
		
			[image: Cover: Wild River]
		



			
				[image: Half Title: Wild River]

		

	
	

	   
      			About the Author

			
Laura Pavlov is the USA Today bestselling author of sweet and sexy contemporary romances that will make you both laugh and cry. She is happily married to her college sweetheart, mom to two amazing kids who are now adulting, and dog-whisperer to one temperamental yorkie and one wild bernedoodle. Laura resides in Las Vegas where she is living her own happily ever after.

			Also by Laura Pavlov and Published by HQ 

			
The Magnolia Falls Series

			Loving Romeo

			Wild River

			Forbidden King

			Beating Heart

			Finding Hayes

		

	


			
				[image: Titie: Wild River]

		



	   	      
	   
			Copyright

[image: HQ logo]

HQ

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HQ

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024

Copyright © Laura Pavlov

Laura Pavlov asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Source ISBN: 9780008719579

Ebook Edition © JUNE 2024 ISBN: 9780008719586

Version 2024-07-22

	   


	

		
			‘Her courage was her crown and 
she wore it like a queen’
			
Atticus 

		


	

	   	   
		
		   Contents

   		   Cover

		   Half Title

      				About the Author

       				Title Page

			Copyright

			Dedication

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			27

			28

			29

			30

			31

			32

			33

			34

			35

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgments

			Keep Reading

			About the Publisher

		

	


		
			1

			River

			I parked in front of the hospital and stepped out of my car. I wasn’t sure what the hell the old man was thinking, getting himself stuck in here for God knows how long. Booze and pills and his high-strung personality would have done the average thirty-year-old in, let alone a fifty-year-old not-so-fit dude. I’m sure his daughter was horrified by the whole thing, seeing as this all stemmed from her father’s ridiculous sex drive.

			I hated hospitals, but he was my friend, and this was where I needed to be. Well, if I was being honest, Lionel Rose was more than a friend. He owned Whiskey Falls bar, and we’d grown close over the years. I considered him family at this point. 

			He’d suffered a stroke recently, and we’d all been devastated by the news. 

			I took the elevator up and didn’t miss the way the two nurses who stepped onto the elevator were checking me out as I stepped off.

			The doors closed, and I made my way down the corridor and into his room.

			My friend held his hand up as I approached his bed, and his lips turned up the slightest bit as I gave him one of those half-bro kind of hugs, before taking the seat beside him.

			The monitors beeped excessively, and irritation rose as I tried to ignore the sound. 

			The faint smell of cafeteria food mixed with the strong antiseptic scent made my stomach turn. 

			Hospitals were probably my least favorite place to be, which was saying a lot because I’d spent time in plenty of other hellholes in my life.

			Apparently, I’d lived at a hospital for six months as a kid, not that I remembered much during that time. But for whatever reason, I associated hospitals with darkness. 

			Hell, maybe everyone did. 

			Or maybe it was my subconscious remembering those months, and the fact that I’d had parents the day I arrived at that hospital, but didn’t the day I’d left. 

			Doreen was there too, giving me an update on his condition while Lionel was trying to choke down his lunch. She was a bartender at Whiskey Falls and Lionel’s oldest friend.

			“Stop being stubborn and eat this applesauce,” Doreen said. “Ruby is going to be pissed when she gets back if you haven’t finished it.” 

			Ruby was Lionel’s only child. 

			His pride and joy. 

			Though she’d always been a little rough around the edges, I hadn’t seen her in years. I knew that Lionel was supposed to be attending her latest graduation, as she was somewhat of a professional student at this point. Lionel bragged about her often, and I knew she was getting her doctorate in psychology. But obviously, she’d come straight home yesterday when she’d heard about her father.

			“Tell River the story that we told Ruby last night so we can all keep things straight.” Lionel’s words slurred, and I tried not to let my face show my concern. The right side of his face was paralyzed, and it made it difficult for him to speak. But all in all, the doctor said that Lionel had gotten to the hospital just in time, and he was expected to make a full recovery, but it would take some time.

			“What story are we talking about?” I sat forward with my brow raised.

			Doreen sighed. “He doesn’t want Ruby to know that he was taking all those . . . stimulants.” She cleared her throat and smirked. “The fact that her father is trying to keep up with the sexual needs of a much younger woman is something he’d rather keep to himself.” 

			Yes. Lionel had doubled his dose of erectile dysfunction medication for several days because the man could be a real dumbass when he wanted to be. 

			“What did you tell her?” 

			Lionel looked at Doreen, waiting for her to fill me in. “We sort of told her that he had a stroke because of the stress from the legal case with Jenna Tate.”

			“What? We settled that case a few weeks ago.” I gaped at them. 

			She handed me a piece of paper. “He had me write out this script to read to her last night.”

			I glanced down at the chicken scratch and rolled my eyes. “So, you basically blamed me for your stroke? That’s fucked up, Lionel. Even for you.” 

			“I didn’t blame you,” he slurred. 

			I glanced down at the paper and read a few lines. “River was his attorney, but unfortunately, he wasn’t able to get a grip on the case, and the stress was just too much for your father.” I used my best imitation of Doreen’s voice, which was one of a middle-aged woman who’d smoked heavily for most of her life. She glared at me, but I saw the corners of her lips turn up with amusement. “You fully blamed me.”

			“What were we supposed to tell her? That her father can’t get it up enough for his current lady friend, so he tripled his dose of medication?” Doreen crossed her arms over her chest. 

			“For fuck’s sake. I thought you doubled it. You tripled it? What were you thinking, Lionel?” I hissed. It pissed me off because I loved the asshole, even if I wouldn’t admit it. And mixing his old-man dick medication with booze and his poor current cardiovascular condition had been a recipe for disaster. “And, yeah, that’s what you were supposed to tell her. Because it’s the fucking truth. Instead, you threw me under the bus. But if Ruby’s as smart as you claim she is, I doubt she’d buy that bullshit story anyway. People don’t just have strokes because someone sues them for a workplace accident. You weren’t facing prison time, for fuck’s sake.” 

			“Hey. I played Juliet in our high school play. I’m a theatrical genius. Trust me, she bought it.” 

			I leaned back in my chair and shook my head. I’d represented Lionel in this ridiculous case, even though he was completely in the wrong and should have just paid Jenna Tate’s medical bills right when the accident occurred. But his cheap ass tried to save a dime, which cost him three times what it should have in the end. 

			“Listen, you and your limp dick better pull your shit together. Stop dating women who are half your age and maybe you’ll be able to keep up. Have you ever thought of that?” 

			Lionel shrugged, the right side of his mouth drooping. “Stella’s hot.” 

			“And you’re a stubborn ass. I’ll go along with your ridiculous charade, but I don’t think Doreen is that good of an actress, and if Ruby buys this shit, then she isn’t the genius that you claim she is.”

			“Ahhh . . . I see the whole gang is here,” a voice said from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder. 

			Ruby fucking Rose had grown up since I’d last seen her. 

			She had long dark waves falling down her back, red plump lips, and hazel eyes that looked more gold at the moment with the sunlight coming in through the windows and illuminating her pretty face. 

			Fuck me. 

			Lionel’s daughter was hot as hell. 

			She sure as shit didn’t look like this when I’d seen her last. Obviously, it had been a while, and she was no longer a teenager. 

			She was a sexy-as-sin woman. 

			I raised a brow because she was glaring at me like my mere presence offended her. 

			“Long time no see, Ruby.” It had been years since I’d seen her. Lionel went to visit her most of the time, and when she came home, she never stayed long. Lionel’s ex-wife, Ruby’s mother, Wendy, was a real piece of work, so from where I was sitting, Ruby appeared to be avoiding Magnolia Falls. 

			“Oh, how observant of you,” she hissed, her words pure venom. What the fuck was her deal? She hardly knew me. “Is it your brilliant ability to recall that you haven’t seen me in a long time that makes you such an amazing attorney?” 

			“Ruby,” Lionel said, his voice much softer when he spoke to his daughter than when he spoke to anyone else. 

			She held her finger up as if to silence him. “No. Don’t you Ruby me right now, Daddy dearest. I’ll get to you next.” 

			Doreen chuckled, and Ruby shot her a look. Lionel’s feisty daughter was small in stature, but fierce in presence. I was six foot two, and she couldn’t be more than five foot four inches, and she was wearing black military boots that probably gave her an extra inch. Her dark skinny jeans hugged her curves, and I tried hard not to let my eyes roam from her head to her toes the way they were dying to. Her black leather coat stood out like a sore thumb, considering it was the end of May. The sun was shining, birds were fucking chirping, and Magnolia Falls was all sunshine and unicorns this time of year. 

			This girl looks like she’s just returned from the bowels of hell. 

			I recognized that kind of anger, because it lived and breathed in me as well. 

			“Doreen, I thought you being my father’s oldest and dearest friend, and him choosing you as my godmother shortly after I was born meant that you had some sort of loyalty to me?” She crossed her arms over her chest. 

			Jesus. She was pissed at everyone. 

			I normally focused my anger on one individual at a time. I reached for the baggy with apple slices on Lionel’s tray, grabbed a slice, and popped it into my mouth while I enjoyed the show. 

			“You know I love you, baby girl. My loyalty is always to you and your father.” Doreen glanced between Lionel and Ruby, and I reached for another slice of apple, which earned me another glare from the queen of darkness. 

			“Is that so?” Ruby moved closer to Lionel’s bed and plopped down on the end as she glanced at each of us. “Well, we must have different interpretations of loyalty. Lying to me, when you’ve all but begged me to come home to take care of the bar—I don’t know. It seems a little . . . disingenuous, no?” 

			Damn. She was smooth.

			Confident and condescending and terrifying all at the same time. 

			I reached for another apple slice, and she moved so fast that she caught me off guard. She slapped my hand, sending the wedge of apple to the floor. 

			“Stop eating his goddamn apples. How about you focus on the law and do your job.” 

			And that was my limit. I was on my feet and towering over her within seconds. “I do my job very well. Not that I need your approval. But I’ll let your little attitude slide because I know you love your father, and I’m guessing you’re having some sort of internal meltdown and pointing the finger in every direction you can.” 

			I expected her to cower, but instead, she smirked. Like she welcomed the challenge. 

			She pushed to her feet and tipped her chin up, eyes gold and blazing with pops of blue and green. 

			Damn, she was an evil queen, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say it was turning me the hell on. 

			“I was standing outside the door, and I overheard you agreeing to their ridiculous plan to lie to me. Doesn’t seem very lawyerly of you, or is that the way you run your practice? My father ended up paying quite a bit more to Jenna Tate than he should have. Or are you playing both sides? Maybe getting a little kickback from the ole horndog Jenna?” 

			“Ahhh . . . I don’t know if I’m more offended for my moral compass or the fact that you think I need to work a deal to get laid. Clearly, you underestimate my abilities.” 

			“Ruby,” Lionel said, reaching for her hand and she raised a brow as she looked at her father. “I asked them to lie. I didn’t want to embarrass myself.”

			“Really, Dad? You thought I bought that dumbass story about your legal woes? I pulled those records weeks ago to see what you paid her. One of us has to make sure you stay afloat.” She let out a long breath and squeezed her eyes shut. “I already talked to Dr. Peters while I was in the car, heading home yesterday. I knew about the medication. I expected more from you. And from you too, Doreen.” 

			“I’m sorry. He was desperate.” Doreen shrugged, her eyes watering, and even I felt slightly bad for her when she started coughing profusely and shaking her head. 

			“Save it.” Ruby held her hand up abruptly, and I’d be damned if Doreen didn’t immediately stop hacking up a lung dramatically. Maybe her theatrical abilities were better than I’d given her credit for, because Ruby was definitely not buying it. “I get it. He’s very persuasive when he’s backed into a corner.” 

			“Thank you,” Doreen said, moving closer and wrapping her in a hug. “I missed you.” 

			“Sure,” Ruby said, as she stepped out of the embrace, completely unaffected. “Anyway, the lies stop now. I will not run Whiskey Falls for you while you go to inpatient physical therapy if you lie to me even once more. Do you hear me?” She stared down at her father. “We’ve always agreed to be honest with one another.”

			“I do. And I’m sorry that I missed your graduation.” I heard the disappointment in Lionel’s voice. Ruby was the most important person in his life, and everyone in Magnolia Falls knew it.

			“You’re fine. You know I don’t care about that kind of stuff.” She glanced down at her phone when it vibrated, and she groaned. “I’ve been home for less than twenty-four hours, and what do you know . . . Mom just had a fight with Jimbo. Shocker. And Rico thinks his girlfriend is pregnant.” 

			Jimbo Slaughter was married to Ruby’s mother. She’d been married so many times, it was hard to keep up on that woman’s shit. But she had two sons, Zane and Rico, who were both always hanging out at the bar and using Ruby’s name to get free shit from Lionel. 

			“I’m sorry you have to deal with that,” Lionel slurred, and Ruby’s gaze softened for the first time since she’d walked into the room. 

			“Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it handled. Right now, my priority is you. Dr. Peters said he talked to you about going right into an inpatient physical therapy program. You’ve got a long road ahead of you. And you aren’t getting out of this. I will cover the bar, and you’re going to do the work to get yourself back on track. Got it?”

			Lionel reached for her hand, and this time, she took it. “Thank you. Love you, Rubes.”

			She sighed. “Love you, too.”

			And this time, her smile was genuine. 

			The evil queen definitely had a weakness, and it was her father.
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			Ruby

			We finished the meeting with Dr. Peters, and thankfully, my dad had agreed to everything the doctor had suggested. My father could be a stubborn ass when he wanted to be, but he was humbled at the moment, and he’d stopped fighting me on everything once the truth had been exposed. 

			Was I surprised that he had taken not one, not two, but three doses of medication to give him an endless erection?

			Not even a little. 

			This was very on-brand for him. 

			He was an impulsive guy, and we’d always joked about it. 

			He was the life of the party, and I was the adult in our relationship.

			At eight years old, I was meal prepping for the two of us and organizing the bills. 

			But we’d always been open and honest with each other, and I hated that he’d lied to me. I understood why he’d done it, but it didn’t mean I had to like it. 

			My father was the one person in my life that I trusted. 

			He always had been.

			My mother was an entirely different story. 

			Wendy Rose-Dane-Holt-Smith-Slaughter was a brand all her own. 

			Most short-term apartment leases lasted longer than her marriages did. So yes, I made it a point to call her by all of her married names—absolutely. 

			I was petty that way.

			My mother was a very skilled woman when it came to her control over men. Unfortunately, she just didn’t pick very good ones. 

			At least, not after she’d devastated my dad. 

			My father was a good man. Beneath all the bad decisions and alcohol-fueled nights, he was good to his core. 

			It was painful how much I loved him.

			Even when I was angry, which was sort of my love language.

			He’d mess up, and I’d complain about it—it was our shtick.

			My mother—well, it didn’t matter how many layers I peeled back with her . . . there was just nothing substantial when you got to the core. 

			Wendy Rose-Dane-Holt-Smith-Slaughter was beautiful, but she was selfish and thoughtless and calculated. 

			I pulled into the driveway of her trailer and put my piece-of-shit white Honda in park before climbing out of the car. My stomach churned, but I held my head high and marched up to the door, swinging it open and finding exactly what I always found. 

			At least she is consistent.

			Dirty dishes and garbage littered the countertop and floors. 

			The strong scent of cigarette smoke and weed filtered through the air around me. 

			Beer bottles stuffed with cigarette butts sat on the small table, and I shook my head with disgust. “Hello. I’m here.” 

			“I’m not feeling well. Grab me a Coke and come to my room,” my mother called out. 

			When I opened the refrigerator, I covered my nose to stop myself from gagging as the overpowering smell of something sour flooded my senses. 

			Nothing ever changes. 

			I’d lived with my father after their breakup when I was four years old. And by breakup, we’re talking an epic, explosive, disastrous ending of a union that should have probably never happened. However, I was grateful that one thing came out of their time together—me. 

			But the ending had been soul-crushing for my father and just another day at the office for my mother. 

			She’d been caught having an affair with my father’s childhood best friend, Rico Dane. My younger brother, Rico Dane Junior—don’t even get me started on the fact that there should be rules about naming a child Junior when Rico Dane Senior had accomplished nothing more than being a sperm donor and the champion beer pong player at Whiskey Falls bar—had been the result of that union, and he was a hot mess just like our mother. 

			“Sis!” A voice came from behind me, and I startled before turning around just as Rico came flying through the door. 

			He was a big, lovable dufus. 

			He’d dropped out of high school because he wanted to start growing marijuana long before it was legal, and he named his company Kingpin Weed. 

			That’s not going to draw any attention to law enforcement, am I right?

			The business never took off, and Rico spent his days getting high and called it research. Now he worked at The Daily Market for Oscar Daily. At least he was holding down a job. 

			Was he ready to take on fatherhood? Absolutely not. 

			But that had never stopped any member of my family from going there. 

			I let him pick me up off the floor and shake me, because I loved the hell out of him, even if I didn’t always understand him. 

			There was nothing fair about being born the offspring of Wendy and Rico Dumbass Senior. So, I’d always tried to have his back. Keep him out of trouble when I could. 

			“Hey. You can put me down now.” I chuckled, which was something I made a point not to do often, because I didn’t find life to be all that humorous. But I was a bit of a softy for my younger brothers, Rico and Zane. 

			“So, what are you? A real doctor now, Dr. Rose?” he asked. As he whistled, a wide grin spread across his face. 

			He had my mother’s dark eyes and blond hair. I looked more like my father, and I’d never minded that. But my brother was adorable, and he knew it. 

			“If you call me Dr. Rose again, I’ll shave your eyebrows off in your sleep.” I shot him a warning look. 

			I was officially Dr. Rose in the academic world that I lived in—a faraway place from Magnolia Falls, the life I’d always wanted to run from. But being called “doctor” in my mother’s home would be the equivalent of committing a crime. My mother hated that I’d pursued my education. 

			Hell, I’d always had an endless thirst when it came to psychology. Learning what made people tick. Maybe because I’d been pretty much solving problems for all the people in my life since . . . birth. 

			Or at least it felt that way. 

			I liked learning about what made people do the things that they did, the motivation behind both positive and negative choices, and the potential to forgive those who hurt you. 

			I hadn’t quite practiced forgiveness much in my life, and maybe that was because no one was apologizing for anything most of the time. For the bad situations my mother had put me in as a child. For the way she’d relied on me to take care of my brothers when I was only a little older than both of them. 

			So, I learned how to take my skills and make them useful. 

			I’d graduated magna cum laude from one of the most prestigious universities in California, and apparently, the world was my oyster now. 

			Well, it will be in eight weeks after I finish running Whiskey Falls and wait for my father to make a full recovery. 

			But I still had to figure out what my oyster was. 

			The University of Western California offered me a teaching position. I’d be a professor teaching two different introductory psychology courses, which should be the goal after all the schooling I’d gone through. I just wasn’t certain if teaching was in my future. I hadn’t had the time to think about my options, because I’d graduated on a Saturday morning and my father had had a stroke the night before. He’d been getting ready to get in the car to come attend my graduation ceremony when it happened.  

			It was fitting for the story of my life, really. 

			I couldn’t seem to leave this place behind. The only person I’d be willing to ditch graduation for was my father, and that was exactly what I’d done.

			There wasn’t anything that I wouldn’t do for him.

			“You already shaved off Zane’s eyebrows in middle school. I won’t challenge you there because I know you’ll do it.”

			“Damn straight. Tell me what’s happening with Panda.” Yes, my brother’s girlfriend since middle school was named Panda. She’d been named Sally once, but she’d hated the name and changed it to Panda when she was fifteen years old, and no one questioned it, aside from the endless snide comments I’d made over the years. 

			He cracked open a beer and took a long pull. “She’s not preggers. She was fucking with me.” 

			I nodded. This was Rico’s and Panda’s love language. 

			Cheat. Lie. Fuck with one another. Repeat. 

			“You do know that if you use protection, you won’t have to worry so much every time she messes with you.” 

			This wasn’t the first time she’d done it, nor did I think it would be the last. They were the epitome of toxic, and he’d grown so used to it that I didn’t see him ever walking away.

			“I use protection sometimes. But sometimes I just want to put a baby in her.” 

			“Do you know how demeaning that is to say: Put a baby in her. Like she’s an object. Or a baby-making machine. It’s really offensive, Rico. And you know I’m not Panda’s biggest fan, so that’s saying a lot that I’m defending her.”

			“Of course, you’re going to go all women’s rights on me. Are you still mad at Panda for stealing your navy sweater before you left for college?” He had a big, goofy grin on his face that made me want to hug him and throat-punch him all at the same time. 

			“No. The reasons that I don’t care for Panda are: A. Her name is ridiculous, and B. She encouraged you to drop out of high school when you were doing well.” I crossed my arms over my chest. 

			“Kingpin Weed was her idea, and it was a brilliant one. But now that pot’s legal, everyone’s doing it.” 

			“Yeah. It’s much easier to get a business loan when you’re selling products that are legal. It’s a wiser path.” Yes. I was fluent in sarcasm, and I made no attempt to hide it. 

			“I’ve never been as smart as you, you know that.” 

			I hated when he said that. Both of my brothers tossed that one out there every time when they’d mess up and ask me for help. I despised it. 

			Was it true? Probably. 

			But was it their fault? No. 

			They were lacking the tools needed to pull themselves out of the shit life they were born into. 

			“Are you two just going to stand out there and gab while I’m under distress in here?” my mother shouted from the room, and Rico chuckled. 

			“The big, bad Jimbo gambled all the money in their savings account, so they’re not speaking at the moment.” 

			“How much money did he lose?” 

			“I don’t know. A couple hundred bucks, maybe. But Mama is real pissed about it.” I grabbed her drink and followed my brother the short distance to my mother’s smoke-filled oasis. I glanced around the room, taking in the red and gold bedding, the half-filled ashtrays on the dresser and the end table, and the large, nearly nude photo of my mother framed over her bed. It was giving desperation vibes with a side of I’m over the hill, and I’m not happy about it. 

			I moved to the window and opened it, allowing the fresh air to at least offer a reprieve from this hellish cancer-causing cave. 

			“My god, Wendy. No one should be breathing this in,” I said.

			“Of course, you call me Wendy when you know I’m down and out.” 

			She was always down and out—otherwise, she would be missing. She never called or made herself available when she wasn’t in a bad place. 

			So, bad was all I knew of this woman. 

			“I’ve called you Wendy since I was a kid. Don’t find another reason to stay bedbound. Get up. Breathe in some fresh air. Maybe drink some milk or eat something that doesn’t come pre-packaged. You don’t look well.” 

			Her skin was pale and tinged slightly gray. If she didn’t spend most of her days in bed sleeping, I would have believed she was a vampire back when I was a sucker for the Twilight series. After all, the woman had a real gift for sucking the life out of the people around her. 

			She sat forward and held out her hand for her drink. I didn’t give it to her. Instead, I reached for her hand and pulled her up on her feet. 

			“You get the Coke after you take a shower. Go.” I pointed to the bathroom, and she glared at me before storming the few feet away and slamming the door. 

			“Damn, Sis. You’re the only one who can get her up and moving when she’s in a slump,” Rico said. 

			I took the beer from his hand and raised a brow. “How about you don’t drink when it’s not even noon? How’s the job going?”

			“You know Oscar likes to ride my ass, but at least it’s a paying job.”

			I set my mother’s glass on the dresser and shouted through the door that it was waiting for her there. 

			Rico followed me back out to the kitchen, where I poured what little bit was left of his beer down the drain and found a trash bag beneath the sink. I started dumping all the empty bottles into the bag before heading to the refrigerator to clean out the rotten food. 

			The door to the trailer swung open, and Zane stepped inside. He was a year younger than Rico and three years younger than me. My two brothers resembled one another, while I didn’t look like either of them. 

			It was fitting in a way. I’d never felt like I fit in here. 

			My father was the only one I’d ever felt like I belonged with. 

			But I loved my brothers fiercely, and I tolerated my mother because they couldn’t seem to escape her orbit. 

			“Well, if it isn’t the professor!” Zane scooped me up and spun me around. They were both big guys. Tall, broad, and muscular. 

			“Put me down and help me clean this place up. You guys shouldn’t be living like this.” 

			Yes. They both still lived at home. 

			Zane moved to the sink and started washing dishes. “I, uh, was kind of hoping you could help me with something.” 

			Here we go.

			“What did you do?” I asked, whipping around to face him. 

			“I sort of made a dumb bet on a horse, and Sam White is threatening to take my car if I don’t pay him by Friday.” He scratched the back of his neck, and I squeezed my eyes shut. 

			“How much do you owe him?” I asked. 

			“Three hundred bucks.” 

			“And you leveraged your car for a stupid horse bet?” I hissed before turning back to the refrigerator and questioning the fact that I’d willingly returned home. 

			In the name of my father, of course. 

			But this was the reason that I hated coming back. 

			I could feel myself being pulled under. 

			Even my breathing felt more constricted when I was home. 

			I felt trapped here. 

			I’d wanted a different life, and that was why I’d left. 

			I loved my brothers; I just didn’t know if I could save them and save myself at the same time. 

			Zane gave me that sad, pathetic look that he always used when he fucked up.

			I let out a long breath. “Come by the bar later in the week and I’ll get you the money.” 

			He wrapped his arms around me from behind, and I shook him off. 

			I was enabling him, and I knew it. But I didn’t know how else to help him. I’d tried getting them both jobs. I’d bailed them out of endless shit. Talked ad nauseam about them moving away and changing their lives. Coming to stay with me in California. About going back to school to get their GEDs. 

			But it never went anywhere. 

			And I was more than aware that the definition of insanity was doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different outcome. 

			So, I just tried to bandage things the best I could.

			“Damn. Ruby always knows how to fix things,” Rico said. 

			I turned around to face them. 

			“Yeah. I’m the Ray Donovan of this shit show,” I grumped as I tied the garbage bag and moved to the door to set it outside. I sucked in the fresh air and waited until the queasy feeling I had from the rotten food was out of my system. 

			“Who the hell is Ray Donovan?” Zane asked. 

			“It’s a TV show.” I shook my head. 

			“Oh, yeah, with that actor, Liev Schreiber?” Rico nodded, like he knew exactly what I was talking about. “He’s a fix-it guy, right?”

			“Yes. People make endless bad choices, and he cleans up their shit. Sort of like me with you two.” 

			“You are the Ray Donovan of the family,” Zane said, hooking an arm around my shoulder and kissing the top of my head.

			“Lucky me.” I rolled my eyes and thought about it. 

			It had been this way since I was a little kid. 

			Moving away hadn’t really changed much. 

			They still called. 

			I still answered. 

			Maybe this was just my purpose. 

			But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that it was exhausting.
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			River

			I walked into Whiskey Falls bar, and Romeo held up his hand and waved me over. My boy had won his fight a few weeks ago, and we were all relieved to have that behind him now. He’d officially made a statement that he was retiring from boxing, and he would be focusing his energy on the gym that he owned, the house he’d just bought, and of course, his girl, Demi, who was one of us now. 

			My brother, Kingston, was sitting beside him, and Hayes and Nash were on the other side of the table. The five of us had been the best of friends since we were kids, and our bond ran deep. I glanced over to see Demi standing at the bar, talking to Ruby. 

			I made my way over and leaned down to kiss Demi on the cheek, and she smiled up at me. “Hey, River. Glad you’re here. Everyone is getting hungry.” 

			My eyes landed on Ruby. 

			Dark hair fell all around her shoulders. 

			Red lips. 

			Cat eyes that looked more green than blue or gold today. 

			She wore a black concert tee that outlined her perky tits perfectly, and my mouth watered at the sight. 

			There was just something about her. 

			She was Lionel’s daughter, which meant she was off-limits, not to mention the fact that she appeared to hate me, but a man could appreciate a fine woman without acting on it.

			“I got hung up at work.” I turned my attention to Ruby, who stood on the other side of the bar. “Hello, Evil Queen. I’ll take a beer.”

			She raised a brow. “That’s original. I hope you didn’t lose any brain cells coming up with that one.” 

			She reached for a glass and pulled the tap as Demi covered her mouth with her hand to hide her laughter. 

			“First, you didn’t think I knew how to do my job, and now you’re worrying about my brain cells. You sure are worried about me. Maybe you’re sweeter than you let on.” I smirked when she set the glass down and glared at me. 

			“Romeo’s waving me over.” Demi looked between us like this was too much tension for her. “Just let Ruby know what you want to eat. I gave her everyone’s food order just now.” 

			I nodded as she hurried away, and I turned my attention back to the little vixen on the other side of the bar. 

			Her tongue moved along her bottom lip, and she raised a brow. “Don’t mistake my concern with how you assist my father as anything more than that.” 

			I nodded. Damn. She could dish out the shit, and I fucking loved it. 

			“Such an angry, evil queen. Trust me, I don’t need your concern. I do just fine on my own.” 

			“I don’t doubt that for a minute. That’s my concern. Were you looking out for yourself or my father with that lawsuit?”

			Now that shit pissed me off once again. I was a lot of things, but I wasn’t a shitty friend. I was loyal to my core, and Lionel was one of the few people I would walk through fire for. 

			I took a pull from my beer before leaning forward and moving just a few inches from her face. “Your father is my friend. I advised him from the start that he should have just paid the fucking medical bill for Jenna, and none of this would have happened. He paid more than he should have because he’s a stubborn ass. And for the record, she could have gotten a lot more out of him if I hadn’t talked some fucking sense into her and convinced her to let it go. So be careful who you point the finger at.”  

			She didn’t even flinch. “How very lawyerly of you, but unlike my father, I don’t trust you.”

			“Good. Then you’re as smart as your father says you are.” I moved closer, those red lips beckoning me. I’d never felt a pull toward a woman like this. 

			Or maybe she was just hot as hell, and I hadn’t stopped thinking about her since the run-in at the hospital. 

			She pulled back, mouth in a straight line, completely unaffected. Cool as a motherfucking cat. “Don’t go getting any ideas. I know a wild River when I see one.”

			I chuckled. “Takes one to know one.” 

			“No. It takes one who’s dealt with many to know one.” 

			“All right. Then how about you lose the attitude and realize I’m not the enemy? Your dad is important to me, and I’ll do whatever I can to help him. Always.” 

			She tucked her hair behind her ear. “We’ll see about that. What do you want to eat?”

			“I’ll take a burger. Medium.” 

			“Got it. You can go now.” She turned away, and I chuckled. I grabbed my beer and made my way to the table. 

			“That looked a little heated,” Romeo said, glancing from me back over to where Ruby stood behind the bar. 

			“I told you guys that they were extremely tense with one another.” Demi sipped her wine and smiled up at me. 

			“She thinks I screwed over her father. She’s mad that he lied to her about why he had the stroke. That shit has nothing to do with me. She’s just an angry woman,” I said, taking another long pull from my glass. 

			“But damn, she’s hot.” Kingston waggled his brows. The dude had a one-track mind, but for whatever reason, hearing him talk about Ruby pissed me off.

			“For fuck’s sake, she’s Lionel’s daughter. Keep your dick in your pants.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. 

			Hayes whistled while Nash barked out a laugh. 

			“Take it down a notch, brother. I’m just stating the obvious. No need to piss on your turf,” Kingston said with a big, dopey grin on his face. 

			I swear, our only genetic similarity was that we had the same birth parents. The dude was too fucking happy for his own good. 

			“No one is pissing on anyone’s turf. I’m just saying . . . be fucking respectful, you dickweiner.”

			“You know, I think that’s a new favorite. I’m a big fan of both.” My brother winked at me. 

			“You’re a fan of both?” Demi asked. 

			“Did you really just ask that, baby? He’s going to enjoy this.” Romeo wrapped an arm around her and kissed her cheek. 

			“Well, I have an extraordinary dick, and I’m proud of it. And . . . I like hot dogs, also known as wieners. I think they should have their own food group.” 

			Everyone laughed, and I rolled my eyes just as Ruby came by with a ton of plates balanced on her arms. She set the food down in front of us, and everyone thanked her. 

			“Are you a fan of wieners, Ruby?” Kingston asked her, and I squeezed my eyes shut because it was like watching a kitten play with a scorpion. 

			“I’m a fan of silence.” She stared him down, and he rubbed his hands together excitedly, because the fucker didn’t know when he was annoying someone. 

			“You’d never be able to be quiet with me.” He waggled his brows.

			Demi was looking between Kingston and Ruby, probably wondering if he’d gone too far, which happened often with my brother. 

			“That’s probably true.” Her lips turned up in the corners the slightest bit as she leaned closer to him. I doubted anyone else noticed, but I found this woman fascinating, so I was noticing all sorts of shit now. “Because I’d be telling you to get the hell away from me.” 

			“Shots fired,” he said, placing both hands on his heart. “Just giving you shit. It’s nice of you to be covering for your dad right now. I went by to see him today.” 

			“Yeah? Thank you. He’ll be moved to another floor in the hospital for inpatient physical therapy soon. But he’s got a long road ahead of him, so I appreciate all of you being so good to him.” Her gaze softened, and my chest fucking squeezed, which freaked me the hell out. I’d never seen the softer side of her, and for whatever reason, I liked that, too. But then she turned to me, eyes hard once again, but I saw the humor there. “Even if you give him shit legal advice.” 

			“You know, as a doctor of psychology, I’d think you could come up with something better than that. If all you’ve got on me is my bad legal advice, I’d call it a win. I don’t give a shit if I’m a good lawyer.” 

			That wasn’t true, but I preferred people to think I didn’t care when they insulted me. The truth was, I cared more than most people thought I did. 

			“How the hell do you know I’m a doctor of psychology?” 

			Everyone’s eyes were ping-ponging back and forth between us now.

			I popped a tater tot into my mouth and groaned because they were the best tots in town. I glanced up at her as she sat there, giving me her death glare and waiting for an answer. “Remember. I’m an attorney. I have my ways of finding shit out. Even if I’m not very good at my job, right?” 

			Lionel and I were close, so he’d told me. But I wouldn’t tell her that.

			Demi’s eyes were wide, and Romeo had a ridiculous smile on his face as if he were enjoying this. 

			“Why don’t you focus on keeping my father out of trouble and stay out of my business?” Her words were ice, and then she turned and stormed off.

			“Did you really research her?” Demi asked, after the evil queen had made her way back around the bar. 

			“Of course not. Lionel told me. But I like getting under her skin.” I tossed another tot into my mouth.

			“For the first time in his life, I actually think King was right about this,” Nash said, holding his hands up and laughing when my brother feigned being offended. “I just mean that you were right about River pissing on his turf. You like this girl.” 

			“I hate to say it, but I agree,” Hayes added. 

			“Are you fucking kidding me right now? That’s what you got out of that exchange? I like her about as much as I’d like being poked in the eye with a sharp stick.” 

			“Are you saying you don’t find her attractive?” Demi asked, raising a brow as if she dared me to deny it. 

			“Oh, my sweet, naïve Beans,” I said, referencing the nickname we all called her. “I didn’t say that. Hell, anyone with eyeballs can see she’s fucking gorgeous. But I can find someone attractive and still despise them.”

			“So, you despise her?” Romeo smirked. “You sure about that, brother? You keep looking over there and watching her.”

			“Agreed. I think you fucking like that she hates you.” It was Kingston’s turn to add on, because God forbid that fucker didn’t have something to say. 

			“I don’t know, River. We watched Romeo fall not that long ago. Maybe it’s your turn next.” Hayes looked proud of himself for coming up with that one, and I flipped him the bird. 

			“Give me a fucking break. This guy was pussy-whipped from the minute he got that pumpkin magic our girl puts in her cups over at Magnolia Beans.” I barked out a laugh at the memory of how crazy Romeo was about her from the very beginning. 

			“I don’t know, brother. You seem a little defensive,” Romeo said over his laughter. 

			“Hey. Maybe that’s your love language,” Demi said. 

			“I don’t have a love language.” I took a generous bite of my burger.

			“What exactly is a love language?” Kingston asked her.

			“It’s the way you respond to love. Maybe you like the fact that she hates you, but in a sort of weird, tension-filled attraction that is impossible to miss,” she said proudly, and Romeo looked at her like she’d just invented the cure to a deadly disease. 

			Kingston was nodding at her proudly.

			These motherfuckers were a bunch of crazy saps. 

			“That’s the most ridiculous shit I’ve heard. I can’t stand most people. I like to get laid. And I tolerate you guys. That’s my love language.” I reached for my beer. 

			“Now I know where this is coming from,” Nash said. “Cutler was talking all sorts of shit about his love language.” 

			“That’s Beefcake to you,” I said, because Nash’s son, Cutler, was more like all of ours. The four of us were his godfathers, and Demi fell just as in love with him as the rest of us were. He was quirky as shit, and we were all crazy about him. He’d recently changed his name to Beefcake, and we’d all respected it, even if it annoyed the hell out of Nash.

			More laughter. 

			“Yes,” Demi said. “Beefcake’s love language is physical touch. He loves to hug and hold hands. He’s got a tender heart.”

			“Just like his dad.” Kingston’s head fell back in laughter as he slapped Nash on the shoulder. 

			Nash flashed him the bird, and I glanced over as the door swung open and a group of guys walked in. 

			I recognized one of them as Ruby’s brother, Zane. He was a bit of a fuck-up. The dude was always in here asking for free shit from Lionel.

			There were a few locals here as well, and I didn’t miss the shift in energy when Sam White moved to his feet and made his way toward the group. 

			I’d learned at a young age to read the room. 

			To recognize when shit was about to go down and to prepare for it. I’d been on the wrong side of that equation once, and it wouldn’t happen again. 

			And shit was definitely about to go down. 

			Romeo’s eyes found mine. Kingston, Hayes, and Nash noticed, and they all stopped eating. Demi was clueless, and she continued telling us about how sweet and tenderhearted Cutler was, but none of us were responding anymore.

			She gazed over her shoulder and whispered something to Romeo. 

			Sam moved into Zane’s space and pulled him to his feet, just as he sat down at a table. I slipped off my barstool and started to head that way with my boys right behind me. 

			Out of my peripheral, I saw a flash of movement. 

			Ruby fucking Rose came sailing over the bar like a motherfucking ninja. She didn’t miss a beat as she landed on her Dr. Marten-clad feet.

			“Do not fucking think about it,” she hissed at Sam, who slowly turned toward her. 

			I was already moving. There was no fucking way this was going down on my watch. 

			This was Lionel’s daughter, after all. 

			I needed to make sure she was okay. 

			It was the least I could do while she was home, covering the bar. 

			But her hand shot up, and she turned toward me. “I’ve got this. Go back to your table.” 

			You could hear a pin drop in the bar, and I didn’t take another step in either direction. If Sam so much as sneezed, I’d be on top of him. He was a piece-of-shit loan shark who thought he was a tough guy. 

			He wasn’t. 

			He intimidated weak dudes like Zane, but he was all bark and no bite. 

			Ruby reached into her back pocket and slapped what looked like a wad of cash in his hand. “This shit ends now. Now go finish your beer and stay the hell away from my brother.” 

			Sam looked down at his hand and quickly assessed that whatever she’d given him was what he’d wanted, and he gave her a curt nod. 

			“You’re too sexy to be cleaning up your baby brother’s mess, Ruby,” he said, and my hands fisted at my sides. 

			“And you’re too stupid to realize that I don’t give a shit what you think of me. Go drink your beer, Sam.” 

			Damn. 

			Ruby Rose was even more of a badass than I’d thought. 

			Maybe I was pissing on my turf, after all.
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			Ruby

			I spent the morning scouring my father’s house, which was the home I’d grown up in. It wasn’t large, but it sat on a quiet street right on the water. It was my favorite place in the world, if I was being honest. Minus all the stress that came with being back in Magnolia Falls. 

			But when I tuned out all the noise and just let myself be . . . this was where I found the most peace. In this little cottage on the lake that had two bedrooms, a small kitchen, and a whole lot of love. 

			My father had always been my safe place. 

			Yes, he drank too much. Yes, he got himself into a shit ton of trouble without even trying. 

			But he loved me, and I’d always known it. 

			Felt it. 

			So, I’d cleaned the place up, stripped the beds, and stocked the refrigerator with food, as there’d only been a case of beer and a bag of shredded cheese in there when I’d arrived. 

			I slipped into my jean shorts and a tank top, as it was a gorgeous day outside and I wanted to take the kayak out. I remembered the day my dad had brought it home for me on my sixteenth birthday. He’d had my name painted on the side: Ruby Rose. 

			I hadn’t been out on the water in years. 

			When I left for school, I’d been desperate for a fresh start.
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