower earlier, I’d had exactly one left that didn’t reek of sweat and car. The pink one. The one that said “u can’t pick ur father but u can pick ur daddy”.

			Renee introduced a few other people, and by the end there were around twenty of us up on stage. Most of us were just here for the summer; two were new permanent hires. Those two were the only ones that got lengthy introductions that included their job titles – the blonde barkeeper called Adriana, and an older accountant named Donna. Apparently corporate emails weren’t a thing at Bravetown. I was just grateful that she hadn’t introduced me as her new Annie Lou.

			I still had to mentally prepare for the lecture Sanny would give me for accepting a job that involved climbing on to a horse.

			Once we were dismissed, I followed Adriana to the bar.

			“You’re Sanny’s sister, right?” she asked and slapped a napkin down in front of me.

			“How do you already know that?”

			“Wild Fields is small,” she said, shrugging, “and you two look alike.”

			“Not much,” I mumbled, because I almost looked like a carbon copy of our mom, while Sanny was all our dad’s straight lines and height. Contextually though, there probably weren’t many Turkish people in this town. Safe to assume we were related. “So you’re from here?”

			“Kinda, yeah.” Adriana shrugged and didn’t elaborate. She just set my drink down in front of me. I hadn’t ordered anything specific, just as fruity and girly as possible. She’d delivered. The drink in front of me was pink and garnished with pineapple and orange slices, and glitter dust swirled around in the cup.

			“What do I owe you?”

			“Tap your staff pass here.” She held up a little white scanner. “First alcoholic drink is free tonight. Soft drinks are always free for staff members.”

			Good to know. That would save me some money. I laid my card against the scanner, but Adriana didn’t give me any sign of it working even after the machine beeped. She just blinked.

			“Did it work?”

			“It says cast member,” she replied.

			“Huh?”

			“The display says cast member, not staff member.” She narrowed her gray eyes at me, her freckled nose scrunching up. “Did you steal someone’s pass? Is this your second drink?”

			“No,” I said but before I had a chance to explain, she swiped my card from my hand, turning it to read it in the dim light.

			“Esra Taner, that’s you all right.” Adriana returned my pass with pursed lips. “You should get that looked into. Different passes open different doors, so you might need it reprogrammed or something.”

			“I thought you were new here too.”

			“Kinda. Yeah.” This time, she grinned. “Long story that involves a lot of tequila and poor life choices.”

			“Sounds like my type of story. Tell me some other time?” I glanced over at our booth, because I still had so much to catch up on with Sinan. Including my new job. My brother and his fiancée were no longer alone though. Noah Young, peanut butter and towel officer extraordinaire, had sat down next to Sanny.

			Not going to lie, I was a little disappointed that he had so valiantly avoided looking at my body earlier. Whenever Sanny had mentioned his friend Noah who worked with him at Bravetown, he’d forgotten to mention that Noah was tall, like easily 6’3”, had strapping muscles, a sharp jawline and ink-black hair. Right above his left brow, that hair had one perfect white streak in it. Not the turned-gray kind, and not the peroxide kind, but a white patch caused by lack of melanin.

			I turned back to Adriana. “Actually, do you have peanuts back there?”

			“Sure.”

			She poured me a small bowl of nuts. It wasn’t exactly a whole sandwich, but hey, it would have to be enough to make amends.

			With the official part of the evening over, people were crowding between tables, chatting and laughing, swinging with the music pouring from the speakers. They almost made me spill my drink and my nuts twice by the time I was close to our booth.

			“… back to your parents. It’s not your job to keep her out of trouble.” Noah’s voice cut through the noise, halting me dead in my tracks.

			“She’s my baby sister. Of course it is,” Sanny replied, and my stomach dropped a little. I was grateful for his help getting a job, but I didn’t need to be kept out of any trouble. I wasn’t looking for trouble. I was looking for some fun. And I was done letting the people around me keep me from it.

			“She’s a grown woman,” Noah said, “and she’s obviously careless and irresponsible.”

			“Noah,” Zuri pleaded, but didn’t interject beyond that.

			“I’m just saying, don’t let her blow through your life like a tornado. You’re trying to build something here.”

			Fuck Noah Young and his stupid haughty opinion. Over what? Some bread and a towel? I’d even given the damn towel back. Asshole.

			And fuck Sinan for not defending me.

			Wild.

			Out of control.

			Losing my way.

			Tornado.

			I turned on my heels and headed back to the bar, clanking the peanut bowl back on to the counter. Adriana turned to me with raised brows after serving someone their beer. “What’s wrong?”

			“My brother’s best friend is being a total dick,” I grumbled and climbed on to one of the barstools. I shoved a whole handful of peanuts into my mouth. Ha. He wouldn’t get any of them.

			Adriana bent over the bar to glance toward where Sanny was sitting. “Noah?”

			“Yeah,” I grunted through the nuts.

			“Don’t worry. Noah doesn’t really like anyone. He’s more of a mutual-tolerance kinda guy. I’m pretty sure your brother is the only exception because he’s real damn hard not to like.”

			I currently despised him, but I could admit that she was right. Sinan was a goddamn ray of sunshine, always had been. He made friends easily, helped anyone who needed him, and never said “I told you so” even if he had given you sound advice before you made your own stupid mistakes.

			“What about you?”

			“Me? Oh, nobody except Renee likes me,” she laughed, but there was a sad undercurrent of truth to her words. “These people wouldn’t come near me if I wasn’t handing them their drinks.”

			“I think we should be friends,” I said, because I was feeling a kinship with my fellow disliked person.

			“Sure,” Adriana grinned, “but only if you can hold your liquor.”

			I pointed one finger-gun at her and used the other hand to tip my drink back. I gulped down the sugary concoction like it was air and I’d been suffocating. When I set the glass back down, only ice cubes clinked against its sides. “You just found yourself a new friend.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			
			WILD FIELDS

			If you’re ready to take your adventure past Bravetown’s borders, why not visit our charming neighbors in Wild Fields? Take a walk around the lush town square with its historic gazebo, and dip into the surrounding cafés and restaurants for a refreshing taste of modern American small-town living.

			

			ESRA

			“Bart’s Mart doesn’t take cards?”

			“By George, she’s got it.” Adriana grinned and pushed her sunglasses up to her head. They did little to keep her wild blonde mane at bay. “There’s an ATM around the corner. Casey’s Supermarket does take cards, but for some reason there’s never any bathroom stuff. There are shelves for toothpaste and shampoo and all that, all right, it’s just never in stock.”

			She had parked the car on a corner of Wild Fields’ town square, from where we had a perfect view of both supermarkets. They each occupied a corner of the square, and I couldn’t help but imagine a diagonally opposed turf war that cost them their credit card readers and toothpaste stock.

			“ATM and Bart’s it is,” I said. “I do need toothpaste.”

			Adriana led the way. Her long skirt flowed in the breeze, creating a perfect carefree image paired with her cream crochet top and dozens of necklaces and rings. She pointed out the side of the square where three restaurants and two cafés lined up, and called it the food mile, even though it was definitely not a mile.

			Everything in Wild Fields looked shrunk. All the buildings were close to the ground. The tallest ones we walked past were three stories high. And with everything built so low, there was just So. Much. Sky. Everywhere. No matter where I turned, I could see the horizon and, above it, miles and miles of emptiness. I kept staring at all that blue and the streaks of cloud. Driving across country and having all that sky above the road and the rolling hills in the distance was one thing, but this whole town was topped by azure.

			Adriana had to grab my elbow and pull me in the right direction, or I would have walked right past Bart’s Mart.

			I’d only taken fifty bucks out of my account, because there wasn’t much more in there in the first place, but walking the aisles with Adriana soured my stomach. Those fifty would be a tight stretch across two weeks. Who knew that cereal was this expensive? God, I’d have to use the rest of my Moroccanoil shampoo in droplets for the rest of the summer if I considered that cost.

			“You look a little pale,” Adriana mumbled through a mouthful of M&Ms while we were checking out and the number on the cash register kept climbing and climbing.

			“I’m going to sound dumb, but I’ve never bought my own groceries,” I replied, and tried to smile at the lady behind the register who silently raised her brows at me. She’d started scowling the second Adriana had stepped up to pay and hadn’t stopped since.

			“Awww, I popped your cherry,” Adriana laughed and made the cashier’s frown deepen.

			“You could have bought me dinner first, you know?”

			“Gosh, you’re high-maintenance.” She playfully rolled her eyes at me. “Back in my day, it was a beer on the front porch and then you hopped in the car together.”

			The cashier cleared her throat.

			“To go grocery shopping together for the first time,” Adriana clarified with a grin that betrayed her blatant lie.

			I bit my lip to stop myself from laughing. At least having her here made it easier to stomach the $43.68 I had to put down for a bagful of bare necessities. And that was with the 5 per cent staff discount I got for wearing my Bravetown employee polo shirt.

			“You weren’t kidding about nobody liking you, huh?” I asked as I buckled my precious groceries into her backseat.

			“Yeah,” she shrugged. “But it’s fine. I still like Wild Fields and everyone who lives here. They’ll fall back in love with me sooner or later. I just have to get them all drunk first.”

			She’d told me that she’d left when she was nineteen and only returned a few months ago, but I hadn’t gotten the story last night, and it didn’t look like I was getting it now. “Where did you learn how to bartend?”

			“Nashville.”

			“You don’t like talking about yourself, do you?”

			“Nope.”

			We fell back into her car, and Adriana drove down a few streets branching off the town square, where she pointed out City Hall, the local dive bar, a books-and-plants-and-gifts shop, and a hair salon to avoid at all costs unless I wanted to walk out bleach-blonde.

			“Okay, tell me about Bravetown,” I said when we were done with the Wild Fields tour after all of ten minutes. “I haven’t really paid a lot of attention to Sinan’s stories over the last four years.”

			“We can talk about you if you want.”

			“Nope.” I chuckled as I threw her response back at her. I didn’t think she’d be the kind of person to throw shade at me, but I’d gotten plenty last night and didn’t care to repeat that. I was just going to ignore Noah Young’s presence. He no longer existed in my world. I was manifesting a blissfully dreamy summer where opinionated, controlling, gossiping assholes had no air to breathe.

			“Fine,” she smirked. “The most important thing for you to remember about Bravetown is that it belongs to Wild Fields. There’s no big corporation or random gazillionaire behind it. If you don’t work in the park yourself, you have a relative who does. Farming isn’t as lucrative as it once was, and the alternative would be commuting into the city every day. But the tourism around Bravetown brings in enough money to keep the whole town afloat. It’s beloved because it kinda belongs to everyone a little bit.”

			“I’m sorry, who went ‘we hate commuting, so let’s build a theme park’?”

			“It’s a whole thing. I’ll send you a video.”

			[image: ]
			I’d treated myself to exactly one thing at Bart’s Mart – my favorite Reese’s (the mini cups) – and crawled into bed with my strictly rationed portion of three of them at the end of the day. This wasn’t half bad. I had the best chocolate and a nice, firm mattress. Sure, my room was nothing but a shoe box with a twin bed, a sturdy chest of drawers that creaked every time you opened it, and a tiny desk that currently functioned as my laundry hamper, but I’d spent quite a few nights sleeping in my car on the way here. This was already an upgrade.

			After Adriana took me back to the staff housing complex, my last day off had passed in a blur, sorting away my groceries and unloading everything that I had stuffed into my car.

			I wasn’t on full duty yet. I had two weeks to learn the ropes before the big summer-season opening weekend. Not ropes. Reins. They’d put me on a horse. I really should look up this whole Annie Lou showdown thing.

			Opening the link Adriana had sent, I propped the phone up against my pillow and let the video play. It was an old news report on Bravetown’s first anniversary. The colors were too bright and too dull all at once in that 2002 way reserved for old sitcoms.

			The video showed a reporter in a crisp white shirt paired with a bolo tie standing beneath Bravetown’s wooden arch, the cowboy statue right behind him.

			“I’m standing at the entrance to what may look like a Clint Eastwood movie but is actually the gate to the thrilling adventure that’s Bravetown, an Old West theme park, just an hour and a half outside Nashville. The history of this park is quite unique,” the reporter said, big microphone up to his nose, “because it starts with a last wish. With us here, to share this inspiring story, is Bravetown’s park director, George Barlow.”

			The camera zoomed out to show the man standing next to the reporter. George Barlow was an old white man in a suit. He wasn’t distinctive beyond the bright-red cowboy hat on his head and the tiny round glasses on his nose, the lenses the size of a dollar. Doing some mental math, I figured he had to be Renee’s father or uncle, or something along those lines.

			“Thank you,” he said, holding his own microphone low enough for his voice to crackle. “We are so proud to celebrate one year of brave guests at the park, and it’s all thanks to a man called Bob Horton. There are some people who leave a lasting impression in your life, and Bob was one of those. He had a big heart. He was like Wild Fields’ honorary uncle. He was at all the birthdays, all the graduations, all the weddings. He had no family of his own, but everyone knew him. Everyone loved him. You saw his bright-red hat from a mile away.” George tapped the brim of his own hat. “His passing left a hole in all of our lives. Little did we know that he had big plans for our small town. You see, he had all this farmland that he left to the city, along with more money than any one person could spend. None of us knew that he’d won the lottery in the eighties. Bob was the type of man who wore the same shoes until they came apart at the seams.”

			The video showed some grainy pictures of a brightly smiling man in a red cowboy hat and a variety of denim shirts.

			“And he left his estate to the town of Wild Fields with a stipulation, didn’t he?” the reporter asked, clearly guiding the park director to his point.

			“He did, indeed. Bob’s will stated that we had to use his money and his land to create a place where people would gather and have fun. He wanted to bring people together. When we cleared out his house, we found hundreds upon hundreds of these old pulp Western novels, and that’s how the idea for Bravetown was born. A place that honors Bob and his last wish.”

			“Let’s take a look at what the brave people of Wild Fields have created in his honor,” the reporter said, and the camera swiveled over to the Rattlesnake Saloon.

			Now Adriana’s words made sense. Bravetown belonged to Wild Fields. It had started with one person who loved the town and its people enough for them to build a whole theme park in his honor.

			I was going to skim the comments for some gossip on that backstory but one of the suggested videos caught my eye. Ace Ryder vs. Kit Holliday – The Showdown. Dated one year ago. I clicked on it and threw another peanut butter cup in my mouth.

			The video started with a shot of the Bravetown entry sign, then cut to two men in some sort of duel. One of them was the guy I’d met on my first day in the parking lot. Same exact costume. White hat to white shoes. The other appeared to be the bad guy, dressed in a black hat, black leather coat and a dark bandana drawn over his nose. The clips were edited to a fast-paced country-rock song, cutting back and forth between the two.

			It was over in less than a minute before the next video started on auto-play. That one was all about Ace Ryder, the lawless cowboy. The guy dressed in black. It showed
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