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  Dedication




To my children.

Don’t ever let someone tell you you’re too much. They need to be bigger. You never need to be smaller.

I love you.
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  Introduction



Dear reader,
A Penny For Your Thoughts is book one in the Bull Creek series. It takes place after The Fallout Duet. While it's not necessary to read the duet first, there will be spoilers if you start here. 
As you step into Leah and Nick’s story, know that every step of the way they have chosen their own path. My intention was never to pair them up; it was a decision they made when I was drafting When Sparks Fly. I remember the exact moment, because I had to reconfigure the entire Bull Creek series afterward. Not only that, but in drafting A Penny For Your Thoughts, a singular comment was made that changed the series from three to four books. 
I share all of this because they are so much more than “just” a romance story. I hope you love them, embrace them, laugh with them, and cry with them as much as I have. Leah and Nick are an exceptional couple.
This book is intended for readers 18+. It features an open door romance with explicit, on-page descriptions of sexual situations. For those who wish to prepare for what lies ahead, content notices are available in the next section. This includes reference to some current events, specifically a natural disaster.
Welcome (back) to Bull Creek!






  
  Content Notices


A Penny For Your Thoughts  is a contemporary, open door romance, featuring on page sexual situations. All intimacy is consensual, including some kink exploration. The following can be found within:
	edging

	pressure play

	temperature play

	light restraint

	adult toy usage




Further, A Penny For Your Thoughts includes some heavy themes. The following topics are discussed and/or depicted:
	alcoholism

	substance abuse

	child neglect (a child is injured as the result of neglect)

	foster care




Special Note


In July, 2025, Texas experienced devastating flooding. My family, though safe, was impacted far greater than we could have imagined. Friends and family, and the community as a whole, experienced immense loss during this time. 
Although Bull Creek is fictional, it's deeply rooted and inspired by my experiences and connections to the Texas Hill Country. Because of Nick's career, and the timing and location of this story, there is no way the characters would have not been impacted or attempted to help. Therefore, a scene late in the book mentions this event. It does not go into great detail, however as it's both fresh and deeply emotional I feel it's necessary to share for those who may wish to skip. If so, you may omit chapter 48, scene two. Scene three includes a passing comment at the start.
I've included organizations where donations can be made, in a section at the back of this book, for those who may want to support continued and future relief efforts.
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  Chapter 1

Leah


The bed creaks as I attempt to stealthily roll over and shift to sitting. 
“Where’re you going?” Trevor’s half-panicked voice comes from behind me.
I cringe, glad he can’t see me in the darkened room. “I’m getting dressed.”
My flavor du jour seemed promising on the front end but ended up lacking all of the flavor. I even let him bring a female friend along, because I’m an equal opportunity kind of gal, but she was clearly around for the big D just as much as I was. We had zero chemistry. And he had zero skills. The entire event fell flat.
“You don’t have to go right now.” He sits up, the woman slipping off his arm on the other side of the bed and groaning into his pillow.
It really is a shame it didn’t go well, because he looks like every girl’s wet dream. A firefighter cadet with cropped dark hair, hazel eyes, and shapely muscles. Dude is definitely one to catch feelings, though. The faster I get out of here, the better.
“I told you, I don’t do sleepovers.” I pull on my lace-up boots, shoving the loose strings inside, and stand, yanking my leather skirt up to my hips. His energy escalates palpably, and I anticipate him jumping out of the bed after me. “See you around,” I say over my shoulder, swiping my shirt and bra from a nearby chair and dressing as I step into the hallway of his shared house.
I never bring anyone back to my place. I’ve seen enough documentaries to know what can happen to women living on their own. Not to mention, I don’t need anyone who thinks they want a one-night stand—but ends up wanting more—showing up unannounced. And that’s why I hardly date anyone in Bull Creek, opting more frequently for partners from the city. Even if I don’t bring people home, I’m not hard to find in our small town.
These nights are getting old, though. Or my standards are getting higher. I don’t need emotion, just someone who understands a woman’s body. And maybe is a little rough around the edges.


      [image: image-placeholder]The bell jingles as the door to Sadie’s is opened, causing my skin to crawl and my teeth to clench. It’s like a Pavlovian effect caused by a recent need for freedom from the Western store where I work. This time, Mr. Porter walks through.
“Mornin’ Mr. Porter.” My voice is unnaturally chirpy.
The funny thing is, I like people. The not-so-funny thing is that everyone who works in customer service believes the opposite. It’s like the people on the other side of the counter forget we’re human, too. More than that, though, I’m ready for a change. I always thought I’d leave town, then never did. Now, every time that bell chimes, I feel even more closed in.
“Howdy, Leah.” Mr. Porter tips his hat at me, his swollen knuckles and thick, wrinkled skin keeping his hand from reopening fully. I reach for the second shelf on the back side of the counter, knowing what he’s after before he says, “Should have a package here.”
The glass countertop rattles in the loose fitting when I set the box down and open the lid in his direction. Inside is the custom belt he ordered last week. Not black or brown, but our house burnt orange.
“You have an eye for design. It’s beautiful,” he praises, gliding his crooked pointer along the hand-stitched thread.
With one hand, I twist all of my dark brown hair together and pull it over my shoulder. Wearing it loose is my signature style, but it has a tendency to add to my anxiety when I’m on edge, like a built-in noose tightening around my neck.
“It turned out very nice.” His gaze catches on the leather initials. “Thank you, darlin’.” He taps on the glass to signal his approval and I replace the top, handing the box over.
“Of course. Let me know when you’re ready for the next one.” I force a painfully pleasant smile. It’s not that I dislike him, and chances are he’s none the wiser to my internal struggle.
I’m just feeling stagnant. I’m ready to reap the fruits of my labor, to let my creative juices flow. Even though I helped Mr. Porter with his design plan, the store benefited from it. When I was an associate, I received commission for these types of transactions, but as an assistant manager, I don’t get the same perk. Ironically, most customers look for me when they’re ready to design anyway. It’s always been a passion of mine.
Mr. Porter tips his hat again and heads out. The bell dings, and I shudder.
I’ve worked in this store for eight years. Never anywhere else. At sixteen, Bull Creek’s main Western store, named for its owner, seemed like the perfect place to earn cash while embracing my love of fashion. Promotions came easily, the employee discount was reasonable, and the hours weren’t the worst. So, I stuck around.
Until two years ago when I was promoted to assistant manager. That was my plateau. And nothing’s changed since.
Ding.
I force another smile as someone makes their way back to the main counter from the front door. It’s a simple setup, with the large, rectangular counter just short of the halfway point through the store. There’s a smaller register at the very back of the store, close to our endless boot selection, but it hardly ever gets used.
The whole place smells like fresh leather. Kind of ironic that it used to be a welcome scent, like coming home; now it teases at giving me a headache.
When ice-blonde hair peeks through two racks of women’s clothes, I release a breath and my tensed shoulders. My greeting comes out on a sighed, “Hi.”
Izzy beams at me, her perfect teeth singing, “Well, hello to you.” She scans the area. “Quiet today.”
Somehow her powder-blue scrubs look crisp, even though they’re covered in a day’s worth of teeth cleaning. Fucking gross.
“Yeah.” My voice lacks enthusiasm. There’s so much I want to share about how I’m feeling, but I don’t want us to get interrupted, so I leave it. “What are you doing here?”
A visit at work from either of my two best friends is always a treat. Izzy’s schedule isn’t especially flexible, given that dental hygienists work typical business hours. And Maci gets pulled in all directions between building up her photography business, learning the ropes at her fiancé’s ranch, and prepping her late grandmother’s home to become a bed and breakfast. I expected to see more of Maci now that she’s living in town again, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.
Izzy taps her fingers on the glass countertop, more of a thrumming thanks to her short, nude nails. “Well, it’s Friday. We haven’t had a night out in a while, and I need one after the week I’ve had.”
I scoff. “When have I ever said no to a night out? All you had to do was send a text.”
“Yes, but then I wouldn’t get to experience your sunny disposition.” Izzy flutters her eyelashes at me.
I’m not known for being the perky one of the three of us. Izzy is analytical, Maci is feisty, and I’m the free spirit. Wild, off-the-wall, foul-mouthed, yes. Happy-go-lucky? Not so much.
But maybe I’m a little more sour than usual.
“Well count me in.” I blow an air kiss across the counter. “And make sure Maci is there.”
“Yes ma’am.” Izzy salutes me with a smirk. As she turns back toward the door, she gestures to my necklace. “By the way, I’m really feeling this piece. Yours?”
The fact that people identify my handcrafted jewelry as having its own characteristic style, even if it’s just my best friends, means that my news tonight will be that much easier. “Yes. My newest.”
“Love it. I want to be as cool as you when I grow up.” She blows an air kiss my way. “See you later.”
“Love you.”
Izzy has an amazing knack for knowing what I need to hear. She’s like the mother hen of the group in that way. Playful and vibrant, but still provides the perfect amount of support or ass-kicking that’s needed. I almost ask if she has a sixth sense that told her to come by today.
Getting together with my best friends tonight is perfect timing.






  
  Chapter 2

Nick


“Good afternoon, y’all.” My voice startles the two men loading the back of a pickup. “State Game Warden. How are ya?” 
The afternoon is crisp and overcast as I approach the open tailgate and the men, who are likely armed if the dead deer in the bed of the truck is any indication. They mumble greetings at me, and one shifts on his feet.
I was born and raised in Texas, not far from here. To some extent, that provides me with a southern accent many would automatically expect. Laying that on a little thicker when I’m in the field makes people more comfortable. The “good ole boy” isn’t nearly as intimidating to most—presumed slow or stupid—and I like to think it’s not too far off from my natural ability to relate to people.
Since it’s never my goal to get one over on anyone, I’m happy to do what I can to facilitate calm conversations. It goes better for everyone involved. Unless I get the impression someone is being openly deceitful or my safety is at an elevated risk.
“Shoo, that’s a nice one,” I praise, assessing the antlers on the deer. The eight-point buck looks the appropriate size and age, but the man to my right still dances uncomfortably on his feet. I smile casually. “You guys have your huntin’ licenses on you?”
The man to my left produces a license momentarily, while his companion shakes his head. “Who shot this buck?” I look between them.
“I did.” The hunter without a license leans his forearms against the side panel of the truck, raising his pointer to indicate himself when he answers. He readjusts his hat, wiping at his brow.
As a law enforcement officer, my safety is always at risk. Nine times out of ten, I’m dealing with people who are armed—legally or illegally. So I take my ability to read people and judge situations very seriously.
It’s not uncommon for people to play dumb, but it is uncommon if they are dumb, especially when it comes to the law. As nervous as he is, the man is being honest, so I’m hopeful that’ll continue.
“Something tells me you know what I’m about to say,” I say with a sad smile. The hunter hangs his head. After a quick conversation, I give them the good and the bad. “I’m only going to write a warning today, but I have to seize your deer, since it was killed illegally.”
“Damn.” The licensed hunter shakes his head. He kicks at the ground with the toe of his boot, studying it like it’ll have better answers.
“Yeah. I bet you’ll be more diligent about who you go hunting with in the future,” I tell him with limited sympathy. After all I’ve seen, I’d find it hard to believe that he wasn’t aware his friend was hunting illegally. “Give me a minute and I’ll get you squared away.”
After I’ve processed the warning and moved the deer into my truck bed, I dole out my usual reminder about hunting safely and hop into my department truck. While the men make quick work of loading up and heading out, I call a local homeless shelter to see if someone is available to receive the donated kill. The hunters might not be able to keep the illegally obtained meat, but that doesn’t mean it has to go to waste.
Before heading over, I check my personal phone to find a text from my best friend.
Sutton:

The Spur tonight?


Nights at The Spur, Bull Creek’s country bar and dance hall, aren’t all that unusual. Though, it’s not his favorite place to be. He’d rather host bonfires at his family’s ranch.
In fact, we haven’t been to The Spur since his fiancée, Maci, came into the picture last fall. They got caught up in her recovery and legal shit after a stalker situation. I’m glad it all worked out, though, because I’m pretty fond of the feisty brunette. And having her friends around adds a nice layer to our group dynamics.
Me: 

Count me in.




      [image: image-placeholder]As the only game warden in my county, I spend most of my time working alone. I have a small office just outside of Bull Creek, but the phone line forwards directly to a cell phone, since I’m in the field frequently.
I’m finishing up paperwork after dropping off the poached deer when my work phone rings. “Game Warden Foster.”
“Hi! This is AJ at the Bull Creek Chamber of Commerce,” the woman on the other end says. “Payton’s assistant.” I wonder if Payton told her to say that or if she does it on her own.
“How can I help, AJ?” I switch to speakerphone and set the phone on the desk, trying to kill two birds with one stone.
“The chamber is putting together our second annual bachelor auction for charity. We’re looking for a few bachelors to volunteer.”
My fingers hover over the keyboard. “Volunteer. To be auctioned.”
“Yes,” she says confidently.
“When is this?” The question is a stalling tactic, because honestly, I can’t think of anything I’d like to do less.
“In February. The week before Valentine’s.”
“I see.”
Maci joked once that hanging out with Sutton and me was like being with celebrities—people from town chat with us a lot. They always ask me questions about hunting, or in Sutton’s case, cattle. I do lots of demonstrations and trainings for work, but truthfully, I am not a fan of being the center of attention. And being auctioned off feels exactly like that.
“Can we count on you, Warden?” AJ prompts when I don’t respond right away.
“Can I check my calendar and get back to you?”
“Of course,” she says professionally. Then, with a bit of small-town pointedness, she adds, “It’s for a children’s cancer research fund.”
Well, that’d be shitty to ignore. “Count me in.”
“Perfect. You can expect a call with details soon.”
“You got it. Have a nice day.” I’m not sure I’m going to like what I’ve been wrangled into.






  
  Chapter 3 

Leah


There are two bars in town. The Spur, which is good for dancing, and The Wild Turkey, which is good for getting shit-faced alone in the dark. I’m a twenty-five-year-old woman who likes to drink, but I do it to have fun socially, so the latter isn’t a place I frequent. 
With any luck, I can solve my sex problem tonight. Or rather, lack-of-sex problem. It’s been too long since I’ve been satisfied by more than my hand and a battery-operated friend. My last few trips to the city haven’t gone to plan, and Bull Creek only has so many options, so the pickings are getting slim. Just because I like a good romp, doesn’t mean nothing else matters. I still have standards.
I’m beginning to think it’s Maci’s fault. Ever since she came into town, I’ve been in a dry spell. Meeting Colt and Pete at The Spur did not work out in our favor. Not only did I not come out on top—or bottom—that night, but Colt started stalking Maci and shit went south quick.
I’ll just have to make sure no biker bullshit gets in the way tonight.
With minutes to spare before I need to leave for The Spur, I choose the tightest tank and shortest skirt I own. The black cashmere top brushes against my skin like a warm caress. I pick a leather skirt that’s tight as fuck, not too different from the one I wore when I met the firefighter cadet. He didn’t deserve that outfit.
I feel like a million bucks, finishing off the look with my Western boots and black cowboy hat.
Smokey, my ragdoll cat, sits atop my dresser, swishing his tail at me. He stares me down, judging me with his pale-blue eyes. I scratch his head the way he likes. “Don’t wait up.”
His tail swishes again as I slip on one of my custom gold necklaces.
Despite the limited affection I bestowed on him, my black top is speckled with his white and gray fur. I quickly roll a lint brush over my torso before heading out and locking up.


      [image: image-placeholder]The bar is packed. Maybe it’s the gorgeous January weather, maybe it’s just coincidence, but it feels like there are more people out than usual. The bouncer waves me in without checking my ID. “Hey Carlos,” I greet happily.
“You good, Leah?” His massive arms are crossed over his chest, partially covering The Spur’s logo on his black tee.
“Yep,” I reply, wiggling my fingers in a wave as I dash in.
I’m the last of our group to arrive, and I find the girls, Sutton, and his friend, Nick, at a table near the dance floor.
I didn’t even think about Sutton or Nick when Izzy came by, but Maci and Sutton are basically a package deal at this point. And there’s no reason for Sutton not to tell his best friend about the outing. We’ve hung out in a group on occasion, and he’s just about the nicest guy in town. I still tend to feel a little under the microscope when he’s around.
“Hi, gorgeous!” Izzy has to shout over the music. The dance floor is full, and there are people crammed everywhere. Izzy and Maci take turns squeezing me in a hug as if we haven’t seen each other in a while.
Maci used to be less touchy-feely, but ever since she shacked up with Sutton and started fixing her family issues, she’s more affectionate. Izzy, on the other hand, has always been a lover.
“You’re on fire!” Maci looks me over. “Fuck. If I wasn’t straight and engaged, mmmm.” She licks her lips seductively before laughing. I don’t miss Sutton’s hand sliding to the small of Maci’s back.
“How are you, Naughty Cowboy?” I shoot a wink his way.
He shakes his head at me with a playful gleam in his eye, hiding his amusement as he often does. I don’t think he’s concerned about Maci and I crossing any lines, but I do think he’s caught on that we tend to make questionable decisions together.
I steal a look at his friend from the corner of my eye. “Nick.”
Nick dips his chin in acknowledgement before taking a long swig of his beer. If I was paying attention, I’d say he’s hiding a smirk, but I’m not.
“No Liv?” I ask, quickly turning back to my friends. Maci’s cousin often joins us for group events. We didn’t spend a lot of time as a foursome growing up, but I’ve loved having her around more lately—if only to make her blush.
Maci shakes her head. “She had something else.”
“What could be more important than us?” Izzy jokes.
“Nothing. Let’s dance!” I call over the music, grabbing each of them by the hand and forcing them to the dance floor.
Three songs go by before Izzy shouts for a round of drinks, with Maci and I trailing her to the table. Sutton and Maci pair off to order the round, and Izzy nudges me, motioning that she’s headed to the restroom. If we were in any other town or any other bar, we’d follow girl code and go together, but it’s not a concern here. Having Sutton and Nick around is an added benefit.
When it’s just the two of us, Nick takes a step closer. “How are you?” he asks casually.
“I’m good. You?” I ask, drumming my fingers on the glossy bar table.
“Good.” He smiles.
Nick may be a beefy-as-shit State Game Warden, but he has that boy-next-door charm. The messy blonde hair, the cool-blue eyes, the easy smiles. Never mind that he’s probably the safest man in this bar. And yet, our conversation is stiff, and I can’t figure out if it’s me or him causing it.
This all-but-forced friendship started on a night out with Maci, when I’d had entirely too much to drink. Nick carried me out to Maci’s car and buckled me in like a damsel in distress. We never spoke about it again, but any time we all hang out, it’s hard to miss his lingering eyes. Like he thinks I’m one step away from downing a bucket of beer at any given moment.
I’d love his funny one-liners, something I’m pretty decent at myself, if it weren’t for the big brother act. I like having fun with the group, not feeling like the screw-up.
Nick’s eyes fall to my collarbone. “Is that one of your pieces?”
“Yeah,” I confirm, a little confused. I finger the thin chain. It looks simple enough, like a large Y coming down from each shoulder in delicate links, the center falling directly between my covered breasts. Every inch or so there’s a tiny white stone knotted into the chain. “Did I forget mentioning my jewelry?”
“I heard you talking to Maci and Izzy about it once . . . Wow, that sounded creepy.” He breathes a laugh.
His joke relieves a bit of the tension, and I laugh with him. “Not at all.”
“You’re talented,” he adds.
“Thanks,” I reply awkwardly. It’s still weird getting a compliment from him, even if I know he’s as genuine as they come.
He shoves his free hand into his front pocket, drawing my attention down. The man is built. His eyes are shadowed by his usual ball cap, and his navy tee stretches over his wide biceps. The tight-fitting jeans and matching belt and shoes complete the casual look. Although, looking him over like this feels anything but casual. I don’t know what’s sexier: his sculpted arms or his thick thighs. Both are mouth-watering.
Still, he’s not my type. There’s nothing rough about him, and you don’t have to look hard to see all the ways we’re complete opposites. He’s a rule enforcer and I’m a rule breaker. I prefer one-and-done, and I’ve never seen him hit on a single person.
“Here!” Maci shouts, thrusting a drink at me. I jump, releasing my chain. She leans back dramatically at my startle. “Jesus, are you ok?”
My eyes connect with Nick’s, and he turns his head to hide a grin.
Fuck, I need to get laid. “Yeah, I’m fine. Zoned out,” I answer stiffly.
“Oh my god. That was the longest line I’ve ever seen.” Izzy sidles up next to me, creating a physical barrier between Nick and me, which I couldn’t be happier for.
Maci is still staring at me from the other side. I ignore her.
“You shouldn’t have broken the seal. Now you’re going to spend the rest of your night in that line.” I bump Izzy with a shoulder, and she rolls her eyes. “You should get that trademarked,” I tease, rolling my eyes back dramatically. She throws her head back laughing.
Izzy was all but spoiled growing up. The perfect parents, the perfect brother, stability, good grades, tons of hobbies that she was good at without trying. I’ve never understood why she’s the serious one of the three of us. Getting her to laugh is one of my favorite things. Izzy deserves all the happiness there is.
“So, what’s going on with you?” she asks gently, maintaining her soft smile.
“I think I’m going to make a change.” My voice comes out stronger than I feel on the matter.
Izzy looks me over once. “What kind of change?” she inquires.
“I want to pursue my own business. With my jewelry.” I look between my friends, gauging their responses.
“That’s a great idea!” Maci’s smile threatens to split her face. Sutton’s hand is still tucked behind her, rubbing her back or drawing circles or something back there. It’s a thing with them. There’s no way anyone could doubt their love, the way they’re constantly touching.
I’ve never witnessed anything like it before. And I certainly never expect to have it myself. I’ve seen far too many people betray, use, and disappoint each other to reach for that. I’m good with a free sample and moving on.
“It would just be on the side to start,” I add.
“Don’t make yourself smaller,” Izzy chides, pursing her lips.
“What?” My brows scrunch tightly as I study her.
“You’re already talking down about yourself before you’ve even started,” Maci agrees.
“I’m just being realistic. I won’t be able to live on it to begin with.”
“That’s a given.” Izzy waves me off. “But don’t sell yourself short. You have your trusty sisters from other misters to help you plan a way to scale quickly.”
Maci nods excitedly, her bright green eyes lighting up.
I’m taken aback by her statement. Izzy is the first of us to think things through logically, and here she is making me sound like the responsible one.
“Am I missing something? What is with you two?” I look between them again.
“What if you had a show? To get your name out there,” Maci suggests. Her energy is infectious. She sets her glass down on the table and begins talking with her hands, one step away from full-on ramble. “You could have one for ladies’ night. Here, maybe! Show some pieces, have models. Everything could be for sale!”
My jaw goes slack as I take her in. It’s like she’s given this thought already, even though it’s the first time I’ve mentioned it.
“We’ve talked about it,” Izzy supplies, grinning.
Of course they have. I laugh and shake my head.
“Not in a bad way,” Maci adds, her voice reassuring.
“I know.” I lean my head on her shoulder, bumping her with my hat.
“We’re just both so proud of you and your jewelry.” Izzy places a hand on my arm. “You know we’ll support you in any way that we can.”
I offer a tentative smile. Yeah, I’m the spontaneous one, but I’ve never done something big with a career. Money never came easy for my family. My mom smoked all of our money away on drugs. My older sister realized she didn’t have to work if she used everyone else for their money. Except that backfired, because all she managed to do was end up pregnant three times with three different men, who each bailed on her.
My financial situation is stable. Something my seventeen-year-old self craved. It’s the one thing I don’t play around with. I never have to be evicted again. I never have to be hungry while my mother gets drunk and passes out on the only bed in the house. Because let’s face it, a pull-out couch is not a bed.
“Thanks,” I say quietly and swallow the lump in my throat.
“Seriously, you should have a ladies’ night here.” Maci is still pressing the issue, and I raise my head. “I’ll help. We’ll talk to the managers during the week and see what we can set up.”
“Oh my gosh, what about before Valentine’s Day?” Izzy almost bounces on her feet. “Bull Creek is full of men shopping at the last minute. We could make it a couples thing!”
Their excitement over my new plan is exactly the support I need. These two are as much my sisters as Lily is. They may not know every gritty detail of my teen years, but they’d go through hell and back with me, just as I would for them.
“Ok,” I finally agree.
Izzy and Maci grin at each other smugly.
My stomach does a weird topsy turvy maneuver, and I shove it away. I need a distraction.
It’s odd that no one has come up to our table while we’ve chatted. Nick and Sutton have been carrying on a conversation, and a few people have made their way over to talk with one or both of the guys and then headed off, but no one has talked to Maci, Izzy, or me.
Granted, Maci and Sutton are obviously together. But the other three of us at the table aren’t spoken for. And if my skirt gets any shorter, I’ll be giving the goods away for free.
This town isn’t that big. Whispers of Maci having to defend herself on her property last fall spread like wildfire. She was never charged, because it was quite obviously self-defense, but small towns love their tea, and hearing that a local’s granddaughter had a one-night-stand turn stalker got the gossip mill flowing. It made finding out that her estranged father is President of The Falcons MC small news.
Then again, I’ve never heard any grumblings about the local motorcycle club before. Not until her stalker, Colt, came around.
I’m beginning to wonder if it’s not Maci’s situation that’s caused my dry spell, but my proximity to the two muscular men I’m often grouped with.
“I need another drink!” I call out abruptly.
Maci and Izzy nod in agreement and begin to follow as I twist my hair over my shoulder. This hat was a bad idea. It’s hot as shit in here with all these people, no matter how exposed my skin is.
Maci gives Sutton a kiss, but just before we walk away, Nick touches her shoulder and says something she nods to. At the bar, Maci orders our round from Tawny, the barely legal bartender, and motions to Nick. Tawny steals a quick look in his direction and sets to work on our drinks.
“What was that?” I nudge Maci in the ribs.
She scowls back at me. “Why do you always go for my damn ribs?”
I cover my grin quickly and cross my arms, waiting for a response to my question.
“Nick got our round.”
I huff and lean my back against the bar, scanning the pickings for tonight.
“What?” Izzy asks, her eyebrows scrunching together.
“I need to get laid,” I mutter.
She laughs, somehow hearing me over the ruckus of the bar patrons. I search the room for a willing participant. A willing participant that won’t make me want to chew my own arm off in the morning.
I’m surprised none of the Falcons’ members are here tonight. Truthfully, I prefer the bad boys to the cowboys that frequent The Spur, even more so than the surface cowboys—the ones who are all hat and no cattle, or however the saying goes.
I never told Maci, but I would’ve taken Colt up on any offer he made the night we met him if she hadn’t. It’s not that I couldn’t tell her as much, but after he turned into a stalker and then attacked her at her grandmother’s house, it no longer seemed appropriate to say. Not that I usually bother myself with appropriate.
Colt’s friend, Pete, on the other hand, is sweet and fun and a decent dancer. Even though he’s one of the Falcons, he’s no bad boy.
“Dressed?” Tawny holds an unopened beer bottle in her hand. Nick’s Dos Equis.
“Yes,” I say, without thinking. Maci raises an eyebrow at me, but I don’t acknowledge the look, turning back to the packed room.
“I didn’t realize how Texan that is until we were in Hawaii,” Izzy interjects.
“What is?” Maci asks.
“A dressed beer,” Izzy explains.
“I do think it’s mostly regional,” I confirm.
“My brother ordered one while we were on vacation, and another tourist looked at him like he had three heads. Apparently, it’s seen as feminine in some parts.”
I snort. “I doubt Nick would give a shit if anyone thinks he’s feminine based off his drink preference.”
I swipe my drink as Tawny pushes the set our way. Maci claims hers and Sutton’s, and Izzy reaches for hers, leaving Nick’s. The lime wedge sticks out of the top with a heavy amount of salt covering the rim. I roll my eyes and grab the bottle off the bar, heading back to our table.
“Thanks,” I say, lifting my drink and handing Nick his beer.
He smiles and opens his mouth to say something, but his eyebrows dip for the briefest moment and he looks back at me. “Did I say dressed?” He waggles the beer at me.
“No. I just knew,” I say, shrugging.
“Mm.” He removes the lime, squeezing the juice into the bottle.
“You know, they make some with lime and salt flavor, so you don’t have to do all of that.” I raise my hand, gesturing to his own movements.
He maintains eye contact as he takes a long pull.
I sip from my whiskey and soda, studying him as he swallows. Maybe a romp in the hay with Nick is exactly what I need. Sure, he’s not my type, but he can’t be any worse than what I’ve tried. Then again, I don’t see women hanging all over him, so maybe he is. And it’s not like I could ditch him after, since we’re around each other so often these days.
Izzy grabs my arm, breaking the connection. “Come on! It’s ‘Copperhead Road!’ How did you not hear it starting?”






  
  Chapter 4

Nick


Saturday morning is humid, too warm for January. Texas is already hinting at leaving winter behind. I head out for a run anyway, popping my earbuds in and turning on a mix playlist. I enjoy the town coming to life, so the volume is only up halfway. 
Most of my days are spent outside. Aside from checking hunting and fishing licenses, and other tasks surrounding wildlife conservation, I also assist other local law enforcement during natural disasters and serving warrants. I make a point to keep in shape to make that easier. Plus, it’s a natural high I enjoy.
Today, I take the long way through town, weaving along the trail that follows the river. It’s dotted with ducks (and duck shit), a few other runners, and the occasional mom with a stroller.
My shirt sticks to my back as soon as I leave the house. By the time I’m behind the library, my halfway point, I’m drenched. The steady thrum of my feet, the varied songs, and morning bird calls create their own symphony as I run, my heavy breathing accompanying me as I wind my way through town.
At River Road, I come off the trail and jog up to the street to run back along Main. The rising sun slowly casts shadows along one side of the street which hasn’t fully come alive yet. The busiest place is The Filling Station, a coffee shop that carries Texas-grown coffee surrounded by gasoline memorabilia. The bold aroma wafting out of the doors as I pass is invigorating, even if I don’t partake. I’ve never been a fan of coffee or energy drinks; water is my drink of choice. And sweet tea. There’s no denying sweet tea.
“Morning, Nick.” A woman’s voice breaks through the bustle of the coffee shop patrons. I stop short, searching the shadows outside The Filling Station for the source. Payton is tucked under the large awning with a hot coffee in hand.
“Oh. Hey, Payton. How are you?” Like a good portion of the population, I’ve known Payton most of my life. We dated a couple of times after high school, but nothing ever came of it. Even if I hadn’t left for college at the end of the summer, me and Payton weren’t a long-term thing. I could never picture her in my world, or me in hers.
“Doing well.” She speaks slowly, brushing a strand of blonde hair back from her perfectly-made-up face, before taking a step forward. She reminds me of the snake in The Jungle Book—intense but off base. “How about you?”
I shouldn’t have stopped. “Good, good. Just, uh, finishing up my workout.” With an earbud in hand, I gesture to the sidewalk ahead of me.
“Looks good on you,” she says suggestively, making no attempt to hide her perusal of my body. “I can’t wait to see you at the auction.”
Ugh. I forgot all about that. “Uh, thanks.”
“We should get together so I can give you all of the details.” She takes another confident step forward.
“Wish I could, but I have to get into work. Just shoot me an email. Have a good day. Gotta run.” I shove the earbud back in and jog off before she can respond.
Two blocks later, I turn left, enjoying the shade from the mature Texas Mountain Laurels that line the road on both sides. Come spring, their vibrant purple blooms emit a sweet, grape scent, which is kind of perfect for the sno-cone stand at the end of the street.
I cut across into a parking lot and jog along the storefronts of the shopping center. Most are still dark inside, but one—Sadie’s—has lights on.
Damn, I missed her going in.
I’m not stalking Leah, I remind myself, because I feel like such a fucking creep.
I decided to extend my run one day and happened to see her opening the store. Then it became a habit to run this way. She doesn’t have anyone looking out for her, except her two best friends. They’re a tight trio and a lot of fun. On the few occasions we’ve all hung out together, we’ve all gotten along great. But I’ll never forget Leah’s almost-limp body the night we met.
I couldn’t believe the biker she was hanging out with let her get that fucking wasted. There was no way Maci was getting her out to the car in one piece, so I stepped in. It wasn’t that big of a deal. Buckling her in was a safety issue. And obviously if her head was bouncing around she’d risk damage or a headache, so I leaned her against the doorframe. Tucking her hair behind her ear was probably unnecessary.
And creepy.
God, I hope she doesn’t remember that. Maybe that’s why she always eyes me like she’s uncomfortable when we make eye contact.
I make a sharp U in the parking lot and head back the way I came. Just as I pass the store again, I peek. It’s a compulsion.
She’s there. Reaching for something housed near the front window. Her jeans hug her ass and her white button-down tucks into her pants with a bold belt cinched at her waist. Her dark hair is loose and untamed. She looks fresh and fashionably professional, so different from last night when she was all but on display for the entire town.
It’s hard not to look. She’s a knockout in either scenario. But Sutton mentioning that she’s got family shit and that her drinking may or may not be increasing doesn’t make it easier for me to leave her alone.
She deserves for people to look out for her, too. Even if it’s not really my place. She’s a bit wild, but a fierce friend. A good one. And when shit went sideways with Maci, Leah was the one who held it together. So despite what she shows to everyone, I know there’s someone more than capable inside.
My steps have slowed as I watch her. The moment is too intense—it feels like spying.
I turn back to my path heading home and increase my pace until it hurts, blocking out everything else.


      [image: image-placeholder]Another perk of being a game warden is making your own hours. To an extent. I still have to check in with the captain of the region, but as long as I get my shit done, no one’s worried about me. Which is great, because my dad scheduled a tee time for him, my brother, and me at the club this afternoon.
Bull Creek is small, but not small enough that we don’t have a country club. It doubles as a resort, and my parents have had a membership there since I was little.
We all arrive in the parking lot around the same time. My dad shakes my hand. “Hey, son. How’s work?”
It’s always this way with him. Work and the club. My brother, Eli, and I had a fairly traditional upbringing, and he’s made my parents proud with his business degree and starting the next generation of Fosters alongside his pretty wife.
Not that my parents aren’t proud of me. They are. But my mom doesn’t have to say out loud that she wants her oldest son to have a wife and babies for me to know it. And my dad doesn’t have to say that he thinks I should’ve gone into business for me to know that, too.
“Work is good, Dad. I spent a little time out and about earlier, actually.”
“Mm,” he hums, which is code for “You wouldn’t have to work Saturdays if you had gotten a business degree.” Except that’s not really true either. But since we don’t say it, we don’t have to bother arguing about it.
“Nicky!” my brother yells happily with a clap to my shoulder.
We couldn’t look more different if we tried. While I got my father’s facial features, my light hair and eyes came courtesy of my mother, whereas Eli got my father’s dark hair and mother’s facial features. The dark eyes are all his, though.
“Hey, Eli. How’s the family?”
Elijah beams. “They’re great. Peter Parker is walking now.” The fact that my brother and his wife named their son Peter Parker Foster and insist on calling him by his first and middle name negates any superiority he may think he has over me. Not that he’s ever acted that way. Despite my parents' attention to his work and family, he’s never been anything but supportive of me.
“That’s an exciting time,” my father agrees half-heartedly. “How’s the business?”
And that’s the topic we stay on for nearly the entire four hours we’re on the green. I respect what my brother and father do, but if I have to listen to much more about stocks, mergers, or the like, my ears are going to bleed.
When we reach the eighteenth hole, my mom calls. “Hello, dear,” my father answers. “Oh yes, we’re on the last hole.” He pulls the phone away from his mouth a little but manages to inadvertently turn on the speakerphone, evident by the increased white noise coming from his hand. “Boys, your mother would like to meet us for dinner.”
“I didn’t plan on staying after, so you’ve got me in this,” I remark, gesturing to my shorts and polo. The club has a few restaurant options, each with their own dress code.
Dad waves me off. “Oh, that’s fine. We’ll eat at the bar and grill.”
My mother’s voice echoes loudly. “Oh, I wish you wouldn’t call it that, David.”
My dad jumps at her volume. “That’s what it is, Christine.” He flusters trying to turn off the speakerphone.
“Erica and I have plans,” Eli says.
My father relays the message and bobs his head while my mother speaks. “Ok, we’ll finish here and meet you. Ok. Bye dear.” He slides the cell phone back into his pocket. “Your mother would like you to send the family our love,” he says to Eli.
After four hours on the course, another two hours solo with my parents is not how I wanted to end this night. I love them. I respect them. But I prefer small doses. It’s no wonder my final hole is two over par.






  
  Chapter 5

Leah


My shift on Saturday is slow. January is often sleepy after the rush of the holidays. Plus there’s a stock show two counties over, and being one of the last events before the annual championship, it draws a large crowd. It’s amazing how much a turkey, pig, or steer can go for when ranchers are celebrating the students who’ve raised them over the last year. 
I busy myself rearranging displays and marking down a few items. As a privately-owned business, our store doesn’t have the overstock issues department stores do, so our clearance items are few and far between. When I was younger and money was tighter, I loved grabbing those pieces when I could. Especially because I could stack my employee discount. Now, I find myself shopping elsewhere or creating my own items.
The quiet gives me uninterrupted time to consider my conversation with Izzy and Maci. Although I was the one to bring up jewelry design as a business, I’m not convinced it will take off. My pieces always felt authentically me. Will anyone even want them?
This show could be an epic flop.
I’m still mulling over the work it would entail when I pull into my driveway and find my sister sitting in her driver’s seat with my niece and nephew playing in the yard.
“Leah!” Roman cries, launching his sturdy four-year-old body into my legs when I get out of my car.
“Hey bud,” I say with a ruffle to his dark hair. Annoyance creeps up on me. I hide that from him, because it’s not his fault my sister is the most irresponsible person I know. Lily only shows up if she wants me to watch the kids or she needs money. I already know what’s coming.
Savannah squeezes my legs as hard as her chubby toddler arms can, and I scoop her up for a big kiss. “Hey Banana. I missed you,” I tell her quietly.
She chews a little finger as her unkempt, sandy hair falls into her face.
Lily climbs out of the car, wearing tattered jeans and a plain T-shirt. She has a full face of heavy makeup and her hair is straightened stiff.
“I didn’t know you were coming,” I say pointedly.
“My phone got shut off,” she says dismissively.
I don’t add ‘again’ to her statement.
“Leah, can I check your mail?” Roman looks up at me with big, round eyes and a hopeful smile.
“Sure, bud.” He loves my mailbox on the sidewalk, unlike the shared room of boxes at my sister’s apartment.
Lily looks anywhere but at me. “I need to work, and Mom won’t watch them.” She likes to put her problems onto everyone else, never solving things herself. Truthfully though, in the very unlikely chance I ever have children, our mom would be the absolute last person I’d ever ask to care for them. I lived that hell, and the fact that I made it through was all my doing and none of hers.
“You need to start scheduling these things with me, Lily. I have a life.” I re-situate Savannah on my hip.
“Well, I would’ve if I had known Mom was gonna bail.” She avoids eye contact as she increases her animation.
“Ok, but did you schedule with her?” It’s hard to know who’s in the wrong on this one. It’s not uncommon for our mom to be too fucked up to be worth a shit, even after agreeing to do something.
Lily continues to avoid eye contact. “She knows when I work.” She says it as if her schedule is set, but my sister’s shifts at the gentleman’s club fluctuate regularly.
Roman skips over, offering a small stack of mail to me.
“Thanks, bud. You hungry?” I know better than to assume they’ve been fed.
Roman bounces up and down. “Yes. Can we have grilled cheese?” I love how he can remind me of the simplest pleasures in life.
“Of course!” I grin down at him before tickling Savannah on her round belly. “Are you hungry too?” She doesn’t remove the finger gently held between her teeth as she nods with a grin.
With my free hand, I yank my massive purse from inside my car and settle it on my shoulder. It’s a patchwork leather and suede weekender bag with a wide strap and a small amount of fringe on one side. It feels like something Lainey Wilson might use, and I’m extremely proud to say I created it.
“What time will you be done?” I ask, turning to my sister.
Lily climbs into her car. “You know there’s no way for me to plan that. Some nights are good; some nights are slow.” The way she talks about men ogling her and sometimes attempting to grope is so flippant.
I don’t think badly of her for her choices, though I do wish she’d choose something more stable for her family. Somewhere she can grow. But that’s a reflection of her, not the job. There are plenty of women in her industry that make steady incomes for their family, and I’m reminded again of all the ways that my sister lacks drive.
I hitch my purse farther up. “Just let them stay over. But you have to be here by eight in the morning.”
Lily slams the driver door closed and speaks to me through her open window. “You don’t work on Sunday.”
This bitch. “Sometimes I do. Not that I expect you to keep track. But like I said at the start of this conversation, I have a life.” I don’t waste my time waiting for a useful answer; I know my words go in one ear and out the other with her. “Come on, Roman. Let’s go eat.”
Neither Roman nor Savannah say goodbye to their mom as we head in. I squeeze my niece tighter in my arms. It’s hard to admit to myself that they’re so used to her dropping them at a moment’s notice, they don’t even bat an eye when she leaves.
I dangle the keys in front of Roman and he snatches them happily, working to fit the right one into the lock while I hold open the storm door. He giggles proudly when it opens and pushes inside, turning to offer me the key ring back. I drop my bag on the entry table and set Savannah on the floor.
“Can we play with Smokey?” Roman spins in a circle, searching for the ragdoll cat.
“He’s probably sleeping on the bed in your room, but we need to feed him. Maybe when he’s done he’ll want to play a little.”
The kids run off to my spare room and their soft, sing-song voices indicate I was right about where Smokey was resting.
Leaving the kitchen light off, I pull a hard seltzer from the fridge and take a long pull, holding the watermelon-flavored drink in my mouth longer than necessary before swallowing. The interaction moments ago still has my entire body tense as hell.
Light filters in through the large window above the sink and glows against the far wall as the sun sinks lower. I don’t need this massive old country kitchen. It’s not like I ever do any entertaining
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