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Your favourite authors love Bailey Hannah!

‘Relatable, funny, heartwarming, and full of so much heat. A testament to the power of showing up for the ones you love, no matter how messy things get’

Nisha J.Tuli

‘Bailey Hannah’s writing is beautiful, the characters are nuanced, and the emotions are complex’

Sarah Hawley

‘Real, raw, and sweepingly romantic … Bailey Hannah tells stories with grit and authenticity that will have you desperately flipping the pages late into the night’

Catherine Cowles

‘Angsty, emotional and so damn sexy. Throw in a hardworking hero on horseback and I am sold! Now I just need to go back and meet the other men on the ranch!’

Laurie Gilmore

‘Bailey Hannah knows how to deliver the heat! Saddle up, readers – this cowboy romance is about to leave you breathless’ 

Carlie Walker

‘As angsty and emotional as it is swoony and sexy, this romance that will have readers simultaneously wiping their tears and smiling until it hurts’

Lyla Sage

‘Bailey Hannah’s books are an exhilarating ride. I close each one with my hair blown back and a smile on my face, immediately ready for another’

Tarah DeWitt

Readers are hooked by Love Wells Kept …

‘How do you say goodbye to a world that feels like home? I don’t think a book has ever broken me this quickly. If you love emotional, second-chance-at-love vibes with deep, soul-stirring connection … this one will *ruin* you (in the best way)’

Nikki, Reader Review

‘The ending was absolutely perfect – the best send off for such a perfect series’

Chloe, Reader Review

‘I have loved all the books so far in the Wells Ranch series and Bailey saved the best for last’

Sam, Reader Review

‘Beautiful, emotional, unforgettable. My heart shattered over and over again … and somehow, this story still managed to put it back together’

Anna, Reader Review

‘This is one of those rare books that manages to be spicy, heartwarming, and heartbreaking all at once without losing its emotional core’

Donna, Reader Review

‘Bailey Hannah, please stand up and take a bow because you have delivered a beautiful, emotional, heart-breaking read that I am so in awe of that I’m ready to go back and read it again less than 24 hours after finishing’

Alanna, Reader Review

‘Honestly I’d give this infinity stars if I could. My heart and soul are in Wells Ranch, with the Wells’ and their extended family. It’s not just a fictional place but people and a town that feels like home, a place that I don’t ever want to leave behind’

Lucy, Reader Review


To all the memories this series has afforded me.


BAILEY HANNAH

LOVE
WELLS KEPT
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As I write the final words in the Wells Ranch series, it’s surreal to think about the ways my life has changed, and the memories I’ve made during the last two years, all because of words written on a page. When Austin and Cecily first popped into my head, I had no idea where their story would take me.

I’ve laughed with these characters, grieved with them, and fallen in love with each of them along the way. I found friendships both on-page and in real life, and achieved things I’ve dreamt about since I was a little kid.

And now, as this chapter comes to an end, I wanted to take a moment to thank you, the readers. Thank you for trusting me with your heart, for sharing laughter and tears with me, for loving these characters as much as I do, and for giving me the opportunity to tell their stories.

Some memories may fade, but the Wells family? I’m pretty sure they’re not going anywhere.

That’s what hearts do when they love someone—they remember.


CONTENT WARNINGS


	Alcohol consumption (on page)

	Amnesia (on page)

	Blood (on page)

	Castration (discussed, not shown)

	Death of parent (discussed, not shown)

	Depression (discussed, on page)

	Medically induced coma (on page)

	Medical procedures, including brain surgery (discussed, on page)

	Miscarriage (detailed, on page)

	Prescription medication use (on page)

	Pregnancy (on page)

	Runaway child (on page, no harm to child)

	Suicidal ideation (on page)

	Traumatic brain injury (on page)

	Vomit (on page)

	Explicit sex including cockwarming, praise, and public sex



JACKSON

Some mornings make you wish you could stop the clock.

This morning, my daughter’s all braids, freckles, and energy, practically floating as she skips toward the barn, and knowing she won’t be this small and excited forever, I wish I could hit pause. I watch her closely over the hitch of the truck, trying to burn this moment into my memory forever.

“Don’t go far,” I call after her. “I’m almost ready to go.”

“Okay, Daddy.” Odessa beams at me over her shoulder, disappearing through the double doors.

The barn’s gilded in morning sun, blurred by dust motes kicked up in Odessa’s wake. I run a hand through my hair, racking my brain for anything I might’ve forgotten. This time tomorrow, Odessa and I will be on our way back home with the horse of her dreams.

Then a scream slices through the crisp morning air.

Odessa.

I run before I think.

She’s pressed into the corner of a stall, trembling under the stare of a gelding I’ve been working with for weeks—his ribs are thin, his eyes wild from the abuse he came from. Fear pulses off him in waves, coiled muscle ready to strike.

Her name is ripped from my lips as I shove the stall door open.

All I have is one step, one second. And whatever comes next.

TWO HOURS EARLIER …

No man alive has ever been happier.

Arm wrapped around my wife’s waist, I tug the warm pressure of her back tight to my chest. The first hint of daybreak creates shadows and soft edges around the room. The house is still, crisp mountain air spilling in through the slightly open window. It’s my favorite time of the day.

A gentle nudge of my nose moves thick brown locks away from her neck. Even while asleep, her head reflexively cants, exposing more of her creamy skin. My lips brush a kiss behind her ear, and I inhale the faint aroma of castor oil still lingering from last night.

I vividly remember the first night she used some new skincare regime with approximately one billion steps. It was right around her twenty-fifth birthday, following a small quarter-life crisis about getting older. She came to bed looking like a glazed donut, and I told her as much, which she didn’t appreciate. But with that adorable scowl of hers, I couldn’t help but pin her to the sheets and make sure to let her know she tasted like a glazed donut, too.

Now, a decade later, I can’t get enough of that mild earthy scent. Nothing beats knowing I’m the only one who gets to experience Kate Wells slipping into bed at the end of the day.

The stretched collar of my old T-shirt has slipped off her shoulder, and I let go of my hold on her waist to trace the delicate plane of her bare collarbone. With a twist of my wrist, the backs of my roughened knuckles run the length of her arm. Slipping under the frayed hem, I stretch my hand across the front of her stomach and press a kiss to her shoulder.

Kate exhales slow and long, and her hand spreads over mine.

Confident she’s awake, or at least somewhere in that dreamy half-awake state, I softly murmur, “Mornin’.”

With the gravel of sleep still in her voice, her whisper matches mine. “Hi, handsome.”

Kate rolls onto her back, and I brush away the hair stuck to pillow-creases in her cheek. She looks at me with hooded eyes and a thin smile.

“How are you feeling?” I ask, rubbing our joined hands in slow circles over her stomach.

Her throat clenches with an audible swallow. “So far, so good. Been awake for less than ten seconds, though.”

“Good point.” I kiss her cheek. Jaw. Neck.

As I shuffle down the bed, kissing every sliver of skin I come across, the comforter pulls with me. I shift the thin T-shirt up to expose her midriff so I can place the softest of kisses just below her belly button, where the stretch marks from our first two babies are thin, white arcs across her skin. They look like glittering sunlight on water. I can’t wait for the subtle changes in these scars, and the addition of new ones, in the coming months.

“I love you,” I say to my wife. To the baby we found out about yesterday. “Both of you.”

“You know you’re essentially talking to my intestines right now … the baby’s nowhere near that high up yet.” Kate laughs under her breath.

My thumbs hook under her cotton pajama pants and I let my mouth trail lower, following the slow dip of her pants. Letting my bottom lip drag over the indent from her elastic waistband, I look up at her. “This low enough?”

She gives me a coy shrug, lifting her hips off the mattress so I can tug those pesky bottoms off, then settle myself between her thighs, to make sure she has a really good start to her day. God knows she deserves it.

We found out about Kate’s pregnancy after she’d been sick all week. Kate doesn’t get sick. Honestly, I think germs are too scared of my wife to even consider invading her body.

Blowing a cool breath on her hot skin, I feel the vibration of anticipation run the length of her thighs. Her back arches like the slow pull of a bowstring, begging me to be the one to let it snap. After sixteen years, I know her every move, every sound, every want better than I know my own.

I kiss her about a quarter of an inch from where she wants my mouth to be. “How’s that, Kit?”

She palms the back of my skull, urging me into her at the same time her legs spread impossibly wide. And just as that first savory lick up her wet entrance floods my senses, her fingers knot in my hair to sharply yank my gaze to meet hers. There’s a hiss in her tone when she quietly says my name.

“You okay?” I ask.

With a disgruntled sigh, she hooks the thumb of her free hand toward the bedroom door. I prop myself up on my elbows, training my ears.

Sure enough. There’s an uneven thud of small feet heading down the stairs. On any other morning, I’m thrilled to have a moment with my wife and at least one of our kids snuggled up in our king-size bed before the chaos of a day on the ranch begins. Before I head out to do ranch work or train horses, and Kate becomes so busy tending to the kids and the ranch hands there’s barely time for a brief kiss when we cross paths.

But this morning, the last people I want walking into the room are our children. Love them, but goddamn, we need a lock on the door.

Pressing a firm kiss to my wife’s gorgeous pussy, I help her shimmy her pants back up and return to my still-warm spot next to her.

“You tease.” She cups my chin and kisses me.

I shift the erection in my boxers, willing it to go away, just as the door swings open and our three-year-old, Rhett, saunters in. At least he’s a little bit less hell-on-wheels than our seven-year-old daughter, Odessa, which is a great thing during a moment like this, when my brain’s still hazy and sluggish.

Ignoring Rhett for a second, I lock eyes with Kate and say, “I’ll make it up to you tomorrow after Odessa and I get home from the auction. I’ll do bedtime and meet you right here afterward.”

Then I pop a final kiss on her lips before sitting up and returning my focus to Rhett. “Morning, buddy. How’d you sleep?”

“I had a dream about donuts that fart.” He scrambles to pull himself onto the bed, clutching at the thick comforter until Kate offers her hand as a lifeline.

“Wow. Sounds like quite the dream.” I plant my bare feet on the worn wooden floorboards, working up the energy to fully remove myself from the bed. A few minutes ago, I had the energy—and virility, apparently—of a twenty-year-old man, but now that I have to get up and do things I’d rather not do, it’s taking everything I have. With a stretch overhead, I look at Rhett in my periphery. “Did they poop sprinkles?”

His small, freckled face twists to match the disheveled state of his hair. “No.”

Kate snickers.

“Right. Because that would be too weird.” My palm scrubs my jaw, and I stand, setting a weary hand down on his head to tousle his short brown hair. “Let’s get out of Mommy’s hair—let her fully wake up.”

Spreading my fingers, I grip the top of his head and gently veer him toward the open doorway. Seems like yesterday I could hold his entire body in one outstretched hand.

I don’t loosen my hold on him until we’re stepping into the kitchen, because Lord knows he’ll head back to the bedroom to talk Kate’s ear off about donut farts if I don’t keep him on track.

And I’m hoping Kate takes the few minutes of alone time to finish what I started, but even if not, there’s a good chance she’ll be nauseous when she gets out of bed. Given we haven’t told anyone about her pregnancy yet, it’s better if the kids don’t see her sick.

Slanted sunlight streams through the windows behind our kitchen table, silhouetting an abandoned coffee cup left behind on the wooden tabletop, and pours across the island’s white counter. Besides Rhett’s rustling through cereal boxes in the walk-in pantry, the only sound is a sharp hiss as the coffeemaker finishes its timed brew. Careful not to let the kitchen cabinets squeak too much, as they’re apt to do—particularly when the house is quiet and everyone is sleeping—I grab a clean mug and pad across the cool floors to fill it.

Once Rhett and I have our morning necessities in hand, we settle in at the table. Covered in dents and stains and scuffs, this table has seen multiple generations of Wellses. Rhett and Odessa ate their first meals here, just like me and my father before me.

Mid-sip of strong, black coffee, I look up to see our kitchen manager, Beryl, enter the room. Dressed in dark-wash jeans and a WELLS RANCH T-shirt, she beams at me. “Morning, boys.”

“Morning,” I say into my coffee mug, watching as she finishes tying off a long gray braid and tosses it over her shoulder on her way to kiss Rhett on top of the head.

He scrunches his freckled nose, but there’s no denying the way he relaxes into the feel of her lovingly sifting a hand through his hair.

Beryl came to work for the ranch when Kate was pregnant with Odessa and could no longer keep up with the demands of cleaning bunkhouses, prepping lunches for the ranch hands, and running the house by herself. But she quickly became so much more than an employee to us. It had been a few years since my mom died at that point, and I don’t think my brothers and I realized how badly we needed a maternal presence in our lives again until Beryl showed up.

Now my kids call her Gran.

Without a moment to waste, Beryl starts on her morning routine, because within the next fifteen minutes or so, a herd of noisy, clumsy ranch hands will clamber into the spacious kitchen in search of coffee, bagged lunches, and whatever else they can get their hands on.

She tucks a batch of yesterday’s blueberry scones into the oven to warm them, leaving one out for Rhett, who prefers them cold, and sinks into the empty chair next to my son.

The sitting isn’t long. Never is for her. She swears that’s what keeps her feeling young and agile at her age.

“Rhett peed on the toilet seat again.” Odessa’s attitude enters the room before she does, and when she appears around the corner, her hands are firmly placed on her skinny hips. With wavy, chocolate-brown hair that falls all the way to her lower back and giant doe eyes, she’s the spitting image of a young Kate. “It’s disgusting.”

Rhett turns to me with a guilty expression.

I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Bud, we’ve talked about this.”

“Sorry,” he says. He’s not sorry. We’ll be having this conversation again tomorrow.

Eyes cutting to where my daughter’s filling a bowl with Cheerios, I ask, “How’d you sleep, Princess?”

“Pretty good.” Milk splashes into the bowl and a few drops ricochet to land on the counter. Odessa swipes her arm across the mess and continues.

“Good enough you’re still up for a drive to the horse auction with me?”

I already know the answer. Odessa’s been obsessed with horses since she was a baby, and riding since she learned to sit on her own. She loves horses even more than I did at her age. With her birthday next month and a horse auction that happens to fall in the middle of her spring break, Kate and I agreed this was the perfect time for her first horse.

Her eyes light up. “You were serious? I get to come?”

“Best place to find you a new horse for your birthday, right?”

With an excited shriek, Odessa promptly turns toward the door, abandoning the carton of milk and bowl of Cheerios on the counter. “Let’s go!”

“Hold up,” I say through a laugh. “I gotta check on the training horses before we hit the road. Eat your breakfast.”

Rhett’s metal spoon clangs on the table. “I want to go.”

I suck my teeth. “Sorry, bud. Just me and sissy this time. You’d get way too bored sitting in the truck that long.”

He twists in his chair, gripping the smooth wooden back, to glare at his sister, who sticks her tongue out at him.

When Odessa sits down to eat, she’s beaming ear to ear, and over the rim of my coffee mug I give her a discreet wink.

Kate and Beryl have made more than their fair share of comments about Odessa becoming less of a daddy’s girl when she gets older. That she won’t always want to hang out with me, and I should prepare myself for that, but I’m happier living in blissful ignorance, with a smidge of intense denial. Besides, if she goes through a phase in her teen years where I’m suddenly uncool, I’m going to be grateful as hell for every chance I get to spend time with her now.

And sure, I won’t be able to get a word in edgewise with Odessa talking my ear off for the entire ten-hour drive, but I wouldn’t trade it for the world.

Besides, I’m used to sitting down and shutting up. I’m married to Kate, after all.

The front door slams then, wafting brisk morning air down through the house, and chaos descends upon the kitchen. Ranch hands tromping through in cowboy boots and winter woolies, grumbling and elbowing each other and grunting their thanks to Beryl as she fills travel mugs with steaming black coffee and reminds the grown men to take a bottled water with them. She’s a mother hen tutting after them like they’re a group of preschoolers in need of direction.

Somewhere in the madness, Kate slips into the kitchen. She’s dressed in a pair of my old blue jeans and a baggy sweatshirt, hair pulled into a messy bun that wobbles on top of her head with every step. My wife typically only wears makeup when we’re going out, but I can tell she rouged her cheeks to combat the pallor of morning sickness. Instinctively, I stand and brush past a couple of our long-term ranch hands to get to her.

Stepping in close to her, I quietly ask, “How are you feeling?”

“Like one of those scones is either going to be my saving grace or the death of me.” She licks her lips. “And I can’t wait to find out.”

“Sit.” I kiss her temple. “You’re in no state to be fighting off these guys to get one.”

“I’m always in a state to fight these animals.” Her hand shoots up in preparation to swat someone at just the right second to unintentionally threaten my younger brother on his way to the coffee machine.

Denny ducks, cursing under his breath. “Damn it, Kate. What did I do to get this treatment first thing in the morning?”

“Gotta keep you on your toes, Denny,” Kate retorts. She gives me a sly grin, then says, “You’re right. That took all my energy. Go win me a scone, handsome.”

Goods secured, I step in behind where Kate’s sitting at the table and quietly place her breakfast down next to the mug of black tea she’s cradling in both hands. Mid-conversation with Denny and Odessa, she tips her head to look at me. The wisps of hair sticking out at every angle from her bun flutter through the air, and she squints at the sunlight silhouetting me.

“Come say goodbye before you head out?”

“I’d never go anywhere without saying goodbye first, Kit.”


KATE

Between calculated sips of tea and mouse-like nibbles of scone, I stave off the nausea gurgling low in my throat. Though it’s bright enough to have everyone at the table squinting slightly, the window frost is so thick I can’t feel the warmth of the sunrays despite the way they cloak me.

One by one, ranch hands grab their bagged lunches, fill dented travel mugs with coffee—one of the first things I had an aversion to, hence the tea—and wearily heckle each other in the large kitchen.

In the middle of a strategic slow trickle of tea down my throat, I glance over the rim of my mug in time to watch Rhett pick his nose and wipe it on Odessa’s forearm, which is swiftly followed up by an attempted spoon-stabbing in retaliation. If it were a knife, or maybe even a fork, I’d intervene. This morning I’m too exhausted, and the last thing I want to deal with is the two of them arguing, so I pretend not to notice.

“Mom-uh.”

I loathe the additional syllable Odessa’s started adding to the ends of words when she’s annoyed.

So much for me not getting involved.

Odessa whines while wiping her brother’s snot off on his shirt. “He’s being disgusting.”

Rhett’s unfazed. He’s focused solely on driving a salt grinder around the table like it’s a truck.

I set my mug down with an exhale. “Odessa, why don’t you go down to the barn and help your dad so you two can get on the road sooner?”

Her lips purse. “Does that earn me more money toward the horse I’m gonna buy?”

“It earns you grace for trying to stab your brother, so you don’t have to sit in your room grounded for the rest of spring break.”

“But he started—”

I tilt my head, giving her the look. The one that means I’m not fucking around. The one that all of our ranch hands know not to argue with. The one that’s landed me in a fight or two with women who didn’t understand when to quit running their mouth.

The chair makes a grating nose as Odessa pushes back from the table, rolling her eyes. “Fine-uh.”

In socked feet, she tromps across the floor, clearly doing her best to cause a scene. Though nobody notices, since there’s still half a dozen cowboys lingering around the island, scarfing down scones and coffee before they start their day. They should consider themselves lucky that Austin, the eldest Wells brother, isn’t here yet. He doesn’t exactly appreciate dillydallying.

The scone and tea seem to be sitting fine, so I leave Rhett to happily play pretend at the table and begin cleaning up the mess my hurricane-force family left behind.

It’s merely the start of a long day around here. Baking homemade bread for sandwiches, driving an hour and a half away to Sheridan—the closest small city with large enough grocery stores to feed our entire crew—then assembling tomorrow’s bagged lunches for twenty cowboys. Not to mention, the bunkhouses we have on site for the guys need to be cleaned. And to think I used to do it all myself.

Though the number of “ranch wives” has increased exponentially in the last few years, the work seems never ending. Maybe it’s because of all the extra kids. Though Denny and his wife, Blair, live in the town of Wells Canyon now, she’s here with their toddler almost daily. Blair’s best friend, Cassidy, married our ranch foreman, Red, and because she runs her own leatherworking business, she has the flexibility to be here as often as she wants. Austin’s wife, Cecily, works in the kitchen full time with Beryl … at least, she will until she gives birth in a few months.

It’s truly a family-run ranch in every sense of the word. Fresh out of my care-aide program in college, I moved here to provide hospice care to the Wells family matriarch, Lucy. And from the moment I stepped foot on this property, I knew it was someplace special. A place I’d never want to leave.

Not only because of the stunning sunsets that cloak the valley in a golden glow, or the crisp mountain air, or even the overwhelming feeling of being away from it all. The Wells family took me in and filled my life with so much joy, even as they were losing the source of theirs.

And it just so happened that Lucy’s middle son, Jackson, was my soulmate. We fell in love sitting in this very kitchen, talking for hours over chamomile tea when neither of us could sleep. Somehow it seems fitting that Lucy was my one and only patient, because no other job placement would’ve felt right after that.

I stare down at the suds gathered in my hands, realizing I apparently zoned out in the middle of washing up. Who knows how long I’ve been standing here, water at full blast into the farmhouse-style sink, slippery hands wringing together. After a quick rinse, I shut the tap off and head to the pantry.

Bread time.

I could make sandwich loaves with my eyes closed. And on a day like today, that sounds lovely. Get some rest and be productive.

“You look a little pale, honey.” Beryl wipes a damp cloth over the countertop, collecting stray crumbs the cowboys left in their wake. “Still sick?”

I shake my head, reaching behind me to tie the ivory apron strings in a neat bow at the small of my back. “Just need a couple good nights to get back to one hundred percent.”

“Well, good thing it’s only you and Rhett tonight. Make sure you get to bed the same time he does.”

I suspect she knows the real reason behind my sudden paleness and lack of energy, but I promised Jackson we’d tell everyone together after he gets home tomorrow night. And I’m grateful Beryl doesn’t push it further, instead resuming her morning routine.

“Can we listen to music?” Rhett pipes up from the table where he’s intently focused on folding a paper napkin into something. A boat? A swan? A pirate’s hat?

Without a single second of hesitation, Beryl’s tapping the power button on a small black Bluetooth speaker. “Great idea, baby.”

Rhett’s thrilled when we start with his favorite song by a talking cartoon snowman. He’s seated at the kitchen table, looking like a miniature version of his father, with a slight wave in his brown hair, curious almond eyes, and a tall-yet-stocky build. He sings along—loud and off-key—squinting out at the scant traces of snow left on the ground, feet merrily swinging under the table.

After a few moments, Rhett busies himself with stacking wood blocks into a precarious tower on the floor. And Beryl moves with quiet efficiency behind me, checking items off the grocery list and muttering under her breath when she can’t remember if we’re out of baking powder or baking soda.

It’s peaceful, in its own chaotic, domestic way. The rhythm of shaping bread is oddly meditative. Roll, tuck, turn, set aside. The counter’s quickly filled with soft, rounded mounds of dough.

“Morning!” Cecily’s voice cuts through the music as she steps inside, her hair pulled into a high ponytail, cheeks flushed from the cold, or maybe it’s that pregnant glow she wears like it’s natural. Of course she looks effortlessly radiant in a stretched-out T-shirt and leggings.

“Morning, honey,” Beryl says as she looks up from the multi-page shopping list she’s scribbling at the kitchen table. “Need anything from the grocery store?”

I do a double take, eyes cutting from Cecily to Beryl. “Wait—I thought I was going today?”

She gives me a look that dares me to argue. “No, ma’am. Nope, you’re going to take a long nap after the bread is done. With this one”—she hooks a thumb toward Cecily, who’s tugging the hem of her shirt down to try and cover her exposed stomach—“just about into her third trimester, we need you healthy.”

“Okay, well, I’m not a napper. But I appreciate the sentiment.” I pick at dried dough around my nail beds. “I’m perfectly healthy. No need to worry about me.”

The front door closes with a slam that reverberates through the hundred-year-old farmhouse, vibrating in the old floorboards and echoing through thin walls. It’s followed by heavy footsteps, and Austin Wells steps into the room. Hair still damp from the shower, wearing a long-sleeve navy plaid shirt, and with his signature scowl already in place.

He instinctively moves toward his wife, spreading a large hand across her round baby bump and planting a kiss on top of her head. Austin’s grumpy, gruff demeanor shifts when she’s around. It’s not dramatic, but to those of us who have known him for years, it’s noticeable. It’s good.

“Coffee’s fresh,” Beryl says.

“Smells like a bakery in here.” Grabbing his usual mug from the cabinet, he makes a beeline for the coffeepot.

Beryl shrugs. “With how much your guys eat, that’s basically what this place is.”

He pours the steaming dark roast into his cup. “Could always buy the cheapest bread they have at the grocery store instead.”

Cecily gasps, wide eyes trained on her husband. “How could you suggest that? Kate’s bread has ruined me for anything else. I could … Wow. I could actually cry thinking about not having fresh bread every day.”

I throw my hands up, laughing. “Great, Aus. Now you’re gonna make your pregnant wife cry.”

“Jesus Christ. It was a suggestion. Ignore me. Just a stupid man here.”

“Hey, you said it.” I shrug impishly.

Austin starts toward his usual spot at the kitchen table. Even before Cecily came into his life, he spent mornings here with Beryl and me. He takes ranch phone calls, pores over financial paperwork, or reads his cattlemen’s magazine. He’s never been one to socialize with the ranch hands, so there were many times over the years when Beryl and I were the only people he talked to for days on end.

He trips over Rhett’s blocks, fumbling his coffee mug, and miraculously catches himself before he’s spilled a single drop. “Seriously, buddy? In the middle of the floor? Come on.”

“I’m building a tower.”

“Great.” Austin exhales, settling into his seat. “But can we not build it in the middle of the highway?”

Rhett grumbles but pushes his blocks a few inches to the left.

The tea and scone did the trick for a while, but nausea is curling in my stomach again, and I need a minute to sit.

At that moment, someone flies through the front door of the big house, and their heavy panting breath is heard throughout the kitchen long before they’ve reached us.

“Kate,” a man shouts from the hallway. Red appears in the doorway in filthy jeans and a tattered plaid button-up, his face flushed and hair disheveled. “Kate. Austin. You need to come.”

“What’s going on?” Austin’s mug clunks against the tabletop.

There’s nothing but the steady stream of the kitchen faucet and the smell of fresh bread and my hands are dripping water across the floor.

“There’s been an accident.”


KATE

There’s been an accident.

I rip the apron from my body, leaving it discarded on the hallway floor, and cram my feet into a pair of old rubber boots on my way out the door. Austin’s shoulder brushes mine on our run down the front porch steps.

“Is it Odessa?” Her name slices its way up my throat, begging not to be said.

Over his shoulder, Red replies, “Jackson.”

My eyes burn from the combination of frigid air and the overwhelming urge to cry. Gravel crunches underfoot, and even from more than a hundred yards away, we can hear a commotion in the barn.

I know cowboys. They don’t panic. I know my cowboy. He broke his arm once and it took me two days to convince him to go to the hospital.

This … It’s different.

A shiver slides the length of my spine, and I reflexively reach for Austin. Hands wrapped around his arm with a bruising grip, I hold him as if a portion of his unwavering strength will somehow transfer to me. And he clasps a steady, warm hand on mine.

“Is he …”

“Denny already called for an ambulance.”

My next breath is ragged and hollow. I bite my top lip, digging my teeth in until the pain numbs the rest of my senses, and the tears welling in my eyes don’t fall down my cheeks. The last thing he needs is a blubbering wife right now.

“What happened?” Austin asks calmly.

So fucking calm. How can he be so calm when every cell in my body is on the verge of exploding?

“He was in with that new gelding,” Red says. “Don’t know exactly what happened, but thank God one of the guys was in the tack room—heard Odessa scream and came running.”

My grip on Austin tightens like the leather of a cinch, giving me barely enough stability to keep moving. My feet drag through the gravel, weighed down and numb, and a series of tremors racks my body the closer we get to the barn.

“Odessa’s okay.” A pained smile flickers on Red’s lips. “Checked myself. She’s okay, Kate.”

My tongue presses against my cheek, and I nod slowly, tears welling in my eyes.

We find the barn door wide open and, rather than the chaos I expected to find, everyone is oddly … calm.

Unnerving—the calm. It’s sterile. Cold. It’s heads of hair without cowboy hats. Grown men refusing to look me in the eye when I enter the fucking barn.

“Kate.” Red stops so fast Austin and I nearly run into the back of him, and he spins to face me. His hands hold my face, and I don’t have enough sense—enough strength—to shove them away. “Do not try to move him. You hear me?”

With the snarl of a frightened wild animal, I push past him. Does he think I’m an idiot?

“Somebody tell me what the hell is going on. What happened?” Charging forward toward a far stall, where a couple ranch hands are standing around with their hands in their pockets. “Jackson, can you please tell me what’s going—”

Rounding the corner, I step into a dusty stall. No horse.

Only …

“Jackson,” I sob. My knees hit the ground next to a motionless body, tears falling to the concrete mere seconds later. There’s blood—so much blood—accumulating on the ground under his head, and I can’t catch my breath. “What’s—”

The words can’t leave. Trapped in the thick, burning bile that I’m drowning in.

Somewhere in the background, a million miles away and through a dense fog, I hear Red’s voice. “Seems he was probably kicked, but he’s been out cold the entire time so …”

I careen forward until my forehead collides with his chest, the soft texture of his shirt against my skin, the scent of laundry soap and his sweat filling my nostrils.

And I pray for a heartbeat. A cough. A movement. The feel of his hand coming up to cup the nape of my neck so he can whisper that I’m being dramatic.

If any of that happens, I don’t feel it.

Then there’s Denny. He’s hugging me from behind, whispering things I can’t make out, his breath blowing hot against my neck as his arms wrap tight around me. He takes the panicked blows of my heart against my rib cage and slows them with the even gallop of his pulse on my back. His head rocks side to side against mine. His tears drench my hair.

He’s my straitjacket.

“He’ll be okay,” Denny murmurs. “You’ll be okay.”

This isn’t okay. This is my husband. The love of my life. The father of my children. My person.

Lying in a pool of blood on the cold concrete in the middle of a goddamn barn.

When Denny finally lets up, I lift my head to press a shaky kiss to Jackson’s lips. “Please … Listen to your brother for once and be okay. I need you to be okay. I love you so much.”

Just like so many late nights spent watching him sleep, my hands search his face, reveling in his stubble scraping my palm. I smooth a fingertip over his eyebrows. Sift through blood-soaked hair. Wipe a speck of red from the shell of his ear.

There’s a new commotion. Like the beating of a hundred angel wings, the heavy, dense whoosh of helicopter blades echoes through the barn. The guys collectively breathe a sigh of relief. And I clutch the front of Jackson’s shirt, digging a button so deep into my palm, it’s nearly embedded. Surely they can’t separate him and me if we’re sewn together.

“Jackson.” I lean in so my lips brush his ear, and my breath comes out a tattered death rattle. I lick my lips, holding on to him with a sinking feeling this might be our last moment. “Don’t you dare go. Don’t you fucking dare. You … you promised me. You promised you wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye. You can’t.”

“Kate.” Denny’s hand rubs a firm line across my shoulder blades. “Kate, the paramedics are here. We gotta let them do their job.”

I nod, the side of my face rubbing against the side of my husband’s. I need to memorize every piece of him, collect all the different ways he feels. But I have two men sliding hands under my armpits, attempting to forcibly remove me from the last person on Earth I ever want to be away from. The person so ingrained in my soul, I can’t fathom existing without him. I couldn’t. My heart wouldn’t allow it.

“You don’t get to leave without saying goodbye,” I sob into his wet hair one last time.

Pressing bloodstained hands to the cold, rough surface of concrete, I move from kneeling to crouching to standing. Some part of me keeps waiting for his eyes to flutter open and the gravel of his sleepy voice to tell me he loves me. I can’t take my eyes off him for fear of missing it.

Even as my lifeless body is pulled from the barn stall to make room for paramedics and a stretcher, I watch him intently. The fingers on one hand turn white around the edge of the stall door. My other hand’s encompassed by the warmth of Denny’s palms.

In a series of calculated movements and murmured medical terms, he’s loaded onto a board, then brought to the waiting helicopter.

The blades whip through the air like the roll of thunder. Holding my hand over my brow bone to shield my eyes from the sun’s glare, I watch the helicopter shrink into the skyline before I turn to Red. “Where’s Odessa?”

“Probably back at the house by now. I had Colt take her out of the barn after I’d made sure she was okay.”

Fresh air fully inflates my lungs for the first time since the moment Red barged into the kitchen, and I blow a loud exhale through parted lips. I had my moment to be distraught and inconsolable and terrified. Now I need to wipe away the salt that’s burned tracks down my cheeks, run a hand through tangled hair, and get my shit together for my kids.

Emotions settle in my chest cavity, weighing down every beat of my heart and cinching around my lungs. Pain radiates through my shoulder blades, tingling down my arms, with every step toward our house.

What do I tell the kids?

Red and Denny follow close behind me, our footsteps falling in sync, crunching over the gravel and pounding on the compact dirt. Trees sway and bend, birds flitting between them fully consumed in early-spring love. Otherwise, the ranch is eerily still, with no distant rumblings of tractor engines or cowboy chatter.

“You okay?” Denny asks softly, stepping in close behind me on the slow drag up the front porch steps.

“No,” I answer honestly, voice crack and all. I swallow against the lump wedged in my throat. “Not at all. I can’t even think about— Can you help me pretend to be okay? For the kids?”

Both men nod, and when Red steps forward to open the door for me, the cozy scent of wood fire and rising bread envelops me. Home. I swear I can even smell Jackson’s body wash lingering in the air.

I stumble forward, flanked by two men who have always been brothers to me, and soon I’m standing in the large kitchen. Rhett’s still playing with his blocks, and his singular tower has transformed into a small city. Austin’s coffee mug hasn’t left its spot on the kitchen table. Someone picked up my flour-coated apron and set it on the island while I was gone. Beryl’s nowhere to be seen.

Cecily looks up from where she’s shaping a loaf of whole-wheat bread, and runs her hands over the front of her too-small apron. “What’s going on?”

Rhett’s head whips around to look at us. “Is Daddy okay?”

My eyes shutter, blinking back tears, and I nod slowly. It’s so fucking forced. “Yeah, baby. He hurt himself, but the doctors are gonna fix him up.”

“At the hostable? Is he really super hurt?”

Denny strides across the floor, crouching down next to his nephew. “Your dad is tough, right?” He waits for Rhett to give him an eager nod. “This is nothing he can’t handle—tough guy like him. Those hospital doctors will have him fixed up and heading home super fast.”

“I want to show him my farm.” Rhett points to a dozen green blocks scattered underneath one of the dining chairs.

Giving him an impressed look, Denny says, “That’s a badass farm. Why don’t you show me?”

I turn my attention back to Cecily. “Did Odessa come back here?”

She nods. “Beryl’s up in her room with her.”

“I need to talk to her,” I announce. “Make sure she’s okay before we head to the hospital.”

In the midday sun, the short hallway between the front entry and kitchen are cheerful and bright. Sharp lines of golden light cut diagonally across the worn wooden floorboards, and I grip the smooth banister to pull myself upstairs.

When my hand leaves a small streak of muddy-red on the handrail, it dawns on me that I still have Jackson’s blood on me, so at the top of the stairs I veer into the bathroom. The faucet squeaks a little when I turn it on. It has since the first time I used it sixteen years ago, the first night I spent in Jackson’s childhood bedroom.

Through a thick film of tears, I stare at the crimson blood dried on my hands, wedged under my nails. I swallow down a sob and clutch the edges of the sink to keep myself upright even as the entire world sways and my knees threaten to buckle.

This blood might be the last trace of my husband I ever have on my skin.

All I can think about is how washing this away might mean washing away the last moments of his life. Washing away the last time I get to feel his warm skin on mine.

A droplet falls from my eye, big enough to drown in, and it blurs the red on my palm like watercolor. Shutting my eyes tight, I shove both hands under the streaming faucet.

Lukewarm water rushes over my skin, turning pink and flowing freely down the drain, and I lose myself in remembering that first night together in the room across the hall.

That same room is about to be a nursery.

A nursery for a baby who might never get to meet their dad.

The realization bowls me over, and I grip the curved edges of the pedestal sink to support myself. A choked gasp flees my lungs, and I stumble toward the toilet to unload breakfast in one fell swoop that buckles my knees and forces tears from my eyes. I kneel there for a moment, unsure whether I’m sobbing because I’m not a good puker or because I don’t even know if my husband made it to the hospital alive.

I clutch my throat, massaging as if it’ll somehow quell the burning and sink to the floor.

Surely I’d feel if he was gone, right?

I know the sound of his heartbeat and the way it thrums against my palm better than my own. Sixteen years of intertwining our souls, sharing our DNA. Of promises kept.

He wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

Even if he couldn’t speak—couldn’t communicate in whispers or eye movements or the squeeze of a hand—he’d make sure I felt it. I’d feel the loss down to the marrow of my bones and know it was him. I’m more sure of that than anything.

And it’s that confidence in my soul that forces me off the floor. I need to get myself together and go to him. After I’ve splashed cold water across my face, swished children’s mouthwash, and scrubbed the last traces of blood from under my nails, I head to Odessa’s room.

My knuckles rap on the door once before I push it open to find Odessa half-buried in a pile of stuffed animals on top of her bed, and Beryl sitting cross-legged on the floor. Quiet conversation stops in my presence, and they both look at me.

“Hey, sweetie.” I muster up a feeble smile.

Beryl stands and rubs my upper arm before slipping out with the soft close of the bedroom door.

Odessa clutches a small stuffed horse that’s wet with her tears. Her eyes are bloodshot, cheeks rouged, and when she opens her mouth, her voice is thick with emotion. “Is Daddy gonna be okay?”

I cross her bedroom, settling onto the small toyless section of her bed, and I grip a small, socked foot sticking out from under a huge pink unicorn Denny won for her at the fair a few years ago. I want to tell her I have no doubt he’s going to be okay and, more than anything, I want it to be the truth.

She’s so damn smart for a seven-year-old. Intuitive and observant, maybe as a result of spending so much time with adults on the ranch. And though she’s never experienced serious pain when it comes to humans, she has a better understanding of animal suffering than non-farm kids do.

“I don’t know.” I choose to be honest, though every word stabs between my ribs. “But the paramedics got here fast, and they took him to the hospital, so he’s in the best place he can be.”

Silent tears roll down her cheeks, and the back of her hand wipes her running nose. She opens her mouth to respond, pulling a string of saliva taut between her top and bottom teeth, and the only sound is a hoarse croak.

I hold my arms open, inviting her in and, like she did as a toddler, Odessa crawls out from her stuffed animal nest and curls up in my lap. I wrap around her, pressing my cheek firmly against her head. Unspoken fears hang in the air around us, and despite the endless things I want to say to ease her worries, nothing comes out. No word can be both comforting and true right now.

Once her sobs have slowed, I smooth a hand over her hair and say, “I need to go to the hospital and be with your dad, okay? I wanted to come up here and talk to you before I go.”

“I’m coming.”

“Not right now, Dess. I promise you’ll see him as soon as it’s allowed.” My lips plant a firm kiss on top of her head. “You know Daddy can’t go long without his best buddy, so I’m sure he’ll be missing you.”

“Can you tell him I love him?” She tilts her head to meet my eyes. “And to get better so we can buy me a horse like we were gonna today.”

A silent huff of laughter leaves my nostrils. “I’ll tell him.”

Thankfully someone other than me was of sound enough mind to get information from the paramedics about which hospital they were taking Jackson to. Of course it wasn’t the closest one, which means driving nearly three hours to get to him.

After I’ve spent a couple hours anxiously sitting in Austin’s backseat—fidgeting with every possible thing I could get my hands on to stop me from screaming—the truck lurches into the hospital parking lot, and we weave between rows of vehicles for what feels like a century as I stare out at the looming concrete building.

Austin pulls into a spot at the far side of the parking lot, and my emotionally drained body slips out of the backseat.

I clutch my purse strap, straightening up and tipping my head toward the building. “Jackson’s probably waiting in there for me to come and force the doctor to discharge him.”

“Like that time you had to rescue him from the woman at the bar?” Austin turns to look at me.

The brief memory of that day eases the nervous knotting in my guts. “I maintain that she was putting the moves on him, and he’s too polite to tell her to fuck off … but I’m not.”

Denny’s half-laugh falls flat. “Man, he’d be lost without you.”

Fuck. There’s the ache and twisting in my stomach again. I blink up at the overcast sky, fighting back the tears suddenly threatening my waterline.

“I’d be so lost without him, too.” My fingers jab into the inner corners of my eyes in a last-ditch attempt at stopping the flow.

Denny wraps an arm around my shoulders, tugging me into his side. “Good thing neither of you will need to know what that’s like.”

“Yeah.” I exhale the word out at the same moment a blast of warm air hits us when the automatic front doors glide open.

As per usual, the hospital is dreary and depressing, and every ten feet there seems to be some new, overpowering smell. It’s doing awful things to my stomach, and I press a palm against my chest as if I have the magic powers needed to stop my nausea. I swallow it down and do my best not to breathe from my nose, which eventually turns into not breathing at all when we reach the busy emergency department.

“We’re here for Jackson Wells,” Austin tells a triage nurse.

Sitting on the other side of a desk, she eyes the three of us over her pink-framed glasses. “And you are?”

“Oh, uh … his brothers and wife.” He gestures wearily at each of us, as if she’s unable to tell who are the brothers and who is the wife. “He was airlifted here a little while ago.”

“He’s in surgery currently, but if you head upstairs to the ICU, that’s where he’ll be afterward.”

The three of us head in search of an elevator in silence, and when we’re stepping onto the ICU floor a couple minutes later, I blindly feel through the air for Denny’s hand. His palm meets mine, clammy and hot, and his grip tightens with every step toward the large, harrowing double doors leading into the intensive care unit.

Austin—thank God for Austin—takes the lead once again, pressing a buzzer on the wall and speaking with a cheery sounding woman on the other end, letting her know we’re here for Jackson. And with that, we’re instructed to wait… .

“For how long?” Denny whispers the question to Austin, encouraging him to relay the question through the intercom.

“How long?” Austin asks gruffly.

“A couple more hours, maybe? You’re welcome to wait in the lobby area and I’ll come let you know when he can have visitors.”

“A couple hours?” My stomach lurches, and I rely solely on Denny to keep me upright.

Denny tips his head back toward the elevator. “Want to go get some food?”

“No.” I swallow the dry, hard lump in my throat. “No, I need to wait right here. What if … what if something happens, and she comes out here looking for us? I can’t leave him. I need to stay.”

“Okay … yeah.” He rolls his lips together and tugs my soulless body toward a cluster of armchairs next to a window overlooking the city.

Outside, the sky is dreary with an impending storm, and though it’s midday, a few random streetlights have accidentally turned on. Sinking into the chair, I let my head fall back into the thick headrest, and I shutter my eyes for a moment. Mere hours ago, the bedroom was dark, my eyes shut just like this, and the love of my life was slipping beneath the sheets to run his tongue across my skin.

How the hell did today end up here?

My legs stretch out in front of me, and I slump deeper into the comfy chair. I wish I could sleep. Wish I could shut my eyes long enough, wake up, and realize this was all a nightmare. What I would give to reach my hand across the soft sheets on our bed and feel him there. Hear the gentle snores and the rasp of his breath. I’d scooch closer, and even in his sleep he’d instinctively pull me into him, curling his body around mine, and lull me back to sleep.

After a long bout of silence, Denny’s voice is barely audible, like he’s simply thinking aloud and didn’t intend for anyone to hear. “Maybe he broke his arm or something, and that’s what he’s in surgery for.”

With a resounding huff, I shoot to my feet, causing both men to nearly leap from their own seats, and I stride toward the intercom speaker. A few seconds after I press the large red button, that same chipper voice crackles through the speaker.

“Yeah, hi, can we get some answers about Jackson Wells? We’ve been out here for hours.” I’m tired and irritated and terrified, and I sound every bit of it.

It’s quiet for a moment. Then, “Oh, yes. He’s still in surgery. I’ll let you know when he’s settled in here.”

“And what is the surgery for?”

The other end is silent for far too long. Did this bitch seriously walk away mid-conversation?

My thumb jabs angrily at the button three times.

“Hi. What’s the surgery?” I repeat.

“A craniotomy.”

Cranio has to mean head. It’s head surgery. Brain surgery?

“Is that—are you saying he’s having brain surgery?” My voice cracks.

“Not exactly. It’s a procedure to remove the blood around his brain.”

Surely she’s not talking about my Jackson. There has to be a mix-up with some other man named Jackson, because my husband can’t have more than a mild concussion. Nothing a couple days in bed won’t fix.

My voice comes out thick and hoarse. “Sorry, I think you’re confused. I was asking about Jackson Wells …”

“Yes. He’s still in the operating room.”

My heart hits every rib on its sudden drop into my stomach.

“Someone will be able to give you more information once the procedure is done.”

“Okay …” I stumble backward, spinning on my heel and sniffing back the burning sensation. My eyes lock on Denny’s. “Not a broken arm.”

In the awkward beat of silence that follows, I slump into my chair and stare up at the ceiling. Counting the tiles, running my gaze up and down the strips connecting them like they’re roadways for Rhett’s toy cars.

The minutes drag slower and slower as they pass. Jackson’s been in surgery for hours, and there’s nothing reassuring about a surgery that takes this long. I’ve had sixteen years with Jackson, and now I’m counting the minutes.
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The double doors into the ICU swing open automatically, and the three of us immediately straighten in our seats.

“Are you Jackson Wells’s family?” The voice I’ve only heard through the intercom comes in loud and clear, attached to a short woman with black hair pulled into a slicked-back bun.

“Yeah—yes. Yes, we are.” I quickly scramble to my feet, smoothing my shirt down. The boys are quick to follow, standing at attention in front of seats that likely have permanent butt-imprints in them by now.

“Come on in.” She beckons us over and points at a hand sanitizer dispenser on the wall.

Once she confirms we’re adequately sanitized, the nurse leads the way down yet another foreboding, fluorescent-lit hallway filled with medical equipment and staff speaking in hushed voices.

“Jackson’s right this way.”

Bright lights wash everything out in the hall of endless closed-off rooms, and after a few sharp turns, I’m disoriented entirely. Good thing I don’t need to know where I’m going, because I’m not leaving Jackson’s room until he does.

The petite nurse abruptly stops in front of a door. The floor-to-ceiling windows on either side have white curtains pulled across them. “Has anyone talked to you about his condition yet?”

All of us shake our heads, and Austin’s first to open his mouth. “No. We, uh … we haven’t heard anything since they loaded him into the helicopter.”

“I’ll send a physician in to speak with you, but I don’t want seeing him to be a shock.” Her eyes meet mine. “He does have a drain in his skull and a ventilator in place to help him breathe. Right now he’s in a medically induced coma, so he won’t be responsive, but I still suggest talking to him, holding his hand, and that sort of thing.”

I hear the words, but I can’t make sense of them.

A drain? Ventilator? Coma?

“You can go in and see him. I’ll let the doctor know you’re here.”

Breath held, pulse racing, I’m first to step into the cool, dark room. The door closes behind us with a soft click, and somewhere under a mess of tubes and wires and bandaging and stiff white hospital blankets, I see him.

My Jackson.

The inside of my cheek has been gnawed raw, and still the tinge of stinging pain does nothing to stop me from grinding my teeth against my flesh. It’s the only thing preventing the scream rattling against my sternum from escaping.

I frantically search the small space for a wastebasket or some type of receptacle to off-load bile from my empty stomach. Tears burn at my eyes and every dry heave into the small plastic trash can burns my throat. Gasping for air, I shut my eyes and flatten my palms against the wall to steady myself before I collapse.

“Are you okay?” Denny asks, curling a hand around my bicep to pull me up and into the chair Austin is dragging over. The last thing I want to do is more fucking sitting, but it’s either that or collapse to the dirty hospital floor.

“No.” What I want to say is, Are you fucking kidding me? How could I possibly be okay right now? What the hell kind of question is that?

“I’ll find you some water,” Austin says quietly before slipping back into the hallway.

Denny pulls up a chair beside me and sinks into it with a heavy sigh. “Fuck.”

“Yeah …” I swipe my fingers across my lips, squinting to see the slow rise and fall of Jackson’s chest. The only movement in a still room.

Denny’s phone buzzes violently in his pocket, echoing in the small, cramped room.

“It’s Blair,” he whispers.

I nod. “Answer it.”

For the next minute or so, I listen to him describe the worst moment of my life. His voice low, words stammered as he explains every detail of the sight in front of us. The tubes and pale skin and tufts of wet-looking brown hair sticking up above the bandage they’ve wrapped around his head. His brother and my husband—barely recognizable and barely alive.

On shaky legs, I stand and drag my chair closer to the bed. The metal scrapes across the floor, and I watch Jackson’s face, waiting for a wince at the grating squeal. It doesn’t come.

My fingers weave between his on top of the bed, and I’m careful not to touch any of the lifesaving appendages attached to his body when I lean in close to whisper, “Hi, handsome. I love you… .” My voice wavers, breathing hot and shaky against his cheek. “Hope you’re having a really nice sleep right now. You know … if you wanted to take a nap, there were easier ways to go about it.”

I’ve never craved a smile from him the way I do right now.

My lips brush the short stubble along his jaw. “And if you were trying to get out of buying Odessa a horse … you’re not off the hook.”

When Austin walks back into the room holding a white Styrofoam cup, I press a soft kiss to Jackson’s warm skin and accept the ice water from my brother-in-law with a thin smile. Denny’s hushed conversation with Blair is still happening in the corner of the room, and Austin steps in close to me to give Jackson’s shoulder a loving squeeze.

“Thank you,” I say into the open cup. “For the water and for being here.”

His eyes meet mine, glistening in the soft room lighting. “You don’t need to thank me for doing the bare minimum. He’s my brother… . You’re my sister. Of course I’m going to be here, doing whatever you need.”

“Well, I’m still going to thank you for it.”

“God, I hope he’s okay,” Austin admits under his breath.

The pads of my fingers stroke the length of Jackson’s forearm. With light brown hair and freckles scattered across his skin, his arm appears deceivingly tan for this time of year. Golden and warm and full of life, just like he should be. Just like he has to be.

“He has to be okay, Aus. He has to.” My index finger takes a wide berth around an IV line, careful not to bump it, then circles a small scar on his bicep.

Austin, Jackson, and Denny suffered so much loss when they were younger, with the deaths of their grandpa and mom, immediately followed by their dad packing up and abandoning the ranch. Somehow, the three of them pulled together and didn’t merely keep Wells Ranch afloat; they worked their asses off to ensure that it became more successful than their grandpa had ever dreamed it would be, giving up everything for the sake of their family’s legacy. Austin and Denny can’t stand to lose Jackson any more than I can.

My touch runs up to his chest, and I lightly graze the old branding scar over his pec. Speaking of suffering for the ranch. It’s apparently been a long-standing tradition for the men to brand themselves with the Wells Ranch cattle brand—at eighteen, Jackson willingly placed a hot iron meant for thick cow hides on his chest. Now the scar’s off-white and barely raised, but the sentiment remains.

I’m so focused on studying the man lying in front of me, I don’t notice the doctor step into the room until she speaks. “You must be the family—I’m Doctor Perron.”

Startled, I defensively splay my hand wide and look over at her. Denny promptly hangs up the phone and gives her a charismatic smile. If there’s one thing you can count on the youngest Wells brother for, it’s bringing some light into even the most tense situations, and I’m well aware Austin and I have serious resting bitch faces at the best of times.

“I’m not sure how much you’ve been told already… .” She waits for our collectively confused faces before continuing, “As you know, Jackson suffered some head trauma. That led to a subdural hematoma … blood under one of the layers of tissue that protect your brain”—she points to her head, in a spot that I imagine is roughly where Jackson was bleeding—“so we temporarily removed a portion of his skull… .”

I hurriedly pull my hand from his chest, losing focus on the doctor’s voice as the room spins violently out of control. A portion of his skull was removed. My fingers cramp around the metal of my chair’s armrests. His skull. Black spots blur my vision and the rhythmic hiss of the ventilator floods my brain. My husband had his skull cut out and he’s being kept alive by machines. Tears roll heavy and hot down my cheeks, and I pitch forward so my head’s buried between my knees to fight the urge to vomit again.

Somebody wake me up from this fucking nightmare.

Closed fist held tight to my mouth, and breathing heavily through my nose, I try to think about rainbows, or puppies, or donut farts. Sprinkle poops.

Jackson was so taken aback and genuinely hurt by the three-year-old’s utter disgust at his suggestion of sprinkle poops. I was a smug asshole, selfishly excited to not be the only uncool parent for once. And I’d take it back in an instant. I want him to be the cool parent. I want him to teach our kids how to drive a pickup truck, how to understand horses, and how to treat the people you love. They need him. They deserve to grow up with their daddy by their side.

And our baby …

My stomach clenches and twists. I can’t have this baby without him.

“He has kids,” I blurt out, looking up at the doctor though my vision’s so blurred she’s lacking all definition. “Is … is he going to be okay?”

Denny’s solid hand rests on my shoulder, massaging slowly.

“As I was saying, we were able to clear the hematoma quickly, and that’s typically a good sign, in terms of prognosis.”

“I need you to tell me he’s going to be okay.” It sounds vaguely threatening
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