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  Chapter 1
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Braylynn


“Sorry, that was incredibly poor timing.” I chuckle as I grab my phone, which fell out of my hand, and dropped on the floor. “You’re pulling my leg, right? You didn’t actually get married tonight?” 
Liz, my friend and coworker, lowers her voice, leveling with me.  “We did, actually.  Me and Wyatt were at the courthouse in Dallas earlier and we took the plunge.”
Her daddy just died, and her mama’s the poster child for helicopter mamas.  Hell, Liz wasn’t even allowed to look at men, let alone date them.
“You’re full of shit.”
“Nope.”
“Did your mama keel over, too? Because if she didn’t, you’re about to kill that crazy bitch.”
“Yeah, about that.”
I chuckle.  “That’s what I thought.  Y’all didn’t think of that part, did ya.”
“Well, we did.  But that’s not the point.”
“Cut to the chase, Liz.” I’m growing impatient.  “Am I buying a wedding gift or another flower arrangement.  Because if you went and got married without your mama’s knowledge, you’re either sending her or yourself to the grave, because she’s gonna kill you when she sees that ring on your finger.”
Silence.
“Well, I’ve finally done it.  I’ve rendered her speechless.  Man, if your students could see you now, Miss Smart.  Or, is it Mrs. Barnes now?  This is Wyatt Barnes that y’all went and married, right?”
“Can we just...table this for a minute, Braylynn?”
I throw her a bone.  “Sure.  I did call to chew your ear off about Nash, after all.”
“Exactly.  And Wyatt and I, we haven’t really...decided how to break it to everyone yet.”
“Fine.  Tell me everything you know about Nash Paxton.  I want your new husband’s input on this one, too.”  I have to get another little dig in there while I have the chance.  “And put me on speakerphone, too, unless y’all have your heads glued together.”
I hear Wyatt’s voice.  “Listen, Braylynn, other than y’all forcing me to kiss my now wife in the barn not so long ago, I don’t know you from Adam.”
I go for coy.  “Didn’t your wife fill you in?  I’m a fucking hoot.”
He snorts a laugh.  “You don’t say.  Well, Nash, he’s a quiet kid, see.  So, you might not mix well with him.”
“Or I might break him out of his shell.”
“Or you might send him running.  And if he’s not showing much interest, I’d lean towards the latter.  His brother Levi is more up your alley.”
“Levi doesn’t do anything for me.  He’s a wuss.  And that beard of his has got to go. Now, Nash, he’s got that look in his eye.”
“What look do you mean?” Liz asks.
“The mysterious one.  I haven’t seen a look like that on a man in a long time.  Usually, men just have that sleazy look, like they want to drag me into bed in ten seconds or less.”
Wyatt is cocky.  “Sounds to me like that’s usually the way it goes with chicks like you.” 
“You keep your opinions to yourself.” I comment, half-jokingly.  “And consider yourself lucky that I didn’t put the moves on you first.”
He chuckles, good-naturedly.  “Never would’ve happened.”
“No shit, Sherlock. Considering you’re married now.” I point out.  “Now, look here.  Am I wasting my time with this Nash dude?  I don’t like wasting my time.”
“Are you looking to win a bet or something?” Wyatt asks.  “And how come y’all didn’t ask Billy or Blair about this?  Why are you asking me?”
“For the record, no.  I’m not looking to win no bet, and I called to ask Liz about Nash.  You just happen to be with her.  Whether that’s luck or not is still up for debate.  Now, look.  I’ll take it easy on you, since it is your wedding night and all, but I want you to be straight up with me.”
“I don’t know how to do it any other way.”
“Liz?  Are you still there?” I check.
“Yes.  But I think that Wyatt’s right.  I think he’s too sweet for you.”
A hand goes to my hip.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” I wave.  “Never mind.  I’ll leave the little cherub alone for now.” I say with a sigh.  “Now, come on and tell me how y’all got married today.  I want all the details.”
Liz speaks evenly.  “There’s not much to tell.  Wyatt proposed at lunch, and we hopped into his truck and went to the courthouse.  Now here we are.”
“That’s right.” Wyatt confirms.  “The ring store was quite conveniently next door to the courthouse.”
“And what are y’all gonna tell the family, huh? Not that I’m not supportive or nothing, but, Liz, shit, your daddy just died.  Don’t you think your mama is going to be just a little bit upset?”
“There’s no need to be upset, Raylynn.  You don’t understand.  Sure, we got married, but we’re not skipping the wedding.  We’re going to do it all formally, with everyone.  We just wanted to get married.”
I cluck my tongue.  “God, Wyatt.  You sumbitch.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
My tone is half cocky, half knowing.  “You went and married her just so you could get laid, didn’t you.  You knew damn well that she wouldn’t let you put your dick in her until she had a ring on her finger.”
A pause.
He sighs.  “Now, listen here.  I don’t want you talking about me or my wife that way.  I love Liz more than anything else in the world, and she loves me, too.  Whether or not anyone else is ready for us to get married, we were.  This is about us.  About our happiness.  And Liz knows that I’ll wait a thousand years to sleep with her if that’s what she wants.  That’s irrelevant.  You can believe me or not, I don’t give a shit.”
I swallow and nod.  “Well, you pass.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
“The test.”
“What test?”
“I wanted to make sure that your motives towards my friend were noble is all.  You passed.”
Liz snorts but sighs in relief.  “Oh, thank the lord.  I thought you were serious!”
“I was serious!” I laugh.  “But, congratulations!  Hell, enough about me and my man problems!  When’s this wedding happening?!”
“Err...whenever my wife wants it to happen, I suppose.”
Liz interjects.  “I don’t want anything grand.  Just a small wedding.  Just family, some friends, and whoever else has to listen to us planning.  Gosh, Piper, Crystal and Jade just got through a wedding.  They won’t want to go through that all again.”
“So, what are you thinking?”
Another pause.  “I don’t know.  Like, a dinner?  Maybe at the marina?  Just reserve a big table and have a nice meal.” Liz states.
Like a good little husband, Wyatt concurs.  “Whatever you want, darlin’.”
I dive in there.  “So long as I’m invited, I don’t care.  Hey, do we have to bring gifts?”
Wyatt’s voice is flat. “Of course.  But not for me.  For her.  I’ve got everything I need.”
“Good for you.” I’m unimpressed and growing more nauseous by the second.  “Women need gifts.  And lots of them.” I clear my throat.  “Okay, enough of this merriment.  I’ve gotta go.”
“You stay away from Nash.” Wyatt warns.
“A little late on the lecture, there, Mr. Barnes.  I could’ve said the same thing to you at the barn that day, when y’all were too chicken to kiss your future wife.  Not so scared now, are ya.” I don’t wait for a response.  I hang up.  Looking around my modest home I realize that I still have half the summer to burn on account of me working at a school and it being closed until September.  That’s the trouble, see.  I get bored and flush my boredom with, shall we say, unsavory things.  Or savory, depending on who y’all talk to.
This summer’s thing is learning to ride a horse.  Now, I’ve had a few lessons from some of the ranch hands over at Billy Barnes’s ranch, and even one or two from Nash Paxton himself, but the thirst still ain’t quenched, see.  I could go bug my brother and my sister-in-law, who hate me to bits, and that’s always entertaining to do, but not even that thought is satisfying me.  No, I need something else.  Something...more...
Okay, so, I get in these moods.  And when I get in them, it’s like I'm relentless.  I’m looking for something, I need a fix, and I won’t stop until I get it.  Put it this way, the last time this happened, I got myself into some deep shit with my brother and my then new sister-in-law.  The trouble I speak of made us basically not on speaking terms since.  Funny story.  I got drunk at their wedding and did a strip tease on top of one of the buffet tables.  Nobody saw it.  Well, nobody important, that is.  But despite that fact, my brother and his prissy wife only exchange words with me when necessary.
Sure, I apologized. Sure, I’ve paid my dues.  But I still get in those moods, and I’m in one now.  So, I ignore Liz and Wyatt’s advice, and I drive my ass over to Billy’s ranch.  Piper and Jade are in the newly built resort house, doing some decorating, when I walk in.  They don’t know me that well, but I’m not much of an introvert, so I can talk my way through anything.  “Seen Nash anywhere?” I open with.
That statement gets a puzzled look from both girls.  “I’m Raylynn.” Nothing.  “Liz’s friend from the school?”  Nothing still. I try again.  “I came here a few weeks ago to learn how to ride?  Nash showed me?”
There it is.  “Oh, sure.” Piper says, recognition coming to her face.  “Err...I haven’t seen him.  Maybe ask Billy or Blair. They’re in the main house.”
Helpful.  “Ok, thanks.” 
I walk out of the house, wondering how two girls can possibly be as dumb as they look.  I warned you that I was in a mood, right?  The voices coming from the house indicate that someone is inside, so I just help myself and walk in.
“Can I help you?” Billy says.
“Y’all should get used to people just walking into your house if you’re running a resort.” I tell him, matter-of-factly.  “Braylynn.  We met the other day.  I’m Liz’s friend.”
“Ah, yes.” He chuckles.  “My apologies.  I’ve seen so many faces in the last few days, everyone is starting to look the same.”
He passes the test.  But Blair’s still looking at me like I’m wearing his ass as a hat.  
Billy sobers.  “What can we do for you?” 
“I’m looking for Nash.” I hope that’s not too complicated.  It seemed to be for the girls.
“Oh...uh...I think he’s out with Digger.” Billy guesses.
Now it’s Blair’s turn to act all smart.  “One of the horses.”
“I know who he is.” I want to add ‘dimwit’, but I refrain.  “Can I take Mazy out to find him?  Or is she out, too.”
“No, I think Levi has Sprout, so if y’all are comfortable on your own, you’re welcome to go find him if you like.”
Now we’re getting somewhere.  “She saddled up?”
“Err...no.  I don’t think so.” Blair says.  Idiot.  Why would he offer to take her if she wasn’t ready yet. See what I’m talking about with this mood?  “I’ll get her saddled up for ya.”
“Thanks.”
I follow Blair out to the stable.  “Everything okay with Nash?  His daddy up to no good again?”
I lift a brow. “What kind of trouble are we talking about here?”
He gives me a look like I’ve missed the punchline.  “How about I let him tell you, darlin’.  It ain’t my place to say, I suppose.”
If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s being the last to know.  “What. Is his daddy a convicted criminal?  Is he psychotic?  A thief? What?”
Blair looks around as if there’s someone that might be approaching from the house, even though we can both see, clear as day, the path from the stable to both houses.  “Well, I suppose it’s general knowledge around these parts, see.  Everyone knows that Will Paxton is a recovered alcoholic...on a good day.  Far as I know, he’s been sober for a while, but he’s been on and off the wagon so many doggone times, it’s any man’s guess.”
“So, what type of trouble does he get into, anyway?  He come up to your door, trying his key, waking up the whole dang neighborhood in the process?” I wouldn’t put it past this town.  Some of the folk here put up a fuss for the stupidest things.  Thank God my brother got married far enough away that word didn’t get back here.  That would have been the end of my reputation.  Not like I care, but I do work at a school. 
Blair waves. “Oh, I won’t get into that.  Nash would tan my hide.”
I roll my eyes.  “Fine.  Let me get out there and go find him.”
Now it’s his turn to lift a brow.  “Just what is it that y’all want with him, anyway?”
“I reckon that’s none of your business.”
He grows a pair.  “I reckon it is, since this is my brother’s property, and Nash is an employee here.  Now, if he’s in some kind of trouble, I’ve got a right to know, and so does my brother, for that matter.”
“Don’t hurt yourself, Blair.” I lift a hand.  “I work at a school.  I’m not about to be mixing with someone on the wrong side of the law or anything like that.”
Recognition comes to his face.  “Ah.  Got it.  You’ve got a....a thing for him, do you.”
A hand goes to my hip. “And what if I do?  That your business, since he’s an employee?  Since when does your staff’s love life got anything to do with mucking them stalls?”
He raises a hand again. “I’m just looking out for him is all. Now, I don’t know you from Adam.”
“I’m Liz’s friend, Blair. Keep up.”
“Well, now, I don’t even know Liz all that well.”
I’m cocky. “Let me catch you up. Her daddy just died, her mama’s a hard ass, and she’s in love with your brother Wyatt.”
I almost let it slip that the two of them got married today, but I catch myself. I should get a fucking medal for that one.
His smirk tells me that he’s not impressed as he finishes saddling up the horse for me.  “There you go.  Make sure y’all don’t fall now.”
I roll my eyes and climb up on the horse as he walks away, and I mutter to myself just as he’s out of earshot.  “Asshole.”
The horse whinnies as though she understood me, but I’m not sure if she agrees, so I pet her to let her know that it isn’t personal.  “Easy.”
We go off at a slow trot at first, just because, let’s face it, I’m a newbie at this, and I don’t want to die going to find this dude that may or may not be interested in me.  As I reach the back woods, I look back and see Levi Paxton, Nash’s brother, coming back to the barn with the other horse, and I wonder why he doesn’t have Nash in tow with him.  Far as I understand, those two boys are joined at the hip.  But I suppose all siblings need some space every now and again, and besides, that would be weird if they spent every waking moment together. And that would make things rather difficult for me, too, by the way.  I ain’t into threesomes.  
It strikes me as odd that I’m literally going through the bushes to find this man, but I’m on a mission, and when I’m on a mission, there’s no stopping me.  Besides, it’s peaceful back here, alone, just me and the horse.  And she’s happy to trot along the soft ground, uninterrupted by ranch hands and other horsemen.  The property line reaches far and wide in the wooded area, I’m told, and I’ve got a nose for navigation, so my gut tells me that I’m safe and I’ll find my way back.  Plus, Mazy here, why, this is her home, and she’ll find the way back if I don’t.  
But when I start to get an eerie feeling in my stomach, I can’t tell if it’s because maybe we have lost our way, or if my body just automatically knows when I’m no longer in range for my cell phone.  When I hear something off in the distance, my heart starts to beat faster, and I squint to see what’s going on further ahead.  There’s a figure, definitely a horse, and I pull gently on the reins, letting Mazy know to stop, before I get too close.  Then I see it.  It’s Nash, tying something on a branch of a fallen tree.  At first, I think that he’s just fixing the injured limb, and I stay atop the horse, watching him, curious.  
Then he does something that I wouldn’t expect. 
As I watch him tie a length of rope around his neck, I shout to him...
...but I’m not sure if my voice falls on deaf ears...






  
  Chapter 2
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Nash


It was exactly fifteen years ago. To the day. When I first saw my daddy down the bottle of whiskey in just about one swig. Thought I was dreaming. Never seen anything like it. Never wanted to see anything like that ever again. He thought I didn’t see him, but I did. I never told him what else I saw. Which was a lot. Probably too much for a teenage boy. And the things I saw started way before the whiskey started. My brother Nash doesn’t know much about it. I only told him what I had to. It’s not something y’all want to spread around. Not even to my only brother. 
In this town, secrets need to be kept locked tight, and that’s exactly what I’ve done. Even my own secrets, my dreams, things that I’ll never be able to do because of what I saw and what I know and what others think I do and don’t know. It’s like I’m only here on this planet for keeping secrets, for being used, for everyone else’s purposes except my own.  And what’s the use, anyway?  It’s not like anyone I’m doing this for cares about me.  Only my older brother does but I’d never burden him with any of this.  He’s too simple minded.  He’s a goddamn hard worker and he’s smart when he needs to be, but Levi, he can’t wrap his head around the things that I can.  
And as much as I love him, and as much as I feel like I’ve still got so much more living to do, what’s the point if I can’t live any of it.  So, here I am, in the middle of the damn woods with a horse and a rope, and plenty of trees.  Nobody will come looking for me, because this is my job.  I’m supposed to be off minding my own business, making this ranch what it needs to be.  And I don’t regret that at all, because Billy, hell, he’s a noble man, who didn’t have to hire me or my brother. In fact, I’m surprised that he did.  It’s not right to do this on his land, but I don’t know where else to do it.  And nobody else will be honorable about this except him.  He’ll do the right thing.
The rope fits well around my neck, and all I’ve got to do is position Digger just right, so I fall proper.  But as I fall, I can hear a voice in the distance, while the rope burns the flesh on my neck, while my feet hang just far enough off the ground.  I’m not blacked out enough when I feel something pushing my feet upward, giving me more air.  And as I glance downward, I can see that it's that Braylynn chick that came for riding lessons the last few weeks.   I want to tell her to leave me alone, to mind her own business, but the rope is stopping me.
I'd kick her, to stop her from freeing me, but it isn't in me to hurt anybody for my purpose. It's a curse. With surprising strength, she guides Mazy over to me just so, and positions my legs on the horse, while she climbs the tree to free me. To my chagrin, I land, sitting on Mazy, feeling completely useless, helpless, and defeated. I'm not sure what to expect. If she's going to drag me out of the woods and commit me, or what.
Instead, she moves the horses, clearing a small pad of soft grass, and she sits on her bottom in said grass. The only thing I figure is right to do, is to sit down with her, tell her that she's wasted her time.  As I mirror her, sitting cross legged in front of her, she pulls a blade of grass up, and studies it.  
I figure I ought to say something.  “I won't say thank you, but I'm sorry for wasting your time.”
She tilts her head slightly, contemplatively.  “I don't have any experience with this, and I've never talked anyone down off a ledge before, so to speak, and I've never felt like hanging myself out of a tree before myself, but I just need to ask you, what in God's name has made you hate your life so much that you want to end it?”
Before answering, I think long and hard about how to tell her, without telling her the truth. Because I can't tell her the truth, or my dying is for naught.  And after a long silence, I decide that the only option here is to lie, even though that goes against every belief I have.  “I'm dying. I figure I might as well die on my own terms.”
“I think I've told you before that I work with kids. So that should tell you that I've had my experience with liars. I can spot one from a mile away, and that what you just said to me screams a lie. Why don't you give that another try.”
I lick my lips. Half of me wants tell her to go to hell, to tell her that it's not her business, but the good in me won't allow it. Another damn curse. “Everything I want, everything I want to do, everything I want to say, everything I want to feel, not one of those things I can have, not a one.” That about covers it. I told her but I didn't tell her a damn thing.
In this town. Me and my brother and my family, because of my daddy, we don't matter. All they ever see is the mud all over our family name. The only person that has ever seen the good in my brother and me is Billy. But that's only because his name is not much better than ours in this town. Nobody has ever cared, and I don't expect them to, least of all now. But Braylynn, when I expect her to get up and leave, like she should, she doesn't. “What is it that you want?”
“Too many things. None of them attainable. None of them acceptable, either.”
With a slight tip upward of her chin, she challenges me. “Name one.”
The look on her face says that she isn’t letting up, so I throw her a bone, thinking that maybe then if I give her something, she’ll go away and let me do what I came back here to do. “I don’t want to be a rancher.”
“So don’t be a rancher.”
She says it like I just said I don’t like my toothbrush. I chuckle mirthlessly. “You think it’s that easy, do you.”
“Well, isn’t it. I mean, I don’t want to be a rancher, either, so I’m a teacher. Or at least I’m part of the teaching faculty.”
I’m growing impatient. “You don’t understand how it happens in my family.”
“So, tell me.”
“My daddy would never let me be anything other than a rancher.”
She’s both confused and annoyed. “Why?  What’s the big deal?”
I don’t want to tell her that my daddy never amounted to anything and therefore he never wanted his kids to supersede him. My brother is cool with that, but like I said before, he’s a little soft-headed. “You wouldn’t understand.”
Another chin tilt.  “Try me.”
I say nothing. I don’t want to tell her anything more than I need to. Then she makes a guess. “This something to do with the fact that your daddy drinks?”
“It might have something to do with that.”
She crosses her opposite leg over the other, changing positions.  “Alright. Now we’re getting somewhere. So, you spend more time babysitting your daddy than you’d like to admit to. Am I getting warmer?”
I’m annoyed. “You are very astute.”
She picks up on the sarcasm. “That’s not enough to put a noose around your neck. Come on. What else is on your mind.”
I blurt. “Why do you care so much.”
“Well, as a matter of fact, if you want to know the truth, I was coming back here looking for you, because I was bored out of my fucking mind and now you’ve offered me some stimulation.”
Great. I’m a fucking monkey to her. But I don’t say that aloud. “Well, I’m glad to offer you entertainment.” Again with the facetiousness.
She pulls another blade of grass out and places it in her hand. “All things considered, I still don’t feel like that’s enough. That still doesn’t add up that you would want to hang yourself based on what you’ve told me.”
“That’s because there’s more. I just can’t tell you.”
“You kill someone?”
“No, ma’am. Nothing like that.”
“Well, how about I swear that I won’t tell anyone anything you tell me.  It’s not like I don’t have secrets of my own.”
You have no idea. But again, I don’t say that out loud. “I don’t know you well enough to share.”
“But isn’t that the beauty of it?  We don’t know each other so I can be completely impartial.”
“That also means that I can’t trust you.”
“So, you know people and you can’t trust them, but you also can’t trust people that you don’t know?”
“You got it.”
“No wonder y’all want to off yourself.  That’s no way to live.”
“There you go.”
She sniffs.  “But what if y’all met someone with no motivation to tell anyone.  I mean, anyone in this town would have the motivation to squeal about your shit, right?  So, what about someone who wouldn’t squeal?”
“I haven’t met anyone that I could trust.  Like I said.  And, no, I ain’t going to no therapist, because regardless of any client confidentiality, you can bet your ass that with my luck, someone would be outside the goddamn door or someone that I didn’t know saw me would see me, and the whole damn town would know.”
“Why do you care so much if anyone
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