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  Chapter 1

[image: image-placeholder]
Wyatt


Izip up, hopping a little on my foot, hoping like hell that I don’t knock over the door, just hanging by a thread, and not by the proper nuts. 
“Make sure y’all don’t zip your shirt into your fly.  Your mama for sure will know what we’ve been up to.” Jenna says.  She’s one of the caterers at my brother Blair’s wedding. 
Sure enough, I look down, and my shirt tail is hanging out.  I tuck it in.  “Thanks, doll.  But my mama will never know.  Far as she knows, I’m still a virgin.”
Jenna scoffs, doing her bra back up.  “I guess I’m a saint then.  I bet y’all were glad I was covering this shindig.” She touches the door, just balancing on its own miraculously, even after being leaned on for a moment, as I positioned Jenna against the wall.  
“I knew you were.  I was just scoping out the best place to fool around.”
“Glad they did the pictures in the foyer earlier.” Jenna chuckles.  “This was genius.  The ranch house looks like a goddamn ant farm with people milling in and out of it.”
“You know I always figure a way around it.” I grin at her, with one eye out the side window, staking out the back of the house, making sure that nobody is coming inside.  
“Who are you looking for?” She asks, doing up her uniform blouse.  
“Nobody. I’m just keeping an eye out until the coast is clear.”
Jenna takes a step towards the window.  Liz, my brother Billy’s new ranch cook, is bringing a bag of garbage to the bins at the side of the house.  
“I knew y’all had a crush on her.”
“Who?” I play dumb.
“That Liz girl.  Y’all know she’s a virgin, right?”
I snort a laugh.  “First, I wasn’t looking at her.  Second, I don’t have a crush on her, and third, how in the hell do y’all know that she’s a virgin?”
She clucks her tongue.  “It’s a small town.  You know her daddy’s a pastor, right?”
“A former pastor, actually.”
She's impressed.  “Ah, so you did your homework.  And you know that her mother teaches bible study still, right?”
“So?”
“So, she’s a virgin.”
“The woman has got to be twenty-five or thirty.  There is no way in hell that she’s still a virgin.”
Jenna pushes her hand out.  “I’ll bet you fifty bucks she is.”
I slap her hand.  “You got it.  There is no way a woman like that hasn’t been had by a man yet.”
“She’s a Kindergarten teacher that still lives with her folks, Wyatt.  Wake up and smell the coffee.”
“Well, so what.  Her folks have a big house, and from what I understand, she lives in her own dang suite.  I’d a stayed home with my folks if I had my own pad in there, too.”
She lifts a brow. “Would you?”
I chuckle and wave.  “Na.  I like my own space.”
“Nothing better than bringing a screamer home for mama and daddy to listen to, huh.”
I laugh out loud.  “You are something else.  I never did that.”
“Hell, I know that.  You wouldn’t even fuck me until y’all got your own place.”
“That’s because you’re a screamer.”
She giggles, zipping up her pants.  “That’s because you make me scream.”
Jenna and I went to high school together.  She’s not the relationship type, nor am I, for that matter.  Which is why we mix well in the sack.  Neither one of us wants any strings attached, and it works.  We’re not even friends, really, since we have nothing in common.  She’s a caterer for her mama’s company, and I do double time at my folks’ textile factory and at my brother’s ranch.  I’m a busy boy and so is she.  Both companies have been running since long before we were born, and we were groomed to work since birth basically.  
“My mama keeps asking me when you and I are gonna get married.” Jenna snorts, watching me still peering out the window.  “She likes you an awful lot.”
“I’m not the marrying type, you can tell her.”
She guffaws, craning her neck, hand on her chest for emphasis.  “And you think I am?  Hell, no.”  Another glance out the window. “I can tell you who is, though.”
My gaze has been on Liz the whole time.  She seems to be taking a break, checking her phone, after putting the garbage out.  
“I bet her daddy and mama wouldn’t approve of that.  Bet you she’s got one of them arranged marriages going on.”
“If that were true, she’d already be hitched, Wyatt.  Don’t be stupid.”
That’s the other thing that makes me not want to do much more than fuck Jenna.  Once we’re through she’s not so nice after about a minute or so.  
I frown.  “You never know.”
“You ever seen her around town with anyone?”
“I’ve never seen her around town.”
“Liar.”
“I’m not a liar.” I chuckle mirthlessly, already irritated by her.  “When the hell would we ever cross paths?  I don’t go to church, and I don’t take any kids to school.  Hell, I don’t even go to the damn grocery store here in town, because it sucks.  I don’t do anything in this town, for that matter.”
“That’s because this town sucks.”
“Amen to that.”
I push my Stetson back on my head, with one eye still out the window, on Liz.  “Y’all think that maybe she’s got some kind of a mental problem or something?”
She shrugs.  “Dunno.  But I can tell that y’all do like her, otherwise you wouldn’t care so damn much.”
“Does that bug you.” I comment, based on the snark in her voice.
“You bug me.” She says, unimpressed.  She should at least be elated some, seeing as I made her come like a dang banshee.
“Jesus Christ.” I laugh.
She knows that we get under each other’s skin about five minutes later.  “I gotta go back to work.  I’d be a lot less crusty if I didn’t.”
“Yeah?  What would you rather be doing...besides this?”
She rolls her eyes but smiles.  “I’d toss back a few beers, dance a little, you know...regular Saturday night things.”
“I’d be riding.”
She shudders.  That’s the other thing that doesn’t jive between us.  Jenna hates horses.  Me, I couldn’t live without them.  And I start to wonder if Liz likes them.  That’s when she glances my way.  For a second, I consider looking away, but my gaze doesn’t move.  Her silky blonde hair blows in the slight breeze, and her face is flushed from the summer heat.  I’m pretty sure that she doesn’t see me.  And that’s when she does something that I don’t quite expect.  The party is way over on the other side of the house, completely out of sight, and my guess is that she knows.  I watch her walk to the opposite side of the garbage can, almost out of my view, kneel, and cry.
A ‘v’ forms between my brows as I watch her.
“I’m guessing that’s the only thing she does well on her knees.” Jenna comments with a snort, coming up behind me, startling me.
“Fuckoff, Jenna.  The girl’s upset about something.”
“She’s a teacher working part-time at a ranch for the summer, Wyatt.  She probably smells like horse shit every day and can’t wait to get the hell out of dodge.  And she’s never been laid.  Hell, I’d be crying, too.”
I’m annoyed. “Damn you, Jenna.  Go on, now.  Get back to work.”
“Fine.  I’m going.” She tuts, walking out the door, pushing the dangling door open like it’s no big deal.  Part of me hopes the dang thing falls on her for being so insensitive.  But it doesn’t, and I hear the front door close.  It suddenly feels like I’m being invasive, watching her like this, and I make up my mind to go out there and talk to her.  Then I stop myself, realizing that I’m a shitty liar, and she’s going to figure out what I’ve been up to in here.  
Surely, she can’t be a virgin.  She’s too beautiful.  A looker like that should be beating men off with a stick.  But I suppose the fact that her daddy’s a pastor is likely enough to scare them off.  He’s a big guy, too, from what I understand.  Her mama’s no slouch, either.  And just as I’m about to go out there, Billy comes in the house.  “Wyatt?  You in here?”
“Yeah.” I call, walking out, making it look like I was checking on something.  That wouldn’t be a stretch, considering that I work here.
“Blair’s looking for you.  He needs help rounding up the horses.”
“Sure.  I’d like to go for a ride, actually.”
“That would work.  The horses haven’t been ridden all day.”
I want to tell him about Liz.  I want to let him know that one of his staff is out there crying behind the garbage bins.  But something stops me.  I don’t want him to be the one to comfort her.  I don’t want him nosing around in her business, either.  And, certainly, I don’t want anyone else to know, since it was an invasion of her privacy.  “I’ll go over and grab Sprout.”
“Sounds good.” Billy states, none the wiser.  I look back to make sure that we didn’t leave a scrap of clothing behind.  Nothing.  The coast is clear as I leave my brother, who is doing rounds, his mind always at work with this huge resort house that’s being built.  
When I bring Sprout back over to the ranch, I look around and see Liz milling about, cleaning up from the wedding. She’s focused and looks fine and I can’t help but wonder if she’s just an emotional person. Some girls are like that. Mama always tells me that some girls get really emotional around their special time, and this would be a first time witnessing that, should it be the reason for her outburst. Sprout is calm so I take him for a short trot around the grounds. 
It’s approaching twilight by the time I return, and the crowd has thinned some, but the ranch is still packed. I’m not one for dancing so it’s all the same to me to be out riding. Besides, Billy was the one that asked me to do that. Blair sees me heading into the stalls and follows me inside. “Shouldn’t you be off starting your honeymoon?”
“We’re not having one. You know that.”
“We’ll, aren’t you even going anywhere special to woo your new wife?”
He smirks. “Don’t be a smartass.”
I scoff.  “I’m not being a smartass at all. God, if I married someone today, the last place I’d want to take her is here.”
“I’ll tell Billy you said that.”
“You know what I mean.” I whine. “I mean this town. Your house. God, at least take her to a nice hotel or something. Shit, she’s carrying your spawn.”
“Fuckoff. Jade didn’t want anything like that. She’s too nauseous and bloated. She’d sooner be sitting in front of the television with her feet up.”
I’m facetious. “Romantic.”
He sighs, rolling his eyes. “Are you done yet?  I was just coming in here to give you the lowdown for tomorrow so I can go give Liz a hand with some of the tables.”
It comes out before I can stop it. “I’ll go give her a hand. You go on to Jade.”
He lifts a brow. “Not buying that you’d rather help the help than hang with the horses. And didn’t Billy warn you to stay away from Liz, anyway?”
“Quit reading so much into this, man. I’m just pushing you out the door before the first contraction.”
He smirks, unimpressed. “She’s not even past her first trimester, stupid. That’s a long way off.”
“Fine. Then get out of here and go enjoy those last moments before the head comes out.” I tousle his hair and walk away. 
“Be here by six tomorrow.”
“I’m staying over.”
Another brow lift. 
“Billy asked me to. To help keep watch.”
“Well, Wade’s gone. I’m sure you’re no longer needed for that.”
“Why don’t you mind your own damn business for once.” I shoot back and walk away from him, before he can say anything else.  The last thing I need is any more grief.  Sure enough, I find Liz and a few of the catering staff, starting to put away the food, since dinner is over.  And we’re not European, so there’s no dang sweet table coming out at midnight or anything outrageous like that.  Liz is oblivious to me, as her back faces me, and I can see that she’s struggling with the leg of one of the tables.  
“Here, let’s turn this on its side, darlin’.” I say to her. She actually jumps a little.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“It’s okay.” She says, and I think that this is the first time that she’s ever directly addressed me since we were introduced.  
I smile at her and turn the table over, while she pushes the metal bracket connecting the leg to the table, in on itself.  One side instantly folds, and then we do the same thing on the other side.  “I’ll take this for you.” I tell her, picking it up, tucking it under my arm.  “Where do you want it?”
If she was one of my brothers, I would never ask that question, because the answer would be, ‘up your ass’.  “Um...just over there.  I think they want me to start a pile against the wall.”
I do as I’m instructed to, and we repeat the process for the next five tables. Liz says nothing to me, and for the first time in my life, I find myself tongue tied. “Thanks for the help.” She says with a weak smile. 
“No problem.” I utter and suddenly we’re alone in the room together. The caterers are loading up the first table into their van.  I can tell that she’s nervous being along with me, so I soften up.  “Did you get to eat anything?”
She nods.  “Yes.  I had some of that delicious fried chicken.  It was lovely.”
“Yeah?  I didn’t get any. I suppose that was being served when I was out riding Sprout.”
A grin.  “I could get you some if you like.”
“You mean there’s some left?”
She wiggles her finger upward.  “Follow me.”
God, she’s cute when she’s not nervous.  I follow her into the small kitchen, that she’s miraculously turned into a smorgasboard of phenomenal food.  Sure enough, there’s a healthy sampling of all the food that the caterers made.  “I saved some so that any overnight guests could have a snack later.”
“You’re a genius.  But I don’t want to eat their food.”
“Well, aren’t you staying overnight?”
I’d forgotten about that.  “I suppose I am.”
“Then, I don’t see the problem.  One piece of chicken isn’t going to hurt.  Here, you make yourself a plate, while I get this food put away so it doesn’t spoil.”
“I don’t need a plate, darlin’.” I tell her, picking up a chicken drumstick, and it’s still warm...dang.
The giggle is sweet.  Hell, maybe she is a virgin.  I ain’t never heard a girl giggle before, unless it was a really young one.  Since she seems so comfortable now, I let my guard down and do something so fucking stupid.  “What were you crying about over by the garbage bins?”
She’s putting a plate into the fridge and she stops dead in her tracks.  I think she even softly bumps the top of her head on the fridge door.  After she clears her throat, with a slow, nonchalant move, she closes the door.  “Um...”
Her face is red.  She can’t look me in the eye.  If I could kick myself in the ass, I would.  What an asshole thing to ask.  “Look, I’m sorry.  You don’t have to answer that.  It was stupid of me to ask.”
Then she gets this panicked, fleeing for her life expression on her face, like I just uncovered a secret that could be life or death for her.
And then she all but gets on her knees, as she says something that I would never guess she’d say...






  
  Chapter 2
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Liz


It feels like my heart is going to pump out of my chest. I’m utterly terrified, mortified, and I can’t believe I was so stupid and got caught, even though I was so careful. “Please don’t tell Billy.” I plead, whispering so low I’m not sure if Wyatt can even hear me. 
“Why would I do that?”
“To get me into trouble.”
“Once again, why would I do that?” He answers, chewing on the chicken.
“Wha....I don’t know.  I just figured you would, since he’s your brother and all.”
“So?  That doesn’t mean that I need to go and run to him for everything.  Hell, he’s stabbed me in the back a time or two, you know.”
“I...I didn’t know that I was being watched.”
“Well, you weren’t.  Not on purpose, anyway.”  He swallows and asks.  “What made you cry, darlin’.?”
“Um...” I sigh, trying to figure out the simplest way to explain myself, without sounding like a child.  “I felt bad.  I dropped a plate and broke it in the kitchen.  Nobody saw it.  That’s why I was at the garbage.  I didn’t want Billy to know about it.”
“That’s okay, doll.  No hardship there.  Billy wouldn’t care about a damn plate, so long as y’all didn’t tear your hand open cleaning up the mess.”
I check.  “But y’all aren’t going to tell him about it, are you?”
He tilts his head in thought.  “I tell you what.  You come out to dinner with me tomorrow night and we’ll call it even?”
My eyes widen.  “Oh, no, I couldn’t.”
“Why not?  It’s just dinner?  Why?  Are you married or something?”
“No, but...”
“Boyfriend?”
“Err....no....”
“Gay?”
My eyes widen again. “No.”
“You don’t like me, you think I’m hideous, or y’all think that I’m an asshole?”
Oh, goodness!  He’s angry!  “No!  No!  Nothing like that!” I almost call him sir, seeing as he’s my boss’s brother, but then I remember how Billy always chides me for calling him that.  “I just...I work for your brother, and I don’t think that that would be appropriate.”
“Dinner?  Inappropriate?  We all gotta eat, doll.” 
“Yes, we do.  But, like I said, you’re my boss’s brother.  What if he doesn’t like that?”
He smirks.  “Well, you’ve got a point there.  He did tell me not to mess with anyone on his payroll, but what’s one little secret?”
I laugh nervously.  “Wyatt, I can’t.  I can’t betray Billy like that.  Not after him hiring me to work here and all.”
“What?” He’s flabbergasted.  “You did him the favor, Liz.  Not the other way around.”
“That’s not true.” I argue, albeit nervously. “He wanted someone permanent, and I can only work during the summer, while I’m on break.”
“So?”
“So, he could have chosen someone else.  Someone that could work all year round for him.”
“And he will.  And that’s our loophole, darlin’.  What’s the difference if we go out to dinner, anyway. I mean, you’re only set to work here for a couple more months.  I don’t see the harm.”
God, I’ve never been out on a date before.  Mama wouldn’t hear of it.  There’s too much to be done and I couldn’t break her heart.  “I can’t, Wyatt.  I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
He frowns, resigned.  “So, we wait until you go back to work in the fall.” He takes another bite of the chicken, and talks with his mouth full, but he does it expertly, so that the food is in his cheek, and I can’t see or barely hear any of it.  Mama would be tutting if she were here right now.  “Say, how come y’all are working in the summer, anyway? You’re a teacher, aren’t you?”
I nod.  “Yes.  I’ve always taken at least a part-time job in the summer.”
“How come?”
“Well, the government doesn’t pay well while I’m off.  And it helps keep me busy.  I’m one of them types.  Always doing something.  Mama says I’ve got ants in my pants.”
He grins a little, making me feel more at ease.  “You’re like me, then.  I’ve got two jobs, as y’all know.  All year round.  And even then, I can’t get enough.  It’s in my blood.  All my kin are like that.”
I smile.  “It’s nice being busy.  I hate being bored.”
“Same here.  When I’m bored, my mind starts up, and I don’t like it much.”
A nod.  “Yes, same here.  I start worrying and thinking about things that don’t really matter in the run of things.  But when I’ve got something to do, not only does it relieve my mind, but it also feels good because I got something accomplished.”
“Exactly, darlin’.”
We both smile at each other.  He has nice teeth.  Perfectly straight and white, but he’s got one tooth at the side that’s slightly crooked.  It’s cute.  It sticks out a little when he smiles.  “How’s the chicken?”
“Oh, it’s fantastic.  I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”
“With all the work you do around here, you don’t eat enough.”
“I suppose you’re right about that.” He slaps his belly gently.  “My mama’s always telling me that.”
I feel brave.  There’s something I’ve always wanted to ask, and I never had the opportunity to, until now.  “Your brother Billy’s real nice.  I don’t know why this town thinks that he’s so mean.  Mama wouldn’t ever tell me why.”
He’s standing by the sink, leaning on one elbow, with one ankle crossed over the other.  The way he always does.  He uncrosses his ankle and switches to the other one before answering.  “I suppose it’s because when he came back from serving, he was in a bad way, and everyone was saying that he’d gone nuts.  You know, to start up this ranch and all, after he got hurt.  But none of it’s true, otherwise he wouldn’t have Piper, and he wouldn’t have so many people dare to work for him.”
“Well, I think he’s sweet.”
He gives me a look and talks with a soft scoff.  “Don’t ever tell him that.”
“I have already, actually.”
He’s impressed.  His brows are furrowed.  “Yeah? And how’d he take that when y’all told him?”
“Well, he blushed.  And Piper told him that he was sweet, too.”
He chuckles.  It makes me smile.  “Good enough.”
“I should go...the caterers need help bringing the rest of the stuff to the van.”
“Are you sure y’all won’t come out to dinner with me?” The way he asks is almost playful.  He’s cute, but there is a laundry list of reasons why I can’t.  And none of them that I want him to know about.  
“Thanks, but I can’t.”
“Sure. I understand.” 
I feel bad saying no, but I shake it off.  It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve turned down a date with someone.  Although, I’m not entirely sure that he was asking me out on a date.  I don’t dare check.  “Thanks.” I give him a small grin before walking outside.  It’s a long night, and I don’t end up getting back home until well after midnight.  Mama’s gone to bed, so I go to daddy’s room, and I find him sitting up in his bed, reading the bible.
“Hi, daddy.  How come you’re up so late?” I ask, even though I know that he can’t really answer me.  “Couldn’t sleep?” I guess.  His feeding tube sits on his upper lip, taped to his cheek.  The tape is a little loose, so I fix it for him, fighting only slightly with the low tack surgical tape.  “Mama must have gone to bed early.”
He nods, lifting his hand from the bible.  He curls a loose tendril of hair over my ear, with his eyes so warm it makes me smile.  I peer over and see that he’s reading one of my favorite passages.  As I read it aloud, I can hear him softly muttering it, unintelligible to anyone else, but to me, I hear it in my heart.  
“I thought I heard you come in.” Mama says from behind me.  She’s in her robe, with her hair braided down the side, loose from sleeping.  “Gosh you worked late tonight, Elizabeth.”
“I did.  But it was so beautiful.” 
Mama tuts. “Not a proper wedding in my eyes.” 
I don’t argue with her.  
“How many people ending up showing?”
“I’m not sure.  It was busy, though.  Lots of people.”
“You’ll be home tomorrow for the nurse?” Mama checks, observing the level of daddy’s urine bag next to the bed.  She’s got bible study tomorrow after the church service, and so someone has to be home to let daddy’s nurse in.
“Yes.  I’ll be here.”
“There was some fuss up at that ranch earlier.  Something about an arrest?” Mama tuts.
“Yes.  It’s a long story, mama. I’m too tired to get into it right now.”
“Oh, I heard all about it, Elizabeth.” Mama tells me, as if she was just asking to corroborate what she heard.  “You’re lucky I let y’all work for that boy.  He’s been nothing but trouble since he came back from the service.”
I know better than to argue.  “Yes, mama.”  I look at daddy and he smiles warmly.  I can’t imagine what he would say if he could talk, but I know that he would come to my rescue and tell mama that I’m a big girl and I can handle it.  “I should get to bed.”
“Yes, you should.” Mama agrees.  “I’ll be leaving early for church, so you’ll have to come check on daddy.  I’ll wake you before I leave.”
“Okay, mama.  Goodnight.  Goodnight, daddy.” I kiss his temple, and he leans in and kisses my cheek.  “I love you.”
He murmurs his version of the sentiment.  It’s funny how since the stroke, he’s invented his own language, and only mama and I can understand it.  I head off to bed as instructed, reading a little before going to sleep, and as I fall asleep, I’m smiling.  Despite the small hiccups that happened today, it was a good day.  Billy has been so kind to hire me, and I’m glad that Wyatt won’t tell him about me breaking the plate.  As I make up my mind to head over to the store first thing tomorrow and replace it, sleep comes.  
“I’ll take that one.” I tell the lady at the counter.  The charger plate is on a shelf behind the cash register, at the specialty store, where everything for a kitchen can be found.  The store is outside of town, but daddy’s nurse was quick, as usual, and I was able to get out of there and head out swiftly. 
“Sure thing, dear.” The lady says, and as she rings it up for me, I look around and decide that I’ve got time to roam around the mall for a while.  As I head into a medical supply store, to pick up a few things for daddy, I see a familiar face walking around near the food court.  
“Howdy.” Wyatt says.  “What are you doing here?”
My face turns red.  I don’t want to bring up the incident where he caught me crying yesterday.  I also don’t want him to know about my daddy.  “I had a little time to spare this morning, so I thought I’d come out here for a while.”
“Yeah.  Same.  I was at the ranch at six o’clock this morning, so Billy kicked me out for a couple of hours.  I never do any shopping in town, not that there’s anything opened on Sunday.”
“Exactly.” I smile.  “I figured you would have been out riding.”
“No, I'm doing that after I’m done here.  Hey, what are you up to after this?”
“I’ve got to head home.”
“Yeah?  That’s too bad.  Do you like riding?”
“I’ve actually never ridden before.”
“But you like horses.” He checks.
“I do.  I love them.  Sprout is so cute.”
“Well, why don’t you come riding?  I can teach you.  I’m trained to teach.  That’s how come Billy wants me over at the ranch so often. All of us are, actually.”
I think about it for a second.  I suppose riding with him is okay.  Dinner is totally out, but learning to ride a horse would be acceptable.  And I don’t tell him this, but that’s something that I’ve always wanted to do.  That’s one thing that I love about living in Texas.  Horses are everywhere, and I love them.  And it’s an easy enough cover story if mama finds out.  “Okay.” I say, trying to keep the hesitation out of my voice.  
“Cool.  You can ride Sprout and I’ll ride Mazy.”
“What about Digger?”
“Ah, I’ll get Nash to take him out later.”
“Okay.  I’ll...I’ll see you shortly then.”
“Sounds good.”
The flip in my stomach is palpable as I walk away from him.  I don’t dare look back as we part ways.  Wyatt can never know that I’m so happy he wants to teach me how to ride.  But the problem is, I don’t know which part is more exciting. Is it the fact that I’m going to learn how to ride, or is it that he’s going to teach me?  I’d never feel comfortable with anyone else showing me.  There is a marked bounce in my step as I walk to my car, and as I adjust the rearview mirror, I notice that I’m smiling.  The muscles in the back of my neck are actually sore from smiling so much.
Mama is home when I arrive, and I leave the plate in the car, so she doesn’t see it.  “I got the stuff for daddy.”
“Perfect, dear.  Just put it in the cabinet in his room.” Mama says, going through medical receipts to submit them for coverage.  “Hand me the receipt for it, would you?  Last time they didn’t cover it, but I’ll try again.”
“Sure, mama.” I hand it to her.  “I’m heading back over to the
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