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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello my lovelies, if you’ve read any of my books previously, welcome back. If this is your first TWW book, let me be the first to welcome you in. Honeyed and Muddied has been in the works for a while, and hell, they made me work for their story. I wouldn’t change a thing though, Indy and Summer have been one of my greatest joys to write. I love their story, and I hope you do too.

      There are some heavy elements throughout their story, please take care of your mental health first and foremost. As always, I’ve listed content warnings I believe you have the right to now before diving in. If you come across something you feel should be added, please let me know!

      

      Love and Giggles, 

      Taylor Wilson-West
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      Knife Violence

      Death of a Loved One
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      Stalking

      Threats

      Fire

      Animal Death (mentioned, not in detail)

      Bodily Harm (nothing gory)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            ONE

          

          
            INDY

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a lot to be said about horses and cattle, but bees are the real unsung heroes of ranch life. They kept us afloat for the last year, their busy nature making us enough funds to skimp by. The bees have taught me a lot, not just about patience and consistency, but also love and cooperation. The weather’s pretty mild today considering we’re almost into summer, so the protective suit I’ve got on while harvesting isn’t making me sweat.

      Chub rub, who?

      I’ve been out here for hours, and I could spend even more time with them. Alas the Turner Dude Ranch waits for no one.

      Summer camp starts in two weeks, which means I’ve got a shit-ton to do ‘round here before it’s ready to receive campers.

      “Be good, little friends.” Running my hand down the closest hive box, I smile at the little fading doodles Lucy and I did one summer when we were younger. My buzzing bees work happily while I grab my smoker and bucket. Walking to my shed–which I lovingly named The Honey Hut–I smile. It’s the place where I process the honey from the fresh combs.

      Placing my suit, smoker, and bucket inside the hut, I lock it up and walk back toward the house. There won’t be any honey until later in the summer, but I like to be prepared, just in case.

      I’ve lived in Goldpsur Ridge my whole life, and though I did do a stint in North Carolina for college, I always find myself back here.

      The tall oak tree that sits just outside of the driveway, with a swing that’s seen better days, stands tall and lush with green. Beyond that, my home with Mama and Papa sits proudly on a hill. Its yellow exterior is bright, along with the robin’s egg blue shutters Mama repainted not long ago.

      Lucy and Reese put together a fundraising carnival last year at his ranch, R&M Training. It did so well we were able to upgrade the summer camp ground, along with the stables, and even do some much needed repairs to the house. We’re finally out of debt, and my breath catches in my throat when I think about all the good that’s come out of that one act of kindness. It was spectacular, until Lucy was kidnapped.

      That’s a long story though.

      Lucy’s been my bestie since kindergarten, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. She’s one of a kind, unapologetically, even though I love to give her shit. Especially since she got together with Reese.

      Walking up the porch steps, the front door’s open, as usual. The screen door serves as a barrier to the bugs and critters that come out this time of year, and since it no longer squeaks announcing someone’s arrival, I holler into the house. I don’t want to startle my parents.

      “Ma!”

      “In the kitchen,” she responds. I should have known, she likes to use the new dehydrator to make healthy snacks for the campers. She starts early every year, always has. “Will you pull that tray over here?”

      She nods over her shoulder toward the opposite side of the kitchen. Grabbing the tray, I bring it over and hop up onto the counter. My legs hitch at my ankles and I snag a piece of the strawberry leather she’s made.

      Swatting me she laughs, “You’re getting too old for this furniture sittin’.”

      I gasp, holding my hand over my chest, “But Mama, I thought I’d always be your baby.”

      That earns me a pair of rolled green eyes and a hand on her hip. “Get down from there and go help your Dad with the horses.”

      Swinging my legs and jumping off the counter, I smack a kiss to her cheek and murmur, “I love you,” before heading out. She laughs and returns to her task while I make my way toward the back door, the white ruffled curtain over the window swishing as I pull it closed.

      The ranch is divided into two major parts, the summer camp, and the dude ranch. They overlap sometimes, but for the most part, they’re two separate things. The horses cost a lot of money in maintenance, but they also bring in money considering the campers who come here to spend their summer surrounded by nature.

      The family stables are closest to the house, with eight stalls and a few runs covered in sand for training. Our horses are pretty seasoned, we only have one newer mare, and she’s been a dream to train. It helps that my horse, Echo, really likes her. He whinnies anytime she passes his stall, and he lifts his head to his full height.

      He’s such a ham.

      Papa’s Friesian and Mama’s Appaloosa are running in the ring, so I make my way to Papa’s stall hoping to find him. As I guessed, Papa’s cleaning his stallion’s stall. Mucking out the pellets, pulling up the mats to wash, all to replace it with new shavings.

      “Come to help your ol’ dad?” He chuckles, stopping and leaning against the manure fork as he wipes his forehead with the rag he keeps in his back pocket. His deeply tanned skin is wrinkled with age, but his eyes are sharp as the day he was born.

      “Of course,” I smile, crossing my arms over my chest and leaning against the stall wall. “Have all the volunteers checked in with you for the summer yet?”

      He chuckles, and stabs the pellets, lifting the manure into the wheelbarrow. Idle hands, and all. “All but two, they have time though.”

      At my impatient huff, he nods to the stall across the way and I head over, shaking my head with a smile. Gingersnap’s stall is fairly clean, Mama likes to keep it that way, so I simply replace the hay and feed in her bucket before refreshing the water. It makes sense that their horses are so close, it’s like Gingersnap and Tonka are married too.

      “You don’t have to worry about the camp so much, BeeBee.” The name he’s called me since I was little makes me cheese, every single time. “Children are far less complicated than adults.”

      I scoff, and turn to look back at him with my brows raised. “Says who?”

      “Says me, that’s who. What’s even got your worry lines deepening anyways? We’re doin’ alright.”

      I sigh, “I’m not even sure it matters, but I’m always nervous about new batches of kids around the horses. Every year there’s always one who pushes too far.”

      “The horses are strong, and wise,” he says, laying the manure fork aside and lifting the barrow. “The kiddos will be well versed in safety before we let them near the horses.”

      Our horses are well trained, however, some of these campers have never seen a horse, much less ridden one. It makes me nervous putting them on horses, no matter how many times I’ve done it before.

      Finishing out the family stables, Papa kisses the top of my head and hops on the buggy heading for the camp where the big stables are located. We have two keepers, Mr. and Mrs. Harris, a couple that’s been here since before I could walk. They help us take care of the ranch and stay in the main cabin closest to the camp. They’re like my extra set of parents, but they let me get away with way more than Mama and Papa ever did.

      I need to check campers reservations, and do one last sweep of the cabins to make sure everything’s clean and ready to be stocked. We provide the essentials, along with a welcome packet with rules and activities they can expect, though I doubt the kids will read them. Either way, Mama makes every guest feel at home.

      Grabbing Echo’s saddle pad, saddle, and bridle, I head for his stall. Whistling as I get closer to him, he pops his head out and huffs. “Sorry bud, fresh outta apples.”

      He nods, flinging his head as if throwing a tantrum.

      “Don’t be dramatic,” I giggle, holding out a piece of the strawberry leather I swiped from Mama. “I got somethin’ better.”

      He stomps one hoof, as if to tell me how not funny that was. Rolling my eyes, I unlock his stall and step in, throwing the tack over the ledge where his head was. Holding my palm out, fingers pointed toward his chest, his lips tickle my hands as he eats up the leather.

      It’s all natural ingredients, Mama wouldn’t offer campers anything less, so it’s completely safe for him. Most everything we eat comes from the farm. Our chickens produce so many eggs sometimes I have to take a whole bunch down to Lucy at the diner.

      Before Lucy and Reese saved our farm, we had to sell off some of our cattle just to cover the mortgage. My parents have worked so hard, with only a few years left on the house, I couldn’t let the bank take it away.

      Papa was furious, he didn’t speak to me for weeks after the butcher showed up with trailers ready to cart away our best cattle. Mama cried a lot during those weeks, he wouldn’t speak to her either. It was the one thing I thought just might tear my parents apart.

      Money fucking sucks.

      Shaking off those thoughts, Echo nudges my shoulder with his nose. “Alright,” I mock a sigh. “Let’s go, bud.”
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            TWO

          

          
            SUMMER

          

        

      

    

    
      I should have checked into the Turner Ranch days ago. By now, I’m pushing my luck with their famous rumored compassion, but the note in my pocket burns against my leg.

      The Rowdy Raven isn’t the only bar in town, but it sure is the liveliest. I’m going on night three, always the same bar top table with one stool, and the same smiling older woman keeping my glass full and frosty.

      “Another one, Miss?” The older woman with long black hair, smiles across the well worn wooden table holding a fresh mug of beer.

      Accepting the beer, taking a healthy swallow, and placing the glass on the table our eyes connect once more and her whole face softens. “You alright, sugar?”

      Humorless laughter bubbles out of my lips before I can stop it, but her face doesn’t change. Wiping my mouth with my hand, I look away, unable to hold her pitying gaze. “I’m fine.”

      She nods and places the items in her hands down on the table. “I’m fine tends to mean different things ‘round here.”

      “Yeah, well, where I’m from people say what they mean.” I reply, attempting to stop this conversation in its entirety, before I toss back the glass, finishing with a few pulls. The mug clinks my glasses and I have to readjust them before standing.

      She doesn’t seem fazed by my brusque attitude, just winks and picks up the things she previously put down, as I throw some cash on the table and brush past her. The bar’s getting a little too crowded for my tastes anyway.

      The sun’s setting low over the hills, casting a soft glow of golden light across the sky. Everything looks better bathed in gold.

      I parked my Jeep along the farthest row of cars and trucks, hoping to keep my distance from anyone, but of course, some asshole parked their truck right against my door. If that wasn’t already a dick move, the truck shifts, and a slight rocking motion starts. I groan, turning my back and leaning against the grill of my Jeep.

      “Come the fuck on,” I mumble, not chancing a look toward the truck. Dropping my head, I flip my wavy, naturally bright orange hair over my shoulder, and lift myself onto the hood. I need to shave the bottom part again, my hair is absurdly thick, and with summer about to start it’s more manageable to throw up if there’s less of it.

      The night’s gorgeous, with bright stars poking through the deep blue sky as a few clouds roll by. It smells like rain, something I’d grown accustomed to back in Washington.

      I’m not equipped for the heat here in Tennessee, God, what was I thinking.

      The door of the truck pops open, and the distinct “ding” of metal hitting metal makes my head whip around, and my shoulders rise to my ears.

      What the fuck.

      “Shit,” a distinctly feminine voice whispers. A tall dark haired man walks around the front of the truck and covers his mouth. Perhaps because he’s trying not to laugh.

      “Goldie,” he sighs, still attempting to hide his laughter.

      She clamors out of the truck after crossing over to the driver’s door, and rights herself as she joins the man’s side.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says, still running her hands through her hair. “My brother can fix that for you, no problem…”

      I realize my face betrays my inner thoughts, so there’s really no response required.

      “Just tell him Lucy sent you,” she says, scrolling through her phone. “I didn’t realize we’d parked so close.”

      Leaning my elbows down on my knees, I gather myself. It’s not their fault my life’s fucked in more ways than one.

      “Don’t mention it,” I sigh, looking at the happy couple. The man’s got his arm wrapped around her shoulders while she taps away at her phone.

      “Goldspur Gears,” she says, “it’s right near the highway, can’t miss it. Spencer can get that fixed right up, no charge. Again, I’m so sorry.”

      Her cheeks pink when she looks up and our eyes meet. “Thanks.” I say, letting my eyes soften. Her babbling is somewhat endearing, and I’m a sucker for a pretty girl.

      “I’m Lucy, and this is Reese,” placing her hand on his chest, she looks up at him as he looks down at her and smiles. It’s too sweet, and the paper in my pocket flares once more causing an ache in my chest to bloom.

      “Summer,” I mumble, hopping down from the hood and nodding to the truck as I address the man I now know is Reese. “Mind moving that so you don’t also have to visit her brother?”

      Reese nods, dropping his arm from Lucy and climbing into the truck. Lucy moves over to my side so he can repark, this time leaving a normal amount of space between our vehicles.

      “You’re not from around here,” she says, eyeing me from my t-shirt down to my converse.

      I can’t help the chuckle from escaping my lips. “No. I’m not.”

      “What brings you to Goldpur Ridge?” She asks, as if making conversation will make this whole ordeal less awkward.

      “Work.”

      She huffs a breath and twiddles her hands, as if holding herself back from saying whatever’s on her tongue. When the truck’s engine is turned off, and Reese is back at her side, she nods and offers me a little wave as they head inside the bar.

      Climbing into the Jeep, resting my head against the steering wheel, I let out a few deep breaths. The coolness of the leather helps ground me as my mind threatens to spiral. My whole body hurts from running, from constantly looking over my shoulder. I need to get my shit together, or this new place will be another blip on my map of forgetting.

      Pulling the note I found back in Kentucky out of my pocket, I carefully unfold it and stare at the words written in a familiar, messy scrawl.
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            THREE

          

          
            INDY

          

        

      

    

    
      The Raven’s busy tonight. I guess with the rodeo rolling in soon, people need relief from all the prepping and maintenancing, or whatever. I figure that’s why Lucy called and requested our meet up. Spencer and Heath are already here, dancing on the worn wooden dance floor like the lovesick men they are. I’m happy for them, genuinely.

      Am I jealous? Insanely.

      Goldspur Ridge seems like a big town, with all the ranches and whatnot, but really, it’s as small town as it gets. Complete with our own little main strip, which houses one post office, the sheriff’s office, a tiny courthouse, Maxine’s Diner–which Lucy’s Mawmaw owns–a hardware store, and another restaurant that’s turned over so many times I’m not sure what the latest cuisine is.

      Sure we have other shops for odds and ends, but if you need anything outside of that, well, you either order online and wait about a week for it to arrive, or you drive into the big city about an hour away.

      “A beer, for the lady,” Lucy slides the glass across the table to me, and hops up onto the stool beside me.

      Snorting, I roll my eyes, “You’re feeling mighty fine tonight, ain’t ya?”

      “I can’t remember a time I’ve felt any better,” she smiles, eyes traveling the space to where Reese is speaking with her Uncle Scott, who happens to own The Rowdy Raven.

      “Mhmm,” I smirk and lower my voice to add, “I’d be feelin’ pretty good too, if I just got fucked six ways to Sunday.”

      Lucy nearly chokes on her own beer, and gapes at me.

      I shrug and murmur, “You smell like sex.”

      Red in the cheeks, she composes herself, sits up a little straighter and smiles wide as she can.

      “I’m happy for you, Buttercup.” And I am, she deserves her happily ever after, just like I do mine. However, there aren’t many options here for me. Unfortunately, being a lesbian in a small town doesn’t give me many options. Though, I like to think one day, someone gorgeous will walk my way in here, and it’ll be love at first sight.

      “How’s the summer camp comin’ along?” She asks, her blue eyes back on me.

      “Really good,” I tell her, swallowing down a sip of the cool beer. “Thank you again, I don’t know if Mama and Papa would’a made it through another bad summer.”

      Her hand closes around mine, hugging the mug of beer. “I’m so happy we pulled it off, and that we’re able to do it again this year!”

      “Oh yeah, have you gotten your next ranch picked out already?”

      “We have it narrowed down to The Watts, or The Solomons.” She laughs as my face betrays my thoughts. “What, the Solomons are nice.”

      “Sure they are, but their kid?” My whole body shivers just thinking about their little girl.

      Lucy laughs, leaning back on her stool and leaning her head back. “I still can’t believe she bit you.”

      “It’s not funny!” Holding in my laughter is harder than it should be. “Okay, it’s a little funny now. But when it happened it wasn’t! That girl is feral, I swear.”

      Reese walks over, smiling wide and looking between the two of us. “The Solomon’s little girl?” He guesses.

      We burst into laughter all over again, and he shakes his head, sliding into the stool beside Lucy. His hand wraps around her hip as he settles as close to her as he can get. Her cheeks brighten, and impossibly, her smile widens.

      “I was just asking Goose here about the camp,” she says, using the nickname she gave me in grade school, and looking up at him from where she’s nestled.

      “And? How are the renovations going?”

      “They’re almost complete, and Papa says most of the counselors have checked in and confirmed their dates to be here. I know you keep telling me to stop, but… Thank you again for hosting the fundraiser, it saved my whole life.” Tipping my glass his way, he knocks his against it and takes a large gulp.

      “Do you need any extra hands before everyone shows up?” Lucy asks.

      “You know I hate askin’, and I’ve been keeping on top of everythin’, but it still feels like I’m missin’ somethin’,” I admit, though it doesn’t feel like a defeat.

      “How many times do I have to remind you that you didn’t ask,” she mumbles something under her breath that sounds a lot like ‘you never fuckin’ ask’, before she finishes with, “I offered. I’ll come over first thing Monday and we’ll go around the cabins to make sure.”

      She’s always the first one to offer help, and God knows I’ll need it. With the summer fully booked between the summer camp, daily horse rides, and keeping my bees well taken care of, it’ll take me from sun up to sun down to get everything squeezed into one day.

      “Text me before you head my way,” I tell her, draining the last of my beer and sliding off the stool. “I’ve got to head out, Papa’s got an early morning tomorrow with the farrier, and I said I’d be there.”

      Lucy hops off her stool and wraps her arms around my neck, “Text me when you get home.”

      “Of course,” I chuckle, shaking my head and tipping my hat to Reese. “Have a good night y’all.”

      Smiling at Scott and LuAnna on my way out, they both nod their heads and continue on doing their thing. My truck’s parked near the side of the building, out of the way for out-of-towners to park. She’s the first thing I bought and paid for myself, with money I earned selling honey, eggs, and working at the diner with Lucy. Her deep green paint could use a wash, but she’s sturdy and most importantly, mine.

      The sky’s turned to a deep navy, with a lazy blue still hovering near the dirt that twilight often hangs onto. Lifting my face, I see all the speckles of white dotting the sky, and I can’t help but close my eyes and wish as one shoots across the heavens.

      One day. One. Day. I’ll have a love of my own.
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            FOUR

          

          
            SUMMER

          

        

      

    

    
      When I’ve finally gathered myself enough to crank the Jeep, one glance at the clock on my dash and I know I probably looked like a maniac, sitting in my car slumped over the steering wheel.

      It’s been damn near forty minutes, and all I’ve done is sit here feeling sorry for myself. Flashbacks plague my mind every time I close my damn eyes. I can still feel the blood as it dried into the cracks of my hands. The way the scratchy police issued blanket felt on my skin…

      Taking a deep breath in, I hold it for a few seconds before releasing it into the air along with those memories. I left that part of my life behind, it wasn’t my fault. I need to find some semblance of happiness, so I can move on with my life. That’s why the camp counselor position caught my eye. Surely one can’t be too sad dealing with kids.

      Right?

      Before I turn my lights on, my eyes scan the parking lot and double back to a woman with long black hair, standing near the edge of the building, staring up into the sky.

      Her eyes close, and her lips move, and I wish I could read lips from this far away. All I can see from where I am is her peaceful, almost sad, expression. She’s full-figured, the curve of her ass perfectly making an ‘s’ connecting to her spine as she leans back to look at the sky. Those jeans sticking to her belly make my whole body hum, and for the first time in a long time, longing blossoms in my chest.

      I don’t know why, but some ridiculous part of my brain dances around. She might not even be into women, but my whole body perks up as if struck by adrenaline.

      Climbing into a beautiful green pickup truck, she cranks the engine and makes her way out of the parking lot. I watch her the whole time, until her bright red taillights fade into the night.

      Against all my reasoning I hope–for the first time in, I don’t know how long–that I’ll get to see her again.

      Snapping myself out of my daze, I turn on my lights, pull out of the parking lot, and roll the windows down. The early summer breeze filters through the Jeep as I head back to the motel I’ve been living in for the past couple of weeks.

      It’s cute, with an older couple that must own the place. Its cream colored outside makes it feel homey in a way I wasn’t expecting, but maybe that’s the point to get you to stay longer.

      “Hiya Miss Holt,” the older man greets me as I walk in the door.

      “Now, what are you doing up at this hour, Mr. Grimes?” Walking over to the desk he’s standing behind, I lean against the wood top and smile. He’s cute, in a grandfatherly kind of way. His salt and pepper hair’s cropped close to his head, and wrinkles line his face from what I can only assume is years of smiling.

      Waving his hand around he scoffs, “Ah, it’s hardly even midnight. Besides, I’m a night owl, always have been.”

      With a chuckle and tap on the counter, I head through the lobby that’s decorated with photographs of people who have stayed, along with photos of Mr. and Mrs. Grimes throughout the years.

      Taking a right down the hallway, I slip into my room using the key I was given when I checked in. I should be at the Turner Summer Camp, unpacking my bag, and getting to know the other counselors. I shouldn’t be bothered by the note in my pocket, it probably wasn’t even meant for me anyway.

      Chucking the note in the trash, I head to the bathroom to wash up and pack my shit into my bags. I can’t put it off anymore, they’ll probably replace me, and I need this job… the distraction.

      Leaving shouldn’t be hard, but a lone tear slips out of my eye and travels down my cheek. Sitting on the bed, looking around at the room that’s housed me, my heart swells. When I got here, Mr. and Mrs. Grimes gave me a place to stay when I had none. Treated me like family, and kept me fed.

      It’s not like I’ll never see them again, I’ll be in the same town. Still, it won’t be the same. I won’t be eating breakfast in the kitchen, with the warmth of Mr. and Mrs. Grimes to speak with. Or laughing with them in the sitting room over late night tea. I’ll have to visit, surely I’ll have a day off at some point.

      After I’ve changed into shorts and a sports bra, I pull the covers on the bed back and settle in. Tomorrow I’ll check in with the Turners, and I'll have too much work to worry about the past.
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      My heart’s racing, pumping all the blood I’m leaking onto the rough cement out in a halo of red around my body. My vision swims in front of me as people scream, or maybe that’s just me. Maybe I’ve been lost in the same vortex of pain and fear since that night.

      “Over here!” Someone shouts as hands land on my shoulders, feeling for the spot where my blood soaks the ground. “Fuck…”

      It’s hot, burning in a way that makes my skin singe and my hair melt against the pavement. My body refuses to move, locked in like a caged bird. I can’t cry, can’t muster the energy to scream any longer.

      I’m dying, there’s no doubt in my mind. My eyelids flutter as flashes of red and blue light up the scene I’ll never be able to outrun.

      The house I shared with someone I loved, someone I thought I loved…

      “Miss!” More hands tearing at my body, I can’t hear anything, my ears have officially lost all hearing, eyes completely blank. I can feel my heart slowing down, the silence between each beat marking my last moments…

      Gasping for air, tangled in the sheets, I shoot up grasping my chest and sucking in deep lungfuls of air that doesn’t taste like ash. Sometimes I wish I couldn’t dream, and instead slip into oblivion without the reminders of the past.

      My heart’s thumping in my chest, way too fast. Scrambling out of the bed, I trip on weak legs and pull myself into the bathtub. Flipping the water on as cold as it will go and starting the shower, I let the icy pellets sink into my skin, willing my body to calm.

      My thoughts swirl like the water that pools at the drain, skipping and meshing together until settling on the woman from the parking lot of the bar. Her image locks into my brain and I focus on her, on all the details I can remember.

      I don’t know how long it’s been by the time my body’s cool to the touch, and I can breathe without feeling like I’m drowning. Flipping the water off with my foot, I lay there for a few minutes with my eyes closed and my brain numb. Pushing myself up and out of the tub, I grab the towel closest to me and wrap myself up, hugging my body and swallowing down the lump in my throat.

      It doesn’t matter what time it is, I’ll never be able to go back to sleep. Instead, I throw on some dry clothes and grab my notebook from the nightstand.

      The garden’s lit by early gray light, something I’m used to seeing more often than not. The new growth of green should move me, give me feelings of new beginnings and shit. It only serves to pain me further. I hate feeling this guilt, this longing for something that I shouldn’t, and my thoughts circle back to the ethereal beauty I saw outside the bar tonight.

      She wasn’t real.

      Val was beautiful, young and graceful. Her long golden brown hair was always in my face every morning when I’d wake up. And even though it drove me nuts, she never did close the cap on the toothpaste after she used it.

      I used to love how she’d constantly make a mess just to see how I’d react, and how her laugh made everyone pay attention to her. She was magnetic, until she wasn’t.

      None of it was real.
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      All of the counselor supplies have been dropped off at cabins in pretty baskets, courtesy of Mama. There’s only one cabin that doesn’t have two counselors, this year we had an odd number of applicants, so I situate the basket on the twin size bed with fresh sheets in the last cabin furthest from campers.

      We were able to update all the mattresses and add better working air conditioning units, and it looks like we’ll need them. It's going to be one hot-ass summer.

      The screen door of the cabin knocks my shoulder as I head out and I scowl at it, as if it has a mind of its own and decided to shoulder check me.

      The buggy’s still running and I put it in gear, heading back to the house for dinner. Mama and Papa both are waiting to plate their food when I walk in. They’re dancing to the soft music playing from the record player in the living room. Papa must have put it on when he got done at the stables. Mama spins, and Papa wraps his arms around her, expertly avoiding her hair in his spaghetti.

      “Go ahead and wash up,” Mama laughs, twirling out of his arms and placing her hand on her hip.

      Heading to the small half bath under the stairs, I do as I’m told and return with clean hands and an empty bladder.

      “Smells good, Mama.” I place a kiss on her cheek, and she offers me a plate and the three of us sit at the table.

      “I offered it to the counselors already here, but I think they decided to head to The Raven,” she smiles and wiggles her brows, “maybe you should head that way after dinner, get to know them. They’ll be here all summer.”

      Shoving a fork full of saucy noodles into my mouth, I avoid her suggestion and hope she just lets it go. I’d rather head to the little cabin Papa and I built just for me a few years ago, once I’d finally gotten the courage to ask about moving out.

      The past couple years have been a financial struggle with us stretched thin between the ranch and the camp. The stress it caused my parents… I’ll never forget the way they worried and damn near fell apart. The only saving grace was the profit I brought in from honey, and then with the money raised from last year’s carnival, it was like a gift from God.

      We may have made the hard choice, keeping the ranch alive no matter how difficult it got, but it was the right choice. So, when we had a little more breathing room, we scraped together all the materials we needed, and built me a home away from home. My own adult space, where I’m free to do whatever the hell I want, without the ever vigilant eyes of my parents always on me.

      I love ‘em, but dang, a girl would like to know she can dance naked in her room without someone just waltzin’ on in.

      “BeeBee,” Papa prods. “You can’t just hide in your cabin all summer, you know that right? You work too hard, you should go out.”

      My eyes meet his warm brown irises, and I sigh. “I’m swamped with gettin’ everythin’ ready for the campers to arrive…”

      Mama rolls her eyes, “Every excuse.”

      Papa tries to hide his smile but I see it. “Traitor,” I grumble under my breath and they both laugh. “Hey!”

      “Melinda,” Mama says, still snickering, “you need to find balance, you can’t continue to be alone all the time.”

      “Mama,” I groan, I hate when she uses my full name, it makes me feel like a child again.

      “All I’m sayin’ is you’re young, enjoy life. Experience life outside of the ranch.” Mama takes a bite of her spaghetti and Papa wipes her chin where some red sauce drips as I glare at the both of them.

      “Don’t give me that look, your Mama’s right, BeeBee.”

      “Maybe find someone to spend time with,” Mama adds, looking at Papa with smoochy eyes.

      “Yes!” He exclaims, “Do that. You deserve to find someone special.”

      “Alright, alright,” my fork clatters to my plate, and before Mama and Papa can get any further into their spiel about finding love I continue, “I’ll go out at some point with the rest of the counselors.”

      No idea why my parents are taking such an interest in my love life, but it’s making me itchy, and I shudder.

      After cleaning my plate, and rehashing some last minute details, Mama and I wash the dishes and put them away before I place a kiss on her cheek, and head out the back door toward my cabin.

      Everything comes to life in summer. The flowers bloom, the trees and grass get full and thick, but the real stunner is the lake. The setting sun peeks over the trees, casting the water in an orange glow that reflects like fire. I love spending all day here, with nothing to do but enjoy the quiet, and a really good book.

      Those days are few and far between though.

      My cabin sits across from the shore where the campers initially arrive with their parents. When it’s not being used to greet campers, it’s where we roast marshmallows, hotdogs, and allow the older kids to tell some scary stories.

      Those nights are preplanned, much like the whole camp schedule, which means the lake is my little slice of heaven when not in use. I have my own shore, where I can slip my toes into the sandy silt and rest. The walk from the house isn’t terrible this time of year, but I occasionally use the buggy to get back and forth because it’s faster, and I’ve got too much to do to be wastin’ time.

      While I walk around the lake, I contemplate taking a detour and sitting on the dock, but the day really did wipe me out, so I continue. When I arrive at my cabin, I smile when my cranky old goose fluffs her feathers out on the front porch.

      Reaching down to run my hand over her cream colored wings, I enjoy the shake she gives me. Though just as I’m going in for the next swipe, she hops to her feet and raises her wings, hackles raised and webbed feet burrowing into the wood as she lets out a single honk.

      I scoff at her, “What’s your problem now, Twatla?”

      “I tend to prefer Summer.” Someone behind me says, and I turn to see there’s a woman standing a few steps away from my porch. She smirks, her tongue poking out and running across her lower lip.

      Summer…

      The name suits her because she is quite possibly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen—and summer is my favourite season.

      “I wasn’t, I didn’t mean…”

      Honk.

      She laughs as I stumble over my words, and Twatla adds to the conversation.

      Fuck.

      She’s so hot.

      “Is this my cabin? The confirmation email told me I would be in a small single,” her voice is deep, but holds a femininity that makes my toes curl.

      “I-uhm, no,” shaking my head, I close my eyes and wait for my brain to function properly before continuing. “You’re the late counselor.”

      She nods, shoving her hands into the front pockets of her low slung jeans, and looking out at the lake, then back to me. “The couple back at the house said it was fine–”

      “Yeah well, some notice would be appreciated in the future so I don’t have to worry about findin’ a replacement.” I don’t mean to snap, yet the words fall out in a short clip.

      “You worried about me?”

      “I–” I swallow my tongue before I say something stupid like, ‘any chance you’re into women?’ or ‘can I please sit on your beautiful face?’ Instead, I go with something far more suitable, “I said, ‘worry about replacing you’ if you recall… The rest of the counselors are already paired, so you’ll be on your own.”

      What the fuck is wrong with me? The only two options were horny and depraved, or uptight bitch?

      “That’s fine by me,” she says, rocking back on her heels and looking around. “Nice place, mind showing me around?”

      I scoff and roll my eyes. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I turn to the side, and dial Mr. Harris holding the phone up to my ear. Doing my best to ignore the beautiful woman standing so close, the breeze floats my way and I can smell crisp green apples and mint. Suppressing a groan, I wait for him to answer.

      “Yello.”

      His greeting makes me smile, it’s never a question when he answers, it’s more like a warm hug, always has been. “Hey. Mr. Harris, would you mind riddin’ the buggy out this way?” As I listen to him ask which buggy, I sneak another look at Summer, then shake my head and answer. “No, the other one, with the basket. Yes, perfect. Thank you.”

      On the other line he tells me he’s on his way, and I exhale a breath. Turning back toward Summer as I put my phone in my back pocket, I almost jump clear outta my skin. She’s moved closer, so close we’re nearly nose to nose, even with me standing on my little front porch. I can see the green flecks in her blue eyes behind her glasses, and the tiny freckles that dot the bridge of her nose.

      “Jesus,” I breathe, holding a hand to my chest.

      “Nah,” she leans closer, “but if you ask me nicely, I might show you God.”
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      She is real.

      The woman from the bar, with the perfect curves, dips, and valleys is here. I thought I’d imagined her, and then seeing her standing before me, all surly and sweet–telling me she’d been worried–I couldn’t help but fluster her a bit.

      Her already tanned cheeks are turning pink, and her bright green irises look anywhere but at me. The goose behind her fans her feathers and hops down the steps.

      Honk.

      And just like that, the spell is broken as she looks down and scoops the bird up into her arms, though it doesn’t look happy about it.

      “Sorry about Twatla,” she says, her eyes flicking back up to mine, “she’s a little ornery, but she won’t hurt ya.”

      Chuckling, I tilt my head down and wet my lips, “I don’t mind a little fire in a gal.”

      Her lips pop open, a quick reply on her tongue, though her eyes flit around my face and her lips close. I want to know what she’s thinking, if I’m too close to her, or if she likes whatever it is that’s charging between us.

      The hum of a motorized utility vehicle snaps her attention away, and she takes a few steps back, ending our moment. Her shoulders rise and the goose flaps away from her arms, down to her feet as we wait for this Mr. Harris person she called.

      There are two men in the–what did she call it?–buggy. A younger guy, and an older one. They both smile as they pull up close to where we’re standing, and the goose hops and wobbles over to the low door of the vehicle.

      The younger of the two picks the goose up, and it nuzzles under his chin. He laughs, making the gorgeous woman pout, though the expression’s gone the moment she catches me staring.

      “That fuckin’ bird,” she mumbles, stepping up to the door where the goose situates herself onto the young man’s lap. “Jarrett, when I agreed to let you work here this summer, I didn’t think you’d be comin’ to steal all my pets.”

      His mustache stretches across his upper lip, “Is someone jealous?” He mocks, running his finger under the goose’s chin as he croons to the water fowl. “I think she is, poor Indy.”

      Indy.

      She crosses her arms, and leans down far enough to see the older man who’s holding back his own laughter. “You think Reese’ll take him back if I fire his ass?”

      The old man laughs, tapping the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. “I reckon’ he would have to, sibling code and all.”

      Jarrett, the younger one, looks my way and smiles, throwing out his hand. “I’m Jarrett, ranch hand.”

      “Summer,” taking his hand, I nod and slide my gaze Indy’s way. “Late counselor.” She’s staring straight ahead, not looking my
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