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To the true southern gentleman in the world and their momma’s that’ve raised them right.

Chivalry’s not dead and I happen to like being called ma’am.
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Be respectful, even to nasty hateful people, because your momma raised you better.

—Life Fact Quotes
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The bell signaling the end of the school day finally rings, echoing through the classrooms and halls. This day felt like it went on forever, and Mrs. Bernstein gave us a ton of math homework. I hate math, and I don’t like sixth grade so far either. Mom swears it’ll get better with time, but some of these kids are assholes.

No, I don’t say that word out loud, or my dad would tan my hide, and the last thing any of us wants is my father with a switch in his hand yelling their name. I learned the hard way not to pick the thinnest branch from our apple trees for a whoopin’. Nope, the bigger the branch, the heavier and less pain; the thin ones are pliable and snap as harshly as a leather whip.

No, thank you.

Grabbing up my thick class textbook, notebook, and pencil, I head for my locker as quickly as possible. It’s like a mosh pit in here on Friday afternoons when everyone’s trying to rush out of the building toward freedom. Not that I’ve ever been in a mosh pit before, but I’ve seen MTV, and I know people can be nuts.

I twist the lock to the right, then to the left twice and then the right again three times, screwing up my combination and having to redo it again. It’s nothing unusual.

Stupid middle school and stupid lockers.

Fifth grade was so much easier—no real pressures and the teachers are cool because you’re considered “the older kids” so they leave you alone. Not anymore. Now we’re the babies of the school again. I can’t wait until I’m in eighth grade and don’t have to deal with it.

Grabbing my plain, black backpack, I hurriedly stuff my math book and wide ruled navy-blue notebook into it, along with the book Mrs. Fromer, my reading teacher, has us doing a book report on. I haven’t started on it yet, but I will. No way am I cleaning out extra stalls on the ranch for getting bad grades this semester. I learned the hard way back in fourth grade when I thought it’d be easier to slack off. My brothers were there to watch and tease me the entire day too.

“Hey, Clyde.” My locker neighbor smiles, his goofy grin showing off the new set of braces he just had put on last week. They’re lime green and yellow. Pretty gross colors to put on your teeth, but I’d never say anything like that to him. Unlike the majority of the kids at this school, I’m not one of the assholes.

“Hey, Remy.”

“You have any plans this weekend?”

He wants to chitchat, and I’m just trying to make it home before my little brothers eat all the Twinkies my mom has hidden away in the pantry. “Nope, just some homework and hopefully sleep.”

He gazes at me like I’m weird for wanting to sleep. He’s a gamer—always up all night playing video games. I don’t know how he gets away with it; my parents won’t even buy us a used Sega game system. With ranch work, fending off my brothers and school, I dream of sleeping until even nine a.m., if possible.

“My younger brothers always wake me up at five and six in the morning. They forget how to shut off their alarm clocks,” I offer with a shrug. It’s annoying, but I know they can’t help it—even if I have shown them which button to push like a hundred times.

“Oh.” He nods, digging his stuff out of his messy locker. He’s got all kinds of random crap piled up in there. “Yeah, that sucks. My sister usually leaves me alone, but she’s so noisy in the morning trying to wear makeup twenty-four hours a day.”

I feel for him. I couldn’t imagine dealing with girls all the time. I’m lucky having two brothers and not two sisters. There would be pink crap everywhere rather than Legos and sports equipment.

There’s a loud gasp as one of the younger girl’s stuff gets yanked from her arms by one of the popular girls in seventh grade. The popular girl throws all of the shorter girl’s belongings on the floor, and then her group of friends laughs like a bunch of hyenas.

Closing my thin metal locker door, I inhale a deep breath and then turn back to face them. Everyone’s walking around the poor girl, no one offering to help her collect her things from the floor. One of her magenta mechanical pencils slides my direction, and she glances at it. Her shoulders are tight as the popular girls laugh and taunt her. I can tell she’s trying so hard to keep it together and not let anyone see her cry; she’s a lot stronger than those messing with her.

“Catch you later, Remy,” I mutter absently, picking up the stray plastic pencil and make my way between floor girl and the other group.

“Okay, sure!” he calls from behind me, but I’m already distracted.

The girls grow quiet, staring at me with dreamy eyes as I approach. It’s like a switch flips in them. They always look at me like that, and it makes me uncomfortable. It’s not a good thing when people stare; it makes me feel like I have something on my face.

Glancing down at the short one, her long, fairy-like blonde hair creates a curtain around her face. Her sweet innocence sparks anger in my chest unlike any other I’ve felt. I find myself standing taller, my gaze hard when I turn back to the rude, popular girls and shout at them. “Really? Really? You have nothing better to do?” They’re part of the asshole group obviously.

The leader of the pack huffs and spins on her heel without uttering a word in response. Thank the Lord for small mercies. They rush toward the exit, not bothering to apologize to anyone they bump into. It’s typical selfish behavior for them.

Bending down, I help the fairy scoop up her books and pens. She’s busily trying to stuff her Chap Stick, brush, mirror, and other girly crap into her bag that fell when her books were snatched from her arms. She’s quiet, and her breath’s coming in quick puffs. I know she wants to cry. Girls always cry.

“Here are your books.” I hold them toward her. “Umm, are you okay?” I ask, peering at her face while she stares at the ground looking a bit worried. I really, really don’t like it when girls cry, and I’m hoping she doesn’t explode or something—that’d be just my luck.

She reaches to take her books out of my grasp, her hand brushing mine in the process, and she gasps. I don’t know who’s more surprised by it—her or me—but her head flies up. For the first time, her gaze finally meets mine.

It’s like getting kicked in the chest when my brothers and I play karate and jump off our beds landing on each other. She’s the prettiest little pixie I’ve ever seen in my entire life.

Her eyes grow wide as they meet mine and they’re the craziest color. Her irises remind me of a spring green color, kind of like new grass. They suit her, though, with her light hair and pale skin.

“Huh?” she asks, pushing up her glasses on her nose, and I swallow roughly. I even like her voice. What’s happening to me right now? What is it with this girl?

“I, uh, asked if you’re okay, is all.” I swear it feels like we’re in our own world as everyone scurries past us not paying any attention. I don’t want to even blink, in case I miss something.

“Y-yes. Thank you for helping me.”

“Of course,” I mutter, taking in the small spattering of light freckles over her nose.

We both stand, still staring at each other, my throat growing dry as I tower over her. I’m tall for twelve, but I think she’s short for being twelve too. “What’s your name?” It comes out on a croak, and I clear my throat. This has been happening more and more lately. It’s driving me crazy. Dad laughs, but Mom says it’s supposed to happen.

“My name? Oh, it’s Shyla.”

“Cool, I’m Clyde…Clyde Owens.”

Her cheeks tint. “I know who you are, Clyde. Everyone around here does.”

I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean. Again, girls are pretty weird. I give her a brief nod. “Right. I have to go, but I’ll see you around?” I ask, and her glossy lips turn up into a grin.

“Okay, Clyde, I’ll see you around.”

“And Shyla?”

Her eyelashes flutter as she peers up my way, making me swallow a bit roughly. “Yes?”

“Just ‘cause they can knock you down doesn’t mean you’re not strong. My little brothers mess with me all the time and get away with it.” What the heck am I saying to this girl right now? I’m not making any sense, and she’s going to think I’m dumb.

“Oh, okay.”

Swallowing, I give her a nod like I’ve seen my dad offer my mom when he tells her something important. After a moment I break our trance now that I know she’s okay and head toward the exit. I swear I hear her giggle behind me. I don’t know why, but I think it’s cute, and that just makes me angry.

Girls are so weird.
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8th Grade

 

I’m glad tutoring didn’t take long. Math sucks. My mom will freak if that grade doesn’t change, though. Even worse was having to sit at the desk while in my football pants—so uncomfortable. I rake my hands through my gel stiff hair I spent a bit too long on fixing this morning. I need a haircut; just don’t want my dad to tell me to shave it all off. No one wears their hair like that right now.

Ugh. I let loose a small huff.

I don’t understand why coach makes us wear our gear, minus the pads, to tutoring. If anything, I’d get to the study hall quicker and be done and then back at practice faster if I didn’t have to get my gear on then stop back through to put my pads on. To top it off, I have to walk like I have a load in my pants since the floor’s wet, and I’m in cleats. Being in eighth grade sucks. I thought it’d be so much easier, but there’s pressure. Just a different type of pressure than when I was younger.

“Hey, Clyde.” Giggling comes from my right, and I glance over toward the feminine voice.

Every single seventh and eighth grade cheerleader is in a group together, and they’re all staring. At. Me. Of all people. Who knows why I’m the one caught in their gazes?

Did I hear them right? I glance back behind me to make sure it’s really me they’re looking at, and not someone else then hit a slick spot on the floor. My arms flail and the most unmanly “yelp” escapes as my feet fly forward and I end up sprawled out on my butt in the middle of the hallway.

I can’t believe that just happened. Shit.

Releasing a breath, I clench my eyes together and take another deep breath. The fall hurt, but that’s not my problem. The hallway is so silent; all I can hear is my breathing and my pride oozing through every crack. My butt doesn’t even hurt; at the moment, it’s gone completely numb.

Thanks for small favors, I think sarcastically in a huff.

Willing my eyes to open, I climb to my feet, doing everything in my power not to glance at the cheerleaders again. I can’t help myself. I accidently look over and see them all still and staring wide-eyed. A few have their mouths hanging open, but none make a peep. Of course, Shyla’s there, front and center, the head of the eighth-grade squad. She looks as pretty as she did the moment I first set my gaze on her.

I’m mortified—my face flaming rouge, for sure. I’ll never live this one down, and it had to happen in front of every popular girl in the school! I swear, my brothers are going to have a field day making fun of me when they hear about this. They already give me a hard time for having big feet. The entire school will know about this by the end of school, I’m sure.

Facing forward, I take careful steps back to the locker room. God knows I don’t want to fall a second time. I’ll never get a girlfriend at this rate.
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Eleventh Grade

 

“Well if it isn’t Clyde Owens…West Hills favorite football player.” Sebastian Towney snickers, flicking his hateful stare my way.

He used to play for the varsity team four years ago, but he’s easily becoming the resident, drunken, shit starter. He went from the top all the way to the bottom in a short amount of time. What a loser.

“Sebastian,” I acknowledge because while I’d prefer to ignore his ass, my momma didn’t instill those types of manners in me. No matter how big I may be size wise, my father would not hesitate to go after me with a switch if I acted half as nasty as Sebastian and his cronies around here.

He turns to his buddy, Garret Everling. “Bet he’s not as good as me.”

They both laugh at his comment and a petite blonde snuggles up to his side. I’m stunned when her gaze meets mine, and they’re a familiar pair of shamrock irises. Of all people I’d run into, she’d be one of them. Not sure why she’d be with him though.

“Shyla?” My brow furrows in confusion. Why on earth would she be around someone like Sebastian? She’s way out of his league.

“Hi, Clyde.” Her cheeks flush just a touch, and I swear her eyelashes flutter like they have the past few times we’ve crossed paths.

She’s grown up—a lot. I’ve passed her in the halls as we go to the same high school—pretty much everyone around here does, but I usually keep to myself or my friends. She’s a hard one to miss though. Even in a crowd, she stands out.

“You two know each other?” Sebastian straightens to his full height as if he could intimidate me. I’d crush him. Hasn’t he heard what I like to do besides play ball? He tugs her in closer to his chest and Shyla nods, silently answering him. “You sweet on my girl, Owens?”

“Nah. I’m just curious why she’d be with someone like you.”

I should just walk away—I know it. However, something’s making my feet stay rooted in place. She’s beautiful and kind, and she deserves much better than the likes of him. No one is good enough for her as far as I’m concerned.

“With me?” he sputters, glancing at his friend in shock. His forehead scrunches, annoyance overcoming him.

My shoulders grow stiff, my hands tingling with the anticipation of getting to plant my fist in this guy’s face. “Yeah, that’s what I said.”

“Clyde?” My father asks from right behind me. It’s not him checking if it’s me standing in front of him, but him testing if everything’s all right or if I need some kind of backup. That’s my dad though—always there when I need him, always standing by my side when I face something.

“Yes, sir?” I reply, and the two dipshits in front of me laugh. Just a couple of disrespectful pricks, apparently.

“Is there an issue here, gentlemen?” he smooths over, coming to stand beside me. I don’t care how much my mother keeps saying I’m growing; I don’t think I’ll ever be as big as my father. The man is a beast, with hard-earned muscles from working the ranch every day. His regard lands on the young woman in front of me. “Well, if it isn’t little ol’ Shyla. How’s your momma, sugar?”

The peanut gallery quiets, clearly intimidated by my father. Part of me wants to snicker. Hell, I’d be shitting myself too if I came up against him when he’s pissed. I’d bet my dad could knock these guys out with one punch each if he wanted to. He won’t, but I know he could.

Shyla flashes a pleased smile. “Hi, Mr. Owens. She’s doing well. Thanks for asking.”

He nods. “You know, we’re headed over to the diner in town to celebrate with the team. Why don’t you join us? They have the best pie around but don’t tell my wife I said that.”

“Oh, thank you, sir, I’d love to, but I didn’t drive.”

“You’re welcome to ride with my wife and me. We don’t mind.”

Her hopeful gaze meets mine, and I paste on a grin. I want her there; I’ve always liked her. I’m not too surprised with my pop’s either. Hes never been one to hold back on inviting mine or my brother’s friends to hang out with us.

Sebastian’s grip tightens. “We’ve got plans, Shyla.”

“I agreed to come to the game with you, but it’s over, so…” She trails off, her stare falling to the concrete at her feet.

“You’d look like a slut coming here with me and then heading over there with him,” he retorts snidely.

My dad’s cheeks redden—a sure sign his temper’s growing. “I suggest you learn how to speak to a lady, young man.”

“Shut up, old man,” he counters with a sneer, and a switch flips inside my brain.

I’m on him like white on rice. My knuckles meet scruffy flesh as my fist connects with his cheek. I pull back and slam down another, hitting bone, enjoying the crunch as it breaks his nose. I’m still hyped up from the football game; the win has had my adrenaline going for a while.

He gets his licks in as well, his right hook catching me in the eye. It’s no doubt going to leave a mark, but I’ll wear it proudly knowing I was standing up for my father.

It’s over in seconds as my dad and uncle tear us apart. I didn’t notice my uncle or my cousin Dallas around before, but they’re definitely here now. At least I have someone to back up my story if coach catches wind of what happened. I definitely don’t want to get benched because of this clown.

“Easy, Clyde, easy. Don’t waste your time on lost causes,” my dad grumbles with my uncle standing between our group and Sebastian.

Breathing deeply, my eyes find Shyla’s. “Shy?”

She’s by my side instantly, my arm falling over her shoulders like it’s always belonged there. My glower hits Seb, full of challenge. I’m daring him to give me another reason to squash him. He holds his own for a few seconds before eventually turning away like the weak man we all know he is.

The feminine frame tucked under my arm burrows into me closer, and I meet her grateful stare. “Looks like you’re all mine, little Shyla.” It leaves me a bit gruffly.

“I always have been Clyde Owens; ‘bout time you figured that out.”


[image: ]



Senior Year

 

The last game of the season and this is it—my chance. “Wonderful Tonight” by Alan Jackson begins to play lowly over the intercom system, and the stands grow quiet. Not an easy feat considering we just won our championship game, and everyone’s excited. However, most of them know this was a part of my plan. I can’t believe they were able to keep it a secret like I’d asked.

And there she is, standing out amongst everyone. When it comes to her, she always outshines everyone in my eyes. She’s easily become the most important person in my life.

Approaching Shyla, the love of my life, coach hands me the tiny box that’ll make her mine for the rest of my life. Falling to my knees comes naturally. This young woman owns me. Instantly, I choke up with emotion because this is it. I know everyone is rooting for us—for this. The bleachers are full of people—family and friends that love us both. They’re excited to see the fairy tale ending of the classic high school sweethearts adored by the town that stood by and watched as they fell in love with each other. They want the happily ever after just like I do.

“Sh-Shyla…” I can’t even say her name without feeling it right down to my very soul. “My love, my life, you are everything—my entire world.” Swallowing, I open the box without breaking eye contact.

Tears crest, and it’s a relief—one I hadn’t realized I needed. She’s excited. She knows this is our forever that we’ve spoken about so many times before.

“Promise you’ll stay with me for the rest of my years. Let me love you with every breath I have. Let me cherish you as you deserve. I love you, Shyla. Say you’ll be my wife and make my life complete.”

Tears cascade over her fair skin, leaving trails in their wake. Her irises, emerald in color right now, shine with so much. My breath catches as I work up the nerve to voice the words.

“Marry me?” I finally ask, taking her dainty hand in my palm, ready to place my grandmother’s ring on her finger.

“Oh God,” she gasps and the tears rain down harder. “I-I love you, Clyde Owens. I truly do. But…”

Tears gather in my own eyes. Suddenly this doesn’t feel so promising. My chest tightens in anticipation, my stomach rolling at her first few words.

“But, I uh, accepted a scholarship at a different school than yours.”

“You broke our plan?” It leaves me in an astonished whisper. I’m caught so off guard, it’s all I can manage. She’s mentioned nothing about this before.

The stands are deathly quiet. I’d forgotten that they were there though. Nothing else matters at this moment but her and me and right now. Yet, I swear they can hear every word we say even being far away.

She hiccups and nods. “I’m sorry, but I had to do what was best for me.”

“I don’t understand.” My voice grows stronger as I stand, my arms crossing over my broad chest, defensive. “A-are you telling me no? You won’t be my wife?”

“I can’t Clyde…I’m sorry.”

The ring box snaps closed in my palm, the same as my heart does in my chest. Not only has she completely shattered my heart, but two teams, students and all of my family has gotten to witness it happen firsthand and the devastation her words have left in their wake.

“There won’t be another chance, Shyla,” I promise with a gruff rasp. My pride has me standing tall, a wall encasing my love, shutters coming over my eyes as feelings get buried. What once was will never be the same because she’s ruined it.

“Forgive me,” she begs in a shaky breath. Tears rain down her cheeks, and my jaw clenches.

“Never.” The promise leaves me with a growl, and I turn away from her, striding for the locker room.

Fuck her, fuck them, and fuck it all.
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This ain’t my first rodeo.

 

Present day
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“What did she want this time?” Nate, my younger brother, asks and gestures to the retreating truck, busily making its way back to the main road.

He’s talking about Shyla. The little witch had to make her weekly stop to pester me about selling my family’s ranch again. She, of all people, should remember how close I was to my parents. There’s no way in hell I’d be selling the only thing I have left of them. She has balls showing up here after so long, I’ll say that much.

“Same shit.” She’s like a ghost, returning after so many years to haunt me. Breaking my heart back in high school wasn’t enough, obviously. She has to return after she’s graduated and grown up to rub salt in the wound. I’d have been fine never seeing her again, but apparently, that’s not in the cards for me. The world wants to see me suffer a bit more, I reckon.

“Taxes? Right? You didn’t get them paid yet?”

I screwed up the first time he asked me about why she was coming around. I was pissed she had the nerve to step foot on the ranch, and he was young when she was around before, so I don’t think he remembers her much. Anyhow, I told him the first thing that came to mind: that she was out to collect property taxes. Most people don’t care for tax collectors, so I deemed her the same title.

I didn’t want to upset him that I’ve been asked to sell dad’s land for the past two years. She’s the newest tactic to get me to sell, I suppose. Ain’t gonna happen though. Real estate developers are right down there with the assholes trapped in hell as far as I’m concerned. They’ve been taking away the livelihood of farmers and ranchers around here for years now.

“You want Ty and me to pitch in? We were serious when we offered before.”

The last thing I need is to take money from my little brothers. Sure, the youngest plays pro football for the best team in the league, but I don’t want him worrying about me. And Nate, well, he works at a bar or something. He needs to save his money and get his shit straight.

“No, I have the money.”

“So get it over with and pay her! We don’t need her getting nosey and checking out the land.”

He means the moonshine, and he’s right.

It’s been the family business for many years; one I’ve kept going even after my parents’ passing. It’s not my only source of income. I do have the ranch. I take in horses and what not to keep me busy and to make some extra cash. The moonshine money is more of a rainy day fund; you only dip into it when you absolutely have to.

As for paying the taxes, well, my parents’ life insurance paid those dues for the foreseeable future. Nate doesn’t know much about that though, nor is he aware that he was left money he’ll have access to later this year on his twenty-eighth birthday. Knowing him, he’ll drink it all away as soon as he touches it.

“You think I don’t know that? I told you, I’ll take care of it,” I finish with a grumble and stomp into the barn to find silence.

This has become my favorite place. It belonged to my dad, and now it belongs to me. I can come in here and clean up and think about shit. Talk to the horses and not have to worry about anyone’s unsolicited judgments or two cents being tossed my way like Nate enjoys doing so much. In here, it’s just me and the horses and my thoughts.

The kid doesn’t have a clue what he’s talking about either. Sure, he’s close in age to me—a few years younger—but you’d never know just by looking at him. He’s been spoiled, not having to do much around here. It’s my own fault wanting to make things easy on him with my parents’ deaths hitting us out of nowhere years back.

Hell, I was just a kid myself when I became his and Ty’s legal guardian. I wish I’d have known what to do. Instead, I felt like I was drowning the entire time I should have been grieving. I let my scholarship to college slip away, punched my best friend in the face on the football field in front of the fans and live TV. It was a train wreck, one I’ll never be able to forget.

I’ll never live that one down from others either. Bad enough I lost football, but to create chaos with my best friend, and then my family was an even bigger mess. The damn judge didn’t want me to have anything to do with my brothers, but I fought tooth and nail until he finally gave in and saw I was hell-bent on being their provider and guardian.

It was in my parents’ will as well. To me, that was law, and I’d do whatever I could to make it happen. Ty and Nate were mine and no one else’s. My parents knew that no one would ever take care of them and love them like I do, not even my cousin Dallas’ family.

Maybe Shyla and I spilt for a bigger reason after all. We’d never have made it through such a dark time like that, even though it would’ve been uplifting to have someone to share the responsibilities with. If she couldn’t handle college together, she definitely would’ve bailed on me during
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