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Mattie laid a tender and trembling hand on her belly and eyed the second pink line now growing darker. Breathing became a hard task, staying on her feet impossible. She lowered herself to sit on the toilet lid, braced an elbow on the bathroom cabinet, and rested her head in the crook of her arm.

Having Wyatt’s baby sent a guilty thrill over her skin. But an unplanned pregnancy and her two overly religious parents? She shivered.

A knock on the bathroom door and her heart almost came out of her mouth. She jumped to her feet, swiped the pregnancy test off the counter, and shoved it behind her back.

“Mattie, hurry up, honey. We’re going to be late for church.”

“I’ll be right out, Mom.” She cleared the nerves from her voice, scrambled to poke the test into her skirt pocket, and clutched the plastic stick through the fabric.

Where was Hannah when she needed her?

Where was Wyatt?

Breathe.

She opened the door to a clear hallway. On tiptoes, she hurried to her room, avoiding the squeaky spots in the wood floor, and closed the door behind her. She hit her knees beside the bed and slid the test under the mattress alongside the kit’s hidden box. While on her knees, she did the only thing she could. She clasped her hands and prayed.

She’d waited three months to buy the test. Denied the facts and all the signs. They’d been careful. No way she could be pregnant. But her flat stomach had started to pooch, and when Mom made Dad’s favorite liver and onions meal, she’d had to leave the house to keep from hurling. Not to mention her missed periods.

Fervent pleas ascended to the heavens. Nobody but God would ever forgive her for this. But even with forgiveness, there’d be consequences. And the main one was already beginning to show.

“Mattie!”

Mattie jumped to her feet, swaying with nausea. She grabbed her bright turquoise poncho from the bed, threw it over her braided hair, and settled it onto her shoulders.

The college degree in Hotel and Restaurant Management on the wall beside the dresser mirror laughed at her. She’d graduated in May. Had dreams of opening a restaurant. But Dad would never help her now.

She snatched her Bible from the dresser, clutched it tight, and shoved her phone into her purse. Her designer boots clopped on the stairs, and her dangling earrings swung as she jogged to the front door where Mom scrutinized her from head to toe.

A firm grip on her arm stopped her before she could rush out the door.

“What’s on your lips?”

Small favor that Mom only called her out on the gloss and not her flashy style. At least Mattie hadn’t painted her nails. She pulled her lips in and rubbed them together, not meeting her glare. “Just a bit of gloss.”

Mom produced a tissue from her tiny clutch. “There’s no place for tramps in church.”

“I’m not a tramp, Mother.” Heat blazed a trail across Mattie’s face. Wasn’t she? She took the tissue, wiped the gloss from her lips, and wadded the tissue in her palm. After Mom’s approving nod, Mattie jogged into the chilly November air, not letting her gaze linger too long on Mom’s loving smile that only came after the gloss was gone.

In the rearview mirror, Dad wore the same I-only-love-you-when-you’re-doing-right smile as she slid into the back seat. “I was beginning to wonder if I was going to church alone this morning.”

Laying her Bible in her lap, she curled her fingers around it. Wyatt would be back soon, and she’d have all the love she needed. He’d been in Amarillo riding broncs in a rodeo. But it ended last night, and his text this morning said he was on his way.

A six-hour drive. He’d be there before she got out of church.

She could almost feel his supportive arms around her and their child. Just the thought comforted her. Like the stars they’d fallen in love under, he was her one true constant.

Maybe they could tell Mom and Dad together. Her parents wouldn’t be so angry when her and Wyatt got married and raised the child in a proper home.

Everything would be fine.

So why was her heart pumping so fast?

“Mattie, is your stomach upset?”

She jerked her hand from her middle and waved away Mom’s question. “No. I’m fine. Just not used to running stairs anymore.”

Were more lies to come? With a shaky thumb, she fanned the pages of her black leather Bible. The price for her sins would be high.

She blinked back her tears and cringed beneath an overcast sky as heavy as guilt above her. Thanksgiving was fast approaching, and her newly married sister would be coming home for a visit. She’d provide a welcome buffer and get to meet Wyatt.

And she’d help. She’d know what to do.

Mattie fidgeted through services. The discomfort of listening to hellfire and brimstone while hiding her secret made her more nauseous than the pregnancy. She swallowed and fought the urge to run to the bathroom.

When services were over, she smiled at the people she’d known forever and breathed relief when Mom and Dad were ready to go. She stepped out the front doors and welcomed crisp fresh air into her lungs.

A familiar old pickup was parked across the street. A familiar cowboy leaned against it. Handsome. Strong. Sure. A calm welled up as their silent conversation screamed in her ears. Her heart had returned. Everything would be okay now.

She shoved her Bible and purse into Mom’s hands and ran toward her Wyatt. Mom’s huff followed her. They didn’t like him. A rodeo cowboy wasn’t good enough for their God-fearing daughter.

If only she’d been God-fearing enough.

Wyatt’s eyes were red-rimmed and glassy. A telltale sign he hadn’t gotten much sleep. He opened his arms, and she jumped in. Their lips met in a kiss too passionate for in front of a church building. But she didn’t resist him.

Soon, everyone would see she’d had trouble in that area.

And had since her West Texas cowboy asked for a dance at the rodeo almost ten months ago. On the dance floor, under the stars, their hearts had become one.

He held her tight, burying his cold nose in her neck. “I love you so very much.”

The warmth of his whispered words against her skin sent chills through her, put her at ease, and gave her peace. “I love you too.”

In his arms, her heart was whole. She longed to be alone with him. To tell him their secret. Maybe they’d done things out of order, but he’d love this child. Tears eked out of her squeezed-shut eyes, and she couldn’t contain her sobs. Where was this emotion coming from?

“Mattie girl, what’s wrong?” He pulled back enough to see her face. His dark-eyed worry shone from under his black felt hat.

“We have to talk.” She swiped at her tears, so no one would see.

He kissed her temple and cradled her against his chest, rubbing a gentle hand up and down her back. His muscles rippled under her cheek. His warmth welcoming, calming. His chest rose with a deep breath, and his calloused hand brushed her face. “We do need to talk.”

An arm around her shoulder, he directed her to the passenger side of his older-model dual-cab pickup. Good. Maybe they could go somewhere less public. What would he need to talk about though? Was he leaving again? How long would he be gone this time?

Instead of opening the passenger door for her, he dropped his arm. Hands shoved deep into his pockets, he avoided her gaze. “I’m leaving.”

Of course he was. He’d talked of going to Wyoming. And the long drive would require him to leave as early as morning. “But you’ll be back when—”

“No.”

A numbness iced over her limbs. Nausea swelled.

He stepped closer and gripped her elbows. Did he want to hold her, or was he trying to keep her away? “When I first laid eyes on you across the dance floor, I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you. There ain’t nothin’ I want more. But I can’t make a life for you, Mattie.”

He might as well be choking the life out of her for as much as she could breathe. “I don’t need you to make a life for me. I just need you.”

“My dad’s right. I ain’t good for nothin’.”

“He’s wrong.”

“I’m gonna try real hard though. Do better. But right now... I have to go.”

“Please.” The word choked from her closing throat. Please, no. “You can’t leave me.”

“Mattie.” His grip on her tightened. “I’m no good for you like this.”

“I’m pregnant.” She’d said it too loud. She cringed.

His chest stopped moving, then jerked as he sucked in a breath. His arms slipped from her, and his gaze went to her belly. One side of his mouth ticked up.

“I’m only three months. That puts me due in May. I was thinking we could get married and—”

“Married.” His beautiful half grin faltered. His brow wrinkled. “We can’t get married.”

A chill tickled her skin and flowed to the deep place of her soul. The cliff she’d been standing on crumbled and gave way.

“I love you too much to let you tie yourself to me. And I’m... not fit to be a father. Rodeo. That’s all I’m good for.” He scooted closer, moisture darkening his eyes. Heat radiated from his palm into her cheek. “That’s no life for you. You deserve better.” His hand on her belly was sweet and distant. His face scrunched in a tight blink. “This baby deserves better.”

He pressed his lips to hers, and in that one last desperate kiss, she begged him to stay and tried to hold on. But he slipped away. Leaving her arms empty. Lips cold.

“I love you, Mattie. Please believe me.”

Air stutter stepped into her lungs. “Wyatt, don’t do this.”

He tore his gaze from her and, without looking back, got in his truck and sped down the street.

Her soul ripped in two. Her heart clenched. Her breath wouldn’t come.

“How dare you?” Mom’s disappointment rammed into Mattie like she’d been kicked.

She had to get it together. Throw herself on her parents’ mercy. She swallowed the nausea that wouldn’t stay down much longer and flipped around in time to see Wyatt’s truck disappear. She met Mom’s glare. “Mom, I–I just—”

“Do not speak.” Dad stood at Mom’s shoulder. A scowl replaced his conditional love, and his gaze darted in search of anyone close who could’ve overheard her treachery. “Get in the car.”

Tension holding her muscles taut, she slid past them to the parking lot. Thank God most everyone was gone. On the drive to their house three blocks over, not a word was said.

Mom rummaged through Mattie’s purse, took her keys, and tossed the bag to the back seat. She kept Mattie’s Bible though. Guess she figured her hellion of a daughter didn’t need it anymore. Mattie’d be grounded to the house forever. The secret hidden away.

Mattie rubbed her hands up her arms. Wyatt was supposed to be holding her. But he’d been thinking of leaving her even before he knew she carried his child. All because of the stupid lies his dad instilled in his mind. And even their baby wasn’t enough to convince him to stay.

After the next rodeo, if he won some money, he’d come back. He wanted to be with them. She could see it. He just needed time, that’s all. But how long would it take?

One text. Two. No reply.

Why, God?

The car came to an abrupt stop in their driveway. Mom and Dad got out, doors slamming, stormed to the front porch, and went inside the house.

Mattie pressed a hand to her mouth. Swallowed hard. She’d have to face them. Now. The blood pumped in her ears, and the nausea hit the maximum fill line. She flung open the car door in time to throw up in the driveway.

She closed the door, clutched her purse, and scooted to the other side of the car. God, please let them understand. Weren’t they young once too? Impulsive and in love?

“God, I love Wyatt. And I know he loves me. If we could go back to that first dance—start over—we’d do it right. Please protect him. Help him find what he needs. But please bring him back to me.”

With the fast moves of a snail, she got out. The clopping of her boots on the sidewalk only drove home the fact she was alone.

When she stepped up on the porch, the silence from inside roared in her ears. As soon as she opened the door, they’d yell. They’d tell her how horrible she was and how disappointed God was. And they’d make good on their promise not to support an unwanted pregnancy.

But she deserved their anger. She’d done wrong. And worse. It couldn’t be undone.

Sniffing back her tears, she reached for the brass door handle. The door didn’t budge. She shoved against it again.

It wasn’t her truck key Mom had been after but her house key.

“Mom?” She beat her palm against the white wood. “Mom, this isn’t funny. Please let me in.”

Silence.

“Dad?” Her beating became pounding, and her tears became panic. “Daddy, please. No. No, please.”

No matter how hard she pounded, no matter how loud she screamed, no one came out. The silence drew on. And no one held her while she cried.

Hands shaking, she opened her purse and snatched her phone out. Her call to Wyatt rang and rang. She hung up and dialed her sister. Voicemail. “Oh, Clara, please.” She hung up and redialed. Nothing. They’d gotten to her. She peered through the sheer living room curtains but saw no one. They were probably upstairs, cleaning out her room. The glass rattled with her rapping. How could they walk away from her like this? She was their daughter. That bond didn’t just break.

Did it?

“Wyatt, please.” His voicemail picked up before the first ring ended. He’d never denied her calls. The numbness, nausea, and incessant trembling worked against her ability to think. What should she do?

Aaron. Ryder. She still had them. But what would they think of her? Would they abandon her too?

Her friends and family coming up in short supply, she lumbered to her truck. The boys were her only option. The only one she had left. In the glove box, a spare key hid in the back.

Mattie took Old Lake Road west of town and made it over a small hill before the road blurred too much to drive. She pulled over and let the tears come. The consequences of her actions grew as tall as the grass on the prairie.

“Please, God, I don’t want to be alone. I need Wyatt. Please bring my love home.” She slid her phone from her purse and called Aaron. Her best friend’s boyfriend.

“Hey, sunshine.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m heading out to work at the bunkhouse. You okay? You don’t sound so good.”

A sob choked her. “Wyatt left. And my parents kicked me out.”

“What? Why? Where are you?”

“I was on my way to you, but I had to pull over.”

“Stay where you’re at. I’m coming to you.”

She slumped in the seat. He’d do right by her even if only as a favor to Hannah. She could count on him like she could count on Hannah... once upon a time.

What would Aaron say when she told him? She couldn’t afford to lose anyone else. But he was Aaron. He’d fix it if he could. She could trust him.

Until Wyatt came home, she’d trust Aaron.

And Wyatt would come home.

Right?
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Mattie Johnson had a list of ones.

One family she’d never see again. One man she couldn’t forgive. And one birthday she’d celebrate only in her heart.

She buried herself in the restaurant’s affairs to forget them. It helped that business was booming and her list shortened when her best friend came home two weeks ago. But with Layla’s second birthday this Sunday, the tears behind her lashes were as constant as the stars. Her friends understood. Employees not so much. So, after the Friday lunch crowd had diminished, she’d hidden away in her office at Mattie’s Place.

Surrounded by four walls of photos she’d taken of cowboy life in Osage County, she twirled the end of a braid and stared at her reflection on her laptop screen. It’d gone black some time ago, and she’d lost herself in the darkness. Layla had been the most wonderful thing that ever happened to her. And the most precious thing she’d ever lost.

When Eli and Nancy’s daughter, Gretta, turned two, Mattie had catered, attended, gone home, and bawled her eyes out. Layla would never turn two. She’d never have a party. Never go to school. Never eat a cupcake with pink icing and sprinkles.

She’d never kiss her momma.

“Mattie!”

She snapped her attention to the open office door. “No need to yell, Kota.”

“I knocked. And said your name three times.”

Had she been that deep in thought? “Okay, maybe a little need.” She dropped her braid. “I was just getting some reports run.”

“Yeah.” Dakota glanced at the blank laptop. “Looks like it.”

Mattie clicked the laptop closed, shutting out the memories of her sweet girl and swiveled her chair toward her star employee. “What can I do for you, hon?”

“You’ve just looked so sad today. I was wondering if there’s anything I can do for you.”

“You could stay in high school.”

Dakota and Trace had graduated on a beautiful May day a week ago. It wouldn’t be long, and they’d both move on from Osage County.

The girl tilted her head, and her auburn ponytail lolled to the side. “Aw. You’re sweet. But I will not repeat the twelfth grade for anyone.”

Their giggle carried a welcome reprieve from the gloom. Even with Mattie being near twenty-seven, their age difference hadn’t kept their mentor-student relationship from meandering into friendship.

“Of course not. Go. Enjoy life.” Everyone else had left her. Dakota might as well too. Although, Hannah had come home. And Clara had gotten one of her at least twenty messages when Layla was born and finally called. But only because she was worried about the child she carried.

But Mattie no longer had Aaron. Wouldn’t ask that of him and Hannah. Even though only he knew her pain.

For a long time, she’d believed God would answer her prayers and Wyatt would come home. But God hadn’t answered. Had possibly forgotten her. And she’d shut the door on the part of her soul that still ached for Wyatt’s return.

“I could bring you a glass of tea.”

Who was this angel of a girl, and why couldn’t she stay? “Thank you. But I’ll come get it myself. I need to escape this box anyway.”

She followed Dakota toward the kitchen, greeting a couple as they came through the glass doors. They mumbled something about a storm coming and followed Carter, her newest recruit, into the dining room. The boy was doing well, and Mattie was proud of him. Pawhuska was full of good kids. She’d hire them all if she could.

She hesitated at the kitchen entrance, her attention seeking the beautiful squeal that erupted from across the room. A girl of maybe one gnawed on a stick of pizza crust, babbling a string of incoherent words. Her mother beamed.

“Hey, boss.”

She shoved the depression down and forced a smile for her head chef. “How are things today, Bobby?”

“Right as rain, boss. Right as rain.” He paid her little attention as he spoke, continuing his kitchen inspection and whispering over the shoulder of the pizza chef.

Nothing was right as rain when her baby who should be turning two wouldn’t. She forced her steps to the back of the room, turned on the sink to wash her hands, and fought the urge to splash water on her face.

She’d better pay Bobby more. He’d more than proved himself over the last year, and she needed to make it worth his while to stay. Losing people wore her thin.

“Mattie.” Dakota hissed in her ear as she appeared at Mattie’s side and rested her hands on the sink’s edge.

Mattie’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry. How many times did you call me this time?”

“Only once. There’s a man at the door.” The girl looked from Mattie toward the dining area and back, her eyes gleaming.

“Okay.” Mattie narrowed her eyes. “Show him to a table.”

“I don’t think he’s here to eat. He asked for you by name. And I’ve never seen him before.”

A strange knot twisted in Mattie’s gut. She yanked a clean towel from a stack and dried her hands. Today was not the day for shenanigans. “Why are you worried? You don’t know everyone I know.”

“This guy is hot.”

She threw her towel to the stainless steel counter and propped a fist on her hip. A nice shade of red stained her head waitress’s cheeks. “Dakota. Seriously.”

The girl’s eyes rounded. “Seriously. Dark hair. Dark eyes. Like eyes that are so brown, they’re almost black. They just look right through you. Dressed like a cowboy but not from around here...”

Dakota’s words faded to the background as her description came to life. A slow drizzle of panic coated the growing knot. A chilly day in November—

“Mattie?”

She jolted back to present day.

“Are you going to come talk to him?”

Couldn’t be him. On numb legs, she crept to the kitchen entrance, Dakota right behind her. A shoulder braced on the subway tile wall, she braved a peek. A split second and her back slapped against the wall, her heart doing a familiar dance. He was well dressed in boots, jeans, and a clean and pressed button-down shirt. Not at all like the man she once knew who always looked like he was coming from or going to a rodeo.

“Who is he?”

Maybe Layla’s birthday had her too on edge. Maybe she was seeing what she wanted to see. Did she want to see him?

“Mattie?”

Like a silly high school girl, she peeked around the corner again. The dark anger she’d corralled in her heart jumped the fence and stampeded forward, running right over her panic. She snatched Kota’s hand and dragged her to the back room where commercial refrigerators hummed and employees plated food. She dropped her young friend’s hand and paced the floor.

“So, I take it you know him.”

What was he doing here? Her last memory of him was his truck disappearing around the corner behind her angry mother. The pain of that day rivaled her anger and gave her a headache.

Mattie halted, facing Dakota. “You have to get him to leave.”

The girl giggled. “I can’t like just walk up to Mr. Hottie and tell him to leave.”

What was she thinking? “You’re right.”

“Told you he was.”

“What? No. I mean, he is but... not what I meant.”

Dakota clutched at Mattie’s wringing hands. “Are you okay? What is going on? Who is—wait. Is that... Layla’s dad? Oh, I can tell him to leave. Don’t you worry.”

Before Mattie could stop her, Dakota marched back toward the pizza kitchen, her ponytail swinging. Dumbfounded at the girl’s brazen attitude, Mattie went the other direction, making the circle to the hallway housing her office door. She inched along the wall and listened.

“Sorry, sir. We’re closed.”

“You don’t look closed.”

“But we are. I’m sorry you’ll have to come another day. Or better yet, never come back at all.”

In his silence, Mattie edged closer to the end of the hallway.

“She knows I’m here, doesn’t she?”

“Uh...”

Oh, great. She’d sent a child to do a woman’s work.

“Listen... Dakota. I’m aware I may not be welcome here, but I need to talk to Mattie.”

“Well, you’re out of luck. She doesn’t want to talk to you.”

His gaze flicked upward. Then the dark beauty of his eyes locked on hers before she realized hers were locked on his.

Wyatt. The door of those dark places of her soul rattled.

A boot scooted her way but stopped. Was he breathing? Was she?

His lips parted with words that didn’t come. A deep conversation tried to ignite.

Dakota stepped between them, breaking the connection. “I’ll call the cops.”

He blinked back to her. “For what?”

“You’re trespassing.”

“You’re open.”

“I just told you we’re closed.”

Several people had stopped to watch the altercation. Mattie had to stop this before Kota had a SWAT team showing up. She forced her feet from the hallway. “Okay, thank you, Dakota. I’ll take it from here.”

Dakota crossed her arms and gave her a sideways glance. “Just let me know when you want me to call 9-1-1.” With that, she pivoted on her heel and stormed away. But knowing that girl, she didn’t go far.

Aware of the bandana around her braids, Mattie crossed her arms to keep from ripping it from her head. She’d look worse without it. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

“Your name’s on the door.” His voice was soft. Still carried that sexy West Texas accent, although faded.

He gripped his black felt hat before him and fumbled the brim with nervous fingers. Still had thick dark hair she wanted to run her hands through. The one lock that curled over his brow.

“Place looks great. You... look great.”

He looked wonderful. Worried and scared like a bronc in the chute but wonderful.

“You did it, Mattie. You got your own place. I’m happy for you.”

His words penetrated a tough layer. His admiring gaze and the twitch to his lip threatened the next.

“Okay. Great. Well, door works both ways. As you know.”

He nodded and shuffled his hat but made no move to leave. “I deserve that.”

“You deserve a great many things, Wyatt Avery. But my daughter is not one of them.”

“Daughter?” His wild dark eyes softened, attacking the third layer. “I have a girl?”

Have.

She swallowed but didn’t release him from her glare. Wanted to hold more than his gaze. Wanted to rip his eyes out with her nails.

The glass doors opened, and a group of five met Carter at the host stand. Wyatt stepped aside and dipped his head in greeting, still working his hat brim. A sudden shine glossed his dark irises. Wyatt hadn’t known Layla, and Layla had been robbed of this beautiful man. The memory of his kind soul tried to push its way through the trauma. The pain of his abandonment.

Carter whisked the group into the dining room. His assessing glance grazed her as he passed.

“I’d love to meet her. I’m ready now. I’m—”

“You’re ready now?” Her face blazed. Her pulse quickened. Her fists clenched. Gone was any remorse for his feelings. “You need to leave.”

“I understand you’re upset. I could come back. What time do you—”

“Now!”

Dakota appeared at her side, phone held aloft.

“All right.” Wyatt raised both hands, his hat flapping like a surrender flag. “You ain’t gotta call anyone.” He straightened and backed toward the door. “But we need to talk.” He stuffed his hat on, ducked out the door, and descended the stairs.

When he disappeared around the corner, Mattie released a breath and steadied herself on the host stand.

What just happened?

“That’s terrible.” For the first time since she’d known her, Dakota wore a sad face. “He doesn’t know, does he?”

Her feet steady, her heart unstable, Mattie gripped the girl’s shoulder. “He didn’t stick around long enough to find out. I’ll be in my office if you need me.”

Before the shock wore off and tears poured out, she closed herself behind the door and slid down the black metal to the floor. He had no right to show up here. He’d given up those rights when he left her on the sidewalk to deal with her parents alone. To have their baby alone. To watch Layla die alone. Without his support. Without his arms around his family. Did he think he could just come play Daddy whenever he felt like it? That time had passed. She didn’t need him anymore.

Though she wanted him. But love only abandoned. She drew her knees into a tight embrace.

Her cell phone buzzed, and a dusting of panic that it was him settled over her. He wouldn’t call. Of course, she hadn’t thought he’d show up at her doorstep either. She crawled over, fumbled her phone off the desk, and sank back to the floor. Dakota’s wide grin and two thumbs-up greeted her on the screen. Mattie raised her thumb to deny the call, but the girl had come to somewhat of a rescue and didn’t deserve to be ignored.

She answered. “I’m fine, Kota.”

“If you want, I can close with Bobby. Maybe you should get out of here for the day. Go find Hannah.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. A talk with her best friend would help. Thank God she’d come home. But Wyatt was out there somewhere. “That’s okay. I—”

“Mattie, leave. I’ve got this. Take a few days if you need them. You’ve trained me well.”

She had. Beside Bobby, Dakota could run this restaurant for days without her. And air would be nice. The restaurant was her escape, but this office, void of windows, confined. Out on the Double H with Hannah, she could breathe. She only had to get to her truck. “You call me if you need anything.”

“You call me if you need anything.”

She could get attached to this girl. Had. Not good since she, too, would abandon her at the end of summer.

On weak legs, she stood, disconnected the call, and pocketed her phone. She peeked into the hall. No one and nothing but the normal noises of plates clattering and people chattering. She swiped her purse off its hook, threw the cross-body strap over her head, and sneaked past Carter at the host stand. She shoved through the glass doors and crept down the steps, her purse’s fringe swaying against her leg.

Somewhere in this town, Wyatt waited. And she needed to get away. But the thought of stepping out onto the sidewalk made every nerve cringe. Still the sexy rodeo cowboy she fell in love with. And those eyes. Dakota was right. They pulled a girl in. How many girls in the last two years had fallen prey to those dark orbs?

And why did she feel jealous of them?

Halfway down the stairs, she hovered in safety against the brick wall.

The glass door opened, and Dakota popped her head out. “Just making sure you’re leaving.”

“You have a restaurant to run.”

“It’s running.” She descended the stairs. “But you aren’t.”

“Wyatt’s out there somewhere, and I’m not ready to talk to him.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to call the cops?”

“Yes. I’ve already been popular in this town for reasons I don’t want to be popular. I don’t need the local cops fighting my battles.”

“I called Hannah. She’s expecting you.”

Knowing she was cared for warmed Mattie. It was familiar yet not. “No repeating twelfth grade, huh?”

Cute shoulders rose to the girl’s ears. “College awaits.”

Dakota would be another “one.” Mattie hugged the girl, then shooed her back up the stairs.

When the glass door closed behind Dakota, Mattie faced the street. Bad time for God to answer her prayers. There wasn’t anything for Wyatt to come back to. Not Layla. Not her. He could carry on with his rodeo life. Free from responsibility.

And the sooner he knew that, the sooner she could get on with her life.

She took another stair and then another.

He’d come back around. She’d tell him. He’d leave. And she wouldn’t stop him.

She was standing on one mountaintop, and Wyatt was on another. Between them was a valley deep and wide. And even if she wanted to, it was one valley she’d never cross.

The only thing she’d cross was Kihekah Avenue.
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Wyatt Avery fidgeted with the change in his pocket. The tremble in his fingers echoed the thunder in the warm western sky. And sweat pooled beneath his hat brim. It’d taken every ounce of his courage to walk into her restaurant. To face Mattie after all this time.

To not grab her up and feel her close to him.

Around the corner from Mattie’s Place, he lounged against the building, tipped his hat to people as they passed, and waited. He’d taken two weeks’ vacation from his white-collar job. Had nothing else to do and nowhere else to go. Mattie’d have to come out at some point, and he’d be there. Waiting to...

What? There was no plan. Other than to beg for mercy. Beg to see his baby.

His daughter.

He rolled back against the building, his head dropping to the brick, wild horses running through his chest. His arms wanting that tiny little girl. Wanting her momma.

The braids were the same, the turquoise earrings, the beautiful rich brown eyes he could get lost in. Had many times. But the anger brewing underneath was new.

In the distance, lightning flashed and thunder rumbled. If she didn’t come out soon, he’d have to find shelter. He took up his perch at the corner again, flipping coins between his fingers.

Mattie strode out of the restaurant and between the parked cars lining the street. His body jumped to follow her like a bronc out of the gate. What would he say when he caught up? He was sorry. He was a jerk. A coward. Forgive him. Please take him back. All of that and more needed to be said. He’d be lucky if she didn’t call the cops. Her ex and the father of her child stalking her? He was giving her the right.

But he was good now. Solid. And he could do right by the woman he still loved and the child he’d never met. He could give them the better life he’d worked so hard to build.

He jogged to catch up, jarring the constant ache in his chest. It’d only taken one look into those eyes—one dance—to know he wanted nothing more in his life than her.

But just as it hadn’t taken him long to realize she was something special, it hadn’t taken long to realize he’d never be a man worthy of her. He’d never been anything but a worthless rodeo cowboy. A good for nothin’. No plans. No future.

Dad was right.

But not anymore.

Once across the street, he tailed her to the corner. “Mattie?”

She jerked around, her braids and earrings swinging along with the fringe on her purse, and her wide-eyed fear—or shock—melted into a level glare. “Go away, Wyatt.”

“I can’t do that.”

“I wouldn’t think you’d have a problem with it.”

He tucked his hands into his pockets. “That’s a fair assump—”

She spun around.

“Mattie, wait.” He lunged for her arm, desperate to make her listen.

She lurched away before he could get a hold. A finger jabbed in his face. “Don’t. You. Touch. Me.”

His palms went up. He glanced around the street to ensure no one thought he was a lunatic attacker. Her hatred dug its spurs deep into his heart. But the tears darkening those lovely brown irises ripped it in two.

“You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to walk back into my life.”

“I know I can’t make up for the last two years, but—”

“Two and a half.”

Yes. Two and a half. Those years and months had been an eternity. Though they’d probably seemed longer to her. His desire to tug her close, wipe away her tears almost made him extend his arms. But he wouldn’t be able to fix anything from a jail cell. “I can’t change what I did. I know that. But I want to know my daughter. I want to be here for you and her, Mattie. I’ve never stopped thinking of you two.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Several emotions twisted her lovely face, competing to win. Which one would it be? Anger, sadness, hurt, love?

Making things right with Mattie Johnson would be near impossible. He cocked his head to catch her eye. “Please. I need to at least make things right with her.”

Her gaze tracked back up to his. Anger it was. “There’s nothing in this world you can do to make any of this right.”

Truth punched him in the gut.

Her lips came together in a frustrated pucker as she looked off across the street. If she hadn’t been mad, it would’ve been the sexiest thing he’d seen in a long while. The wind picked up, and she brushed a stray strand of hair away from her mouth before he could get up the gumption to do it himself. Was she considering? Underneath all that anger radiating around her? The anger he’d caused. He deserved.

God, forgive me. He’d prayed it over and over since the day he left her outside the church. Pregnant. Which made his leaving worse. Made him a bigger idiot. He’d wronged her. And God, for certain, wasn’t listening to his prayers.

But if he hadn’t been good for Mattie, he wouldn’t have been good for their child.

She wet the lips he still dreamed of kissing, and her glare scorched him again. “You wanna see your daughter?”

His muscles freed their tension. “Yes. Please.”

The sidewalk ground beneath her shoe when she flipped around and stomped off.

He unhinged his boots from the concrete and followed. This was it. He’d finally meet his little girl. The child who didn’t know him. Had Mattie told her anything about him? Did she even know she had a dad?

Would Mattie forgive him? Eventually? Could they be a family?

“Get in the truck.” Mattie motioned to the passenger door of the beat-up S-10 truck she’d bought in college.

As he grabbed for the door handle, he peeked into the small extended cab. No car seat. But at what age did a kid not need one anymore? It wasn’t something he knew anything about. He scooted in. No toys, no small things anywhere, nothing to push out of the way. Something didn’t seem right, but she was always well-organized and put together. Maybe she’d cleaned.

The engine roared to life. She shoved the gearshift into reverse, peeled out of the parking space, and sped down the road. Instead of going toward the neighborhood where her parents lived, she circled the block and headed up the hill to the higher elevations of town.

Had she moved? She’d be twenty-six now. Probably had a house of her own and didn’t live with her parents anymore. Good for her. A restaurant, a home. She was doing well.

Without him.

As expected.

She drove past tribal buildings on the left and street after street of homes on the other side. Did she live all the way to the edge of town? When she turned down Fifteenth, his heart beat even harder against his rib cage. But she still didn’t turn onto any of the neighborhood roads.

He kept his hands clasped in his lap. His thumbs could start a fire with the way they rubbed together. Maybe he should ask. He glanced at the almost visible wall between them. Maybe he should be patient.

At the end of the road, she went straight.

Right into Pawhuska City Cemetery.

What in the world? A short way in, she stopped the truck, threw it in park, and opened her door.

A sickness rose in his gut. “What are we doing here?”

She hopped out onto the road and glared at him. “You wanted to see your daughter. Let’s go see her.”

The door slammed. She walked down the gravel road that traversed the cemetery, stopped at a small stone cross, and knelt.

Numb fingers opened the door. A dizziness spun his head as he stepped out of the truck. His hard-beating heart wasn’t sure if it should beat or not. His gut threatened to turn wrong side out. His feet weren’t sure they should move.

He glanced toward the homes across the street and back to Mattie. Heat drifted from his chest, up his neck, and burned his face. “Mattie?”

Not looking his way, she pulled rogue blades of grass away from the grave marker’s base. Her face still held anger, but more subdued. Sad.

He swallowed past a dry throat, not letting his mind wander too far. Maybe they were making a stop before going to her house. Maybe this had nothing to do with him. With his daughter.

But that cold hard feeling of awaiting a deserved punishment snaked its lasso around him and drew tight.

Fists clenched, he dug his hands deep into his pockets. His boots crunched the gravel, then quieted on the grass. Visions of what could be on the marker stopped him behind it. “What’s going on?”

She still didn’t look at him, only twisted a single blade of green grass between her fingers. “Layla, baby...”

Layla. His daughter. No.

Air thinned. He couldn’t breathe it in. Couldn’t get it out. Two. His daughter should be two with dark hair like her momma’s and beautiful brown eyes, full of life and—

“I brought someone to meet you.”

The lunch he’d grabbed on the way to town rose up in his guts. He swallowed to keep it down.

“Wyatt’s your daddy.”

His eyes could only stare at Mattie as she uttered the words. God, please no. A jolt hit his knees. He was on the ground. Would she not look at him?

The harsh expression she wore almost broke. A gloss formed over her eyes, and she swiped a finger under her lashes. She rose and rushed by him. His numb arms wouldn’t reach for her. A warm breeze glanced off his face, mixed with his tears, and cooled the heat radiating from his skin.

With a hand on one arm of the cross and forcing some semblance of bravery, he waddled around to the front side. He blinked through his blurred vision to read the inscription.

Layla Marie Johnson.

His teeth chattered. His body shook. He clamped a hand over his mouth to keep from crying out. Fell back to his knees. Hung his head with the shame that was all his.

Barely registered Mattie getting into her truck and driving away.

What had he done? But it’s what he hadn’t done. Stayed.

Mattie’s words replayed.

“You don’t get to walk back into my life.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

My, not our. Me, not us. No car seat. No toys. No little things.

He’d been too blind to see. Had always been too blind.

What had she been through? What had Layla been through?

Why hadn’t he been there?

“God, I thought I was doing right.” He dropped his hand from the stone and laid both on the ground. If only he could touch his girl, hold her. But he couldn’t. And his arms felt the eternal absence of what he’d never held.

Two months. She’d only made it two months.

And he hadn’t been there to tell her. “I love you. I love you, baby girl. I never didn’t love you. Please believe me.”

The sky darkened above him. His mouth moved trying to form his constant prayer for forgiveness. But God wouldn’t hear his prayers. Never again would his prayers ascend to the throne of the Almighty. He’d hurt Mattie, hadn’t been there for Layla.

He didn’t deserve for his prayers to be heard.

Fingers digging into the dirt over his sweet girl’s grave, he wailed.
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Cruel. That one word rose in Mattie’s ears like leavened dough. Repeated over and over. But so was his leaving them behind. So was his not being there when the worst possible thing that could ever happen happened. When her arms were empty and there had been nothing to fill them.

Still, she couldn’t shake the guilt. But she did punch it down. She’d deal with it later. Because just like dough, it would rise again.

Guilt always did.

She sniffed back her tears, turned on Old Lake Road, and dug in her purse for her phone.

Hannah answered on the first ring. “Hey. Are you okay? Dakota said you were coming out.”

“I’m fine. Just had to take a little... detour. I’m on my way now.”

“Aaron and I are headed to the house. What’s going on?”

Seemed to be the question of the day. Not one she wanted to answer over the phone. “I just wanted to let you know I’m on my way. I’ll talk to you in a bit, okay?”

Thank God she could talk to Hannah all she wanted now. But right now, she needed the quiet of a country road. She disconnected the call and dumped her phone into her purse. One hand on the steering wheel, the other feeding the end of a braid between her lips, she meandered out to the Double H.

The melancholy gray day mimicked her mood. Especially the angry clouds coming in from the west.

She’d often thought of the day Wyatt left. Conjured up a different ending. One in which Wyatt lifted her into his arms and twirled her around, knelt before her, and kissed her belly. Asked her to marry him on the spot. Happy and excited for their coming child.

One where her parents didn’t hate her for being an embarrassment. One where Wyatt and their families had been there for Layla’s birth.

And gathered around them for their daughter’s death.

But there wasn’t room in their lives for a tramp.

She turned on the radio to drown out that thought. The music blared. She cringed, switched it off again, and rolled down the window instead. It wasn’t a hot day. But sweat stuck to her skin, and the fresh air helped.

When she arrived, Hannah met her on the front porch between flower beds teeming with white daisies, leaving the front door wide open and grabbing her into a hug. Mattie tried for a smile but couldn’t hold onto it. So she let it go like she had everything else.

Aaron, a sweaty hat ring encircling his hair, stood in the open doorway. He leaned on the doorframe, kneading the back of his neck. Boy, he was not going to like the news she carried.

He narrowed his eyes at her, no doubt trying to read her. They’d been through a lot, Mattie and Aaron, and he still
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