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Chapter 1
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Carly

Carly hefted a sack of dog chow from a feed store shelf and headed to pay. Sweat beaded on her forehead—ceiling fans whirling above weren’t helping at all. It was a blazing hot and humid July morning in central Texas, with higher temps on the way. 

She paused by a display of silvery charm bracelets and earrings with dangling tiny horses and horseshoes. Too bad she couldn’t afford one. Tomorrow, she turned nineteen. But she didn’t expect any birthday gifts. Same as last year. Her mom didn’t work and her hated stepdad spent his earnings on cigarettes and booze. They depended on food stamps to eat.

Her gaze landed on a guy leaning on the register counter ahead. His back was to her and she couldn’t see his face, but . . . damn.

Her pulse quickened as she waited while he talked to a clerk. 

Tight, faded jeans framed a toned ass. A snug white t shirt emphasized a muscled back and strong, tanned arms. The end of a tattoo—a snake or dragon tail—wound along up the tricep of one arm and disappeared under a sleeve.

He turned around. Sparkly blue eyes landed on her as she held her breath. Late teens or early twenties, she guessed. Tousled dark blond hair, square, chiseled jaw, lips not too full or thin. He checked her out and grinned like he knew she’d been looking too.

She tugged down her long sleeves to cover bruises on her wrists. Her face heated and she was desperate to hide her blushing cheeks. 

He was hotter than any of the guys at Rio Vista Community College, which she attended part-time in nearby Braeton, a sprawling area west of San Antonio. She didn’t think she had a type, but he checked all the boxes. Or maybe she was suffering from heat stroke.

Jeans man opened his mouth, eying her. His sensuality made her weak in the knees. He could be a ranch hand or a model. Or both.

The register clerk cleared his throat and held out a receipt. “Sir, you can pick up those bales out back. Need help with loading?”

Jeans man turned back and snatched the piece of paper. “No worries. I’ll handle it.”

He left the counter, blue eyes back on Carly, faint smile on his lips.

She struggled to say something. “Got some horses to feed?”

“They’re always hungry.” He stopped near her. “You ride?”

“Got a quarter horse,” she lied. “I barrel-raced her the last two years at the county fair.”  Only part of her claim was true. The horse belonged to her bosses, who owned the Saddle Up Stables. Why was she lying?

Carly took in a shallow breath as he came closer. He smelled like sweat, leather and hay. Her heart thumped and the hair on her arms stood up. Ready for lightening to strike.

“Maybe I’ll see you at the fair in September.” He had a nice West Texas drawl. She wanted him to keep talking.

“Or we could have coffee now. There’s a place down the street.” Her throat felt dry. What the hell was she doing?

He grinned, straight white teeth with a slight gap between the top front ones. “All right. Meet me around back.”  

“Give me a minute.” She paid for the dog food and ignored the clerk gawking at her. Then she hefted the bag onto her shoulder and carried it out the front door. Her pulse raced, but maybe it was the heat.

Carly heaved the twenty-pound sack of kibble onto the bed of her bosses’ truck. Then she scurried through a gate to the rear of the feed store. Jeans man was tossing the last hay bale with athletic ease into the back of a big dually pickup. 

“Those look heavy,” she managed.

He turned and smiled. “No biggie. Now about that coffee?”

She nodded down the street.  “Jumping Bean is just over there. “

They drove their vehicles down the block and parked in front of the cafe. After ordering lattes, they sat at a wrought iron table in the shade of a patio umbrella.

She snuck glances at him. The face of an angel. Kissable pink lips, long sandy eyelashes and flawless skin. She wanted to touch his messy hair, dark tones mixed with gleaming blond highlights. 

Then he smirked at her. More devil than angel, she realized. 

He can tell he has an effect on me. He’s used to women falling all over him. Trouble in blue jeans. What am I doing here?

So,” she said. “You always pick up girls at the feed store?”

He raised an eyebrow. “You picked me up.”

“Did I?” She smiled to hide her nervousness.

“I’d say so.” His grin was crooked.

“I’m Carly Rose.” Her throat squeaked out the words.

“Tyler Hayes.” He shook her hand, the feel of his calloused palm on her skin like an electric shock.

“Sounds like a country western singer. Or a rock star.” That sounds stupid.

“I do play a little guitar,” he said.  “I’m no musician, though.”

Her sleeve pulled up as she reached for her coffee. There were the bruises, mottled purple and yellow.

“What happened there?”  His smile faded.

“My horse jerked away from me and my hands got caught in the reins,” she said.  “It’s nothing.”

“Really?” He frowned.  

“You from here?”  Carly changed the subject.

He nodded. “I’ve worked with my uncle at the Double L Ranch for the past year. Still deciding what to do with my life.  How about you?”  He rested a booted foot on an empty chair, baby blues studying her.

“I’m out of school for the summer. I live with my parents by Choctaw Junction.”  I wish, she told herself. Fancy Choctaw Junction and its mcmansions had sprouted up on the edge of the Double L, the last big cattle spread near San Antonio that hadn’t been carved up into residential subdivisions. 

Carly bit her lower lip. She shared a rundown doublewide in a trailer park with her mom Suzanne and step dad Rick. Their place was planted in the dust near a highway and a turnoff leading to all the rich folks’ homes in the junction.

“Great,” he said.  “Give me your phone number. We can go for a ride sometime.”

Her cell needed charging, so she wrote her number on a napkin, pushed it toward him. “Now give me yours,” she said. He grabbed another napkin and scribbled on it.

“Well, got to run. They’re probably timing me.” He set down his coffee, hardly touched. “Nice to meet you.”

“Same here.” Carly watched him drive off. She’d never asked for a guy’s number before. Boldness wasn’t one of her qualities. What she’d done was downright audacious, a word she knew, despite her stepdad Rick treating her like she was an idiot. Sometimes by herself, she shook off the self-doubt that rose up when she was around her mom and Rick. 

Carly and Tyler. She pictured their names painted on the side of a barn. Stop dreaming. She’d had spurts of daring before, but not like this, wrangling the phone number out of a really cute guy. What if she asked him out? She pictured him bare-chested. How many tattoos did he have? She pulled the curtains on her fantasy. No way a guy like that would be interested in me.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2
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Tyler

Pretty girl, even with no make-up or fancy duds. Tyler liked that she had invited him to have coffee and asked for his number. He brushed sun-lightened hair out of his eyes and downshifted the old truck to climb a short hill on the dirt road to the Double L main barn.

Carly. She didn’t look like the type to be so direct. He expected assertiveness from rich girls he ran in to, decked out in revealing tops and tight jeans, driving expensive trucks and SUVs. Diehard flirts who acted like they were irresistible.

She was something else. He just couldn’t get her out of his mind. Maybe it was those big brown eyes staring at him. Nervous but determined and interested.  But those bruises on her wrists gave him a chill. Her explanation about horse reins hadn’t made any sense. He didn’t believe her story. Could someone have roughed her up? 

He might just call her. Unless she called him first. He wished she would make the first move. That’s why he’d jumped at her offer of coffee. Deep down, he liked women who didn’t leave him guessing, who spoke their minds and acted on their impulses. Women who weren’t afraid of skin on skin.

He would never admit that he liked assertive women. But he also liked the idea of commitment. I’m a silly romantic. That wasn’t something a guy would ever confess. But Carly had gotten under his skin. On the one hand, he enjoyed sex, however he could get it. But he also wanted a woman who was loyal and real, someone he could talk to and who would be honest with him.

Off and on, he hooked up with Mia Lindstrom, whose bank president father owned part of the Double L.  He knew the sexy blonde carried on with the other ranch hands. Heard guys chuckling about how kinky she was. Tyler and Mia didn’t have an exclusive relationship. Far from it. She couldn’t complain if he started seeing someone else. Though he sensed that Mia would still act possessive and needy.

Now Tyler parked by the barn entrance, got out and started unloading hay bales from the back of his truck. He carried them inside, one by one, and hauled them up a long ladder to a hayloft in back of the building. By the time he finished, he was drenched with sweat and covered with itchy hay remnants.

Back at his truck, he glugged down a bottle of water and pulled open the driver’s door. 

“Hold it right there, sugar.”

Busted. One hand on the door frame, he turned to face Mia.

Wearing a short pencil skirt and a sheer blouse with no bra, she adjusted her top to make sure the transparent fabric showed her breasts to their best advantage. She brushed back long hair and sashayed toward him. Cupped his face with both hands, kissed him deeply and pressed firm, full boobs against his chest.

“Mmph. Good to see you too.” Tyler gasped as savored the kiss. He untangled his tongue from hers and slid his lips down her neck, nipping and licking. His arms tight around her waist, he felt his cock lengthening inside his jeans. Dizzy with desire, he glanced around. He could guide her inside the barn and bend her over a hay bale in the shadows of an empty back stall.

Mia lived to fuck guys like him. He was twenty, good looking, and unfortunately, easy to manipulate for sex. In the back of his brain, he knew she wasn’t nice. She was shallow and materialistic, cold and moody. She didn’t regard him as an equal, someone she would ever introduce as a boyfriend, God forbid, to her family or stuck-up friends. He could never confide in her about his aspirations or feelings, never trust her with his heart. Her saving grace was that she was always eager to get down and dirty with him, a quality that made her hard to resist. 

“Tyler, yo.” 

His head jerked around and he let go of Mia. His uncle, Sam Kingston, stood by a far corner of the barn. Tyler hadn’t heard him approach.

“Am I interrupting something? Looks like you’ve unloaded those bales. I need your help with a water line to a corral.”

“Sure thing. Be right there.”

“Gotta work, babe,” Tyler murmured. He turned his back on Mia and hurried toward his uncle, who pivoted on a heel and headed around the barn corner.  Tyler was relieved to be free of Mia for now. She was a hot fuck, but she always made him feel like she was doing him a favor. Like she was God’s gift to guys, who couldn’t resist her no matter how hard they tried.

He’d drop Mia in a second if he could find the woman of his dreams. His personal goddess had to be caring and a little crazy and enjoy kinky, messy sex. Someone he could bare his soul to, share hopes and thoughts with, talk to about all kinds of things.

Unlike self-centered Mia, mean as a snake and not very smart to boot. All she was concerned about was shopping sprees and gossiping about rich people he didn’t know or care about. She didn’t give a damn about him, since he had no money or prestige to offer. All she wanted was his bod.

Tyler felt like a big, fat, walking deception. He jumped when Mia said jump although she didn’t respect him. He didn’t have cash in the bank, an education, or any chance for success. He’d lied to Carly that he was considering his future prospects. He hadn’t even finished high school. Even if he wanted to go to college, he couldn’t afford tuition and related expenses.

Was there a decent girl around his age out there who would go for a poor, hardworking ranch hand? From what he’d seen of the world, it didn’t seem like it.
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Chapter 3
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Carly

By late Saturday afternoon, Carly was tired and sweaty from her part-time job at the stables. She wasn’t complaining, not really. To be around horses, she happily mucked out stables and raked corrals. Exercised and groomed and fed the animals boarded there. 

She finally left, in no hurry to head out to the highway bus stop for a half-hour ride back home. While she walked, she thought that some of what she’d told Tyler had been true. She’d raced barrels at the county fair the past two years. And she’d done it on Jitterbug, a sweet tan mare owned by her bosses, Charlene and Jess Miller. Last fall she‘d convinced the couple to let her ride the horse again, after she’d bombed during her first year competing. 

Two years ago, in her first ever competition, she’d come in dead last out of thirty contestants. But last year, Carly and Jitterbug had streaked around the arena like greased magic and picked up second place. Pretty good for a girl who’d had such a poor showing the year before. She’d walked away with a thousand dollars and the stable had gotten some nice publicity out of the deal. 

Now, the fair was coming up in a few months. She wanted to race again, but the thought of it also made her nervous as hell. What if she failed like her first year? And the excitement was dimmed by the fact that she had to make some hard decisions soon about her future.  Her options, or lack of them, scared her.

She was still living at home and desperate to get out. But her earnings from this part-time job wouldn’t pay for an apartment, food and utilities. She loved horses, but so far couldn’t make a living by taking care of them.

Carly had to do something, anything, to get away from her stepfather, Rick. Two days ago, he’d gotten stinking drunk, shoved her mom against a wall and slapped her around. When Carly had yelled at him and tried to protect her mom, Rick had grabbed Carly’s wrists hard and threw her across the room.  She was no match for him. The only option was to leave. By herself. For some stupid reason, her mom wouldn’t consider calling the police on Rick when he abused her or her daughter. Part of the problem was that Rick paid the trailer rent. His place, his rules.

But Carly had had enough. Where she could go, she had no idea. She’d rather share a stall with Jitterbug than return home one more time. Horses were way smarter and nicer than people any day.

She’d decided to ask her bosses for more hours. A full-time job at the stables would be awesome. First thing tomorrow, she’d go talk to them. If she had to, she’d work during the day and take night classes. Be tough, girl. Don’t wait for stuff to happen to you. Make like a mustang and scale those fences.

***
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Sunday morning dawned with a cloudless gold sunrise, promising another hot day. Carly headed out early before her mom and step dad stirred. The evening before, she’d kept to her bedroom and listened to the drone of the TV, Rick’s loud voice periodically rising, complaining about this and that. Cigarette smoke—Rick was a chain smoker—had drifted under Carly’s door, stinging her nose. She’d curled up in a ball when she’d heard the smack of fists hitting flesh, followed by cries of protest from her mother. 

Now Carly was dizzy from lack of sleep. She hurriedly showered, dressed, and slipped out her bedroom window. She didn’t dare tiptoe past her parents’ room in case she woke up Rick. Her feet touched the dirt and she trotted down the gravel drive leading from the trailer park.

No bus service on Sunday, so Carly walked the three miles to the boarding stable. She hurried along the highway shoulder and turned down a side lane to reach her employers’ office by nine. Jess and Charlene Miller were inside, drinking coffee. 

“You’re early today.” Charlene removed her booted feet from the desk, silver hoops dangling, her long dark hair falling over her shoulders. In her early fifties, Charlene’s jeans-clad legs and slim waist showed off how lucky genes and hard physical work kept her weight in check. 

“What’s up, kiddo?” Jess Miller set aside the newspaper and rubbed his balding head. He had the muscled neck and dense build of a WWE wrestler, but his demeanor was gentle and patient. More than once, Carly had wished that Jess and Charlene were family. At this moment, her own parents, Suzanne and Rick, were probably firing up their first cigarettes and arguments of the day.

“I need to ask you guys something,” Carly began. She blew out a breath. “I would love to work full time here.  I can take on other responsibilities, too. Like bookkeeping or office work.”

“Ok,” Jess said. “We’ll talk it over. She’s who really runs this place.” Rick grinned and winked at his wife.

“What about school?” Charlene asked. “Won’t you be taking a full course load this fall?”

Carly looked away. “I’ll still take classes. But my first priority is to afford my own place, no matter how small it is.” She pulled her sleeves down to make sure her wrists were covered. “Getting a degree is still my goal.”

“Hmm.” Charlene raised an eyebrow and shot a glance at her husband. “We’ll consider it. Give us a day or so. How’re things with your parents?”

“They’re fine,” Carly switched direction. “I’m happy with my schedule, but I can handle more hours on any day. Whatever works for you.” She pasted on a smile and turned to leave. Sunday was a short day, requiring a few hours of cleaning stalls, feeding horses and vacuuming the office.

The thought of returning home made her glum. She had to finish work for an online course, but it felt impossible to study while Rick and her mom argued. Worse was when Rick stared at her, his eyes following her around the trailer. She didn’t feel comfortable there anymore. But where could she go?

After finishing up at the stable, she headed home. Luck was on her side. Both Rick’s and Suzanne’s vehicles were gone. She ducked inside, shoved her school work into a backpack, and set off for a McDonald’s restaurant a mile away on the main road.

A half hour later, she sat down with a small coffee at a corner booth.  Her tablet in front of her, she tuned out the restaurant noise and focused on math problems. 

Mid-calculation, she caught herself thinking about the tattoo on Tyler’s arm. What kind of designs would a guy like that go for? He didn’t have any ink on his forearms, but what about his back? She imagined an intricate design running from his shoulders all the way down to his butt. Pinched herself to stop those thoughts. For the next two hours, she forced herself to work on pages of equations.

Homework done, she left the fast food place with her backpack over her shoulder. Walking back to her parents’ place, she steeled herself to face what she’d find.

Her steps slowed as she approached the trailer. Rick’s battered old GMC truck was parked out front. She hated being in his presence. And him leering at her. Her mom did nothing to stop him.

Sure enough, she barely made it through the front door before he started in on her.

“Look who’s here.” Rick lounged on the threadbare couch. He belched and upended a beer can to take a gulp. “Didn’t hear you leave this morning. Where you been?”

“Working and studying.” Carly scurried past him and made it to the door of her room.

“Damn.” Her mom Suzanne mumbled from the kitchen. “Someone needs to go to the store. We’re out of noodles for dinner.”

Carly locked her bedroom door. Suzanne would flog her barely-running Kia hatchback to pick up groceries. But not before she pleaded to Rick for food money. He always had beer on hand, but the pantry and refrigerator were mostly empty. 

At least Carly wasn’t hungry at the moment. Before she’d left McDonald’s, she had snagged a half-eaten burger and some fries someone had left on their tray. 

Scavenging food was embarrassing but necessary. That way, if dinner never materialized because Suzanne and Rick had a fight or never went shopping, she wouldn’t starve.

She’d lived that way for the past year. Dumpster-diving at stores or snatching remnants left by fast food diners. Stealing snacks from stores. What she did to survive wasn’t something she could admit to anyone. That part of her life was in the vault, a secret.

Carly flopped down on her bed. Closing her eyes, she listened for sounds of conflict. The TV blared and a vehicle pulled away. Maybe her mom was going to the dollar store.

When Suzanne returned, Carly snuck out of her room to shower in the bathroom. She made sure to lock the door. Chances were, Rick lurked just outside. He’d gotten bolder and scarier over the past year.

Late one night a month ago, she’d woken to find her bedroom door ajar. Rick stood in the doorway, watching her. 

She’d yelled and sat up, clutching her pillow in front of her. He had grinned at her and waggled his eyebrows, but backed into the hall as she stumbled across the floor and slammed the door shut. She’d locked the flimsy doorknob and shoved a chair under it. Unable to fall back asleep, she’d made plans to move out. Except that she had no options. No close friends she could go to for help.

Now Carly curled up on the sagging mattress and closed her eyes, wishing a solution to her problems would pop into her brain. It felt like she was all alone in the world, with no one to confide in about her shitty life. 

The girls she knew from school had normal families. Happy lives and plans for the future. She bet their dads weren’t opening their bedroom doors in the middle of the night and leering at them. Their moms were interested in and supportive of their daughters, right?

Fuck. Why me? As she dozed off, she imagined Tyler Hayes smiling at her. She sighed. Maybe he was more angel than devil.
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Chapter 4
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Tyler

“You left the refrigerator door open this morning.” Will Hayes barked as his son stepped inside their trailer early Monday evening.

“Sorry, dad. That door seal might be going.” Tyler tried to sound apologetic. He didn’t want to argue but he wasn’t in the mood to put up with his dad’s grousing over every little thing. Will was ensconced in his favorite recliner in front of the TV, ESPN playing. He sipped from a mug of what looked like coffee. At least he wasn’t drinking again. Will wasn’t fussy about beer, as long as it helped him forget about his latest crap job and how Tyler’s mom had left him when Tyler was ten. 

Would his dad ever get over it? Tyler wondered.

“You eaten yet?” Tyler leaned on the counter separating the small living room from a tinier kitchen.

“Yep. Wasn’t sure when you’d be back. There’s more dinners in the freezer.” Will seemed to relent about the frig door. “Everything ok?”

“Fine. Had to stick around while the vet looked at a sick heifer.” Tyler picked out a frozen meal and popped the plastic tray into the microwave. “How’re things with you?”

“Same old.” Will was quiet for a beat. “The boss let me take the rap for someone else’s mistakes today. Had to take shit from a nasty customer.” He slurped coffee and sighed.

“Sorry to hear that. Can you get a different job?” Tyler glanced at his dad.

“Not easy. I don’t have the education and I’m not a spring chicken. I’ve been meaning to ask. You could take some classes. I heard they have vocational programs at the community college.”

Tyler’s sigh was exasperated. “You know I can’t afford that. Plus I like working on a ranch. I don’t see myself as a plumber. No way.”

“I’m just saying. You could train as an electrician and make good money. Any kind of schooling gives you more choices. Isn’t there something you could study that would involve being outdoors or ranching?”

Tyler grabbed his dinner from the microwave and sat at the table. “Maybe. I’ll look into it, but I don’t think it’s for me. For one thing, it’s too expensive. I’m not asking you for money. I know you want to help, but I need to pay my own way if I decide to go that route. You work hard enough, and I don’t want to be a mooch.”

Will grunted and shifted in the recliner. “At least keep an open mind. I regret not having gone to school when I was younger. A degree or a specialty gives you options in life, so you don’t have to settle for a crummy job out of desperation.”

“I know,” Tyler said. His dad’s advice made sense, but Tyler loved ranch work, riding and taking care of horses and livestock and tackling the myriad jobs that came up on a big cattle spread.

“You’re bright. You’ll figure it out.” His dad raised his coffee mug at Tyler as if to toast him. 

“We’ll see.” Tyler finished his chicken and rice meal and stuck the plastic tray inside a garbage can under the sink.

He headed for his room. Stripped to his briefs before heading to the bathroom to shower. Under a spray of hot water, he closed his eyes and let the tensions of the day run off him. He quickly showered, wanting to linger but feeling guilty about running up utility bills his dad had to pay.

A towel wrapped around his waist, Tyler returned to his small bedroom, closed the door and turned the ceiling fan on high. Dropped the towel, stretched out on his twin bed and touched himself. 

His cock twitched and hardened as he thought about Mia and her teasing. He imagined getting her into a dark corner of the barn and screwing her into the hay.

He ran a thumb around the head of his cock, precum leaking from the slit. Gasping, he spat onto his palm and rapidly fisted the shaft. His hips rocked as he visualized pumping into the willing blonde. Another series of gasps and cum shot onto his abs.

His breath calmed as he felt the fan breeze dry the sweat coating his body. The last time he’d fucked Mia had been on the back seat of her luxury Dodge truck a week ago. They’d parked in a quiet spot near Eagle Crest Reservoir, after the sun had set. As soon as they’d climbed in the back, Mia had hiked up her skirt, straddled his lap, and unzipped his jeans while she performed a lap dance. 

The foreplay had been perfunctory and minimal. Mia wasn’t one to waste time with kissing and caressing.

To Tyler’s disappointment, the pleasure had been over too soon. One moment she was crying out in ecstasy. As soon as her climax ended, she was texting on her damn cell phone. She’d brushed off his attempts to hold her close for a few minutes. 

He might have been a paid escort as far as she was concerned. She didn’t like cuddling or savoring the aftermath of sex. At least not with him.

What they did wasn’t lovemaking. More like hookups to satisfy primal urges and build up her insatiable ego. Nothing emotional or sentimental about what they’d done. Just bodies writhing, two people who mean nothing to each other.

A lot of guys would have no issue with what Mia had to offer. To them, fucking a hot pussy in a semi-public place was one of life’s stolen pleasures. But deep down, Tyler was sentimental. Mia was cold and calculating. He loved making out, but he wished it was with someone he cared about.

He never talked about Mia to his buddies, Chase and Dawson. They just wouldn’t understand. His body craved sex, but his brain hankered for emotional connections. Were the two mutually exclusive? It would be nice to be involved with someone he liked and who actually liked him back.

Tyler had had a girlfriend in high school who’d ripped his heart out. Since then, he’d been on dates and sometimes hooked up. He hadn’t found anyone he really liked, and told himself he just wasn’t relationship material.

His buddies—Chase and Dawson—viewed women as conquests. Those two rated potential dates on a scale of one to ten, the best rating being “fuck yeah.”

I need new friends. But as uneasy Tyler was with Chase and Dawson’s attitudes towards females, he didn’t want to get too sanctimonious. He’d known the pair since junior high, and, heck, a lot of guys ranked women based on looks. Nothing unusual about that. And not surprising that neither of his friends had girlfriends. 

He mostly enjoyed hanging out with those two when they invited him. Their goofy sense of humor and crazy antics made him laugh and forget about his troubles. Like the time in high school when they’d risked their lives in the middle of the night to graffiti and TP the town water tower, and celebrated afterward by demolishing a couple of six packs. He could depend on them to invite him to shoot hoops or throw a football at Eagle Crest Park.

Other than Chase and Dawson, he had no social life. Now that he was out of school, he found it hard to connect with people his own age. He couldn’t find other guy friends, and the last thing he imagined was meeting a girl he could bare his soul to. The one he’d fallen for back in high school had dropped him after six months for a football player. He’d survived that heartbreak and humiliation and built a wall around himself.

Since then, he’d had sex with women like Mia but kept his heart locked up. Convinced himself that storybook relationships didn’t happen. Not in real life. No female in her right mind would like him for who he was. 

Especially someone like Carly Rose. She was intelligent, cute and curvy, but with his luck, she wasn’t into him.

Tyler rolled over and wiped himself off with a paper towel. He stretched out naked under the ceiling fan, but his thoughts and heated skin kept him from sleep.
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Chapter 5
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Carly

Carly was too impatient to wait at the bus stop after work, so she set out walking under a blazing afternoon sun. A transit bus blew past her on the highway when she was half way home. She could already be at her front door if she’d taken a bus. Instead, she plodded along for another half an hour, sweat burning her eyes and saturating her top.

Finally, she reached the trailer. Her mom’s hatchback was out front, but her stepdad’s truck was gone. Thank God. Carly still had no plan for how to afford her own place. She didn’t know how her mom put up with living around Rick the stepdad.

His presence was unbearable. Carly had to talk to Suzanne about the two of them getting out.

If Carly could make more money and if her mom got a job, they could live somewhere else. If only Suzanne would reach for a better life. Realize that she deserved better than Rick.

Day after day, Suzanne put up with his verbal insults and physical violence. Why couldn’t she leave him behind?

Now Carly pulled open the crooked screen door and entered the trailer. She grabbed a water bottle from the frig and collapsed on the couch. With Rick gone, now was the time to talk to Suzanne. Either they figured out a solution or one of these days, Rick would kill her mom.

Suzanne lay on the couch, engrossed in a talk show on a small flat-screen TV.

Carly cleared her throat. Rick could return any time now. “Can we talk?” Carly stood by the couch.

“What?” Suzanne muted the sound and frowned at her daughter. 

“What if . . . ?” Carly blurted out. “What if you got a job?”

Suzanne stared at her. “Why? Rick works so I don’t have to.”

“He beats us up. Look at my bruises.” Carly held out her arms. “He leers at me and acts like he wants to jump my bones. Why don’t you work and make your own money? Half the time there’s no food here and we’re always late on rent. I’m tired of Rick abusing you and creeping after me.”

Her mom’s mouth dropped open. “He works, we pay the bills. He doesn’t like it when I’m not here when he gets back.”

“Who cares what the hell fucking Rick likes.” Carly exploded. “Why can’t we have a life where we can do what we want? I’m tired of him staring at me and coming into my bedroom.”

“He does not.” Suzanne snapped at her. “You’re making that up.”

Carly was pissed. “Why don’t you pay attention for once? It’s so obvious how he talks to me. How dare you deny what’s going on under your nose?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her mom waved a controller at the TV, turning it off. She got up and stomped around. “If Rick was bothering you, why didn’t you say something?”

“Because you fucking ignore things. You put up with him punching and insulting you. And you pretend not to see how he looks at me and what he says.” Carly’s hands shook as she paced. She stumbled and bumped her hip into the counter separating kitchen from living room. “Damn.”

“I . . . that’s not fair.” Suzanne refused to catch her daughter’s eyes. “I didn’t know he was after you.”

“He hasn’t touched me or raped me. Yet. But he scares the crap out of me. He comes into my room at night. Stares at me. Says stuff.  I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s happening. I have to get out of here.” Carly turned to her mom. “So what are you, what are we going to do about it?”

“I . . . You . . .” Suzanne stammered. She stared at the carpet, looked out the window, anywhere but at her daughter.

Carly clamped her mouth shut. Waited. It was out in the open. Her mom would face things. Or not.

Finally, Suzanne spoke. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I should have been aware of what was going on.”

“Yeah.” Carly wanted to say more, but didn’t.

“What do you want me to do?” Suzanne asked.

“Leave this dive and find a place with me. I don’t see why you want to stay. Look at how he treats you.”

“I don’t have a job,” Suzanne said.

“You can get one.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Nothing’s easy. Life’s hard. But you are copping out on everything. You let some creep beat you up and go after your daughter because you’re too afraid to stand on your own two feet.” Carly’s eyes widened, afraid of what her mom would say.

Suzanne closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Carly felt a rush of emotion. “I’m sorry, too.”

“I’ve been such a shithead,” Suzanne said. “This whole thing’s my fault. Rick’s harassing you because I’ve let it happen. I need to put an end to it. To him.”

Carly imagined her mom shooting or strangling Rick. “What do you mean?”

“It’s time I got us out of here.” Her mom stuck her jaw out. 

“You’ve waitressed before. Why not do that again?” Carly held her breath waiting for her mom’s reply.

“Maybe. I’m not great at office work. I think I have attention deficit. But I can deal with people and their attitudes.” Suzanne blew a stray clump of hair from her forehead.

“I’ll apply at CJ’s,’ she said. “They’re always looking for someone to make burgers and fries. I can walk there, since my car is having problems. Trouble is, Rick is a regular.” 

“Apply where he doesn’t go.” Carly laughed. “Anyplace that doesn’t serve alcohol.”

The rumble of a familiar vehicle pulling up outside had both women tensing. 

“He’s back,” Carly mumbled. “You’ll do this for sure?”

“Yes.” Suzanne shot back. “Don’t worry. I’m on it.”

Their eyes swiveled toward the sound of Rick’s heavy footsteps outside. 

Carly’s stomach twisted. Could she depend on her mom to break from old patterns? And could she shed her mom’s unhealthy patterns? If not, they were both doomed.

***
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Early the next morning, Carly unlocked her bedroom door and listened before hurrying through the living room. The front door creaked as she opened it. She cursed under her breath. Stepped outside onto a makeshift porch of wobbly cinder blocks. Gently pulling the door shut, tiptoed down the steps and jetted across the dirt yard to the asphalt.

She was worried about her mom. Suzanne said she’d get a job so they could leave Rick. But Carly didn’t trust her. Suzanne was addicted. Not to alcohol or drugs, but to abuse. To the belief that she couldn’t take care of herself, that she needed a man, however cruel, to provide for her. Carly didn’t have high hopes that her mom would change.

This morning, Carly refused to be around asshole Rick. The sarcasm and leering stares, his toxic presence. She wasn’t putting up with it another second. No. Fucking. Way. She kicked at a rock in the roadway as she stalked toward the highway.

But there wasn’t much she could do, except hope that her mom meant it when she said she’d find a job so they could move out. Carly prayed her stepdad would go to work soon so he’d leave Suzanne alone, assuming he wasn’t taking the day off to drink and beat on her mom.

Carly’s stomach twisted. She’d left Suzanne alone with Rick. Anything could happen. Plus Carly was afraid that her mom wouldn’t job hunt, despite her assurances that she would.

Approaching the main road, she veered toward a fence that ran behind a small freestanding building that housed an insurance office. She tucked down behind a bush and sat, making sure she was out of sight from the street that ran from her parents’ home.

For half an hour she fidgeted. Finally, the rumble of an engine made her shrink into the shrubbery. Rick’s truck shot past. He barely touched his brakes before turning onto the highway and speeding away.

Thank God. Carly stood up on wobbly legs. Started back toward the trailer. It wasn’t home anymore, just a temporary place to park herself.

She wasn’t one of the lucky ones who felt safe where they lived, surrounded by families who believed in them. Carly had spent many an evening hiding outside a neighboring trailer. Imagining that the people who lived there were kind to each other. Hugged and spoke gently, asking about how things went that day. Offered praise and encouragement, not sarcasm and coldness.

Was that too much to expect in life? For her, it was. Her own dad had walked out the door when she was a baby, way too young to remember him. He’d never come back or contacted Suzanne to ask about his daughter. 

Dodging past her mom’s car in the driveway, Carly trudged up the cinderblock steps. Pulled open the front door and walked inside.

Suzanne slouched on the couch, coffee mug in hand. She didn’t look up at her daughter, instead raising a hand to her face, shielding her left eye.

“What happened?”

Carly didn’t need to ask. Rick had popped her mom in the face. Again.

“It’s my fault, really.” Suzanne leaned her head back on the couch. “I said I was going to look for work. He didn’t like it.”

“Mom . . .” Carly wanted to yell at Suzanne. She ran to the frig and looked in the freezer for a bag of frozen vegetables. The compartment was empty. So she sat next to her mom and put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll get through this. Let me get some makeup so that shiner isn’t so obvious.”

“I can’t job hunt looking like this.” Suzanne sighed.

“You have to. Please. At least drop by a few places and ask if they have openings.”

“It won’t do any good, but alright.” Suzanne rose and followed Carly to the bathroom. Half an hour later, dressed nicely and make up applied, her mom left the trailer. 

“You can do it.” Carly called out as Suzanne got into the Kia. Carly crossed her fingers and prayed as her mom drove away. Baby steps, she told herself.

She should have told her mom a while ago about Rick in her bedroom in the middle of the night. Then again, Suzanne might have accused her of making it up. What kind of parent wouldn’t believe a daughter about something like that? Carly didn’t want to go there.

So far, Rick hadn’t gone beyond staring and breathing hard. If she was lucky, she’d move out before he wanted more.
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Chapter 6
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Tyler

Past quitting time at the Double L Ranch, Tyler was still helping his uncle. Mac Hayes was also a skilled farrier who handled shoeing the ranch horses. They were working with a brown and white pinto named Saucy who had lost two shoes.

Tyler held the gelding’s halter and stroked its neck and withers. The animal twitched an ear and nuzzled him, snuffling and brushing his sleeve with wiry muzzle hairs.

Meanwhile, Mac lifted Saucy’s left front leg and placed a horseshoe against the bottom of the hoof, inspecting the fit. He deftly picked up a hammer and a few nails and tapped them through the shoe holes, anchoring the metal to the pinto’s hoof.

Mac moved to the other side of the horse and repeated the procedure on the right front hoof. 

Finally, they were done. It was almost seven in the evening and Tyler was thirsty and hungry.

His uncle thumped him on the back and thanked him for his help. As they headed to their trucks, Tyler checked for calls or texts on his cell. None.

He’d made plans a few days ago to meet up with Chase and Dawson that evening at Cheaters, a bar and grill a few miles from the ranch.

He texted Dawson. We still on for tonight?

The response came in a minute. Beers are on me, bro. Unless you feel like buying.

He wasn’t looking forward to seeing those two again. For some time now, Tyler had felt less than eager to meet up with his old crew. His change of heart had happened gradually, and it seemed as if he had less and less to talk about with Chase and Dawson.

It was his fault he didn’t have more friends. Maybe he was antisocial or lacked people skills. He hadn’t made the effort in high school and later on to connect with others. He hadn’t fit in with the jocks, nerds, art crowd, academics, or any other defined group of kids. 

Sure, Chase and Dawson were fun. Had been fun, he corrected himself. Lately, their jokes and ribbing grated on him. Especially where women were concerned. 

Maybe he was getting old. When he got together with that two, he was tired of hearing their salacious, running commentary on every female who walked by. How fuckable this one was. How that one was fat, unattractive, or too serious. Chase and Dawson, now in their twenties, seemed to be perpetually stuck in junior high or high school, rating every female by juvenile standards of appearance and attractiveness. Forget about qualities like personality and intelligence.

He still kind of liked Chase and Dawson. Chase worked in an auto parts store and Dawson worked for a pool servicing contractor. They weren’t bad guys, and he’d been friends with them since elementary school. Maybe he was getting old, but he didn’t find them entertaining as he once had.  

Tyler climbed into his truck and wiped sweat off his face. Maybe he should bail on those two this evening. He was sick of trying to laugh at their jokes, tired of wanting their approval. If he spoke his mind or objected to any of their banter, they’d turn on him. Accuse him of losing his sense of humor and getting old. It could get ugly, depending on what he said. Next they’d be calling him a mommy’s boy or a fag.

Whatever. He rarely got headaches, but now he had one brewing behind his eyeballs. He’d meet Chase and Dawson but set a limit with them of an hour, tops. 

He started the truck and took the gravel road out of the Double L. Fifteen minutes later, he parked in the crowded Cheaters lot. 

Club goers clustered outside, though it was still hot. Couples as well as groups of men and women, smoking, chatting and eyeing each other. Cheaters was known for its pickup scene. The music was loud and the liquor cheap.

Tonight was ladies night, one reason the place was packed. Guys were eager to score. Women were hoping to discover a new and interesting companion, if only for the night.

Amplified music pounded inside as Tyler approached the double front doors. He rubbed his temples, trying to make his headache go away.  

Taking a deep breath, he entered. 

Inside, noise assaulted his senses, line-dancing vibes with electric guitar, fiddle and base. A couple hand in hand bumped into him as they headed out, the woman jouncing his shoulder. On purpose, he thought. “Sorry, babe,” she said.

Tyler moved toward the bar, looking for his buddies. There they were in a back booth.

As he approached, Dawson scooted over to clear a spot. “Long time no see. Heard you’ve been keeping the ladies happy.”

Chase joined in. “Mia’s spreading rumors about your dick.”

Tyler rolled his eyes and sat next to Dawson.  “Why do you care?”

Dawson guffawed. “She’s a hot pussy. Who happens to be rich and has connections with important people. Can you say the same for yourself?”

Tyler’s cheeks heated. When would these two grow up? “What happens in private, stays private. People who fuss about other people getting some usually aren’t getting any.” 

Chase snickered and ran a hand through his dark crew cut. “Don’t be a buzz kill. What’s she like?”

“Why don’t you meet her and find out?” Tyler shot back. “If you’re so interested.”

“Maybe I will. There’s a big party this weekend out in Hawk View Estates. Josh Rolan’s parents are in Europe. This shindig’s all over Facebook. Mia will be there with her slutty friends.” Chase finished his beer in a gulp.

“If you’re real nice, maybe we’ll tell you where the party is,” Chase winked.

“So how’s work?” Tyler redirected the conversation.

“It sucks. Always has, always will. Can’t wait until I clock out each day and go buy a six pack. Chill out and hang out.” Chase pulled a cigarette out of a breast pocket of his shirt, sniffed it and put it back. “We live for the weekends, don’t we, bro?” He elbowed Dawson.

“Sure do. Life starts anew every Friday night.” The shaggy-haired pool boy pounded a fist on the table.

Tyler thought of his dad, laboring at a hated job in order to pay bills and provide a home for the two of them.

“Why can’t you find other work?” Tyler asked.

“Earth to Tyler. Jobs don’t fall from trees.” Dawson waved at the waitress and pointed at their empty bottles.

“You like to drink. Try bartending.” Tyler smirked.

“Smart ass. Not that easy. You have to go to bartending school.” Chase dug his thumbnail under the corner of a beer bottle label. 

“It can’t be that hard to learn to mix drinks. All I’m saying is there’s options out there.” The words were out of Tyler’s mouth before he realized what he was doing. I’m lecturing them to be open-minded when I won’t look at choices for myself.

“Doofus.” Chase growled. “I’ve got an actual, failproof plan for making money. One you can help us with.”

Tyler was suspicious. “What?”

Chase glanced at Dawson. They both looked at Tyler.

“You want to pimp out Mia?” Tyler half joked, knowing Chase’s plan had to illegal or immoral.
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