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To the One who welcomed me home.

To all who came before me,

carved the trail,

and taught me life.

I love y’all.

Forever.

To the original Double Hs.

Henry Hollowell Sr.

Henry Hollowell Jr.

Hye Harris

To Grandma Hollowell for the awesomest chocolate chip cookies ever. To this day, whenever I see a Quaker Oats container, I think of you.

To Shady.

And to my Joe.
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​Prologue
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The sun hung low on the horizon, drenching the prairie in warm light. Spring came early this year and swept the plains with a breeze not decidedly warm or cool. Could be construed as just right. Could be the only thing in Hannah Harris’s life construed as just right.

Her spurs jingling with every jolt of Shady’s gait supplied the only sound in the wide-open void. That, and the horses’ hooves brushing through the tall prairie grass. And the occasional kick of a horseshoe against the stony Osage ground. She closed her eyes and willed the sun’s warmth into her skin.

“Hey, you in a hurry?” Aaron’s voice split the quiet as he and Gray caught up.

“The sun only sets once in a day, Cowboy.”

Her lifelong friend and the boy she kissed on a regular basis grew a smile and set his eyes to twinkling as he goaded Gray into a lope. Challenge accepted. Toes turned out, she spurred Shady and urged him to catch up, which he did with ease. Shady was a mite faster than Gray, but Gray always held his own.

At the knoll, they slowed to a walk, unable to decide who’d won. The rush of fresh air through her lungs left her with a sense of absolute freedom. If only it could’ve blown away the hurt.

They left the horses ground tied and trekked to the knoll’s crest. The gentle slope marked the highest point on the Double H Ranch. If the whole world faded to black, she’d want to be here when it happened. Which made her decision much harder.

“How did today go?” He interlaced their fingers, and the warmth of his hand spreading through hers rivaled a summer sun. The thumb of his other hand tucked itself behind his champion belt buckle. Her head on his shoulder, she rubbed the fabric of his rolled-up shirtsleeve between her fingers as the sun dipped to meet the rolling hills.

This was the one place in the great wide world she ever wanted to be. Right here on the knoll with Aaron Dean. She liked the look of her hand in his. She liked the thought of forever.

“More of the same. It’s like I’m not even here.” She looked off to the south. Toward the field she’d dubbed the Valley of the Shadow of Death. Where Momma had her accident. “He’d never have treated Momma this way. Maybe it should’ve been me who died.”

He eclipsed the sun when he stepped in front of her, the golden hour of light haloing his hat brim. “Don’t say that. I–I don’t know how to deal with that.”

“So I’m not allowed to have feelings because you can’t deal with them?”

“That ain’t what I meant, and you know it.” He removed his old brown Stetson inlaid with years of sweat stains and mud splatters, dropped it to the ground, and encased her hands in his. His thick dark hair and tanned skin made his blue eyes shine. He was poetry. And he loved her. For now. “Look. I know there ain’t nothing I can say to bring your mom back. If there was, I’d scream it to the mountaintops and back again. But you can’t talk like that. It’ll be okay. Things’ll get better.”

“Have you ever lost anyone?”

His gaze dropped to his hands that massaged hers in nervous circles. “You know I haven’t.”

“Then how do you know? How do any of us know anything? We’re just kids, Aaron. Maybe things won’t get better unless... we make them better.”

“Don’t go doing anything stupid.” His worried expression struck her with guilt.

She put on her sweetest smile. “I’m not going to kill myself if that’s what you’re worried about.”

His relief was worth the feigned glee. Was what she’d planned just as bad though? Blinded by the sun when he moved, she squinted as he stepped aside and lowered himself to sit amid the tall grass. She sat beside him, her arms encircling her knees. Behind them, the horses grazed, their eyes half shut. Above a copse of blackjacks beyond the pond, a lone hawk ended his day and lit among them. Here on the knoll, Hannah and Aaron allowed the calming quiet to settle in. What warmth they had faded into cool as the sun tiptoed beyond the horizon.

When the last of the sunset had faded, she drew her thick braid over her shoulder and laid back to watch the first stars twinkle into view across the expansive dome. Aaron filled the space with talk of graduation, taking on more responsibility on the Rafter D, and something about the old bunkhouse on their family’s land. All she could think about was the packed bags hidden in her closet.

He let his head hang back and stared into the darkening sky. “You know, darlin’, this is a great place to spend forever.”

“If you even get forever.”

He twisted to face her. “I’m sorry. I should’ve thought before I said that.”

She hadn’t meant it about Momma. Daddy was still living, and their forever was already over. And her forever with Aaron wouldn’t be forever. “What good would that do? It wouldn’t change the way you feel.”

“No.” He laid back on a propped elbow and sent goose bumps over her skin when his fingertips stroked her bare arm. “Not much in the world could change that. But it might change the way you feel.”

“Not much can change that either.”

He eased down beside her, adjusted around the rocky terrain, and took her hand in his.

She’d miss this. The bowl of sky above her, the vast grassland beneath her, the boy she loved beside her. After graduation tomorrow night, she was leaving town. She’d secretly applied to college, been accepted, and would leave as soon as she walked the stage in their small-town high school gym. No need to wait out the summer. Daddy had plenty of help and didn’t need her.

For anything.

With Momma gone and him not caring if she came or went, this place she’d called home didn’t hold the magic it once had. She used to dream of running the ranch with Daddy. But running the ranch wasn’t what drew her. She wanted to run the Double H with him. But there was no “with him” since Momma died. He couldn’t see her. Chose not to.

Didn’t want to.

She rolled her head to look at Aaron. The stars reflected in his blue eyes, creating a universe within them. A universe she wanted to disappear into. A universe that would never be hers.

If they lingered here until after curfew, would Daddy get worried and call? Should she push the limit? Would he even notice?

She sat up and patted her hair, checking for remnants of grass. “We should get back.”

“We still on for tomorrow night?”

“Yeah. Of course.”

They had a standing date for Friday nights. They had a standing date every night here on the knoll, but on Fridays, they drove into town for dinner with all their friends. And tomorrow was a special graduation dinner.

He sat up beside her and plucked a blade of grass from her hair. “I’ve thought about it.”

“Thought about what?”

“What I should’ve said.” A better warmth than that of the sun emitted from the palm he laid against her cheek. “I love you, Hannah. And I want to stay here forever with you.”

Aaron never lied to her. But forever was something she couldn’t trust. She rested her forehead against his. She couldn’t say it back. Not this time.

His soft kiss saved her from having to form the words. But it didn’t keep her from screaming them inside her head. The world had robbed her of Momma. Deprived her of Daddy. And would keep her from Aaron. Choking back her tears, she pressed his palm to her cheek and held onto his calloused hand, returning kiss after kiss.

When she left town, he’d move on. He’d forget her. And she needed this kiss in her memory.

She forced her hand to leave his and her lips to give up their longing. She stood and brushed off the seat of her jeans. “It’s getting late.”

“Hannah—”

“Daddy’ll be worried.”

He’d never argue with that logic. Stetson back on his head, he peeled himself off the ground and gave his jeans a dusting. As if it helped after working cattle all afternoon.

She followed his tall frame down the incline, his spurs chinking out a frustrated rhythm. He’d expressed his feelings, and she’d brushed him off like the crusted dung on her jeans.

But if love didn’t last forever, she needed to cut her ties now.

A strange pull on her soul urged her to turn around as if she were leaving her first love for the last time. But wasn’t she doing just that? Aaron. The ranch. The future they’d planned. She peered into the night sky behind her in time to see a falling star streak across the sky, burn out, and disappear. And she couldn’t stop herself from casting a wish into the deep well after it. A second after she made it though, the vanity of her childish act sank in. No matter how hard she wished it so, no matter how much she wanted to spend her life in Aaron’s arms, love would never last forever.

And they were just dumb kids to think it would.

They found their horses not far off, strands of long grass between their teeth. Back in the saddle, she gave Shady a good pat and turned him toward the house. Aaron rode in stoic silence beside her, his eyes straight forward, a tired hunch to his shoulders.

She took another look across the plain, committing to memory the home she loved while, like a closing curtain, darkness engulfed the Double H. This place, her home, that wouldn’t be home much longer.​
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For Hannah Harris, coming home was not like coming home at all. There was no fanfare. No hugs and kisses. No trading stories of all that happened while she’d been gone. Only a crowd full of mourners for a man she merely thought she knew. And a multitude of people she’d left behind. There were a lot of tears today but none in her eyes. She’d cried all her tears years ago, and the deep wells had run dry.

She smoothed her long black skirt under her and took a seat on a chair covered with a green blanketlike material. Aunt Janey sat beside her, dabbing a tissue at her eyes and pulling another from the packet in her lap. When she offered the packet, Hannah waved it away.

Uncle Charlie, seated on her aunt’s other side, wrapped an arm around Aunt Janey’s shoulders and angled her to weep against his chest. When Momma passed away and Hannah became invisible to Daddy, Aunt Janey held her like that and assured her everything was going to be okay.

But nothing had been okay. And eight years later, it still wasn’t.

An older man started singing “Amazing Grace,” and the crowd silenced except for a chorus of annoying sniffles and Janey’s soft weeping. Janey’d lost her brother and business partner in one day. But with her and Charlie running the ranch, it’d be in good hands.

After the hymn, Pastor Benson, the man who’d been Hannah’s preacher until she left home, stepped up alongside the barnwood casket, a worn black Bible in hand. “All right, everyone. Gather around, and we’ll try to get this done before that pretty April sky opens and drenches us all.”

Yes. Let’s. The sooner she could get out of there the better.

Everyone pressed in, and Hannah squeezed her elbows closer to her sides. The pressure of everyone’s thoughts disturbed her comfort zone. They were all looking at her. And she didn’t need to be a psychic to read their thoughts. Pity. Curiosity. Questions.

Judgment.

The wayward daughter coming home to the funeral of a father who didn’t love her anymore.

The green turf carpet beneath her boots was more of a welcome sight than the glares of the people she’d left behind. And if the preacher would hurry, she’d work on getting out of their line of sight for good.

But their thoughts weren’t the ones she feared. Only one person’s thoughts made her cringe.

As Pastor droned on, she kept her gaze on her folded hands. She didn’t need to laugh with these people or share in their stories. She needed to leave them far behind. Not because she hated them. God knew that wasn’t true. But their connection had broken, and nothing remained to hold them together.

“Amen.”

Hannah jolted. She hadn’t realized they were praying. Maybe no one noticed she hadn’t joined them. Thunder rolled, and in the collective pause, everyone looked to the sky.

Those seated stood as one, and people came from all directions to offer handshakes and hugs. Uncle Charlie stayed at her aunt’s side, but her cousins, Ryder, Lane, and Trace exited the tent. Hannah pasted on a smile and shook hands, breathing back the pounding of her heart and focusing on the people in front of her. If her attention strayed, she might meet the eyes of the man she hoped to see but not to be seen by. His family’s ranch shared miles of fence with hers. He was there. Had to be.

And she needed not to be.

Just in case he was the next handshake.

He wasn’t. But someone almost as scary was. Nothing made her feel more guilty than meeting Aaron’s eyes in his father’s face.

Mr. Dean held his Silverbelly hat to his chest, his other hand planted in the pocket of his khakis, Mrs. Dean standing beside him. The man always looked stern, so he was hard to gauge. But she’d broken their son’s heart. There was bound to be some ill feelings.

And they’d be right to have them.

“Mr. and Mrs. Dean.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Dean? You know better than that.” Mrs. Dean grabbed her up in a hug. “We’ve been on a first-name basis since you were in diapers. I’m so sorry for your loss, sweetheart. Your daddy was an awfully good man.”

“He was a good friend.” Mr. Dean nodded, his lips pursed.

What were they saying? And nicely. “Thank you. I appreciate you coming today.”

Mrs. Dean stepped out of their embrace and adjusted her purse strap. “Don’t be such a stranger. You’re missed around here.”

Mr. Dean winked as he and his wife moved outside the tent and joined a group who were all smiles and laughter.

Hannah exhaled her relief. Not so bad. She might make it out of this day alive.

“Hannah?”

She jerked around at the familiar voice.

“Hey, girl. Do you remember me?” The girl’s hopeful smile flooded Hannah’s heart. The tears on the edge of her eyes broke it.

“Mattie.” Her whispery voice and a strange longing surprised her.

But not as much as her best friend embracing her. Wasn’t she mad Hannah skipped town without even a see you later? A desire to hug her back had seconds to culminate before Mattie stepped away. It was the first emotion through Hannah’s heart since Aunt Janey called with the news. And a wee bit unsettling.

“I can’t believe you’re here. I mean, I can believe you’d come to your dad’s... Well, it’s really good to see you. I’m sorry about your dad.”

Hannah recovered. “Thank you.”

“How long you in town for?”

“A few days. I’m staying with Aunt Janey.”

“Not your house?”

“It’s not my house anymore.” Saying the words solidified the situation and hardened the rock core of her insides. The Double H Ranch hadn’t been her home in a long time. Now, it never would be.

“Oh. Well, come see me before you leave. It would be fun to catch up. I’m always at the restaurant. The pizza place on the west side of Kihekah Avenue.” Mattie kept wringing her hands. Why was she nervous?

No ring. “You aren’t married?” What? Why blurt that out?

“Uh—no.” Her smile faltered.

“Neither am I.”

Mattie’s mouth regained its smile. “Good. No one to make mad if we stay up talking long into the night.”

Stay up talking? Did she not know it’d been eight years? “I’ll come see you before I leave.”

Mattie smiled wide, bent to take a small sunflower from one of the many floral arrangements lining the casket, and backed away. She walked between the gravestones to a narrow gravel road that transected the cemetery, looking back as she left. Catch up? When Hannah met with Mattie, would she get an earful or her best friend back? Both?

The one she deserved. The other, not so much.

A handsome man in jeans, a blazer, and a new cowboy hat met Mattie at the road. When Hannah focused on him, her breath caught, and her heart jolted.

He hadn’t changed much. If anything, the years had treated him well. Still tall. Still lanky. Still took her breath away. Still made her belly sour when she thought of how she’d left him.

And he didn’t so much as look her way. She wouldn’t get the same warm reception from him. Deservedly so.

“Well, little Hannah Harris.”

Oh, great. She pivoted around, holding out her hand. “Pastor Benson. Thank you so much for a lovely service.” A little longer, and she’d have a hot bath and time to process. “And Mrs. Benson.”

“What’s this?” The woman glared at her outstretched hand, then took it, and pulled her into a hug. When she released her, her hands didn’t leave Hannah’s shoulders. “You’ve only grown more beautiful.”

The couple had been old when she attended church with her parents. Now, his hair was thinner and grayer, and hers was cropped short and dyed a yellowy blond. But they still had the kind faces she remembered as a girl first forming her faith.

The faith she’d also left behind.

Pastor Benson gripped her shoulder as Mrs. Benson excused herself. “I’m sorry we’re meeting again under such circumstances. Hank was a good man. His death was unexpected. So young. He’s going to be missed around here.”

“Right. I mean, yes of course. He was.” Had been.

“It’s good to see you. I hope you’ve found a good congregation to be your family. Wherever it is you are these days.”

“Oh.” She waved a hand. “Sure thing.”

He smiled and nodded, but his preacher eyes said he knew. He crossed his arms over his protruding belly, his Bible tucked in. “How long you in town for?”

“I have to get back to work, so just a few days.”

“Wonderful. May I expect you in church tomorrow morning, then?”

Well played. He hadn’t changed his passive-aggressive preacher ways. “Yes. Absolutely.” And she was falling for it.

What was she doing? Getting together with her ex-best friend and agreeing to go to church? What would be next? Maybe she’d skip town tonight before she found out.

And leave Aunt Janey to clean her things out of Daddy’s house? Hannah cringed at her skipping-town habits. She’d hurt people, but it couldn’t have been avoided. She’d stay the few days to be there for Aunt Janey, the only person she’d kept in contact with. If a handful of short phone calls counted as keeping in contact. She’d attend church. Sit in the back for a quicker escape. “It’s good to see you, Pastor Benson.”

“It’s good to see you too, dear.”

All these people saying nice things about Daddy grated. He’d been her daddy up until Momma’s death. Then he was more like living with a ghost. Where was Aunt Janey? It was so time to go.

“And, Hannah?” A serious expression replaced Pastor Benson’s smile. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

She’d known where to find everyone and hadn’t sought them out. That wasn’t about to change now.

Except for Mattie. Maybe she owed her that visit.

“Thank you, Pastor Benson.”

He winked and moved on, leaving her alone under the funeral tent. Next to the casket complete with horseshoe trim, perched above the gaping hole that would encase the man who used to love her. Before Momma died and took all the love in the house with her.

But one other man had loved her.

She peered out of the corner of her eye where Mattie still stood with Aaron Dean, Hannah’s high school sweetheart. The only one she’d ever had eyes for. The only one her heart desired. Even after all this time.

She’d known them both since pre-K. And ripped both their hearts out on the same day.

Aaron’s brother, Eli, joined them. He’d been sixteen when she left, but it was undeniably him. He held a little girl who couldn’t be more than two. Her frilly pink dress with even pinker cowgirl boots urged Hannah’s lips to twitch into a smile.

The girl stretched her arms toward Aaron and fell into his embrace when he took her, laying her sweet head on his shoulder. He kissed her dark curls and rubbed her back. He had a kid? Mattie touched his arm with a familiarity that stole Hannah’s breath. She looked to be giving him what for. Were they together? Mattie said she wasn’t married. Dating?

Was this why Mattie wanted to talk? Being replaced wasn’t a surprise. Hannah wasn’t anything special. But her best friend? Was the child theirs?

She couldn’t deny the stabbing pain in her heart. But she couldn’t deny that she deserved it either.

Oh. Too many emotions cycloned in her gut for one day. She turned her attention back to the casket and touched the rough wood. She needed to leave.

Goodbyes were said years ago. Not face-to-face. That opportunity was gone. But shouldn’t she say something?

“Bye, Daddy.” She exited the tent before further unwelcome emotions joined her twisted innards.

She rounded the tent pole, and the gravestone he’d share with Momma met her, their names engraved side by side. The stone was cold under her hand in the absence of the sun. How had the world become such a lonely place?

Nothing could remedy that now, except getting back to the life she’d built in Oklahoma City.

“It’s been hell, Momma,” she whispered. “Pure hell.” She glanced at Daddy’s side, and her heart mimicked the cold hard stone. “Maybe Daddy can tell you all about it.”

She straightened and surveyed the gray clouds over Pawhuska City Cemetery. By some miracle, the sky had held back its promise of rain. Still, the humid smell of it hung heavy in the air. A cool spring breeze blew her hair from her shoulder. With her eyes closed, she breathed it in deep. Nowhere was the air as clean. Nowhere else could calm her like Osage County. But would the memories ever not cause pain?

A lone raindrop splattered onto the polished stone.

She cringed at a throat clearing. Then the voice spoke her name and very near stopped her heart. She swallowed the instant lump and forced her boots to carry her around to face him. By no surprise, he bore the expression of a man who couldn’t decide whether to be happy or angry.

Words tossed around in her brain, but none came to her lips. Her lungs worked hard to keep her breaths steady.

He held his hat against his abs, and if she had to guess, his other thumb would be lodged behind his buckle. His eyes expressed something akin to hope. “I just wanted to tell you... I’m sorry about your dad.”

“I... lost him a long time ago.”

“Well, regardless of what you think, he was a good man. He missed you.”

An unexpected blaze kindled in the deep place she kept hidden. “And you’re still standing up for him.”

His gaze fastened on her, and the Aaron she once knew stared back. “I’m not standing behind what he did, Hannah. He was hurting—”

“I was hurting. Was anyone worried about me?”

“I was worried about you. I was there for you every day.”

She blinked away to escape his desperate glare. “We were just kids. It wouldn’t have lasted. You wouldn’t have wanted me for long.”

“I was ready to give you forever.”

“Nothing lasts forever, Aaron.”

She clamped her jaw shut as their gazes locked. While she stared into that universe of blue with its swirling hues of pain and witnessed the loss of the last bit of hope they held, the terrible longing for home and love grew in that deep place. And her love for Aaron broke through the gate she’d shut and locked. But it didn’t matter anymore.

A few raindrops spotted her shirt. “I have to go.”

He looked as though he had something else to say. Instead, he placed his hat on his head and spun away.

“Aaron?”

His boots shuffled to a stop next to another grave marker, and his back became rigid. He turned sideways but didn’t look at her.

So many things she wanted to say prodded her tongue. But it was too late. So she said the polite words people say at funerals. “Thank you for coming today. Daddy always liked you.”

He set his gaze on the overcast sky, sprinkles of rain like tears around him. Then he tipped his hat and strode away, taking her heart with him.

He crossed the gravel road and met Mattie a few grave rows back at a short cross-shaped gravestone.

Hannah’s attention jerked to Aunt Janey when she touched her arm. Memories of nights on the knoll blinked away but not without leaving a dab of moisture inside the rim of her eyes.

“I hope that was a nice conversation.”

Mattie held the sunflower to her chest and swiped a tear from her eye. Who had she lost? Aaron slid an arm around her shoulders. Mattie leaned into him, laying her head on his chest. Maybe Hannah should ask Aunt Janey what was up between her ex-best friend and her ex-boyfriend. Too many exes. Maybe don’t disturb the dirt. “It was a conversation.”

“Are you ready to go?”

“Do you mind if I take a second?”

“Well, don’t take too long. Some real rain is coming.” Aunt Janey sniffled and took Uncle Charlie’s arm, allowing him to guide her toward the truck. Up ahead, Hannah’s three cousins loaded into a single-cab pickup and drove off.

Alone at the grave, she faced her parents’ gravestone. Yeah. The rain was coming. But for her, it’d been falling for nearly a decade. Bigger drops fell, churning the freshly turned dirt piled beyond the gravestone.

Daddy’s words of wisdom from her preteen days when Grandpa Harris died resurfaced. “They say to touch the earth is to touch the soul of everyone who came before you.”

That was ridiculous, of course. Dirt’s just dirt. It covered the dead. It was to be trodden on, smashed down, and ground to dust.

Just like a girl’s heart.

Only a fool would believe touching dirt could be some spiritual experience, reconnecting a person to the past. Life didn’t work that way.

Not then, not today.

Not forever.
​
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Another roll of thunder cut through the sky. Aaron wanted to grumble right along with it. No surprise she was there. It was Hank’s funeral after all. But he’d half expected her not to show up.

For selfish reasons wished she wouldn’t have.

And for selfish reasons wished she would.

Mattie raised her head from his chest and squatted to lay the sunflower on her daughter’s grave. His gaze followed the path of the scattered raindrops up to the darkening clouds. God, please let the rain hold off. The lady needs a few extra minutes.

He silently cursed the coward who’d abandoned her. Left her to have his baby on her own. Left Aaron to fill in the gaps the best he could. To stand beside her through Layla’s short life. Help her plan a funeral.

Because for a short time after that—before they’d figured out there was nothing between them—he and Mattie had found consolation in each other’s arms. And now that he’d seen Hannah, a strange guilt for it crept under his skin.

Mattie’s sniffles hurt his heart. With quick wipes of a tissue, she swiped the tears away as fast as they fell. She came out here more than he thought she should, but when to let go was her decision. His job was to be by her side and help her get through, as a best friend should. It’d been almost two years, and she’d been doing pretty well lately. But the emotional twist of Hannah’s return had to be dredging up as many emotions for her as it was for him.

A knee in the green grass, he knelt beside her and ran a hand under her dark tresses to rub her back.

“I’m fine. I may be alone for the rest of my life, but I’ll be okay.” She dabbed her eyes with the used-up tissue.

He knew Mattie as much as he thought he’d known Hannah. She was hiding behind the sarcasm. “You’re not alone, Mattie. You know that.”

As he thumbed a stray tear from her cheek, her eyes focused on something—or someone more like—behind him. Then she wadded up the tissue, poked it into her purse, and turned back to the marble cross, its two dates spanning a meager sixty-three days.

That someone was a heavy presence behind him, causing all manner of things to stir deep in his gut. Though her features had matured, she was the same beautiful woman who’d left him years ago. But now her heart was hard, and she didn’t show a stitch of remorse for leaving. He’d sucked in his nonexistent gut and stood taller. Busied his hands with his hat and his buckle to keep from reaching for the ghost of his past.

And stood helpless as the skinny string of hope for her return ripped from his grasp.

When they stood, Mattie’s tears were gone. “What did she say?”

If she was trying to cover her pain with his, it wore on his aggravation enough to work. “Nothing.”

“Words were coming out of her mouth.”

“And they amounted to nothing.”

Her lips pursed, and her eyes narrowed. “Fine. I’ll drag it out of you later. But at least you talked to her. You’d have regretted it if she’d left town and you hadn’t.”

“I’m regretting because I did.” That wasn’t the truth, and he had to turn his lying eyes away from Mattie’s accusing glare. Even though they’d argued, seeing her, hearing her voice again had split open his heart where he’d sealed it off.

After Hannah had left, he’d spent a lot of evenings on the knoll watching the sunset alone. He’d kept telling himself she needed a few days and she’d be back. And she’d know where to find him. So he waited. Until it did him more harm than good.

But seeing her today, knowing he couldn’t have her, tore him apart.

His brother approached again with Gretta, her arms reaching. Some of the ice glazing Aaron’s emotions melted at her toothy grin. He took the little pink cowgirl into his arms, smoothing her dress.

Eli swiped at Aaron’s arm. “Did you talk to her? What’d she say?”

“He said she said nothing.” Mattie tilted her head and looked at him through her lashes. When was she all of a sudden on Eli’s side?

“Can I answer for myself?” Not like he’d tell them. He glared at Eli. “Nothing. Now, can we go?”

Eli rolled his eyes and threw up his hands. Always trying to be the older brother even though he wasn’t. Mattie touched Aaron’s arm—because she understood the pain he’d endured—and followed Eli to the truck.

Aaron needed to go with them, needed to get away from this place. But his boots wouldn’t move forward until he looked behind him one last time. The draw back to those nights on the knoll, sharing future dreams and sweet kisses, was too strong. Was his heart ready for the goodbye he’d never received? He swallowed down his fear and frustration and looked over his shoulder.

Hannah swept thick waves of blond hair off her shoulder and opened the back door of Charlie’s crew cab truck. Her black skirt and lacy blouse ruffled in the growing wind.

His damaged heart still wanted her. Had planned for her return. But she wasn’t here to see him. And she wouldn’t stay.

She hesitated as if she’d felt him looking at her, then caught his eye. A twitch went through his chest. Heat flared in his face and neck, but he couldn’t drag his attention away. One corner of her perfect lips curled up, and for a not-long-enough moment, it was just him and her.

Until Gretta waved and voiced her tiny bye. He smiled at the girl, but when he looked back at Hannah, she was in the truck with the door shut, the tinted windows obstructing his view.

Nothing lasted forever? Well, she was wrong about that. His love for her was eternal.

But that didn’t matter anymore. He’d have to find a way to press his feelings back down. Today was only a day. And it didn’t change a thing.

Gretta got squirmy. Time to get back to his normal life. At least he got more of a goodbye than he’d gotten last time. He jiggled Gretta. “Hey, precious. You coming home with me?”

She shoved away from Aaron, mumbling a na na na.

“Not you either, huh? Come on. Let’s catch up with your dad.” Everyone was waiting for him when he opened the back driver’s side door of Eli’s truck. He set his niece’s booted feet on the back seat, and she toddled over to her car seat and climbed in. Mattie sat on the other side, waiting to help buckle her up.

He slid his blazer off, folded it neatly, and got in, laying it over his lap. It wasn’t a hot day, and the coming rain had cooled him, but he’d sweat bullets while talking to Hannah. While taking in her beauty for the last time.

“So you’re staying quiet, I hear.” Eli’s wife twisted in her seat to peer at him.

“Yep.” Aaron cringed inside at her pity pat on his knee, but she didn’t press. It wouldn’t have done her any good anyway. He couldn’t process his feelings enough to explain them.

Eli and Nancy had their own little farmhouse, and Aaron lived in the three-bedroom bunkhouse turned one-man apartment he’d refurbished on the next section over, all within the Rafter D Ranch. Mattie was the odd man—woman—out. She lived in town. Although the four of them were close and did most everything together, this one thing he needed to keep to himself. It was none of Eli’s business, and he wouldn’t bother Mattie with it.

As they drove out of the cemetery, he kept his attention out the window while Mattie played with Gretta. Layla would’ve turned two next month, and although the high-pitched giggles and squeals came within an inch of bursting his eardrums, he didn’t say a word.

The dam finally broke, and the rain gushed down, making rivers out of the streets.

“What a sad day.” Nancy halfway glanced toward him, then faced the windshield, tightened her grip on Eli’s hand, and didn’t say another word.

But she was right. It was a sad day. A broken man had died without making amends with his daughter. And she’d shown up in time to bury him, pretended it didn’t bother her, and hadn’t shed a tear. Hannah was good at bottling her feelings. Tucking them away, pushing people out, and not looking back. And there wasn’t a thing to be done about it.

And Hank. The man he loved and hated. He’d been the reason she’d left, but he’d convinced Aaron to give Hannah time. She’d come back when she was ready. But she’d never be ready.

And his heart couldn’t take the waiting anymore.

In less than five minutes, they pulled alongside the curb in front of Mattie’s cottage-style house.

He swiped her umbrella off the floorboard before she could and, leaving his blazer on the seat, ran around to her side. When she stepped into the yard, he put an arm around her, tugging her close, and held the umbrella more over her than himself. Swinging the door shut, they made a run for her front porch.

“You don’t have to do this.”

“I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

Water scattered to the side as they splashed through the puddles on the sidewalk. They reached the porch and jogged the two steps up.

She brushed the rain off the end of her dark floral dress and stomped the wet off her boots. Then she rounded on him. “I’ll be fine. But you need to go talk to that girl.”

He snapped his mouth closed, folded the umbrella, and dropped it to the wood slats. “I did talk to her.”

“At a funeral. Go talk to her where you can get things figured out.”

His turn to roll his eyes. “There’s nothing to figure out, and I don’t have anything else to say.”

“I’m sure you could think of something. God brought her back, Aaron. Make her stay.”

“If she wouldn’t listen to me before she left, she sure ain’t gonna listen to me now.”

She laid a hand on his chest, reminding him of the days they’d spent as a couple. “People change.”

“Right. And I’ve changed into a person who doesn’t need her.”

Both of her hands went to her hips. “Now, Aaron Dean, I know that’s not true.”

Yeah. He knew it too.

“You forget who had to hear it all after she left. Who felt it all right alongside you. Who still sees it in your eyes. Who knows why you refurbished the old bunkhouse.” She shook her head. “Don’t make it a sadder day than it already is.”

How many times over the years had he mulled over the things he wanted to say to Hannah? Some of them not nice. He wanted to yell at her. Shake some sense into her.

Hold her.

Tears pooled in Mattie’s eyes. “It really was good to see her today. I’ve missed her.” She sniffed and focused behind him as the barrage of rain pummeled the porch’s roof. Her life had gone more wrong than his.

He folded her into his embrace. She’d needed Hannah. More than she’d needed him. And Hannah hadn’t been there. Had no idea her best friend had lost a child. “She made her decision.”

Mattie wrenched out of his arms and shot him with a look hot enough to evaporate her tears. “Well, unmake it.” She rose to her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. In a flash, she was through the door and gone.

He only got half a breath out before the door opened again.

“She’s coming by the restaurant soon. I’ll text you when she gets there, and you can just conveniently show up.”

“Like that’s not going to be ob—”

The door slammed.

Why did the women in his life have to make all the decisions? Could he talk to Hannah again? A vise gripped his chest. All the things he’d rehearsed weren’t adequate anymore.

He ran back to the truck, the rain soaking through his shirt. He climbed in to find Gretta asleep and Eli and Nancy looking at him.

“Don’t ask.”

They looked at each other. Nancy raised her brows and faced forward. Eli shifted into drive and moved on down the road.

All of Aaron’s preparations for what might happen today had been for naught. There hadn’t been a way to prepare his eyes to see her, his mouth to speak to her, his ears to hear her.

Nor his heart to walk away from her.

But no matter the hope that everyone else seemed to have. This was it.

Today was the end.
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​Chapter Three
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Hannah rode in silence back to Charlie and Janey’s half of the Double H Ranch. Well, all of it belonged to them now, so there was no half hers, half his. And certainly no half Hannah’s. Never in her life had she thought it would all end this way.

The rain ran in sheets down the truck window and made a mess of the county roads. Her aunt and uncle’s hushed whispering only brushed the edge of her thoughts. The thoughts rooted in Aaron.

He looked good. Real good. Better than she remembered. At least on the outside. If she hadn’t broken his heart when she left, she had today.

But the way he held Mattie. And that cute little girl.

She reined in those thoughts before her wild imagination took off and the hurt had time to settle in.

When they arrived at the ranch-style home, Janey headed straight to the kitchen. “Well, Hank couldn’t have picked a worse month to leave us. April, right before the spring dragging. Thank God we have Ryder and Lane. I don’t know what we’ll do this fall when Trace leaves us for college.”

Hannah wasn’t interested in the ranch small talk that didn’t concern her anymore. Hired hands were easy enough to find. Good ones were a different story.

But the spring dragging had been her favorite time of year when the Double H and the Rafter D combined forces to process the new babies on the range. The task took all hands and the cook. It would start this week. And she’d miss it again.

Janey dug in the fridge and set out aluminum casserole dishes and pie plates. “Would you like some lunch? The ladies from church have been bringing over food for the last few days. Sure is helpful, but now it’s too much.”

Her mind absent from the conversation, Hannah went to the familiar cabinets for plates and drawers for silverware. That hot bath she so desired didn’t seem to be in her near future. But lunch with the family who hated her? Great.

“And that poor Aaron Dean.”

In an involuntary motion, her ears pricked, and she dropped a fork. The silver clattered across the tile floor. “Oh, sorry.”

“It’s all right. Throw it in the sink and grab another.”

Poor Aaron Dean? Hannah didn’t need Janey’s reprimand for leaving him, but was there a different meaning in her words? Her aunt set to putting food in the oven to warm, not offering an explanation. Now was not the time for her to stop her chatter. Could Hannah sound interested in the why and not interested in the who?

A tight grip on the rest of the silverware, she busied herself setting the table and kept her voice even. “So... why poor Aaron?”

“Oh. Well, not only is he working for his dad, but the man’s been helping out here since that Martin boy quit. And since Hank died, he’s really stepped up.”

Working on two ranches? Did he need the money to support his child? She clinked a plate on a wooden chairback.

“You okay, hon?”

“Sure. Just a little fumble-fingered, I guess.”

“Well, today’s the day for that.” Janey closed the oven door and laid a hip against it. Her sigh came from the all-too-familiar deep soulful place. “We should’ve known something was up. Hank had been so tired the last few weeks.”

Maybe Janey needed the hot bath.

“It shouldn’t have been such a great surprise. Your grandpa wasn’t much older when he died.” She pushed off, retrieved glasses from the cabinet next to the sink, and began filling them with ice and tea.

Grandpa Harris worked on the ranch every day. It wasn’t a job. It was a life. The ranch was the blood flowing through his veins. Or did he flow through it? She’d been eleven when he passed. The ambulance had been at the house when she’d come home from school, red and blue lights flashing. But when it left, the lights were still and dark.

“Hannah, honey?”

She jerked her attention from the vast expanse out the kitchen window.

Her aunt’s tight expression twisted in a mixture of worry, sadness, and pity. And that tinge of anger would never go away. “We need to talk.”

Why did Hannah’s very core cringe?

The boys lumbered into the kitchen followed by Uncle Charlie. They’d changed out of their Sunday best into the more comfortable work clothes they’d need for the afternoon. She refrained from looking them in the eye and distributed the tea glasses Janey handed her over the counter separating the kitchen and dining area.

Janey mouthed a “later” as she rounded the cabinet with the last two glasses on her way to the table.

That longing for love and home sat next to Hannah while she ate lunch alongside the family she’d grown up with. Charlie and Janey hadn’t changed much, more creases around the eyes. But the boys were different. Especially Trace who’d only been nine when she left. He probably didn’t look up to her anymore, even though he kept smiling in her direction.

“So how long you staying?” Ryder had been hunched over his plate, not joining in much of the conversation. He didn’t look at her, just shoved another bite into his mouth. They were the first words he’d spoken to her since she rolled into town this morning. The closest in age, they’d graduated together. Leaving him behind—leaving them all behind—had been like leaving brothers. But especially Ryder.

“I have to be back at work on Tuesday.”

His angry gaze was hard to meet. “You don’t deserve this ranch.”

“That’s enough, son.” Charlie gave Ryder a firm glare.

Ryder’s fork clattered to his plate. He sat back in his chair and tossed his cloth napkin up alongside it. The other boys poised on the edge of their seats like they were waiting for the unbroke gelding to buck them to the moon. Her bite of some kind of tuna casserole went down hard.

Even though true, his words cut to the quick. Perhaps he hadn’t been told. “I’m not getting it. Your mom is.”

Uncle Charlie wiped his mouth while he cleared his throat and gave Aunt Janey a look over his glasses.

Ryder’s brow scrunched, and he glanced at his mom and back to her. “What do you mean?”

“Okay.” Aunt Janey stood. “Boys, take your plates to the sink and get on with your chores. Hannah and I will put all of this away.”

“You heard your mother. Everyone up.” Charlie backhanded Ryder on the arm and furrowed his brow at his eldest son. A warning to mind his manners.

Ryder didn’t give her another look as boots scuffled, chairs were scooted in, and Charlie and the boys filtered out. She and Janey began lugging funeral food back to the kitchen, the dishes somehow heavier than before the meal.

“Hey, Hannah.” Trace popped his head around the kitchen entrance and shrugged a shoulder. “If it counts for anything, I’m glad you’re here.”

It was the first time she’d been genuine with her smile all day. “It counts.”

His smile hadn’t changed. It still swelled her
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