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CHAPTER ONE
DIANE


SIXTEEN YEARS AFTER WESTIN

The morning is golden. The air is soft and warm, with a hint of lingering chill. The sun still sits below the mountains. The reaching shadows of the Ponderosa pines are dusted in light frost.

I turn Reign, my gelding, to head back to the house. We went without the saddle this morning and my legs are bare against his sleek sides. We’re working on weight training; he can feel my signals better this way. Reign shakes his head, the bridle jingling, and picks up his pace.

I woke up early again, so I could have some time alone. Westin was still asleep in our room. I crept upstairs and found the kids snoring. It seemed like the perfect time to go for a ride, so I grabbed my boots and fled to the barn.

Everyone is up, I can tell. The faint sound of crashing pans echoes up the valley. I tense my legs and Reign breaks into a canter. Heading down the hill, hooves thundering. The cool breeze digs its fingers into my hair, tugging and whipping it behind me.

We move, totally unencumbered, for a few blissful minutes. Then I turn Reign out into the paddock with his grain and walk barefoot up the walkway. The sapling Westin took from Sovereign Mountain and planted in the front lawn grew fast. Now its branches curve over the walkway at the foot of the steps.

I push open the door. Inside, it smells like coffee and bacon. I follow the scent up the hall and into the kitchen. My husband is in his work pants and faded t-shirt, flipping through a farming magazine. Bacon sizzles. The coffee maker bubbles. He glances up, hazel eyes meeting mine, and sets the magazine aside.

“Come here,” he says.

Obediently, I go. His hand cradles my face, turning it up to him so he can kiss me. His mouth tastes faintly of coffee. And Westin.

He’s just as handsome as the day we met, except now he’s all salt and peppery. I run my fingertips over his temple, over the gray and chestnut hair, down his jaw. He kisses my forehead and the tip of my nose.

Footsteps ring out on the stairs. I step back and smooth my skirt down, pushing him out of the way so I can finish breakfast. He’s not a bad cook, I’m just better. He pours me a cup of coffee and sinks down at the table.

Allison rounds the corner and sinks down to sit beside him. She’s a willowy, blonde girl of almost fifteen, who prefers books and school over going into town. I see a lot of Eve, Westin’s mother, in her. They both have endless patience, sweet temperaments, and little drive to do more than enjoy their lives. I hope that lasts. All I want is for Allison to be happy the way I am.

“Coffee?” I ask.

It was a big discussion in our household when she was old enough to drink coffee. Westin said no, but I saw how important this little thing was for my girl, so I argued her side.

“If this is teenage rebellion, I’m happy it’s coffee,” I told him. “Just wait until she wants to drink whiskey.”

He caved, not just for me. We’ve both got him wrapped around our little fingers. As soon as I take Allison’s side on something, it’s over for Westin.

She nods, and I set her favorite tea cup full of coffee in front of her. It’s delicate porcelain with little hand painted roses on the rim. She adds cream and sugar until it’s more that than actual coffee and takes a sip, sinking back.

Westin shifts, stretching his legs out. “Where’s your brother?”

She shrugs. “Who knows?”

He narrows his eyes. “You know.”

I set a plate of bacon on the table. Allison’s hazel eyes are wide as she takes another sip of coffee. She’s no snitch, but she definitely knows where her brother is.

“Snitches get stitches,” I say, going back to the stove to start frying eggs.

I’ve got a pretty good idea where my son is. Westin stands and circles the table, going out the back door. I lean over to peer out the window. There’s my son, coming down the hill on one of the unbroken colts. A black streak moving through the field.

“Goddamn it,” says Westin from outside.

“Honey, can you make the eggs?” I say, patting Allison on the shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

Barefoot, I circle Westin and hop down the porch steps. My son is getting closer, his horse veering as it gets to the fence. There’s a second where I think he’s in control. Then the colt gives a hearty buck and River Quinn goes sailing into the tall grass.

Westin sighs, coming down the steps. “Isn’t a damn shred of sense in that boy,” he says under his breath.

“Oh, don’t tell me you and Sovereign didn’t ride the unbroken colts a few times in your day,” I say. “He’s fine. He’s got a thick skull. Like you.”

He makes a grab at me, but I duck.

“I’ll make you pay up for that, darling,” he says, a ghost of a smile on his face.

I shrug, gathering my skirt to trek up the hill. “I hope you do, sir.”

River is already on his feet, climbing over the fence. I stand at the edge of the yard, hands on my hips, waiting on him. Westin has his arms crossed over his chest. His brow is lowered, but I can tell he’s more impressed than angry.

River pulls up in front of us, hands behind his back.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hey,” says Westin. “What are you doing?”

“Not much,” River says, squinting back at the hill. “Walking.”

“Oh yeah?” Westin says, glancing at me.

There’s a long, uncomfortable silence. River shifts. He’s got bright hazel eyes and Westin’s chestnut hair. I can already tell he’ll be the spitting image of his father someday.

“This is the third time you tried to ride the colts,” Westin says finally.

River drops his eyes to his father’s feet. He squirms for a minute.

“I like the black one with the white socks,” he says. “I just want to ride him, dad.”

Westin sighs. “Alright,” he says. “If your mother says it’s alright, you can have that one.”

His head jerks up in shock, eyes huge. I whirl, giving Westin a sharp stare.

“Let’s discuss that,” I say. “Sneaking around and trying to ride them is one thing. Giving him one to break is another.”

Westin puts a hand on my waist, leaning down until his mouth is over my ears.

“Trust me on this one,” he says.

I take a breath and release it, letting my shoulders sink. “Alright, you two figure it out. But he just got the cast off his arm two months ago, so don’t go breaking something else.”

Truthfully, I don’t mind as long as he’s safe. I don’t think an opportunity to learn some responsibility would be a bad thing for River. He’s flighty, all over the place all the time, and maybe this will ground him. Or he’ll forget all about it in a week, which is probably Westin’s plan.

Back inside, Allison has breakfast finished. Westin makes River wash up at the spigot outside. Then everyone sits down at the table and I pass the plates around.

“I’m getting a horse,” River announces to his sister.

She shrugs. “Okay, I already have a horse.”

“An already broken one,” he says. “Dad’s letting me break one of the colts.”

She shrugs again. Nothing gets under her skin, except for one sore subject that I hope River doesn’t bring up.

But on cue, he does.

“Are you going to Sovereign Mountain?” he says, a shit-eating grin on his face.

Westin rubs his fingers over his eyes. “Son, I’m gonna beat your ass if you start a fight.”

He wouldn’t. He’s never laid a hand on his children, but he does plenty of threatening that keeps them in line. I pat his knee under the table and he takes my hand. His thumb absently plays with my wedding band.

Allison sniffs at him. “I am, not that it’s your business.”

“I’ll drive up with you,” I say. “I’ve got to return something to Keira.”

River opens his mouth and Westin gives him a stern stare that shuts him right up. Allison doesn’t say anything for the rest of the meal. I can tell it’s eating her up that I offered to go to Sovereign Mountain with her. She’d much rather go alone.

She’s too young for a boyfriend. But that isn’t stopping her and Cash Sovereign from talking every second they get.

I saw it coming years ago. They started out uncertain of each other. Then they had a few playdates that turned into a steady friendship. They both have even temperaments, Cash is a little wilder than I’d hoped, but he’s got a good head on his shoulders.

“Anyway,” says Westin. “If you’re going to break a colt, you’d better get to fixing up the last open stall in the barn. It needs some repair work.”

“I can do it,” says River.

“You’d better.”

After breakfast is over, Allison and River head upstairs to dress for the day. Westin helps me gather the dishes. Then he follows at my heels as I go into the bedroom to change.

His hands go around my waist. He kisses me at the nape of my neck, right where my discreet collar sits.

“I hope you know what you’re doing giving him that colt,” I say.

“I do, but I don’t want to think about it right now. Give me five minutes, darling.”

Heat stirs between my legs. He runs his hand down, gathering up my skirt, and slips his fingers under my panties. A groan sounds in his chest. His cock is hard on my lower back, hips moving as he grinds it against me.

“In the bathroom,” I say. “I don’t want to be heard.”

One second, he’s trying to seduce me. The next we’re in the bathroom, door locked, and I’m tearing off his belt. He lifts me up, setting me on the sink, and tears my panties down the center. I gasp, but it’s swept away by the groan from his mouth as he drops to his knees and pushes his head between my legs.

He’s so good at this, and he knows it.

Helpless, I arch my back to give him everything. His fingers dig into my thigh, his head moves as he licks over my pussy. Like it’s the best thing he’s ever had.

I touch his hair, running my fingers through it. His heavy eyes flick up, locking with mine as his tongue keeps moving. He knows what it takes to get me off fast and he’s doing it right now. Pleasure rises quickly. I keep my eyes on his while I come, knowing that gets him going.

He pulls back as I finish, wiping his mouth. “Turn around, bend over the sink.”

Obediently, I do as he says. One of his rough hands lifts my skirt and pulls off my torn panties. The other unzips his pants and shoves his cock roughly inside me.

I yelp, and he claps a hand over my mouth.

“Hush, darling,” he says, eyes intense.

I grip him hard in response. He thrusts, gritting his jaw, making my stomach swoop at the feeling of him inside me. His mouth brushes the top of my head.

“Goddamn it, you feel like heaven,” he pants.

I let my head fall back on his chest. He wraps his hand around my throat. Hazily, I watch him fuck me in the mirror. His eyes are heavy, his neck flushed. I feel him groan, but his jaw clenches and keeps him silent.

His pace picks up. Arousal surges through me, sparked by seeing his orgasm approach. It’s one of the sexiest things in the world. His thrusts get harder, more brutal. His breath comes fast. His lids are heavy, and he can’t take his eyes off me.

“Come in me,” I gasp.

He slams into me, bending me down over the sink. His hand digs into my hair, gripping it. “You call me sir,” he grits out, “when I’m this deep in your cunt.”

My eyes roll. He tugs my hair, dragging me up to look at his reflection again. I hesitate too long and his hand comes down on my thigh.

“Come in me, sir,” I pant.

His thrusts pick up in speed. One hand in my hair, one braced on the sink by my head. He’s so close it hurts. But it’s only for a fleeting moment before he pushes to the hilt and groans softly. His hips twitch, he pumps twice.

Then he lets his head fall back.

“Fuck,” he breathes, pulling from me. His mouth brushes the top of my head. “Good girl.”

After all this time, those words shouldn’t make me blush as hard as they do. He turns on the shower and starts stripping. I do the same and join him under the water to clean off hastily. We don’t have long before River and Allison are back downstairs, yelling for us.

“Sure you don’t want to go again?” he says, biting my shoulder.

“Get off,” I tease, pushing him back. “You need to help your son with his colt. And I have to be the chaperone for our daughter.”

His eyes narrow and he shuts off the water. I stand in the shower while he finds fresh towels. He wraps one around me and I step out, gathering up my makeup and comb. There’s a slight frown on his face as he pulls on his clothes, buttoning up his shirt.

“What’s got you upset?” I ask.

He sighs, opening the bedroom door and going to get his hat. I slip on my dressing gown and follow him.

“Not upset,” he says, “but no dating. Not until she’s sixteen.”

“I know, we’ve talked about this,” I say.

“And even then, I’ll wring that scrawny little shit’s neck if he fucks up,” Westin says.

I give him a scolding look. “Keira and Sovereign raised Cash and he’s a perfect gentleman. He wouldn’t disrespect you or our daughter. He’s always been polite.”

Westin picks up his hat. “Yeah, and I was his age once.”

“You were terrible from the get-go,” I say. “Cash is a nice boy.”

“That’s true,” he admits. “What the hell, maybe I’m overthinking this.”

He takes me by the elbow and pulls me in for a kiss. Then he’s gone, calling out for River. Their boots clatter down the hall and the front door slams. I get dressed in a light sundress, one that Westin likes so much. Maybe it’ll soften him up when he gets home tonight. Then I put my boots on and grab my truck keys from the hall table.

“You ready, honey?” I call up the stairs.

My daughter appears at the landing. She’s in jeans and a blue blouse, her hair neatly braided down her back. I never looked so put together when I was her age. But then I was left to raise myself after Nana passed.

“I can’t find my hair tie,” she says. “I don’t want to wear the pink one, it doesn’t match.

“It’s on the table,” I say, heading back down the hall. Her blue silk tie sits by her chair. I snatch it up and join her by the door. “Turn around, I’ll fix it.”

She shifts from one foot to the other while I switch out her ties. Then we go down the walkway to my truck, parked by the barn. Westin bought it for me after I got all my papers and documents in order.

Thomas Garrison took my license, my social security and bank card, and they were destroyed after his death. Westin helped me get new versions of everything, and on the day I got my new license, he took me into the city and bought me a little white truck.

We climb in and I start the engine, pulling down the drive. The air is warm. Our hats sit behind us and I know we’ll both need them later to keep our hair from bleaching in the sun.

Allison picks at her nail, biting her lip. I glance over.

“You okay?”

“I heard you and dad,” she says.

My heart stops. “What?”

“I heard you talking about Cash,” she says.

“Oh, thank God,” I mumble.

She shifts, brow furrowed. “Dad likes Sovereign and Keira, so why doesn’t he like Cash?”

“He does like Cash,” I say, unsure how to broach this conversation. “You’re just very young and he wants you to be safe.”

“I know about being safe,” she says primly.

Sometimes, when I have to have difficult parenting conversations with my children, I swear I revert to my teenage self. I’m twisting up with embarrassment inside. But I have to seem confident and calm. So I take a beat and let out a short breath.

“I think he’s more concerned about your heart getting broken, honey,” I say.

She mutters something under her breath. I give her a look.

“Cash isn’t mean,” she says. “He’s nice.”

“I know, but people can still get hurt in relationships,” I say. “Even when both people are nice.”

She sniffs.

“And you’re not allowed to date anybody until you’re sixteen,” I say.

She sighs, nodding. “I know. We’re just talking.”

I wish I could tell her that I understand teenage crushes, but truthfully, I never experienced one. Westin is the first man I felt something for. And even though I was young, he definitely wasn’t. He walked in knowing what he wanted from day one. If I hadn’t married Thomas, I don’t doubt that Westin would have left the swimming hole with me that day and brought me to the courthouse the next morning.

I don’t talk to Allison much about how Westin and I met. I don’t want to give her license to date anyone as wild as her father.

Allison turns on the radio. We drive until the winding driveway to Sovereign Mountain ranch appears. I pull the truck up beside Sovereign’s, in front of the barn, and cut the engine.

“I’ll leave in an hour or two,” I say. “Just be back to the ranch house by noon. And no making out.”

Her face goes pink. “Mom, nobody’s doing that.”

I step out of the truck, circling it to get the box of dishes from the back. She fixes her hair in the mirror and gets out too. The front door of the ranch house opens and Ella, Cash’s sister, steps out. She’s a few years younger than River and she’s got more sass in her little finger than anybody I know.

“Hey,” she calls. “Did River come too?”

“No, he’s breaking his colt,” Allison yells.

“What’s that?”

I turn. “Maybe you should just walk up there instead of yelling at each other across the yard,” I sigh.

The door opens again and Cash appears. He’s a lanky boy, all stretched up, but not filled out. His hair is dark like his father’s, with the pale blue eyes to boot. When he sees Allison, he immediately tries to stand up taller. Pretending to casually lean in the doorway. I stifle a smile.

“Cash, you come get this box and bring it to your mother,” I say.

Right away, he does as he’s told. Allison joins him, and they disappear into the house. Ella follows me up to the porch.

“Do you want to see the baby chicks?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say, like I’ve never seen chicks before. “Where are they?”

“In the barn,” she says. “Dad says I have to ask permission to open the cage so we can’t do that.”

“That’s alright,” I say, opening the screen door. “Let’s say hello to your mother and then we’ll see the chicks.”

I step into the hall, my eyes adjusting slowly. The ranch is humming with daily life. Wranglers walking through the dining hall to grab the remnants of breakfast. Dogs laying in the hallway. A white cat that Ella convinced her father to give her for her birthday stretched out on the hearth.

We head to the kitchen. Maddie must be out for the day because the only trace of her is her radio playing softly. She’s still managing the house, but she’s slowing down some. Keira stands by the table, rolling out dough for biscuits. Her hair falls down her back in a messy braid and she’s in a blue dress that reaches the floor.

“Brought the bowls back,” I say. “I don’t know where your son put them.”

She looks up, wiping her forehead. “Who knows, I’ll find them later. I guess he’s run off with Allison.”

There’s a bucket of blueberries on the table. I take one and sit down.

“I gave her a talking to before we got here,” I say. “They both have good heads on their shoulders.”

“This is just all new to me,” Keira muses.

“We probably should have seen it coming.”

She nods. “That’s true. Where’s Westin today?”

I sigh, watching as she puts two rolled out pieces of dough into pie tins. “He gave River one of the unbroken colts. They’re out rounding it up and fixing a stall for it in the barn.”

Keira’s brow rises. “Really?”

“It’s between him and River,” I sigh. “I won’t be intervening.”

“It’s best to let them sort it out,” Keira says, pushing one of the pans across the table. “Do you mind filling this up with the berries on the stove?”

I get up and start scooping boiled berries with sugar into the pastry laden pans. “Let’s let Sovereign and Westin handle it,” I say. “Maybe that’s what they deserve for all the acting up they’ve done over the years.”

She laughs and pulls open the oven. I slide the pans inside once they’re covered with latticed dough. She wipes her hands on her apron and opens the window, letting some of the heat out. Red hair sticks to her neck. When she brushes it aside, her silver necklace flashes.

Keira and I have spoken about it before. It amuses us to no end that Gerard and Westin have never had a real conversation about why their wives wear discreet necklaces that never come off. They’ve been best friends for three decades, but that’s just like them.

“Do you have lemonade?” I ask.

“I do.” Keira ducks past me and takes it out of the fridge. “Anything extra?”

“I’ll have some if you will.”

She pours two glasses over ice and puts a shot of whiskey in each. I take mine and sit on the edge of the table.

“That stallion Sovereign bought off Jensen didn’t work out,” she says.

Ever since Shadow retired to the back pasture to eat and roll in the grass for the rest of his life, Sovereign has gone through a number of possibilities for his next horse. He had some promising options, but nothing panned out.

“What’s wrong with it?” I ask.

She shrugs, sighing. “It’s not Shadow. I think that’s its worst offense. Sovereign’s looking for a horse that can respond to weight signals. He had so many hopefuls, but when it got down to it, they just didn’t fit the bill.”

“Maybe his expectations are just a little too high,” I say.

She lifts a brow. “Really? I can’t imagine Sovereign having high expectations for anyone.”

We both laugh. At that moment, the door slams open and Ella skips in. She weaves her hand in mine and tugs me towards the door.

“Let go see the baby chicks,” she insists.

“Alright,” I say, emptying my glass. “I promised, so let’s go.”

Keira sets the timer to rotate the pies and puts it in her pocket. I keep telling her to get a new oven and she won’t have to turn her food to keep it from burning, but she likes the one she has.

We head out the back exit off the kitchen. The morning is warm, the sun slanting over the yard. The barn door is rolled open and Sovereign stands just inside, arms crossed. Deacon Ryder is in the exact same stance, hat pulled low over his face. They go quiet as we walk up.

“What are you doing here, Deacon?” Keira asks.

“I got a bull rider coming up from Texas and he’s bringing some horses with him,” he says. “I need an extra trailer off Sovereign to transport them to the northern barn.”

Ryder Ranch raises cattle, like the surrounding ranches do, but Deacon also prides himself on breeding some of the best barrel racers in the state. He does a lot of business with men from Texas, Wyoming, and even Ohio. It’s not uncommon that he needs Sovereign or Westin’s help with transportation.

Over the years, Deacon, Westin, and Sovereign have gotten a lot closer. After everything that happened on our wedding night, it’s hard not to be friends.

Keira, Ella, and I go to the back of the barn. In the brooder box are two dozen chickens, cuddled up in the pine shavings.

“Are they meat hens?” I ask.

Keira shakes her head. “Laying hens. Maddie wanted them, she ran low on eggs last summer.”

Sovereign appears behind her, wrapping an arm absently around her waist. “What’s Westin doing? I’m surprised he’s not up here with you.”

I sigh, hands on my hips. “He gave River one of the colts.”

Sovereign’s face stays the same, but his brow twitches. “Maybe I’ll head down there and have a look at it.”

The timer in Keira’s apron goes off and she heads into the kitchen with Sovereign. I spend a little time with Ella, holding the chicks. Then we go inside and have lunch together in the main hall. Around the end of our meal, Cash appears through the front door. Allison comes in behind him and takes a plate, sitting down at my side.

“Are you ready to head back after lunch?” I ask.

She nods, cutting a chunk of beef. “Yeah, I should probably get to the chores.”

Inside, I want to ask where she went with Cash. But instead, I take a deep breath and let it go. They’re both good kids and sometimes it’s not my business what they talk about or where they go. Instead, I pat her hand and gather up my dishes to take to the kitchen.

Keira sends us home with a fresh blueberry pie. When we get back, Westin is in the kitchen with a glass of water, sweat dripping down his face. Allison hurries up the stairs, leaving us alone.

He holds out his arm. I rest against his side even though he’s sticky with dust.

“How was Sovereign Mountain?” he asks.

I lean my head on his shoulder. For a second, I can’t find the words for the feeling that blossoms in my chest. He turns my face up, studying it.

“You okay?”

I nod, offering a small smile. “I’m just happy. Everyone at Sovereign Mountain is happy too.”

He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I’m glad, darling.”

He goes back out to the barn to get started on chores. In a little while, Allison joins him. I see them through the window, her standing there in her cowboy hat that’s a little too big on her. River loiters by the paddock, staring through the bars at his colt.

I turn on the radio and pull out my crock pot. The air is a little cooler today than yesterday and I’d like to take Reign out for a ride before dinner. I cut up potatoes, snap green beans, and chop beef into chunks to simmer in thick gravy.

When Westin expanded Carter Farms by buying a strip of Sovereign Mountain Ranch, he and Sovereign drew up a contract where they could share employees. That means I never have to cook for the wranglers and hired hands. Westin pays a little more into the communal paychecks and Sovereign makes sure everyone is fed.

All I have to worry about are my husband and children.

I pop the lid onto the crockpot and set the pie in the fridge. Then, I go upstairs and change into jeans and a t-shirt and pull on my boots. The house is peaceful as I move through it and head to the barn where Reign waits for me.

I don’t have to ask permission for anything these days. If I want to ride free all afternoon, I can.


CHAPTER TWO
WESTIN


The sun sets over Carter Ranch. Slowly, creeping down towards the northern mountains. Then it slips to bed, giving the world a few moments of pure gold before darkness falls.

I stand in the barn, elbows on the dutch door to the back stall. Inside is the black and white colt my son won’t stop talking about. He’s leggy, with big, bright eyes. Truthfully, he reminds me a bit of Rocky, who’s now retired to the back pasture with Sunshine and Gracey. His gait is smoother, luckily for River.

“Dad.”

I turn, looking down at River. It used to bother me that he looks like my father. But now I see he’ll look just like me.

I think that means I’ve healed.

“Yeah?” I say.

River hooks his hands over the edge of the door, peering at his prize. “Can I name him Captain?”

I glance down. “Where’d you get that?”

“From a book,” he says. “He looks like a captain. His forelock kinda looks like the brim of a hat.”

His logic is rock solid. “You name him whatever you want.”

“Is Captain a good name?” His brow creases.

“Is it the name you want?”

He nods, eyes still glued to the colt.

“Well, that’s good enough then,” I say. “I reckon we should let Captain sleep for a while. He’s had a big day and I know your mother’s about done with dinner.”

He sighs, stepping out of the way so I can shut the top half of the door. We walk in silence to the porch. Overhead, the stars are out. Little glimmers of light in a velvety rich sky. Hemmed in by the great shadows of the mountains and the green hills. Carter Ranch is slowly crawling its way through a tepid spring. I’m glad summer is almost here and I can get a read on the harvest soon.

The front hall smells like dinner. The minute we set foot in the door, River gives a hoarse yell and pelts down the hall. I cock my head and hear it—my mother’s voice.

She’s sitting at the table, her husband Matthew at her side. River gives her a hug, nearly knocking her off the chair. Allison sends him a disapproving look across the room.

“What’s all this?” I ask.

Diane appears behind me, slipping around my body to wash her hands in the sink. “Eve wants to take the kids tonight. There’s a bull rider visiting Ryder Ranch and everybody’s going up to see him tomorrow.”

River starts hopping from one foot to the other. “I want to go! Dad, can I please go?”

Over his head, I lock eyes with my wife. Her face stays the same, but I know that look.

Goddamn, do I know that look.

“You go right ahead,” I say.

Allison is less excited, but still looks interested. They both drop what they’re doing and run upstairs to pack their overnight bags. Matthew shakes his head, smiling. Slowly, he gets up from his chair and crosses the room.

“I’ll be right back,” he says. “The truck’s full of chicken feed so I need to move it so the kids can sit there.”

“Let me,” I say, following him down the hall.

The man’s tough as nails, despite being a banker by trade. He shakes his head, walking carefully down the steps. Two years ago he got kicked in the thigh by a horse and it has slowed him down since. My mother has him in physical therapy, but it’s his determination that keeps him moving.

I pull the tailgate down and circle the truck. “You tell Deacon I said to fuck himself,” I say, hauling a bag of feed out.

Matthew laughs. “Yeah, alright, I will.”

My mother appears at my shoulder. “Oh, you two love each other,” she scolds. “Stop being so mean. You’re worse to him than anybody.”

“That’s the only language he speaks,” I say, hefting the bags into the back and shutting the tailgate.

The door opens and my son and daughter tumble out, my wife at their heels. My mother goes to the porch steps to say goodbye to Diane and I hang back. Matthew crosses his arms, watching with a faraway expression.

He was a widower, without children, when my mother met him. After River was born, he pulled me aside and thanked me for treating him like a stepfather and a member of my family. I didn’t have words to tell him I’m just as grateful that he’s the man my children have for a grandfather.

He sniffs, clearing his throat. “This is…good. Pretty good.”

I watch my mother hug Diane and herd my children down the walkway. Maybe I clear my throat too.

“Yeah,” I say. “Pretty good.”

I hug my mother goodbye and help her into the truck beside Matthew. Then, after threatening my son into promising to behave, I shut the door and step back as they pull out of the driveway. The crunch of gravel dies away. Silence falls over the ranch.

Behind me, the screen door shuts.

The hair on the back of my neck prickles in the good kind of anticipation. I’m not particularly complicated anymore. Maybe that worked its way out when I was a younger man. Now, all I need is the land under my feet and my wife at the end of the day. Maybe throw a few good meals in between, and I’m more than happy.

I go up the walkway and lock the front door. She’s in the kitchen, humming. Quietly, I walk to the end of the hall and lean against the wall to watch her. Standing right where I stood the day we met.

She’s plating dinner. The radio bubbles in the corner, by the toaster. Maddie gave that radio to her as a wedding gift, and she likes to turn it down low and listen while she cooks.

“Hey, darling,” I say.

She looks up, shaking her hair back. “You hungry, sir?”

My eyes drop, lingering over her body. “Yeah, I could eat.”

She rolls her eyes, but she loves it. I sink down at the table. Tomorrow is Tuesday, our free use night where I get to do whatever I want with her. But tomorrow we won’t have that freedom once the house is full again. When that happens, we both know we’re switching up our days so we can make a little noise while the kids are gone.

Some nights I make her crawl on her hands and knees. Fuck her, all tied up, until she’s incoherent. Other times, I lay her out on the table and eat, just to see how long it takes for her to beg for a break.

I’m not sure how I want her tonight. Not yet.

She sets the food down, a plate for each of us. We eat in silence, our hands interlocked. Then she whisks the empty plates away and starts the coffee pot. I stay where I’m at, watching her sober face as she disappears into our bedroom.

The coffee heats, filling the room with the scent of our private rituals. The bedroom door opens behind me. I keep still, listening for her bare feet as they move past me. I glance up and my stomach flips.

She’s so damn pretty, I never get tired of looking. Over the years, I’ve picked up the subtle ways she expresses her desire. One of them is her little blue slip. She’s had to replace it a few times. Maybe that’s my fault, my hands got ahead of my head. But every time she makes one that looks just like it.

It’s been a decade and a half of that blue slip, and it still takes all my words away when she wears it.

Her blonde waves and curls tumble soft down her back. Her only jewelry are her rings and discreet collar. It’s so simple, and maybe that’s what gets me going the hardest.

Eyes down, she pours coffee and a glass of whiskey. I shift my chair back, spreading my knees. Obediently, she perches on my thigh, her toes barely reaching the floor.

I push my face gently between her neck and shoulder. She smells sweet, like the perfume she wears sometimes. When I kiss her below the ear, I taste it bitter on my tongue.

“Were you a good girl?” I murmur.

Her spine lengthens. I feel her sex pulse once against my thigh.

“Yes, sir,” she breathes.

Baring my teeth, I graze her shoulder. She moans softly, head falling to the side to give me access to her silky skin. My hand slides around her waist, turning her to straddle me. Gripping her soft thighs and wrapping them around my body.

Her breath hitches. I brush her hair back, my hand tightening on the back of her neck. Her pupils blow. Her breasts strain and I tug one shoulder of her slip down. Revealing a pink nipple, hard and inviting. My mouth closes over it and her hands wrap around my wrists. Holding tight as she lets her body go limp.

A sigh slips out. Like a little prayer on her lips.

I release her breast. “You going to be a good slut for me tonight?” I murmur.

“Yes,” she gasps, writhing. “Yes, sir.”

In one movement, I flip her around to face out. She moans as I push her slip up and pull her thong to the side. Her naked cunt is silky. When I run my fingers from her clit to her entrance, it’s so wet that my touch glides. Jaw hard, I reach between us and unleash my cock, pushing my belt and pants aside.

“You sit on it for a minute, darling,” I order.

She hesitates before gripping the edge of the table. Then she wriggles back and I guide my cock to her opening.

“Easy there,” I murmur. “Take it nice and slow.”

She presses back just as I ask. Wet heat wraps around the head of my cock. Tight, soft as velvet. It slips down and she moans, letting me know just how good it feels for her to be filled up.

“Hold on there,” I say, when I’m halfway in. “Don’t move until I give permission. Elbows on the table.”

She groans, hips flexing. But she obeys. I reach over her head and take up my whiskey glass. Her pussy tightens, working the top half of my cock.

“None of that,” I say, spanking her thigh. “You be good, hold still.”

“Please,” she gasps. “Just put it in, I want to feel you all the way.”

I run my fingers down her back. Following the elegant curve of her spine. “No, be patient.”

She sinks down over the table. Her head lolls to the side, her cheek against the wood. My cock is so hard it’s aching. But I’ve had plenty of practice denying myself when we play together. I can keep my hips still and watch her suffer, her poor pussy aching for me to thrust in.

It’s the perfect mix of pleasure and suffering that keeps me rock hard.

I sip the whiskey and play with the tips of her hair. “Can you tell me what you liked best since our last check in?”

“Do you mean sex?” Her voice is low, raspy.

I grip her soft hip, squeezing it to see if she’ll move. She stays still, like such a good girl. “Let’s stick to sex for now.”

She’s quiet and I know she’s feeling self conscious. Her hip quivers and I release it, moving my touch around to her clit. The sound that comes out of her mouth is desperate.

“Talk to me, darling,” I order.

She shudders, but doesn’t move from my touch. Her clit is swollen, wet from her cunt. Using my ring and pointer fingers, I circle the hood a few times and swipe my middle back and forth.

“On Saturday,” she gasps, “you fucked me and put the plug in.”

My cock jerks inside her, blood pulsing through it. She moans, a tremor moving through her hips.

“Where did I fuck you?” I press.

“In my ass, sir,” she whispers. “I like when you keep your cum inside me like that.”

Roughly, I tug the other strap of her slip down. Her full, teardrop breasts fall free and I rub my palms over her nipples. Letting the soft, pink peaks get harder under my touch. They got a lot bigger from her pregnancies, and I don’t have a word of complaint.

My hips start moving, not fucking her yet. Just reminded her I can tease her all night if that’s what I want.

She grips the edge of the table. “Sir, please.”

“I didn’t ask you to beg,” I say hoarsely. “I asked you to take it and sit still.”

She swallows, her jaw flexing as she grits her teeth. I run my hand up her throat and hook the side of her lip. Pushing two fingers into her soft mouth. Swearing under my breath as her hot tongue curls around them.

“Suck, you pretty slut,” I order.

I push a third finger in, filling her mouth until she can’t shut it. Then, holding her hips with the other hand, I thrust all the way into her cunt.

Her body jerks. A cry bursts out around my fingers. I run my hand from her hip to her lower belly and press in. Thrusting up at the same time so I can feel myself move inside her body.

“Goddamn, you’ve got a tight little pussy,” I grit out.

Her arousal stains the front of my pants. I cup the underside of one high and lift her, slamming her body down. Her teeth bite into my fingers, not on purpose. Wetness slips down my wrist as she gags.

Gently, I tug my fingers free. She gasps, moaning as I drive my cock into her cunt. Again and again.

Wet, hot, tight.

It’s too much. My orgasm pours down my spine and I’m coming inside her before I can stop myself. She grinds back, pushing deep. I grip her hair and pull her against me, burying my face into the nape of her neck as I empty into her pussy.

We both go still. She moans, so desperate to have me. But she knows better than to ask for anything on free use night.

I’ll make her come when I’m ready.

“Good girl,” I praise, stroking her hair and kissing her spine. “Let’s get you into the bedroom.”

She lets me lift her off my cock. I guide her to her knees and shift to the edge of the seat. Obediently, her soft tongue darts out and she leans into my lap. Licking my cock clean of our cum with gentle strokes. Her brown eyes stay on me the entire time.

“Tongue out,” I say.

She puts it out and I grip my dick, wringing the last drop out onto it.

“Swallow, darling.”

She does, licking her lips. Her face is so pink it’s making her eyes glitter. Even after all this time, it still makes her burn up to be degraded. When I’m clean, she tucks me back into my pants and pulls up the zipper. Her gaze turns on me, wanting assurance.

“Come here,” I say.

She rises and I pull her near and kiss between her breasts. Taking my time so her body feels my closeness. So she feels used, but knows she’s still loved. Her fingers twine in my hair. One hand slides down my nape and rests on my brand.

“Go to the bedroom,” I murmur. “Hands and knees on the bed. I want to have a drink and watch the cum drip out of you.”

“Oh God,” she moans.

I turn her around and give her ass a quick spank to get her going. She walks into the bedroom, hips swinging. When I stand, my cock throbs under my zipper. I’m already hard again.

I refill my whiskey and go into the bedroom, shutting the door. She’s on the bed, facing the headboard. On her elbows and knees. Pussy and ass exposed.

Transfixed, I go to the edge of the bed. Her cunt is flushed. A little swollen from taking my cock. Distractedly, I have a sip of whiskey and take a step back, sinking into the chair facing the bed.

“Clench for me,” I order.

She does as she’s told. Her muscles twitch. Cum slips out of the entrance of my wife’s pussy, dripping off her clit and hitting the bed between her knees.

“Reach between your legs and spread yourself.” My voice is low.

She balances on one elbow. Her hand slides down her stomach and appears between her thighs. Her nails are oval, carefully trimmed and beautifully feminine. Two fingers stroke over her pussy, and gently press it apart.

Her velvety pink cunt spreads. My cum leaks out, like icing.

I did that. For some reason, she lets me do that.

My past was rough. When I met her, my body was rough, unrefined. She’s always been soft and sweet. Body warm like sunshine, beautiful like the lilies she loves so much. Despite me being all wrong for her, maybe not good enough to even touch her body, she let me put a ring on her finger and steal her away.

Now I have the prettiest, darling bride in my bed every night.


CHAPTER THREE
DIANE


“Touch your clit.”

His voice is low in his chest. It always gets that way when he wants me badly.

My fingers are on my pussy, soaking from my arousal and his cum. I swipe them over, gathering the wetness, and circle my clit. Touching myself the way he touches me.

“Good girl.” His voice is so low, it’s just a rasp. “Stay put, keep touching yourself.”

I hear his boots on the floor. Then he’s fastening my leather play collar around my throat. His rough fingers are so gentle, moving my hair aside. Pressing a kiss to the top of my head when he’s done. There’s a second, where his hands leave my body, when I’m tempted to beg for him to touch me instead.

My fingers are good, but his are better.

He doesn’t tell me I can stop stroking my clit, so I don’t. He moves about in the corner of my eye. Straps jingle and I know he’s fastening the restraints to the bed. The lights go out and the fireplace flares, chasing away the nighttime cold. Then the drawer where he keeps our toys slides open.

He’s choosing what he wants.

A thrill goes down my spine. My fingers move faster and pleasure sparks. Hitting me hard and fast.

“Sir,” I gasp.

My eyes squeeze shut, but I don’t stop.

“What’s wrong, darling?”

“I’m going to come,” I gasp.

“Stop touching yourself.”

His voice rings out, deep and controlled. My fingers drop and I wriggle back into position, elbows on the bed. The pleasure tightening in my pussy burns. It’s taking everything I have not to drop my hips down and rub against the bed.

He’d spank me for that. I know from experience.

That thought takes root in my head. I don’t brat very often because it always leaves me exhausted the next day. But when he responds to it and puts me in my place, it’s so satisfying. There’s nothing that hits my reset button better.

My hips undulate, without meaning to. He makes a harsh noise in his throat.

A warning not to push him.

My heart picks up. In that split second, I change the dynamic of the night by lowering my hips to the bed and pushing myself up on the heels of my palms. He turns, shirt open. Chest heaving as his lids fall, eyes distracted by my pussy rubbing on the bed. Making a wet spot at the foot of his side.

He reaches down. For a second, I think he’s taking his cock out.

Then he strips his belt off instead. Big, lean fingers fold it once.

And crack it. So loud it splits the room like a gunshot.

My toes curl. I sink back, sitting on my heels. Maybe a little startled by his reaction. He crosses the room and kneels one leg on the bed, taking me by the chin to turn my face up. His eyes are hungry. Pupils blown, lids heavy with lust.

“Bad girl,” he says quietly, his voice curling.

His thumb drags across my lower lip. Rough, edged with warning. I swallow hard as he pushes it between my lips, making me gag on purpose.

“You know what you did,” he says.

He eases my mouth open with the pad of his thumb on my tongue. Taking me by the chin, he bends my head back. I have a fleeting impression of glittering hazel before I shut my eyes. He spits hard, like he’s angry. It hits my tongue and he closes my mouth, holding it shut until I swallow.

Sometimes it’s hard to balance this Westin with the one I’m married to, the ever patient father of my children. This Westin can be cold, cruel, and harsh. He pushes me to my limits and makes me feel things nobody else can.

But the other Westin always comes back to me in the end. Hands gentle, holding me. Whispering praise against my neck.

Bravely, I sink into the deep end.

He picks me up and lays me down, rolling me onto my belly with my face rested to the side. The pillow is soft against my cheek. I close my eyes as he fastens the cuffs around my wrists so my arms are spread.

His boots hit the ground. The belt cracks.

I moan softly, muffled.

“You stay put,” he says. “I fucking mean it this time, Diane.”

My toes curl at the way he says my name. All stern, with a little drawl at the end. My eyes squeeze shut and my pussy aches. It likes this Westin more than I care to admit.

I can’t roll over even if I wanted to. His touch contacts my calf. It runs down the arch of my foot. A little bolt of bravery goes through me again. This time, I think it might be plain foolishness. But it makes me kick my foot, hitting his hand.

“Goddamn it, girl,” he says.

He’s got me uncuffed in a second. In the soft orange firelight, he picks me up and carries me to the hearth.

“Get on your knees,” he says.

Obediently, I drop down. He has the belt in one hand, my hair in the other.

“Palm up.” His voice is sitting at the bottom of his chest. All harsh and deep.

I offer him my right palm. I know my eyes are huge, fixed on him in the shadows. He sets the belt aside and starts unfastening his shirt the rest of the way and takes it off. A trickle of sweat moves between his pecs.

He goes to the dresser again and takes a flat, bendy switch out.

“You earned both spankings tonight, darling,” he says.

I swallow hard, my palm swimming before my eyes. There’s a sharp hiss. A sting of pain. Arousal pours down my spine and fills my hips, tearing a gasp from my lips.

He takes hold of my hair, wrapping it around his fist to keep me still. The switch comes down hard on the soft tissue of my palm. Not hard enough to leave a mark. But it stings. I whimper aloud.

He spanks me again. Twice more. Then he lifts me up, tears slipping from my eyes, and deposits me back on the bed on my belly. The cuffs go over my wrists. He pushes my slip up around my waist, baring my ass. The bed dips and the belt cracks.

I cry out as my ass stings.

I could have avoided this by behaving. Or just saying my safeword. But I love it, it makes me come alive. All the stress of the last week is gone. My body is wide awake, my pussy soaked and my nipples aching. The sting of the belt is a small price to pay for the high.

It strikes where I’m so sensitive, where my ass meets my thighs. My body arches, writhing. He doesn’t chastise me because he knows I can’t stay still for this. But he’ll make me pay later, when his cock is between my legs.

The belt comes down again.

And again.

I’m sobbing when he finally stops. Euphoric tears, salty on my lips. He straddles me, unfastening the cuffs. Then, he flips me to my back and drapes my leg over his elbow. His mouth brushes mine, open and hot. I feel him, how hard and hungry he is, between my thighs. He thrusts and he’s inside me, every inch all at once.

I bite back my scream. His hips work, slamming into me with starving strokes. I’m so wet and loose it doesn’t hurt, but he’s so deep it makes my stomach swoop.

“Fuck, that’s right,” he pants, against my neck. “You take every inch in your sweet, tight pussy.”

My spine arches, lifting my hips so he can slam his body into mine. I feel him so deeply. The head of his cock strokes up against my cervix. Maybe leaving me sore tomorrow. I’m perfectly full, stretched around him. So wet he slides easily in and out, sending arousal dripping down my ass.

His eyes glitter in the firelight. The hard ridges of his abs ripple.

“Open your mouth,” he rasps.

Obediently, I part my lips and put out my tongue. He spits on it and bends down. His mouth meets mine, kissing me hard as I swallow the saliva dripping down my throat. The soft groan from his chest sends a tremor through my body. Making me grip his cock hard.

When he pulls back, he’s panting.

“Ride my cock, darling,” he breathes.

The cuffs are unhooked so fast I miss it. I yelp as he flips, taking me with him. My knees hit the bed and he’s stretched out between them. His cock still buried to the hilt inside. The angle brings it deep, sending a twinge of pain through my stomach when I move. Sometimes I have trouble with this position because it forces me to take every inch.

He sees it on my face. Rough, gentle hands grip my hips. Rocking me back and forth, caressing me until I relax enough that it doesn’t hurt anymore.

My eyes flutter shut. He’s the sweetest pressure. The gentlest hands.

“Look at me,” he says.

He’s propped up halfway against the pillows and headboard. His hair is damp, brushed back. His eyes are alive, his lids heavy with desire. I know my husband, he’s all tripped up over himself. Just from looking at me. Not even his harshness when he’s being my Dom can conceal it.

“Ride me, darling,” he says again.

I obey. His cock moves between my thighs, so satisfying. This goes beyond the physical closeness of our bodies. I spread my palms, pressing them to his chest and stomach. His warmth, the hard muscles of his body, get my blood flowing. The pleasure is so visceral I want to sink my teeth in it. Drink it up. Rub it all over my skin.

The hem of my slip is wet. The bodice hangs loose, my breasts exposed. He’s got his big, rough hands on my waist. Knotted up in the silk.

Fucking up into me as I ride him hard.

The bed hits the wall. We both pant, delirious. I think we planned on going for longer tonight. But when I straddled him, that thought vanished.

Now there’s nothing but hot, visceral desire racing towards satisfaction.

My clit grinds against his groin. His cock hits all the most perfect points. It always has, like it was made for me. His eyes are glued to me, lips parted. He slips one hand between my thighs, his fingertips grazing where we’re joined.

“You’re so fucking wet,” he groans.

His thumb slides over my clit and pleasure ripples through me, making my eyes roll back. I’m so close. I just need a little push and I’ll tumble over the edge. My hips roll, he pinches my clit and works it gently between his calloused fingers.

Then he makes his cock twitch inside, knowing what it does to me, and I fall apart.

Shaking. Nails piercing his chest.

Pleasure hits me so hard I can’t breathe. My pussy grips him, dripping between us. His hand is on my breast, he’s propped up on the heel of his other hand. His hips move, fucking into me as I pulse around his length. Vaguely, I hear myself whimpering.

He groans, surging forward. His mouth grazes my neck, free hand gripping my throat hard enough I gasp. His abdomen goes hard and his jaw twitches as he grits his teeth.

“Fuck,” he says. “Take my cum, you pretty whore. Gonna fill up that beautiful pussy.”

Fuck. My spine bends, my hips grinding down against his groin. He groans from behind his gritted teeth. Warmth blossoms, I swear I feel it. His hips stutter, fucking erratically as pleasure sweeps through his body.

I slump against his chest and he holds me near, breath hard in my hair.

“Goddamn,” he says.

I’m warm and ready for sleep. He eases me up and off his cock, still hard and soaked with our arousal. Limply, I fall back against the pillows. When I come that intensely it’s like a warm blanket on a cold night. Every muscle in my body turns to water and all I can do is lay there and watch the ceiling spin.

His mouth grazes my shoulder. “Let’s get you cleaned up, darling.”


CHAPTER FOUR
WESTIN


She’s on her back, one knee cocked, when I return from the bathroom. I use a warm washcloth to wipe her thighs. Gently, I part them to reveal her used pussy. Flushed pink, dripping with my cum. Leaning in, I press a kiss to her clit. She wriggles, smiling.

“How’d I get such a pretty wife?” I ask hoarsely.

She smiles, her nose scrunching. “You don’t want to hear my answer for that.”

I wipe her clean and go to turn the shower on. She rolls to her side, watching me through the doorway.

“Why’s that?” I ask.

“I just keep you around for your dick,” she teases.

“Really? What about my tongue?”

She pushes herself upright and swings her legs off the bed. Her hair is all tangled from being fucked through the mattress.

“Your tongue’s alright,” she says, sending me a look over her shoulder. Clearly I didn’t spank all the brat out of her earlier.

She stands, flashing her curvy ass decorated with pink stripes from my belt. I cock my head, admiring my handiwork.

“I can work you over in the shower, darling, but you’re gonna wish I hadn’t,” I say.

She walks past me and I give her a little slap across the back of her thigh, avoiding the sensitive marks. There’s a hitch in her step that fills me up with pride. It always does—I like looking at her body when I’m done with it, all freshly fucked and pretty like a work of art in pink.

“Get in the shower,” I say, pulling the curtain aside.

She purses her lips and steps in. I join her, pressing my front against her back. I love the feeling of her warmth against me while the water flows over my head.

My arms go around her and she rests her chin on them. My cock, which was satiated a moment ago, rises slowly. Notching beneath the curve of her ass.

“You want to go again?” I ask.

She rubs back on my dick. “No, I’m good.”

“Don’t torture me, darling,” I murmur, nuzzling my face into her wet hair.

Her soft form wiggles in my grip as she turns to look up at me. Big brown eyes, ones I fell in love with all those years ago, fix on mine.

“That’s rich, coming from the man who just came twice,” she whispers.

I squeeze her ass. “You’re pretty sassy tonight.”

“You like it,” she says. “At least, you did when you met me.”

“I still do, darling.”

She tilts her head back, offering her mouth. I cradle her head and kiss her, slowly and thoroughly. I might be hard, but I forget all about getting laid again. In this moment, I just want to taste my wife and feel her closeness.

Spring is always busy, at both ranches. Add two children into that and we have trouble finding time for ourselves. The winter is better, but the kids are in the house more often. Moments like these are for savoring, like fine whiskey.

She lays her cheek on my chest. Fingers brushing down my stomach. In the interim between our wedding and now, I’ve acquired a sprinkling of gray hairs. Those have extended here and there down my chest and stomach. She says she likes them and I think she means it.

Sometimes she sits on my lap and touches the silver by my ears. Then she gets a little smile on her face, and more often than not, I get some.

It’s getting late. I soap her down just to feel her curves all over again. She does the same, taking her time running her fingers over my body. When we’re dried off and in bed, I pull her back against my chest and kiss the back of her neck.

“Goodnight, darling,” I say.

She opens a sleepy eye. “Goodnight, sir.”

I thought I’d stay up just to watch her while she sleeps, but I’m out in seconds. When I finally crack my eyes open, the sun is creeping over the horizon. Through the window, the back yard is frosty and glowing gold. Cold air fights its way in the cracks around the windowpane.

Slowly, I roll over to find her side empty. I sit up, blinking and rubbing my eyes. The door to our bedroom creaks open and Diane slips in. She’s breathtaking, still in that blue slip that hugs her curves and brushes the middle of her thighs. In each hand, she has a steaming earthenware mug.

“I think I died and went to heaven,” I say hoarsely.

Her lips curve. She hands me a mug and I set it on the bedside table.

“Come sit,” I say, patting my leg once.

She sets her mug down and straddles me, knees on either side of my waist. Her hair is messy, the prettiest golden tangle down her back. I love how she looks, in the morning, a little makeup under her still sleepy eyes. I cup her chin, turning her head, and kiss the dip below her ear.

Right away, my dick is rock hard under the covers. She feels it and pink tinges her cheeks.

I love that I can still make her blush.

“Do you need to take care of that so we can cuddle up and have coffee?” she asks coyly.

I look down. “Wouldn’t hurt.”

Looking up at me through her lashes, she backs up until she’s straddling my legs. Her tongue darts out to wet her lips. Arousal pours through me like hot water and concentrates right where I need her touch most.

She dips her head and my jaw goes tight as her mouth wraps around my cock. I slide my hand over the nape of her neck and gather up her hair, holding out of the way. My other palm slips around to cup her throat. So I can feel when she swallows.

Never in my life prior to Diane did I think I would end up with someone like her. She’s a one in a million. I’m in awe of every part of her—from her sass, to her little flashes of moodiness, to how willing she is to do whatever dirty thing I ask.

Her head bobs. I’m right on the edge, still restless from not getting round three last night. All it takes is for her to drag her tongue up my length and curl it while she sucks. I come, emptying everything I have into her mouth. She moans, vibrating my cock as I pump. Then her throat bobs and she lifts her head, primly wiping her mouth with two fingers.

“Fuck,” I say, breathing hard.

She sidles up until she’s in my lap again and reaches for her coffee. “Don’t forget I need you to run into town and get more chicken feed this morning.”

I laugh, wrapping an arm around her waist. “Was that my motivation?”

“Like you would ever tell me no,” she says.

“That’s true,” I say. “Can’t say no to those big brown eyes, darling.”

She’s blushing again, turning to look out the window. I pick up my coffee and have a sip. She makes it in a percolator and it’s always good and strong. Her’s is swirled with thick, sweetened cream, mine is plain black.

“I was thinking…about the selling season,” she says.

“Yeah? What about it?”

“You go to the city so you can make sales for the fall,” she says. “Maybe you and me could go this time.”

My brows rise. “You want to go into the city?”

She shrugs. “Maybe, I need to think about it more. But I’ve only been three times in my entire life.”

“You getting antsy, darling?”

She shrugs. “Not really, but it might give us some time alone. Maybe the kids can go up and stay at Sovereign Mountain.”

“As long as somebody keeps an eye on them,” I say. “I don’t trust teenagers for shit.”

She narrows her eyes, studying me. “Not everyone shows up and compromises women far too young for them the second time they meet.”

So the button pushing hasn’t ended. I give her ass a light slap, not hard enough to make her spill her coffee, but enough she shivers. My touch lingers on her hip, enjoying the warmth of her bare skin. I can tell my face is sobering because she gets a crease by her right brow. Her lips purse.

“What?” she asks.

I shake my head. “You’re not getting tired of our life here, right?”

She leans in and kisses my forehead. It’s the sweetest little touch.

“No, this is all I’ve ever wanted,” she says. “You gave me my farm and my babies. And you’ve given me anything else I ask for, including all of this.” She gestures over my body.

“I can’t say no to you, darling,” I say, even though I’ve said it a hundred times before. It’s the truth.

From the moment we met, all I wanted to do was give to her. It’s an inexorable pull. I pour into her cup and she pours selflessly back into mine.

I clear my throat and draw her closer, taking the mugs and setting them aside. Her warm body melts against my chest. Her eyes are endless pools, so close.

“All I want is to see you happy,” I whisper.

She smiles, flashing white teeth. “I am so happy, Westin.”

I kiss her and shift to my side, pulling her up against me. Through the window, we watch the sun rise and melt the frost slowly. Our mugs are empty when I finally peel myself out of our bed, get dressed, and kiss her goodbye before heading out to do chores.

I go into town to get feed for Diane’s chickens before the kids get back at noon. The air is cool with a promise of a hot afternoon. I swing out of the truck and walk across the street to the diner at the corner. The door is propped open and it smells like coffee and sweet cream.

Inside is Sovereign, standing with Jensen Childress at his side. They’re talking, arms crossed.

I walk right past them, stopping long enough to punch Jensen in the side, and go get my cup of black coffee. He sidesteps and swipes back. Sighing, Sovereign sinks down at a booth, stretching his legs out.

I join them, coffee in hand. “Why are you in town this early?”

“I got errands,” says Jensen. “Whatever my wife wants on this list I got here somewhere.” He pats his back pocket, frowns, and checks the rest of his pockets until he comes up with a folded envelope. “There we go.”

I sit down opposite Sovereign. “You want some coffee?”

Jensen shakes his head. “I gotta fuck off, but I’ll see y’all later.”

He heads out the door and I watch him cross the street to his truck on the opposite curb. The waitress appears at my elbow and Sovereign and I get breakfast. We sit in silence for a while. The diner is filling up with locals. Sovereign shakes a few hands and I nod when someone waves at me.

“Small world,” I say.

“Yeah,” Sovereign says. “Can say that again.”

“Speaking of the world being small,” I say. “I don’t know how I feel about your boy coming around asking about my girl.”

Sovereign cracks his neck. The waitress sets our food down.

“How’s that?” he says. “Cash plays it straight.”

“Yeah, but does he play it straight like you?” I say. “Or like an actual gentleman?”

Sovereign fixes me with a pale stare over the steam rising from his coffee. “I never act up.”

“Not anymore, but you did way back,” I say. “And don’t forget how you got Keira.”

His brow arches. “At least she’s not running around with one of Deacon’s boys. He’s got me beat when it comes to his methods of acquiring women.”

“That’s beside the point,” I say. “You talk to him.”

Sovereign sets his mug down carefully, swiveling it. “And say what? He can’t crush on girls? He’s a teenager. You were wild when you were his age.”

“Incorrect,” I say.

“Correct.” His jaw works. “Eat your fuckin’ food.”

He has a point, and the food is getting cold. We eat in companionable silence and he goes with me to the feed store to load up the bags. We drop in at the general store because Keira wants a bolt of fabric for curtains. Sovereign leans on the counter and I go to get a handful of Diane’s favorite candies.

We part ways. I drive back to Carter Farms, thinking back to when I left Sovereign Mountain. Part of me was afraid things would change more than I’d like. But having our ranches side-by-side quelled that fear. We share a property line, there’s a gate in our fence that our children ride their horses through whenever they like.

No, everything is perfect now. We each have our homes, our families, but we’re not far apart.

When I get back, I’m unloading the chicken feed in the front barn when Allison walks in with a glass of lemonade. I straighten and take my hat off, hitting it on my thigh to clear the dust.

“That for me?”

She nods, holding it out. I take it, draining it and handing it back.

“How was the bull rider?” I ask.

She shrugs, a crease between her brow. “It was okay, not really my cup of tea. River was all about it though.”

“Good, you keep away from it,” I say. “And I’ll keep River away from it. It’s a rough way to make a living.”

She crosses her arms, leaning on a supporting post. “Have you ever done any bull riding?”

I shake my head. “No, I’ve been thrown enough times during work hours to go and do it in my spare time.”

She purses her lips, watching as I toss the last bag in the bin and fasten the lid. I sink down on it and take my bandana out to wipe my face.

“Mom’s making lunch,” she says. “I might ride up to Sovereign Mountain later.”

She says it casually, like I don’t know what she’s up to. I open my mouth. Then I shut it and stand up, holding out my arm. She gives me a reluctant hug, wrinkling her nose at the dust and sweat on my shirt.

“You take Reign up there with you,” I say. “Tell Sovereign to put that new bridle he promised me on him before you come back.”

She nods, her shoulders sinking in obvious relief. We head back to the house and I pull the door open for Allison.

“You don’t be too late on Sovereign Mountain,” I say.

She nods and disappears into the hallway, her boots clattering on the stairs. In the kitchen, I find Diane leaning on the counter with a book open between her elbows. Something bubbles on the stove behind her. I lift the lid and the scent of chicken broth hits my nose.

“Dumplings?”

She glances up and nods. “River’s out the back by the way, staring at his colt through the fence.”

“I think after the spill he took, he might want to work on just getting the horse to eat from his hand for a little while,” I say.

She nods and I come up behind her, leaning my body over hers, and kissing the back of her neck. She squirms under me, but she loves it. Her ass pushes against my groin, waking my dick right up. My lips pull back and my teeth graze her neck. Her hips wriggle and I ease up so she can turn around and lean her elbows on the table.

“You better calm down,” she says, a ghost of a smile on her face.

I kiss her neck again, right in the hollow under her ear. “River is glued to staring at that horse and Allison is getting ready to ride up to Sovereign Mountain.”

Diane’s brow arches. “You let her do that?”

I nod. “I did.”

She bends in, her mouth ghosting over mine. “Maybe later this afternoon, we can get a minute to ourselves.”

“Oh, yeah?”

She kisses me before pushing me off her, ducking around my body, and going to the stove. “I don’t know. We’ll see if you behave yourself.”

I take advantage of there being nobody around to crack my hand across her ass. She whirls and I kiss her hard before heading into the bathroom. She’s flustered, but she loves it. Judging from her little huff, I’m definitely getting some when we have a moment alone.

The rest of the day is peaceful. We all eat lunch together. Then I help Allison up on Reign and remind her again to pick up that new bridle. When she’s gone, I take River out and start him on cleaning out the colt’s new stall. If he wants to keep him, he’s got to learn to care for him.

A few of the ranch hands have questions. I stand on the porch and talk with them for a while. Then, by my watch, I have at least fifteen minutes before I need to start chores.

I’ve had a lot of practice. I can make fifteen minutes work easy.


CHAPTER FIVE
DIANE


We do go into the city and spend the night. After that, I’ve had about all I want of pavement and tall buildings. When we get back home, Westin riding the high of a successful sales season, I breathe a sigh of relief.

I stand in the kitchen with my heart so full. My house is clean, the floorboards Westin lovingly replaced gleaming in the early summer sun.

The door slams around the back. My son’s boots clatter over my clean floor, probably spreading mud. Quick as a flash, I lean into the hall and snatch him as he runs by. He skids to a halt, swinging around.

“Hey—what?”

“Boots off, honey,” I say firmly.

Obediently, he drops down and pulls them off. Luckily they’re just dusty, but my point stands. His sweaty hair sticks up on end as he jumps to his feet.

“Sovereign’s coming to help dad with Captain,” he announces.

“When’s that happening?” I drop his boots by the front door and head down the hall, pushing the screen frame open and propping it with the stop.

Westin’s in the barn, I can hear the rumble of his truck engine coupled with him swearing under his breath as he loads up boards.

“In an hour,” River yells.

I hear him digging around in the cupboards, so I lean back into the hall.

“You looking for a snack?” I call.

“Yeah, I’m hungry,” he yells back.

He’s a bottomless pit. I fed the kids a breakfast of grits, ham, gravy, and biscuits and he’s back looking for a snack an hour later. Sighing, I go back to the kitchen. He’s got his head in the fridge, pulling open drawers.

“There’s red beet eggs,” I say. “You take a couple of those, get your boots, and go get your colt ready.”

He pulls the jar out and shoves his entire hand in to grab two eggs. Biting my tongue, I take the jar from him and stand back while he runs back out the front. Dripping purple juice down my hallway.

I grab a rag and spot mop the floor. From upstairs, I can hear faint music from Allison’s room. She spends a lot of time up there listening to music, journaling, and probably daydreaming about Cash Sovereign. That’s fine by me—all I want is for my girl to have the childhood I never got, and that includes getting to be a teenager.

It’s a gift that I hope she takes for granted because she’s never known anything else. Westin and I have worked so hard to not drag our pasts into our future. Our children get to start fresh. Not picking up the pieces of our hurt.

Boots clatter down the stairs. Allison appears, hair wrapped up in a bandana.

“Where are you off to?” I ask.

She shrugs. “I thought I’d help River out with his colt. I think he bit off more than he can chew.”

“Thank you,” I say, leaning on the sink. “This is big for him.”

She opens the fridge and starts scanning the shelves. “Are we all out of lemonade?”

“Is the jug in there?”

She shakes her head, going to open the dishwasher. “Here it is,” she says. “Want me to make some before I head to the barn?”

I shake my head. “I’ll do it.”

She sets the jug on the counter and goes into the pantry, returning with a bag of lemons. “Let me help,” she says, pulling out a stool.

One of the biggest joys in my life is my daughter. She’s sweet and sensitive, but I see her resilience shine through. Seeing her get to live the way I wanted to as a girl has healed me so deeply. Keira and I talk about that sometimes. How we’re so lucky we get to see our daughters grow up in a safe world.

“River doesn’t mean to tease you,” I say. “I mean, he doesn’t mean it in a bad way. He’s just…well, a little shit sometimes.”

She giggles, dipping her head. “He’s alright.”

“But he doesn’t mean it to hurt you,” I say.

“I know,” she says.

We fall into companionable silence as we chop and juice lemons. Allison measures out sugar and stirs while I clean everything up. Then she lets me hug her before she goes out to the barn.

I wipe down the countertops and head out to where everyone stands by the paddock. Sovereign leans on the fence, elbows on the top railing. Allison balances on the gatepost, where it’s flat from the kids sitting on it. River and Westin are inside the paddock.

The colt is in the middle, eyes big. There’s a distinct lack of halter or bridle on him.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

Sovereign clears his throat. “Oh, they’re just fucking around. River’s got cold feet.”

“Why’s that?” I kick a crate up to the fence and climb on top so I can see over the railing.

My husband has a halter and lead rope hanging from his arm, outstretched to River. There’s a firmness to the way he’s standing. I know he’s not willing to bend and put the halter on himself. If River wants a colt, he’ll have to do all the work himself.

“Go on,” Westin says.

Hesitantly, River takes the halter by the crown strap and slings the lead over his shoulder. The colt digs his hooves in and drops his head, looking up. The whites of his eyes flash.

I catch my breath. I’ve seen my son ride unbroken colts before, but never with everyone watching him. The tension in the yard is palpable.

“I said, go on. Before he gets the better of you,” Westin says.

He circles the inside of the railing until he’s standing before me. I glance up at him and he pats my hand. Wrapping his fingers around mine. I squeeze his fingers back.

“He can’t get too hurt,” he says. “And if he can do this, he’ll be proud of himself.”

I know he’s right. My eyes are glued to my son as he holds out his hand, palm up. The colt stays perfectly still. River takes another step closer, knees bent. He’s imitating Westin when he breaks the colts. The realization warms my heart.

The colt tosses his head. River doesn’t back down. One foot in front of the other, until he’s less than a yard away.

They stare at each other. Hazel eyes against black.

Slowly, River lifts his hand and the colt stays as he is, feet planted and heavy stare following my son’s every move. Then, like magic, his palm connects to the horse’s nose and it’s like all the tension leaks away from them both.

I release my breath in a puff of relief. Westin releases my hand and pats it. Sovereign clears his throat, taking his hat off. He pushes off the fence and circles it to the gate, stepping into the paddock. The colt lifts his head, stretching towards him as he approaches.

“Go on and hold the halter up to his face,” Sovereign says.

He has a slow, patient way with horses that settles them down. He places his hand on the colt’s forelock and it dips its head low enough for River to place the halter gently against his face. I glance at Westin, but he’s just watching, squinting in concentration.

The colt doesn’t throw his head.

Sovereign nods at River. My son takes a big breath and I resist the urge to call out and tell him not to let the horse feel his nerves. He can figure these things out for himself. It’s my job to just watch and if he gets hurt, I’ll comfort him.

River guides the noseband up and over his head, moving the crown strap behind his ears. The colt shakes his head, but it’s not angry. More experimental. Quickly and evenly, Sovereign takes the lead from River’s arm and clips it onto the ring below the colt's chin. He puts the other end into River’s hand.

“Let’s see you walk him,” he says.

He circles the inner edge of the paddock until he stands on my other side. Westin takes off his hat and puts it on my head so he can wipe the sweat off his forehead. The inner band is damp, but I don’t mind.

“He’s doing good,” says Sovereign.

“Better than when he just jumped aboard,” Westin says. “He’s a lot more cautious this time around.”

“It’s a good colt,” Sovereign muses. “Help him train it right and he’ll have a solid horse for a while.”

There’s a sad note in his voice. I know he’s longing for a horse he clicks with right away too.

“I have a filly from the same sire,” I say. “Black, white socks and a blaze. You should check her out.”

He works his jaw, eyes squinted as he watches River start leading the colt around the paddock. They go slow and steady, taking their time.

“Yeah,” he says. “I might take a look at her.”

“She’s in the barn,” I say. “The back one.”

Sovereign pushes off the fence. “Let’s go on then.”

“You take him,” says Westin. “I’ll make sure River doesn’t get trampled.”

We head through the house, out the back, and past the chicken coop. My hens are scattered through the yard. It’s warm today and they’re splayed out in the shade, sitting in the dusty holes they dig in the tree roots.

The barn is open. I turn on the industrial fan as we pass through the door, heading to the middle stalls. Everything smells sweet and clean. This is the barn where we keep the horses we plan to sell. The working horses stay in the original barn by the front paddock.

I pull open the top half of the stall. “That’s her.”

Sovereign leans past me and his eyes fall on the filly standing with her head hanging out of her window. He puts two fingers to his mouth and lets out a low whistle, quiet enough it won’t spook the horses. The filly swings her head around and blinks, eyes glassy as they fall on him.

“What’s her name?” he asks.

“Allison calls her Sweet Clementine,” I say. “Her dam is Sweet Americana.”

He opens the stall and steps inside. “Sweet Americana is one of Deacon’s mares. She a barrel racer?”

“She’s got the genes for it,” I say. “Sweet Americana could turn on a dime in her day. I think her filly would make a good ranch horse.”

He holds out his hand and waits. The filly throws her head, showing a little fire, but he doesn’t move. It takes a good five minutes for her to take a few steps closer and start sniffing up and down his arm. Finally she pushes her nose into his hand. He runs his touch down her neck, inspecting the white blaze and socks.

“She’s nice,” he says finally. “Anybody tried to ride her yet?”

I shake my head. “I think Westin planned on selling her unbroken. He’s been pretty busy.”

He puts his hands on his hips. “Mind if I take her up to Sovereign Mountain and work with her a bit first?”

“Be my guest,” I say. “If you want, Westin can hitch up the trailer and you can take her today.”

He mulls it over and nods. “Yeah, I might just do that.”

We head back, but before we go, Sovereign gives Sweet Clementine a pat on her shoulder that tells me he has high hopes for this filly. I know it would make Keira happy if he could finally settle on a horse.

He’s been through this before a dozen times. But who knows? Maybe Sweet Clementine can prove me wrong.

Stranger things have happened.


CHAPTER SIX
WESTIN


TWO YEARS LATER

Outside, I hear truck tires crunch up the drive. Across the table, Sovereign shifts in his seat and unfurls his legs, stretching out. Our eyes meet.

The clock over the stove ticks. Sovereign clears his throat and I clear mine. Diane is by the sink, leaning back and watching the percolator bubble. The scent of coffee fills the warm kitchen. I get up and circle the table, leaning across the counter to pull the window over the sink open. A light breeze comes through, smelling faintly of newly cut grass.

“I don’t know if you should be here,” Diane says tentatively, looking right at Sovereign.

He lets out a deep sigh. “I had business.”

“Or you’re worried you’re going to get embarrassed,” she quips.

He grunts, cracking his neck. I circle the counter and reach past Diane to get one of our whiskey glasses down. It’s the same one Sovereign and Keira gave us as a wedding gift. I pour a splash in the bottom and carry it to the table, sitting back down.

Outside, a door slams.

“You sure you don’t want to leave out the back?” I ask.

Sovereign shakes his head. “I came down here on business. I got as much right to be here as any.”

He’s made up his mind. Upstairs, I can hear Allison’s feet pattering. I sent River over to my mother’s for the night to get him out of the way.

“Sure you don’t want to go have a cigarette on the back porch?” I ask.

He shakes his head.

Boots crunch on the gravel. Then they come up the stairs. A hollow knock splits through the house.

“You’re on,” says Sovereign.

Downing the rest of my whiskey, I set the glass aside. My feet sound heavy as I move down the hall and pull the latch up. I open both doors and there’s a young man with blue eyes and dark hair standing on my porch.

“Hey, Cash,” I say.

He clears his throat, shifting his weight. There’s a bit of sweat on his temple and I know he’s all knotted up inside. He holds out his hand and I shake it.

“Came to pick up Allison, sir,” he says.

“I know,” I say, stepping aside. “Come on in.”

He steps over the threshold. I take his arm as he moves past me.

“Your dad’s here,” I say in a low voice.

He freezes, giving me a deer-in-headlights stare. “My—my dad’s here? Why?”

“I think he just wants to make sure you’re behaving,” I say. “He said he came down to get some papers for the horses we traded, but that’s bullshit, you know.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” he says.

“As long as you act right, we’ve got no problem with each other,” I say.

He nods, a quick jerk of his head. “Yes, sir. I mean, I will.”

“Alright, you go on into the kitchen.”

His throat bobs as he swallows. I give him a firm nod and he uses his palm to smooth his hair down on either side. Then he goes down the hall and I follow him. He trips up on the floor, right as he enters the kitchen, but manages to catch himself quickly.

Sovereign shifts in his chair. His pale eyes rest on his son.

There’s a long awkward silence. Diane clears her throat and turns off the stove, grabbing a mug and filling it up. She circles the table and hands it to Sovereign, but other than taking it, he doesn’t move. Awkwardly, she wipes her hands on her skirt.

“Let me go see what Allison is up to,” she says.

She disappears into the hall, leaning up the stairs. “Hey, honey. Cash is here for you.”

Something falls and hits the floor. It sounds like a hairbrush. Then Allison faintly calls, “Can you come up here a second, mom?”

Diane climbs the stairs quickly. I hear a door open and shut above us. Silence falls and I know Allison is probably almost in tears upstairs. I’ve lived with Diane and my daughter long enough to know it’s always right before we have to be somewhere when their hair won’t cooperate and they can’t find anything to wear.

“Want to go have a smoke?” I say.

Cash’s eyes go wide and he glances at his father. Sovereign stands, one hand on his coffee.

“Come on, don’t act like you aren’t smoking and drinking with Deacon’s boys,” he says. “Let’s go, it could be a few minutes.”

We go outside to the back porch. The sun is still up, but the edges of the horizon are dark blue. Cattle low from the fields. Sovereign, Jensen, and I put up a pasture around the back the other year and it’s where we keep the horses now. There’s a new barn, a hundred yards from the house. I can see River’s horse leaning out of the window, staring down at the creek.

Sovereign digs around in his pocket and takes out his metal lighter. I crack open the pack I took from the everything drawer in the kitchen. Smoking is a young man’s hobby, but now and then, I’ll have a cigarette on the back porch. Especially when the haying season goes on a little too long.

Sovereign is the same way. He says he’s got too many mouths to feed to have bad habits. But, when the occasion calls for it, we have one. And we can both tell that Cash is nervous off his ass tonight.

Nobody talks. That’s okay, that’s just the way things are. After a while, the back door creaks open and Diane steps out.

“You better get going, Cash,” she says.

He hides his cigarette behind his back. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Why don’t you go around the house and start your truck,” she says. “You don’t need an audience just to go down to the diner for a coffee.”

I reach behind his back and take his cigarette, jerking my head towards the side yard. He grabs his hat off the railing and disappears around the house. Sovereign lets his head drop back, releasing a stream of smoke into the sky.

The door opens behind Diane and my daughter walks out, looking shy. My throat gets tight because Allison looks so grown up. Maybe part of me thought my children would just stay little forever. Running around the farm in their bare feet. Begging for me to pick them up. Tagging along to the general store so they can get candy from the register.

“Where’s Cash?” She purses her lips, just the way her mother does.

“Around the front,” I say. “Let me walk you.”

Diane gives me a look and I ignore it, ushering Allison into the house. In the kitchen, I take her by the elbow and pull her in for a hug. She melts into me, laying her cheek on my arm.

“Hey, dad, I’m just going on a date,” she whispers.

I kiss the top of her head. “I know, I just didn’t realize you and Cash were so grown up until tonight. Time goes fast.”

She squeezes me hard and lets me go. I stand there in the kitchen and watch her go down the hall, blonde hair tied back in a braid the way Diane always does it for her. It hits me that this is exactly what Diane wanted for our future. Her daughter is safe and she gets to choose who she loves.

It’s so simple, but for some of us, it was so hard.

The front door shuts. Cash’s truck revs and goes down the drive. He’s driving carefully, trying to prove that he’s responsible. In the silence, the world feels at peace.

I think this is a milestone for both Diane and I.

The back door is kicked ajar and Sovereign walks in, tossing the cigarette butts into the trash. He grabs his hat from the table and fits it on.

“Let’s see about those papers,” he says.

We go into the office and I rifle through the files until I find what he’s looking for. He takes the folder and loiters by the door.

“Did you need something else?” I ask.

He clears his throat. “No. I think this is good.”

“Allison and Cash?”

He jerks his head in a nod. “Yeah. It’s good.”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s good.”

We walk out to his truck. The moon hangs low and the stars glitter the way they do over Sovereign Mountain. We grew up together in these mountains. We shared our blood, sweat, and tears over the last three decades. It fits that after all this time, our kids are sweet on each other.

Sovereign gets in his truck. “See you.”

I lift my hand. “Later.”

He backs out and stops. “You tell me if Cash doesn’t get her back at a reasonable time.”

“Will do.”

He peels out and I go back inside, sliding the lock down. Diane is in the kitchen, I can hear her radio going. We’re alone for the night, at least for the next few hours. I hang up my hat next to River’s in the hall and head into the kitchen. She’s wiping down the table.

“Come here, darling,” I say.

She looks up, frowning. “What’s this?”

“I said, come here, darling.”

She sets the rag aside and comes, hesitantly. I reach behind her and turn the radio up. It’s Hank Williams, a slow tune. Her face goes pink as I slide my hand around her waist and pull her near. She was so pretty when I met her all those years ago, but somehow, tonight, she’s the prettiest she’s ever been.

“What’s gotten into you?” she asks.

“Nothing,” I say. “I’m romantic like this.”

She snorts. “No, you’re not. But I do like it.”

I weave one hand through hers, her soft, small hand covered in mine. We sway slowly and deep inside, I know this is what it was all for. All the darkness, the brokenness. The violence that left behind a permanent stain on my hands. It all came down to this moment, where I hold the woman I’ve loved for over a decade and a half in my arms. And all is right for tonight.

The radio crackles. The signal is poor out here some days. She sighs and sinks deeper and I rub her upper back in slow strokes.

She’s safe. She’s happy. She got to choose her future.

She turns her head to look up at me. “I honestly thought you were going to just throw me on the bed the minute the house was empty.”

“Well, hold on,” I say. “The night is young.”

The song tapers down. There’s a lull in the music and I reach back and turn it off.

“Now it’s time for me to throw you on the bed,” I say.

She steps back and that look steals over her face. My stomach swoops and the front of my pants go tight. Quick as a flash, I snag her arm, but she turns and dashes up the hall. It takes me two strides to wrap my arm around her waist and another stride to toss her over my shoulder.

We might have been married for over a decade, but we still know how to make the bed frame slam into the wall. I work my way from her feet to her head, leaving kisses and bite marks all over her perfect skin. Just when she thinks I’m all done, I take her for a second round.

It’s about eleven when the front door opens. I’m shirtless, in my sweats, propped up on the headboard. Diane is in her slip and dressing gown, rubbing cream into her face just inside the bathroom door.

We both freeze and our eyes meet.

“Should I go say goodnight?” she whispers.

I shake my head, then nod. “Yeah, I think so. If it didn’t go well, she’ll probably want to talk.”

She adjusts her clothes. “Do I look like I just had sex?”

“Just smooth your hair a little,” I say.

She tugs it up and puts it in a bun at the nape of her neck. Then, I follow her to the bedroom doorway and loiter with the kitchen just in my sightline. I can hear Allison taking her boots off in the hall. She says something to Diane and they both go into the kitchen.

“It seems like it went well,” Diane says, her voice deliberately casual.

Allison has her hands tucked behind her back, her heel kicking on the floor. “Yeah, I think it did.”

“Can I be a little nosy?” Diane says, handing her a glass of water.

“I mean, a little bit.” Allison’s blushing now.

“Did he kiss you?”

She blushes dark pink. “No, he got all tripped up and embarrassed. But he did ask if I wanted to go out again. Is that…okay with you?”

Diane leans over and gives her a hug. “Of course, honey.”

“Will dad be okay with that?” She purses her lips, biting the inside.

“He’s fine,” Diane says. “And so is Sovereign. If you like Cash, you go out with him. It’s not like you haven’t had time to think it through. You’ve been crushing on him for a while now.”

Allison opens her mouth and then her eyes narrow. “Is dad listening right now?”

I step back and decide now is a good time to go shower before I turn in. It’s a few minutes later when I hear Diane come back to the bedroom. I run my hands through my wet hair, wiping my face. It was a long day of working in the barn and my muscles ache. Maybe they ache more than they used to.

Diane pulls back the curtain. “She’s sharp, she clocked you.”

“I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping,” I say.

“This is all new to us,” Diane says, bending to kiss me on the wet shoulder. “It’s okay. But she’s happy and he wants to see her again. So far, so good.”

I kiss her mouth, leaving water droplets on her chin. “So far, so good, darling. You get in bed and I’ll shut everything off.”

She disappears, giving me a sweet smile. The bed creaks and I know she’s snuggling up under the quilt. At peace, I finish showering and dry off before sliding into bed beside my wife.

Tomorrow is another day. We’re heading into the busy season. River is getting older and he’s a big help to me now. I know if I get too busy, Jensen, Deacon and his boys, and Sovereign and Cash will come help out. Whatever we need, I only have to ask for it.

She mumbles as I pull her against my chest. Her hair smells sweet, like yellow lilies in spring. Maybe a little like the first time I slept with her, wrapped in her sheets upstairs. Honeysuckle in the air. Her skin is like silk, her body is warm. Every day I go to bed thinking about her and every morning I wake up forever grateful that she chose me.

She gave me all this—the kids, the farm. Everything I have I owe to Diane and the chance she took on me all those years ago.

The world is a vast place. And I’m glad to be in this corner of it.


CHAPTER SEVEN
DIANE


I get up early the next morning. The house is so quiet I hold my breath as I creep across the floorboards. In the kitchen, the coffee drips slowly and I pull on a light sweater from the hall closet.

The soft scent of dewy grass greets me as I push open the back door. Bird chatter in the tree behind the house. I can hear my chickens stirring inside their coop.

I pour a little cream in my coffee and climb down the porch steps. My bare feet are quickly covered by bits of grass as I head across the yard. Some of the horses are already out of the barn meaning a few of the ranch hands must already be awake. I lean on the rail and click my tongue, making the closest horse lift its head and stare before going back to grazing.

The world is so quiet, just waking up. The sun sends a faint glow through the mountain that towers over Carter Ranch. I could draw the outline of the horizon with my eyes shut. It’s so familiar to me it feels like slipping into an old pair of jeans.

This is all I’ve ever wanted.

Maybe it took a lot to get here. Some of the things my husband did we’ve never spoken of and don’t plan to in the future. That’s how I prefer it.

Carefully, I clamber up on the fence and drop down on the other side without spilling my coffee. Warm cup in hand, I gather up my skirt with the other and start walking.

The house falls away, looking like a postcard. I lift my head and inhale, holding it in. Soaking in the part of my life where I get to live my happily ever after, one day at a time. I let the air flow from my lungs and mingle with the wind.

Pale golden rays break the horizon. It’s time to get breakfast going.

As I’m walking back, something stirs in front of me. There’s a rush of wings and a meadowlark rises from the grass.

Dark against the rising sun.

THE END


EPILOGUE


FOUR YEARS LATER

Written by Diane Quinn into the Carter family’s edition of The Canterbury Tales:

Allison Quinn m. Cash Sovereign, April 5th.
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