©

MAISEY

)‘b. -
& U

6o

MW VOERK TIMES BUSTAULLING AUTHON

"Rzﬁl ih{i

i!’,'

Return

Harleguin

Rancher's Return

Author: Maisey Yates
Category: Romance, Western, Adult

Description: Is letting go of the past.

Buck Carson knew returning to Lone Rock would be hard. But family
and stability for his three adopted sons far outweigh his feelings or
his past. He'll make amends with family and ignore outside judgment.
Until Marigold Rivers comes knocking with his teenage son in tow,
after discovering him in her daughter’'s bedroom.

The single mom is stunned that the boy is Buck’s son. Buck Carson,
the ultimate bad boy of Lone Rock. The man Marigold blames for her
brother’s death. And the last man she should want to encounter. But
Buck is different now. The past is behind them, and there is a
chemistry neither can ignore. Still, can Marigold trust her heart to the
former wild child of Lone Rock?
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Chapter One
Welcome to Lone Rock...

He hadn’t seen that sign in years. He wasn't sure if he felt nostalgic or just plain
pissed off.

He supposed it didn’t matter. Because he was here.

For the first timein twenty years, Buck Carson was home.

And he aimed to make it a homecoming to remember.

“You look like you want to punch somebody in the face.”

“You look like you got in afight with your own depression and lost.”

“You look like someone who hasn’t learned to successfully process his emotions and
traumas.”

Buck scowled, and glared at his three sons, who were only just recentlylegallyhis.
“I"'m good,” he said, as his truck continued to barrel down the main drag of Lone
Rock, Oregon, heading straight to his parents' ranch, where he hadn’t been since he'd
first left two decades ago.

“Areyou?’ Reggie asked, looking at him with snarky, faux teen concern.



“Yes, Reg, and | wouldn't tell you if | wasn’t, because I’ m the parent.”

“1 don’t think that’s healthy,” Marcus said.

“1 think that somebody should' ve taught you not to use therapy speak as a weapon,”
Buck said to his middle son.

“You're in luck,” said Colton, his oldest, “because | don't use therapy speak at all.
Not even in therapy.”

“Y eah, the therapy hasn’t taken with you,” Marcus said.

“Hey,” Reggie said. “Leave him aone. He's traumatized. By having to go through
life with that face of his.”

“All right,” Buck said.

It wasn't like he hadn’t known what he was getting into when he’ d decided to adopt
these boys. But becoming an instant father to fifteen-, sixteen-and seventeen-year-old
kids was a little more intense than he had anticipated.

When he'd left Lone Rock he'd been completely and totally hopeless. He'd been
convinced he was to blame for the death of his friends, and hell, the whole town had
been too.

After everything his family had already been through, he hadn’t wanted to bring that
kind of shame to their door. So he' d left.

And spent the first few years away proving everything everyone had ever said about
him right. He had been drunk or fucked-up for most of that time. And one day, he had
woken up in the bed of a woman whose name he didn’t know and realized he wasn't



living.

His three best friends had died in a car accident on graduation night, driving drunk
from a bonfire party back to their campsite. He had also been drunk, but driving
behind them in his own car. He had made the same mistake they had, and yet for
some reason, they had paid for it and he hadn’t.

They’d only been at the party because of him. All upstanding kids with bright futures,
while Buck had by far been the screwup of the group. Their futures had been cut
short, and for some reason, he had gone ahead and made his own future a mess.

That day, he woke up feeling shitty, but alive.

And when he had the realization that he still drew breath, and that he wasn’'t doing
anyone any favors by wasting the life he still had, he had gotten his ass out of bed and
gone into arehab program.

But in truth, he had never been tempted to take another drink after that morning,
never been tempted to touch another illicit substance. Because he had decided then
and there he was going to live differently.

Because he’' d found a new purpose.

After completing the rehab program, he had limped onto New Hope Ranch asking for
a job. The place was a facility for troubled youth, where they worked the land,
worked with animals and in general turned their lives around through the simple act
of being part of the community.

Buck had been working there for sixteen years. Those kids had become his heart and
soul; that work had become his reason why. And five months ago, when he had been
offered the position of director, he had realized he was at a new crossroads.
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There were three kids currently in the program who didn’t have homes to go back to.
And he had connected with them. It had been yet another turning point.

But that’s when he had seen himself clearly. He had a trust fund he hadn’t touched
since he left Lone Rock. He had been living on the ranch, taking the barest of bare
minimum pay. He had no possessions. He was like a monk with a vow of poverty,
supported by the church. Though the ranch was hardly a church.

He used his paycheck for one week off ayear, where he usually went to some touristy
ski town, stayed in reasonable accommodations, found a female companion whose
name hedidknow and spent a nice weekend.

But otherwise... He didn’t have much of anything.

And he could.

He considered taking al his money and donating it to the ranch, but it was well
funded by many organizations and rich people who wanted to feel like they were
doing good in the world while getting a write-off on their taxes.

And then he remembered he had a unique resource.

Hisfamily.

He could give Reggie, Marcus and Colton afamily. A real family.

Yeah, he was an imperfect father figure, but he had found that made it easier to



connect with the kids at the ranch. Additionally, he had a mother and a father, six
brothers and a sister. And they were al married with children of their own. He could
givethese boys areal, lasting sense of community.

And that was when he had decided to adopt those boys, buy a ranch in Lone Rock
and reconnect with his parents. They had met on neutral ground, at various rodeo
events over the summer.

His dad had been angry at first; his mom never had been. But he had explained what
he had been through, what he had been doing and why he had been absent for so
long, and ultimately, they had forgiven him. And welcomed him to come back home.
He also knew they had done some work priming his brothers and sister to accept his
presence. Or at least, the presence of the boys.

But...

He also had the sense all was not forgiven and forgotten when it came to his siblings.

Even so, he was looking forward to today’ s reunion.

At least he was pretty sure the sick feeling in his stomach was anticipation. And
maybe some of the anger that still lived inside of him. At thistown, at himself.

Well. Hell.
He supposed he didn’t have afull accounting of all his emotions.
There was nothing simple about the loss this place had experienced all those years

ago. His friends should be thirty-eight years old. Just like him. But they were forever
eighteen.



He looked at his sons, sitting on the bench seat of the truck, with Marcus in the back.
It wasn't a coincidence that he had adopted three of them, he supposed. A more
obvious mea culpa didn’t exist. But then, he had never pretended he wasn't making as
firm abid for redemption as he possibly could.

Yeah. Well.

It was what it was.

“S0 we're meeting your whole family today?’ Marcus asked.

“Y eah. For better or worse.”

“You haven't seen them in twenty years,” Colton said.

“No.”

“God, you are so old,” Colton said.

“Yeah. Really ancient,” Buck said. “And feeling older by the minute around you
three assholes.”

“1 do think you have more gray hair since you adopted us,” Reggie said.
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“I’ll probably just pick up more girlswith it,” Buck said.

That earned him a chorus of retching gags, and genuinely, he found that was his
absolute favorite part of this parenting thing.

Driving the kids nuts.
It was mutual, he had afeeling.

But he took it as a good sign that they felt secure enough to mess with him. They all
definitely had thelr own trauma. Marcus didn’t mess around using therapy speak by
pulling it out of nowhere. He'd spent a hell of a lot of time sitting on a therapist’s
couch, that was for damn sure.

He turned onto the long driveway that was so familiar. But he knew everything else
had changed. His parents had built a new house in the years since he had left. His
siblings had been kids when he'd gone.

They were entitled to their anger, his siblings. They had already lost their youngest
sister when they lost him too. And life had proven to be even crueler after that. So
maybe his running off had been part of the cruelty, rather than the solution. Sobriety
and maturity made that feel more likely.

But at the time, he had simply thought everybody would be better off without him.
Hell, at the time that had probably been true. That was the thing. He had self-
destructed for a good long while. He was pretty sure he would’ ve done that even if he
hadn’t | eft.



So whether his family wanted to believe it or not, he really did believe that in the
state he’d been in then, it had been better that he wasn't around. And then he had
been afraid to go back. For along time.

But his dad hadn’t cut him off. His trust fund had still come available to him when he
turned thirty. He supposed that should have been a sign to him. That he was always
welcome back home.

But he'd left it untouched. Maybe that was the real reason he hadn’t used it till now.
He had felt on some level that he would have to reconnect with his family if he took
any family money.

And it was the boys who had given him a strong enough reason to do that.

He followed the directions his mother had given him to the new house. It was
beautiful and modern. With big tall windows designed to make the most of the high

desert views around them.

“1 didn’'t realize this place was a desert,” Marcus said. “1 thought it rained all the time
in Oregon.”

“In Portland maybe,” he said.

“There’ s nothing here,” Reggie added.

“There's plenty to do.”

“Doesn’t look like there's plenty to do,” Colton said.

“You'll befine.”



“How come there aren’'t any cactuses?’ Marcus asked.

He gritted histeeth. “Not that kind of desert.”

“Arethere at least armadillos?’ Marcus, again.

“Still not that kind of desert,” he said.

“What arip-off,” Marcusreplied.

“1 don’t think you want armadillos, from the sounds of things. They’re nuisances. Dig
lots of holesin the yard.”

Then, talk of armadillos died in the back of his throat. Because he was right up
against the side of the house. He got out of the truck slowly, and the kids piled out

quickly. And it only took a moment for the front door to open.

His parents were the first out. His mother rushing toward him to give him a hug. She
had been physically demonstrative from the first time they had seen each other again.

“Buck,” shesaid. “I’'m so glad you're here.”

“Metoo.”

“Hey,” his old man said, extending his hand and shaking Buck’s.
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“You must be Reggie, Marcus and Colton,” his mom said, going right over to the
boys and forcing them into a hug as well. “Y ou can call me Nana.”

He could sense the boys' discomfort, but this was what he was here for. For the boys
to have grandparents. To have family.

“You can call me Abe,” hisdad said.

And that made the boys chuckle.

He heard a commotion at the door and looked up. There were al his brothers, filing
out of the house: Boone, Jace, Chance, Kit and Flint. Buck was about to say
something, when a fist connected with his jaw, and he found himself hurtling toward

the ground as pain burst behind his eyelids.

“Boone!” He heard awoman’s shocked voice, though he couldn’t see her from where
he was lying sprawled out on the ground.

“Ohshit!” That, he knew was Reggie.

“Fair call,” Buck said, sitting up and raising his hand in a “hold on” gesture. “Fair
call, Boone.”

“Violenceisn't the answer, Boone,” came alecturing teenage voice.

“Sometimesiit is,” returned an equally lecturing different teenage voice. “ Sometimes
a person deserves to get punched in the face.”



“Maybe not right now,” the angry female voice said.

Buck stood up. And looked his brother square in the face.

“(Good to see you again, Boone,” he said.

“Don’t think | won't hit you again,” Boone said.

“Hey,” said his brother Jace, moving over to Boone and putting his hand on Boone's
shoulder. “Why don’t you guys punch it out on your own time.”

“1 don’'t have anyone to punch,” Buck said. “And I'll take one. Maybe two. But no
more than that.”

Chance and Kit exchanged glances, like they were considering getting in a punch of
their own. For his part, Flint looked neutral.

For the first time, Buck got alook at the woman who had defended him.

“I'mWendy,” she said. “I'm Boone' s wife.”

And he had a feeling the two lecturing teenage girls were Boone' s stepchildren. His
mother had filled him in on everybody’ s situation, more or less.

Right then, another woman came out of the house with a baby on her hip.

Cdlie.

His baby sister. Who had been maybe five years old when he'd left. He knew it was
her. She was a mother herself. He had missed her whole damn life.



He was sad for himself, not for her.

There hadn't been a damn thing he could ve taught her. He hadn't been worth
anything at the point when he'd left. But he sure as hell felt sorry for himself. For
missing out.

“Buck,” she said. Her eyes were soft, no anger in them whatsoever.

“Yeah,” hesad, “it’'sme.”

And he realized this whole reunion was going to be both more rewarding and more
difficult than he had imagined.

Because his family wasn't a vague, cloudy shape in the rearview mirror of his past
anymore. His family was made up of awhole lot of people. People with thoughts and

feelings about this situation. About him.

Hell. He had spent alittle bit of time with the therapist himself.
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“Why don’t we go inside?’ his mother said. “But no more hitting.”
“Yes, ma am,” Boone said, looking ashamed for the first time.
Thisdidn’'t have to be easy.

Buck was used to things being hard.

But he was home.

For better or for worse,

He was home.

Chapter Two

The first week of school was aways a little dramatic, but Marigold Rivers didn’t
mind.

She loved that her daughter told her everything. That she gave her the rundown on al
the drama. Hers, her friends', everyone’'s. Marigold had not told her mom anything.
Because she had been a sullen and withdrawn teen still recovering from her brother’s
death and had kept all of her feelings and bad behaviorsto herself.

She was thankful Lily didn’t do that. Lily told her about all her classes, about all her
crushes, about everything.



Thisweek, though, had been light on the drama. Senior year was starting off relaxed.

Marigold was amost grateful for that.

Even astheidea of her daughter graduating in nine months made her want to curl into
aball and howl.

In some ways, she supposed she was lucky to be thirty-three with her daughter very
nearly out of the house.

All the dating and everything she had mostly missed out on as a young mom could
commence. She could travel. Could engage in wild one-night stands with hot
mysterious Greek guys, just like the women in her favorite books.

Of course, in those books, the woman was usually virgina—Ilord, that ship had
sailed—and usually ended up pregnant. Marigold had seen that film before. The guy
didn’t stick around.

Or, maybe it wasn't fair to compare the actions of a nineteen-year-old boy to the
actions of thirty-year-old men who were billionaires. And fictional. There was that.

Whatever.

In a few short months, Lily would be off to college. And yes, there was anxiety
associated with that. With applying for schools, financial aid, all of it. And, of course,
worrying about whether or not Lily was acclimating to her new life, new friends, new
environment. Marigold would be missing her so much that she would probably wish
she was dead, but at least there would be freedom. Probably.

Mostly, she felt sad that this stage of her life was over already.



Being a teen mom had been hard. But nothing was harder than this—preparing to say
goodbye.

She schlepped half the load of groceries inside and called up the stairs. “Lily, I'm
home.”

Lily drove herself to school now, and that had been a big adjustment too. Her
daughter having freedom. Her own car. She had gotten her license a little late,
because of course Marigold was paranoid about teen driving. And teen drinking. And
teen sex.

Her family was a deeply unfortunate after-school special.

Her brother had decided to drink and get into a car with another boy who had been
drinking. So many kids made that mistake. Her brother had paid for it with hislife.

She’ d had unprotected sex. She’ d gotten pregnant.

And while she didn’t think of Lily as aconsequence—at least not these days—she
certainly didn’t want the same thing for her daughter.

As a result, while she did her best to be the kind of mom who fostered open
communication, she was aso...well, she had been very honest with her daughter
about life' s dangers.

She had tried to do it in a way that wasn't just about making rules, but that also
explained her experience. She'd done a lot of work on herself since she was
seventeen. After her brother died, she'd lost herself. She’'d been angry. Looking for
someone to blame—and she’ d found him.
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She'd never forget the day she’'d confronted him in the middle of town, screaming at
him, blaming him for her brother’s choices. Something she realized now hadn’t been
fair. Her brother had been aticking time bomb back then.

She'd been looking for something—anything—to make herself feel better. Older
guys had made her fedl validated. The attention she’d gotten from them had been a
temporary bandage. And then she’ d gotten pregnant.

She'd realized she needed her parents. She'd realized she needed to actualy heal
some things inside herself instead of simply trying to make herself fedl better for a
moment. She' d gotten good therapy. She' d started to live intentionally, instead of in a
reactionary way.

Thankfully, she and Lily had areally open line of communication.

Their life had been agood one. It'sjust that it was changing.

Today’s grocery haul was intense, as it always was. Her meal prep business had
grown exponentialy in the last couple of years. She had started making food as a
means of supporting herself and Lily when Lily had been small, and now she was

doing weekly meals for so many families in town she could hardly keep up.

But it was great. She got to do something she was good at, at home, in her modest
house' s certified kitchen, and make a decent living at it.

“Lily!” She said her daughter’s name again.



There was still no answer.

She set the grocery bags on the counter and started up the stairs. She texted Lily on
her way up, to see if she could get her attention that way. Odds were, she was sitting
in her room with her earbuds on, but she most definitely had her phone, and she had
her read receipts on, so Marigold always knew when Lily had seen atext from her.

No reading.

She frowned. She knocked twice on her daughter’ s bedroom door, and then pushed it
open without waiting for a response. She was greeted by a flurry of movement. By
Lily practically doing a dive roll off the bed, and a boy Marigold had never seen
before in her life standing up quickly and pulling his shirt into place.

“What the... What the hell is going on?’ she said.

And somewhere in the back of her mind was a calm, rational,healedvoice that said
she needed to react calmly so Lily would talk to her. That she needed to be rational,
so her daughter wouldn’t be shamed. So she would know Marigold wasn’t angry,just
concerned.

That voice was far in the distance, and Marigold was somewhere else entirely.

That calm, still voice had no hope in hell of winning.

In general, Marigold fancied herself somewhere between crystals and Jesus. A little
bit woo woo, a little bit traditional. But right now, she was straight into fire and

brimstone, do not pass the rose quartz, do not collect spiritual enlightenment.

“Who isthis?”’



“It's not what it looks like,” Lily said, in the grand tradition of every teenager who
had ever been caught doing stupid shit. But Marigold knew, sheknew, that it was
awayswhat it looked like.

She' d had the positive pregnancy test at sixteen to proveit.

“Oh please, don't treat me like I'm an idiot,” she said, and found that was what
actually bothered her the most.

“I'mnot. It'sjust it'snot like... We were just...”

The boy was looking at Marigold with the appropriate amount of fear, so there was
that at least. He was a boy she had never seen before, tall and exactly the kind of
handsome tailor-made to get nice girlslike Lillian into trouble.

“Who are you?’

“My nameis Colton,” he said.

Colton. Of course his name would be Colton.

Colton sounded exactly like the kind of boy who would get you pregnant and
disappear off to college, leaving you to deal with the consequences.

Her own Colton was actually named Christopher. Same dude, different font.

“Well, Colton, we are going to go have atalk with your parents.”

“Mom!” Lily looked horrified.
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She rounded on her daughter. “We're going to have a talk later. Have | taught you
nothing? Have | taught you nothing aboutsafe sex?’

“We weren't having sex,” Lily said, looking filled with horror.

“Oh come on,” Marigold said. “Do you think that’s where he was going to stop?’
“Hey,” Colt said. “| am very serious about consent.”

Lily looked up at him. “So you mean thatiswhat you wanted?’

Colton suddenly looked trapped. Good.

“It' swhat they all want,” Marigold said.

“Mom,” Lily said. “Can you please |eave your teen trauma in the past?’

“No,” Marigold said. “I can’'t. Because the result of my teen trauma is standing in
front of me making more trauma. Let’s go, Colton. I’'m taking you home. Since | can
see that your car is not here.”

“Mom...”

“You're certainly not driving him home.” And suddenly, she had a horrifying image

of her daughter doing something drastic, running away or worse, if she were left
unattended. “Y ou’ re coming with us.”



“Mom, |...”

“First of al, Lily Rivers, if you are going to mess around with a boy, you better do it
when your mother isn’t about to come home. Keep track of the time.”

“Are you lecturing me now for not being sneaky enough?”’

“1 don’'t know.Maybe.” Marigold had never been caught with a boy once.

“It's not like | thought you would care that much,” Lily said. “I thought you would
understand.”

“Just come with me.”

She led the two sullen, silent teens down to her car. They both sat in the back seat,
and she didn’t argue, even though part of her wanted to. “Give me directions to your
house.”

“1 don’t know the number yet. We just moved here.”

“Areyour parents home?’

“My dadis,” hesaid. “I mean... | only have adad.”

“Okay,” she said, doing her best not to feel sympathy for him. He was a sexual
predator. Well. He wasn't a sexual predator. But she still felt wary of him.

“l can give you directions,” he said.

“Good. Please.”



She was filled with adrenaline. And anger. And she hadn’'t really thought through
what she was going to say to Colton’s dad when she showed up. Something along the
lines of...Keep your kid away from my daughter or I'll castrate him?No. There had to
be something less psychotic than that. Maybe.

She followed his directions out of town and off toward the mountains. Then she
turned onto a dirt driveway, her car jumping around in the potholes. “You redly live
out here?” Maybe he was trying to get them lost.

“Yeah,” hesaid. “I know, it sucks. There' s not anything to do.”

She heard him cut his sentence off just before the last word was out of his mouth,
which was the only thing keeping her from leaping into the back seat.

She had spent all of Lily’s life being both mother and father to her daughter. So it
seemed completely right in that moment that she had felt very Liam Neeson. A
particular set of skills, etc. But because she was a mother, her ultimate response had
been less violent. Still, it included shaming him.

This felt like action, anyway, because when she was done with him, she was going to
have to deal with Lily and having a very rea talk about contraception and safety and
all kinds of things she had sort of thought she had already done. Now she worried it
hadn’t been enough.
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Finally, they pulled up to a very nice-looking, newly constructed ranch house backed
by the mountains and pine trees.

“Well,” she said.
And that was it. Because she didn’t want to compliment the kid.

There was a gorgeous, brand-new truck sitting in the driveway too. So he was arich
kid. Likely why he thought he was entitled to whatever he wanted.

She felt no small amount of irritation regarding that.

She and Colton got out of the car, leaving Lily in the back seat, and Marigold walked
up to the front door, Colton slowly trailing behind her.

“You can go ahead and knock,” she said to him.

He did, looking at her out of the corner of his eye. She felt right then like her mom
powers must be functioning at areally high level, because truly, this kid hadn’t had to
do a single thing she said, and he didn’'t especialy look like he wanted to, and yet he
was obeying.

She appreciated that she incited thislevel of fear.

She heard heavy footsteps on the other side of the door, and then it jerked open.

And her heart tumbled down all the way into her toes. Because she knew this man.



This man standing in front of her with a tight black T-shirt, a cowboy hat and an
expression too grim to be real. He was still outrageously handsome, but he had settled
into his looks. No longer a smooth-faced, cocky teenage boy, he was weathered now.
Hewas...

He was gorgeous.

He was also the man who had nearly torn her family apart. The man who had been
the source of her unfettered teenage hatred.

Buck Carson.

The man who had killed her brother.

Chapter Three

WEell it wasn't every day that a man ran into a living, breathing, potentialmea culpa.
But he supposed it was more common when one had committed sins on the level that
he had, and when one had returned home, back to the scene of those sins, after twenty
years.

It almost felt like poetry to see Marigold Rivers standing on his doorstep. What he
didn’t understand was why she looked shocked to see him, and why she was standing
beside Colton.

“Can | help you with something?’

She was sputtering, like a fish that had been hauled out of the river by an angler's
hook and flipped up onto the banks.

“I... | didn’t expect to see you.”



“1 didn’t expect to see you either, Marigold.”

Her cheeks turned a very particular shade of crimson. The last time he had seen her
cheeks lit up in red, she had been shouting at him. Full-throated, on the street. The
angriest teenage girl he had ever seen, yelling at him about how he was responsible
for her brother’s death. It had felt good in a way. Because she had said what he felt
was the truth when everybody else was dancing around it. She had finally taken the
knife and twisted it, and he had exulted in the pain. Because it had been exactly what
he needed. A good scouring, a flagellation much harder than the one he had been
giving himself.

It had been the catalyst to him deciding to leave. Because his poor mother had also
been standing by his side, because she had been through enough, and he knew she felt
like the family she had worked so hard to rebuild after the death of her daughter was
fracturing.

And it was his fault.

He hated himself for it. And so, after that scene, he had hauled his ass right out of
town.

In many ways, he had found a certain kind of salvation thanks to Marigold.

He doubted she would want to hear that.

“I didn’t know you were back in town.”

“Really?” He frowned. “I’ve been back about a month. | would have thought the
rumor mill would’ ve been going pretty strong.”
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“Maybe people were just careful. Around me.”

“Well. Perhaps. Though, then they open you up to a moment like this. Where you
were bound to run into me without a moment’ s notice. | see you have my son.”

Her eyes went round. “He' s your son.”

“Yes heis. Has he been causing trouble?’

“l... 1 don't even know how to... I...

“What have you been up to, you termite?’ Buck asked Colton. He figured he might
get more of adirect answer from the young man himself than the decidedly flustered
Marigold.

“It wasn't what it looked like,” Colton said.

“Shoot, kid. That is the wrong thing to say to the likes of me. Because I'll be the first
to tell you, whatever it is, it isawayswhat it looks like.”

That seemed to jolt Marigold out of whatever trance she was in. “When | came home
from grocery shopping today, | went upstairs to check on my daughter. And found
your son in her room.”

And right in that moment, it didn’t matter so much that the woman standing on his
doorstep was Marigold Rivers. What mattered was the very clear and sudden
realization that he had been thrown into the deep end of parenting, and this was



something he had no idea how to navigate.

“You did what?”’

“I have concerns,” Marigold said. “And believe me, my daughter has agency, and I'm
going to talk to her about it—"

But he wasn’t listening. Not anymore. “Listen here,” he said to Colton. “And you
listen real good. Thisisasmall town, and people talk. Y ou go messing around with a
girl, and she is going to get a reputation you’ re not going to get. Do you understand?
The responsibility that she's going to bear will be so much bigger than yours. You
have to be careful. Not just in terms of safe sex, but all these other things. Because no
son of mineis going to walk around thinking he' s exempt from consequences.”

“Yes, gir,” Colton mumbled.

“Get your assin the house. I’'m going to talk to Marigold for a second.”

“All right,” he said.

Marigold simply looked stunned.

“l didn’t know... | was about to say that | didn't know you had a son, but | didn’t
know you were back here. | haven't known athing about you for twenty years.”

“Well, | only recently have a son.”

“What?’

“1 just adopted three teenagers. And I’m realizing right now that I’'m maybe in over
my head. | spent the last sixteen years or so working at a camp for troubled boys. And



the thing about working at a camp for troubled boys is that there are no girls there. So
there’s alittle less of this kind of thing. Not none, mind you, but at least nobody can
get pregnant.”

She looked stricken by that.

“Not saying that anybody here is going to get pregnant.”

“She can't. She's going to college. She's going to get out of here, and she's going to
do better than me.”

“1’m going to talk to him.”

“l... | can’'t believe this. | can't believe that this is the first boy she sneaks into her
room.”

“Listen, | know you have plenty of reason to hate me.”

She looked away, and then back up at him. “I don’t hate you. | recognize now that my
reactions back then were... | was young. | was angry. But do the math on how old |
was when you left and how old | am now. And the fact that | have a kid the same age
asyours.”

“You were dtill in high school when you had her,” he said, not needing to do the
figures to understand what she was getting at.

“l was. | got my life back on track. The pregnancy forced me to get things together,
and it forced me to let go of the things that were no longer serving me. I'm grateful
for her. | wouldn’t change my life. But | don’t want thisfor her. | want better.”
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“You know that if wetry to keep them apart it's only going to be worse.”

She bit the inside of her cheek and looked up at him with wide, amber-colored eyes.
“Of course. Of course it will. Because then they’ll think they’ re Romeo and Juliet.”

“Yeah. And | didn’t pay alot of attention in school, but | know enough to know that
ended badly.”

“Just a bit.”

“I'm sorry,” he said. “But let's... Let's talk to them. About ground rules. And
maybe... There is a beginning of the school year carnival happening down in town.
Maybe they can have a date, and we can supervise.”

“They’'re seventeen,” she said. “Not seven.”

“Sure. But they’re on probation, right?’

“| guess so.”

He let out a long, slow breath. “I suppose it’s kind of big of you to not say you are
extra suspicious of him because he’s my kid.”

“Likel said. | did my best to get over the past.”

“Sure. But you were awfully angry the last time we saw each other.”



“1 also had a poster of Orlando Bloom as Legolas on my wall. So, things change.”
“Have they?’

“Yeah. I’'m an Aragorn girl now.”

“1 only vaguely know what that means.”

“It's okay, you don’'t need to get the reference. But yes, things change. | have a
teenager now. She's just a year younger than you were. A year younger than...
Unfortunately, all of you were too young to take the blame. If it wasn't Jason’s fault,
then it’ s not yours.”

He wasn’'t sure he had been looking for absolution. He didn’t think he wanted it.
Because holding the guilt close had accomplished a certain something in hislife. And
he didn’t really mind that, when all was said and done.

“l actually don’t need you to forgive me.”

“Well, too late. | do.”

That was irritating. He wasn’t sure why. “I came back here to raise the boys. | mean,
they’re already mostly raised. But | wanted them to be around my family.”

“That’sareally nice thing for them.”

“Thanks. I'll talk to Colton. You can talk to your daughter. And this weekend, they
can meet up for the carnival.”

“All right. That sounds like a plan.”



“l guessI’ll see you there.”

“Yeah. | guess.”

She turned and walked away from the door, and he was going to have to deal with
Colton. But for just one moment, he reflected on the strangeness of this meeting. She
might say that she forgave him, but that wasn't what he was after. Her walking up to
his doorstep, walking into hislife, must be a sign of some kind. That was the problem
with going off on your own for twenty years. It didn’t cure you of mystical thinking.
If anything, that shit only got more profound. He had gone away |ooking for answers.
Then he had found them. He had found purpose with the school, which had only
deepened his certainty that there were times when a person stood at a crossroads and
had to ask questions of the deepest part of their soul.

Hell, it was essential. And right now, he had a feeling this was meant to be. This was
some essentia part of hisjourney, and he had to pay attention.

He had afeeling that when they met this weekend, everything would become clear.

She got back into the car, her hands shaking. She was breathing hard. The events of
the past hour didn't seem real, and it had all culminated with running into Buck
Carson.

Shedidblame him for Jason’s death. She just did. And as she sat there, trying to catch
her breath, she became more and more certain of that truth. That no matter how much
she had tried to get herself into a place that wasn't angry—into a place filled with
forgiveness, filled with understanding and acceptance that some people were meant to
have a short life, and sadly, her brother had been one of them—it was all only
theoretical.
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Because the person who had drawn the most fury and fire from her over the accident
had left town, and she hadn’t seen him for twenty years.

“Mom?’ Lily’svoice was tremulous in the back seat.

“I didn’t kill him,” she said.

“1 didn’t think you would.”

“Sorry. | need a second.”

This was one of those moments where she had to decide how up-front and honest she
was going to be with her daughter. But if she wanted Lily to share with her, she
supposed she had to share in kind. She tried to walk a fine line between being her
kid's friend and her parent. They had grown up together, so their relationship was
different from that of a lot of other moms and daughters. Sharing and talking had
aways been the method by which they understood each other.

“Colton’sfather is... | know him.”

“What?’ Lily leaned forward in the car seat. “How?”’

“Well his dad was from here originally.”

“Hewas?”’

“He was...involved in your uncle Jason’s accident.”



“How?’ Lily asked.

“Buck Carson, Colton’'s dad, was with Uncle Jason. Buck was driving in a car behind
the one with all the boysin it. It's... I’ve been angry at him for arealy long time. |
blamed him. Because there was definitely... He was wild. He always was. He had a
reputation for drinking. And yet | liked it when he was around. He was fun.
Charming. Handsome.”

“You were thirteen!” her daughter said.

So scandalized by an age gap. After being caught with a boy in her room. Kids today
were atrip.

“Yeah. He didn’t look atme, but | definitely looked at him. | think that’s what made it
worse. | idolized him. | thought he seemed like the fun kind of dangerous. But he
wasn't. He was the dangerous kind of dangerous.”

“Mom...”

“I’'m not going to refuse to let you see Colton.” Marigold started the engine. “I just
wanted you to know what the situation was.” She started to back out of the parking
place, orienting the car so she could drive back toward the highway.

“| hear abutin that sentence.”

“Yes. There are going to be ground rules and curfews. Y ou are going to college,” she
said.

“1 know. Assoon as | can, I’'m going to submit applications, and apply for FAFSA...”

“1 want you to stay focused.”



“Mom, | wouldn't... | listened when you talked about safe sex.”

“l know. But no contraception is one-hundred percent and... And there’s no point
getting attached to him. Not when you’ re going to leave.”

“l guess not.”

“That being said, I’ m not telling you not to date him.”

Lily screwed up her face. “You're not? Because it sounds an awful lot like you are.”
“l guess| just... | want you to think about all these things. That’s all.”

“Why can’t | just date? That seems normal.”

“Of course it is. Of course. But you have never dated. So you have to admit, it’s not
completely out of left field that when | came home and suddenly there was a boy in

your room, it felt out of character, and | want to make sure that you' re not...going off
therails.”
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“Just because you did doesn’t mean | will.”
“1 know.”

She had tried to be the kind of mom her daughter could talk to, because she hadn't
known how to talk to her own mother. That wasn't a failure for her or her mom.
They’d both been grieving. Her own mom had lost her oldest child. And Marigold
hadn't wanted to talk. She had wanted to get into trouble. She hadn’'t been
levelheaded like Lily. She hadn’'t planned for her future. She had thrown herself into
trying to forget her pain. She hadn’t thought to plan even one step ahead, not like
Lily.

The truth was, nothing scared her more than her teenage self. And when it felt like
there was any chance that sort of behavior could pop up for Lily, it made Marigold
feel unhinged.

She was her own bogeyman. Knowing exactly what she had gotten away with at
sixteen years old, seventeen years old—that was sort of the ultimate consequence. A
comeuppance she could never have imagined back then.

Maybe this was al so a comeuppance of sorts.

“l just realy like him,” Lily said. “He’ s not like the boys around here. He's...”

“More experienced,” Marigold said, knowing she sounded dry and suspicious.

“1 guess. Maybe.”



“But also exciting, | guess, because he's a stranger.”

“Again, | don’t know. I just know that | like him.”

WEell, it was a little bit galling that her seventeen-year-old was having the kind of
fantasy love affair Marigold had built up for herself in her mind over the years, that
Greek island fling. Meeting a stranger who made you feel something.

Y eah. She was alittle too familiar with why that was compelling.

“We're going to take you to the carnival this weekend.”

“What?’

“Buck and | agreed that it might be a good way for you to have a chaperoned date.”

“ Achaperoneddate? | am not atoddler.”

“No. But we need to set some rules and expectations. | don't... | don't want you
getting too involved with one boy. | want you to date. Actually talk to him. Get to
know him.”

“Mom.”

“Well. | want you to be safe and well protected.”

“1’m going to college soon. Y ou can’t keep me from living.”

“1 don’t want to keep you from living. | don’t want you to shut down and not tell me
things. But | know you. | know you really well, and today was out of character.”



“Maybe he makes me feel out of character.”

Thiswas really testing her ‘being an open-minded mother’ determination.

But... It felt so important that she get this right. She didn’t want to lose her connection
to Lily, but she didn’t want Lily to lose a connection to her future. Lily was going off
to school; she was going to build a future for herself. And that would allow Marigold

to build her business, her future, in the way she wanted to. Greek vacations optional.

“You can see him again this weekend. And then we'll talk more. | just want you to
tell methings. | felt blindsided by the fact that you hadn’t even mentioned his name.”

“I"'m sorry,” Lily said.

“It'sall right. We'll figureit out.”

She would. She would figure all this out. Because the truth was, she had been through
much harder things than this.

Marigold Rivers was nothing if not tough and determined. And this would be no
exception.
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No matter that there was a Buck Carson-sized complication in the middle of it all.
Chapter Four

This was the most wholesome thing he had ever done in his life. Sure, he might have
spent the past twenty years trying to find balance. He might have even tried his hand
at being one of the good guys. But wholesome? That wasn't really in his wheelhouse.
Which made him a good father figure for misguided teenage boys, he thought.
Because after al the life experiences they’d had, wholesome was out of their reach

too. At least, he had thought it might be.

But here they all were, dressed in their Sunday best, about ready to go to a school
carnival of al things.

“You will make sure to get the dirt out from under your nails?’ he asked, looking at
the boys.

“I"'m not an animal,” Colton said.
“At least not an armadillo. Since there are no armadillos here,” Marcus said.
“Shut up,” Colton said.

“Yeah, you al look like you pass muster to me,” Buck said. It wasn’t like he made a
habit of scrubbing his own nails or anything like that.

He thought about Marigold and ignored the tension stretching across his shoulders.



It had taken him a couple of hours after she left to realize how pretty she was. And to
start to wonder about her. Realy wonder. Not in terms of her being an emblem of
potential salvation, but as a human being. Who had a seventeen-year-old daughter.
His friend’s little sister had always been a small, sunny presence, and she had been
annoying. Chipper and buzzing around like a fly. He hadn’t given her much thought.
He had been nice, because you couldn’t be mean to somebody else’s brother or sister,
that was just a rule. But she had been young, and primarily inconsequential to him.
But she was a grown woman now. And it was strange on afew levels.

The first being that he hadn’t seen Jason’s family in all the years since the accident.
WEeéll, not since Marigold had yelled at him in the street. And the second being that
because of the accident, Jason and his family had sort of frozen in place in Buck’'s
mind. Because Jason was dead, so he hadn’t gotten to grow or change or age. He was
eighteen forever. Buck often found it strange that his friends were frozen forever in
that place, graduation night, with a lifetime of possibilities ahead of them, while he
was...getting old.

He had lines on his face. Calluses on his hands. New scars, in and out, that had torn
through hisflesh or his soul in al the years since his friends had been gone.

And Marigold was no different. She had grown, and she had changed. She wasn’t the
same person she had been al that time ago. She wasn’t a child anymore. She was a

mother herself.

It was a wrenching sort of joyous realization. Because at least Jason’'s parents had
her, had a granddaughter.

And Buck’ s son was working on defiling her, apparently.

He' d had a pretty stern talk with Colton about possible consequences. Y et he had felt
like an imposter, because he had practiced few of those things he was ranting against



when he was a seventeen-year-old boy. Sex had been a game. It was a small town;
there wasn't shit else to do. He had been part of the wilder group of kids.

The truth was, there was a narrative that he had somehow led those more upstanding
boys into that wild space, but they had done a good job taking themselves there.

It wasn't that part of it that left him feeling guilty. It was being involved at all.

It was being the one who survived.

Because what he did wonder was if any of his friends would’ ve done more than he
did. For the world. For themselves.

If they were supposed to fall in love and get married and have children.

If they were supposed to cure cancer or climb the tallest mountain. Or maybe they
wouldn’t have done shit.

It was impossible to say. But it was the not knowing that got to him. It was the not
knowing, and never being able to know. That was what kept him awake at night.

It was just a damned hard pill to swallow.

And then... there was the fact that she was pretty.

She was damned pretty. And he had done his best to ignore that. Because there was
pretty, the kind you could appreciate, and then there waspretty. The kind that hooked
its way deep in your gut, made you feel something down beneath your skin.

Something that was more than just aesthetic appreciation. Attraction.

That was the dumbest thing he had ever thought. But it was rattling around inside



himself.

He could not be attracted to Marigold Rivers.

“All right,” he said. “Let’s head out.”



Page 14

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 5:04 pm

The boys loaded into the truck, and they started toward town.

The carnival was right off the main street with booths lining the sidewalk and string
lights woven overhead. There were balloons and streamers and all manner of jaunty
decor strung up about the place. It was a Fall Festival, early September so not
Halloween as much as apples, gingham and myriad other things he’d never much
associated with.

It was... It was like a small-town TV show. Or a Hallmark movie.

The Historic Main Street was looking brighter and more vibrant since he'd left
twenty years before, with many of the buildings restored, including an old bed-and-
breakfast at the very end of the street that belonged to his brother and his new wife.
His sister-in-law also owned the saloon in town. The whole main street was
practically a Carson parade.

He parked his truck up against the curb, and they all got out. He took out his wallet,
and some cash, and handed it to the boys. “Y ou can go meet school friends. And this
IS your money to spend.”

“Gee thanks, Dad,” said Reggie.

“You rewelcome,” he said.

It didn’t bother him that they only called him dad when they were being sarcastic.

“Colton, you're on notice.”



“What did he do?’ Marcus asked.

Buck hadn’'t made a big song and dance about what Colton had gotten caught doing,
because he didn’'t want to expose Lily to any kind of gossip, and on top of that, he
hadn’t wanted them to think Colton was cool.

“None of your business,” he said, planting his hand flat on top of Reggi€e’'s head and
giving it ascrub. “Just go about your business.”

“Are you going to babysit me?’ Colton asked, once his younger siblings had cantered
off.

“l don’t intend to. But | imagine | ought to be there when we meet up with Lily and
her mother. Since you made avery bad first impression.”

“S0 you realistically think teenagers are just not going to have sex?’

“It's not about what | think or don’'t think,” he said. “But what | expect is that you
will treat this place we' ve moved to with some kind of respect. That you'll consider
Lily, her feelings, her future. Because you know what? | was the kind of ass who
didn't. When you make consequences for somebody else, Colton, that’s not
something a good person can just walk away from. And you’ re a good person.”

“You really think so?’" Colton was looking at him with skepticism.

“Yes. | do. And you know...about my past. You know about the damage | caused
here.”

“Yeah. But it’s not really the same thing.”

“Maybe not. But you know what it's about, it’s about prioritizing having fun in the



moment over thinking about what that fun could cost. And | want you to be better
than that. | want you to be different than that. | know you can be. | want you to be
better than me. Because when | was your age, | did sleep around, and | didn’t care if
girls got their feelings hurt. | didn’'t care that my dad was busy. He was traveling
around with the rodeo. My mom was...dealing with things. She had lost one of her
kids. And then had another baby kind of late... It just... Nobody was really paying
attention to what |1 was doing. There were too many kids and too many other things
going on... At the very least, | want you to put her mom at ease. Show some damned

respect.”

“Yes, gir,” Colton said, mumbling. But Buck counted that as awin.

They started walking toward the festivities, and he saw Marigold and Lily standing
right there.

“Hi there,” he said. “Good to see you again.”

Marigold looked...beautiful, her red curly hair spilling down her shoulders in loose
waves, her amber eyes glistening. She didn’t exactly look thrilled to see him. But she
had shown up. She had done that for her daughter, he was confident.

Her daughter looked alot like her. Red hair, freckles. She reminded Buck alot of her
mother when she had been young. She reminded Buck a lot of the Marigold who had
stood in front of him yelling and hollering and basically telling him he was a
murderer.

A stark contrast to the woman who stood in front of him now.

“Go have awholesome date,” Marigold said.

“All right,” Lily said, taking Colton’s hand and leading him into the carnival.



“They seem unhappy with us,” Buck said.

“Well. Too bad for her. | guess I’'m not totally used to being in opposition to my
daughter, but there’ s afirst time for everything.”
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“Yeah. | guess | haven't been in opposition to the boys much. But that’s areal thing
with foster kids... They either test you and try to drive you away, or you end up in a
honeymoon phase where they’ re trying to be good so they don’t lose you. | would say
the boys have been much more on the honeymoon track. So | guess thisis kind of my
trial by fire. At least, | hopeitis.”

He felt silly, and a bit naive, saying that. Because he knew full well that all three of
those boys had been in much bigger trouble than being caught in a girl’ s bedroom.

“They’ve been through a lot,” he said. “Colton... Listen, Colton’s story is his to tell.
He's a good kid. If | thought he was going to be a danger to your daughter in any

way...

“It'sweird,” Marigold said, taking a step back from him. “1 have a hard time looking
at you and seeing who you were. But if | think too hard about the Buck Carson | used
to know, all of thisfeelslike pretty strange things for you to say.”

“l know. | get that. | don’'t exactly know why you would trust me. But I’'m not lying
to you. He' sagood kid. Twenty yearsisalong time.”

“Yesitis. It'savery long time. A lifetime. It's more years than my brother lived. We
might as well address that. Because it is the elephant in the room, whether we want it
to be or not.”

“1 have no problem hearing you out. If there's something you need to say.” He hadn’t
exactly anticipated having this conversation standing at the edge of this carnival, but
whatever needed to happen, he was just going to let it happen.



“I'm not angry at you. At least, | didn't think | was. But... | guess theoretical
forgivenessis alot easier when the person isn’'t around. But here you are. My brother
IS gone and you’'ve had twenty more years on this earth.” She shook her head. “So
have I. And... | can't say that | feel entirely neutral about you. But | have a better
appreciation now for how young you were. When | was thirteen you seemed like a
grown man. But now my daughter is seventeen, and | know that eighteen is not
grown. And | don’t think you should have to suffer for something that happened all
those years ago.”

“But Jason did,” Buck replied. “Jason, Ryan and Joey did. That’s what it comes down
to. We made a mistake. A youthful mistake. And because of that mistake they died,
and | got a second chance. It was all a matter of being in a different car. Choosing to
drive myself because | didn’t want to sit in the back seat. Or whatever the reason was,
| don’'t realy remember. But | do know that what happened was not fair. You are
right about that. There is nothing at all fair about the fact that a mistake for them was
final, while for me it wasn't.”

“You really have changed.”

“l have. Because in the aftermath of their deaths, when you came and yelled at mein
the street, it confirmed what | already thought about myself. And if | was the bad guy,
then it meant | got to go off and continue to be the bad guy. | got to go off and
continue to serve myself. Which was what | did. For a number of years, Marigold,
I’m not going to lie about that. But one night | picked myself up, and | decided to
change the way | was doing things. | decided to make living matter. | needed living to
matter. | needed their lives to matter. | needed their deaths to matter. That’s why I'm
here now. That’swhy | have the boys.”

“Three boys.”

He nodded. “ That’swhy.”



“1t feels so complicated.”

“Itis. But | came back because | thought it was all right for me to be back here now.”

“What do you mean by that?’

“When | left, it was because | thought staying meant visiting hardship on my family
that | didn’t want them to go through. At least that’'s the story | tell myself to try and
make it seem like I’'m not totally selfish. But the truth is, there was an element of
selfishness to it. Of course there was. | wanted to lick my wounds. And leaving
allowed me to do it in a place where there was no accountability. | didn’t want to
come back until 1 knew | wasn't using my family ssimply as accountability. If that
makes sense.”

“It does,” she said.

There. He had gone and vented his guts out after having been back for five seconds.
“None of that is your responsibility,” he said. “You don't have to forgive me, no
matter what you said before.”

“All right. I’ll remember that. But | think we might have to be cordial because it
seems our children like each other an awful lot.”

“Yeah. They do. Colton was pretty mad at me for lecturing him. My one concern, and
| am going to be really honest with you, is that Colton is not a small-town kid. He

was not as well protected as | assume your daughter is.”

She nodded slowly. Not for the first time, he looked down at her left hand. She didn’t
have aring. He looked back up, and she was studying him.

“I"m not married,” she said.



His mouth quirked upward. “Y ou must be used to men looking at your left hand.”

“I am. At least, enough that | know to recognize the question when it's being
nonverbally asked. Her dad has never been in the picture.”

“l see”

“Sometimes | wonder if | should work harder at reaching out to him again. Because
he went off to college. Or rather, he went back to college. | did let him know, but of
course a the time...he didn’t want to be a dad. It just seemed easier to let it go. So,
from that standpoint, | understand what you’ re saying. Sometimes it does seem easier
to just let go completely.”

“Yeah. That's it exactly.” He paused. “I don’'t have the whole world to offer those
boys. | do have atrust fund from my father and a whole mess of extended family, and
that seemed like something. Seemed like a good offering. A real offering. So |
decided to come back. I’'m not sure that I’m loving al the connections, though.”

She laughed. “1 imagine not.”

“We can agree that thisis not a comfortable situation.”
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“No it's not.” She had a feeling they were talking about more than Colton and Lily,
so she deliberately turned the subject back to their kids. “With Colton, what you're
basically telling meisthat you' re worried he's more experienced than Lily?’

11 Y%.H

“He probably is. Lily has never dated anyone before. She has a mother who got
pregnant at sixteen. The paranoiaruns alittle high in our household.”

“If you don’t want them dating, | cantell him...”

“No. | think what we discussed earlier stands. If we turn them into Romeo and Juliet,
it’sonly going to get worse. I’ m just going to haveto try to keep talking to Lily. Keep
her communicating with me. It’ sthe best | can do.”

“You have every right to yell at me, you know,” he said.

“Would that make you more comfortable?’

“Y eah. Now that you ask.”

“Then I'm definitely not going to yell at you.”

His lips twitched. They regarded each other for a moment.

“So. Want to...walk around the carnival?”’



“I don’t know,” she said.

“What else are we going to do? Anyway, then we can keep an eye on the kids.”

That was true, but really he wanted to keep talking to her. She was right; he almost
would’ ve been more comfortable if she had yelled at him again. If she’d have picked
up right where she left off years ago. Mainly because there was some part of him that
still wanted to feel that guilt. That still wanted to feel that culpability for the accident.
Because that guilt was his comfort zone. For a long time, he had acted out of a self-
destructive place with that guilt. But he had stopped, and he had learned to use it as
fuel. So maybe part of him was looking for more. Along with that extra bit of
absolution. Shefelt linked to all that. He didn’t want to lose touch with her.

“All right,” she said.

The booths were set up on the sidewalks, in front of businesses. There were games
and snacks and other things designed to appeal to teens, and all the proceeds went to
fundraising for the school. There were caramel apples and balloon dart games. The
kind of thing he never the hell would' ve gone to when he was in high school. He
wondered if the boys were secretly enjoying this carnival, or if it felt realy cheesy to
them. But then, wasn't having something light and cheesy in your life a privilege?

Twenty years ago, he had been reeling from the death of hislittle sister. He had let it
take the joy away from him. It was that loss that had put him on the road when his

friends died.

So he had learned that the pain a person carried could hurt other people. No one was
an island.

He had also learned that the ability to be happy was a gift.



“Candy apple?’ he asked now.

“Oh sure,” she said. “Why not?’ She paused. “We' re not on a date.”

“No,” he said. “We are not.”

“Good. Just making sure.”

“1 don’t think you can accidentally go on adate,” he said.

“Well, | hope not. I'd hate to break my seventeen-year datel ess streak.”

“ Seventeen years?’

“l have akid. And yes, you can date when you have kids. But | decided that | didn’t
want to take the risk. Of having her get attached to somebody, and then having it not
work out between us. It just always felt too volatile. | admire the people who do it.
Who try to make that work. | just couldn’t... I’d already had too many losses. And |

didn’t want to visit any on my daughter. At least nonethat | could help.”

“Right.” He felt sad for a second, because he knew the weight of those losses. He
knew exactly what she was talking about. He had been part of that.

“Platonic candy apple,” he said.

“That isallowed.”
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He bought the sticky, bright red apple for her, plus one for himself, and it was like
being in an out-of-body experience. This strange kind of small-town moment he had
never really experienced before. By the time his family had moved full-time to Lone
Rock, he'd already been destroyed by the loss of his sister. So he had never
really...done anything like this. Had never walked down the street with a pretty girl
eating a candy apple.

He shouldn’t be thinking of it that way now.
“S0, what are your plans once Lily leaves home?”

“If you expect me to sayget a date... Well. Maybe. It’s not off the table. But the other
big thing would be that | want to open a storefront for my business.”

“What do you do?’

“Meal prep. | would really like to open afacility where people could come in and use
it to do their own meal prep. | make the plan, they do the preparation. And I'd have a
place to store more prepared meals so people could buy them for the week rather than
being on my regular rotation. Which is what | do now—there are a certain number of
families in the area who have me make their dinners for the week. | deliver them at a
set time, and they don’t have to worry about it. They just have to cook.”

“That’s pretty clever. I’'ll tell you, when | lived on the ranch for troubled kids, there
was a cook. Three square meals a day, and | didn’t have to think about buying the
food, preparing the food, or what the food was going to be. That has been one of the
harshest realities of adopting these kids and taking them away from the institution. |



have to figure out what to cook for them.”

“A lot of people hateit. | loveit. I like figuring out how to work on a budget, how to
make it as cost-effective and affordable as possible.”

“That’s great. So you' re looking for a building?’

“Yes. I... | mean, that’s what Iwantto do. Because | need to do something with my
time once Lily is away. But it's going to take... | don’'t know. A pretty substantial
loan, and that scares me. When Lily was younger, | never wanted to get into anything
like that because it would mean putting our house at risk. | would never do that, not
when she wasl little. But | feel like | can maybe branch out now. Take more risks.”

“You have a place in mind?’

She shrugged. “There’'s a building, just up the street. It's been empty for a while. |
would have it completely gutted and renovated, and it would be so expensive—"

“Y ou need an investor.”

“Okaaay...”

“Y eah. Somebody to assume the risk up-front, and help you get this going.”

“That sounds like agreat idea. | have no idea how | would go about finding one.”

“| could be one.”

She blinked. “What?’

“Yeah. Why don’t you let me be your investor?’



Chapter Five

Marigold was astonished. And thirteen-year-old Marigold wasappalled.

She could not take this man’s blood money. His guilt money. Under no
circumstances. Her principled younger self was outraged. Her older self was trying to
figure out if it was the therapy, if it was coming to believe that things were more
complicated than she' d previously believed, or if the real issue was that she just really
wanted to say yes. Because if he would invest, then she could do what she needed to
do with the business. Without risking her house or any of the other things she had
built. She wouldn’'t have to worry so much about Lily’s scholarships covering
absolutely everything. It was just...a miraculously good offer at a moment when she
needed it most.

But he was Buck Carson.

Y ou're eating candy apples with him.

She was. And if she was totally honest, when she had asked him if it was a date, it
had felt alittle bit like flirting.

He wasveryhandsome.

Which felt like a psychotic thing to think—given everything. But she'd always
thought he was hot, and also, the man standing in front of her didn't bear a
resemblance to the boy she'd vented her grief on all those years ago. Not that he
physically looked entirely different, but he was different inside. She knew it. She
could fedl it.

He had kids now. Recently adopted kids. He' d saidyesto taking on all the trauma they
might have. He was trying to actively parent Colton in this situation with Lily and...



It was far too easy to simply detach this older Buck Colton from the Buck she'd
known back them.

Maybe because she was so different too.
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The Marigold of twenty years ago had been fascinated by hiswild streak. He' d been a
bad boy. He'd seemed dangerous, and she'd liked that. In the years after, she'd
burned herself out on bad boys. She'd learned her lesson, and well. She wasn't the
same person she' d been.

It stood to reason he wasn't either.

She didn’'t know if she was being desperately naive in saying yes to anything. In even
talking to him.

In doing anything other than punching him in the stomach and running away.

But... On the other hand, didn’t he owe hersomething?

Not like that. But if Jason had been here, he would’ ve been the best uncle. He
would' ve been another positive male role model in Lily's life, and he would've

offered so much in terms of support. He had been such a great older brother.

“Don’'t overthink it. | want to help. | have money. | have atrust fund. And | want to
invest in your business.”

“But...”

“Yes. Because | fed guilty. Okay? It's because | feel like | owe you. | do. There's
nothing wrong with that, is there?’

“I don't know.”



Sheredlly didn’'t. Maybe because even inside it felt mixed-up.

“What happened back then was bad. It was a tragedy. There' s no way to shift it into
something it’s not. It was awful. Itisawful. We can’'t change it. We can’t fix it. But |
have dedicated my whole life to figuring out how to make something grow out of the
charred earth the accident left behind. To try and make it mean something. When you
showed up on my doorstep yesterday | thought...”

She stopped walking and turned to face him. *Y ou thought what?’

“1 thought it was my chanceto fix it.”

He meant it. He wasn’t lying. He absolutely felt that way. It was clear he thought this
was a chance for him to make amends.

Did she want him to be absolved?

She didn't feel the way that she once had about him. She thought she had forgiven
him, and she had put all her complicated feelings off to one side. She had a daughter
to raise. She had alifeto get on with.

When her grief surfaced, she didn’t let it have teeth.

She didn’'t allow anger at somebody else to mix with the moment, because she
wanted the moment to honor Jason.

It was different with Buck there, though.

It was very, very different.

“Yes,” she said, before she could think about it anymore. Before she could overthink



it. Because there was no right answer here.

She could be angry at Buck forever, and maybe part of her would be. But it wouldn't
bring Jason back. It wouldn’t bring back Ryan and it wouldn’t bring back Joey.

He was trying. He had lived on a ranch for troubled youths. He had adopted three
boys who needed somebody.

It still didn’t bring them back.

So whether she hated him forever or scorned his money and his help, that didn’t make
adifference.

Her refusal wouldn't fix anything either. Maybe it would make her feel morally
superior, but it wouldn't actually solve any of the problems she had.

She would have to make sure her parents didn’t find out, though.
She didn’'t know how they felt about Buck. They had never talked about it.
She had gone off the rails, and then she had gotten pregnant, and everybody had

rallied around her. Since then, her parents had devoted themselves to being the best
grandparents on earth. But that didn’t leave alot of space to talk about grief.
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That was all right. Because in some ways it was easier. She didn’t have to carry their
grief along with her own. Maybe that wasn't fair, but it was the truth.

“1 can’t commit myself to working too much before Lily leaves...”

“But we can get construction started. We can make a business plan, get permits—all
that stuff takes time. It would be good if we could start as soon as possible.”

“You're just now back in town. You have your family, other commitments. Why do
you want to throw all in with me?’

“| aready told you.”

“You feel that guilty.”

He let out along, slow breath. “More complicated than that. | think this was what was
meant to be. I... | don’t ignore gut feelings. Okay? | redlly try to sit with them. | try to
listen to myself. | try to see what God or the universe or whatever the fuck is out

there is telling me. And it was telling me something when you came to my house
yesterday.”

“It wasn't just telling you that our teenagers have wildly racing hormones?’

“All right. It was definitely telling us that. But | think there's a point to be made
here—this was meant to be in some way.”

“You can still believe in fate?’



She had trouble with that one. Because she had a hard time believing her brother was
meant to be gone. She had a hard time with people saying things like: it was his time.
Because how could it be an eighteen-year-old boy’s time? How? There was nothing
just about that. There was nothing fair about it. She had a very hard time believing
anything that even hinted it was meant to be.

And she would’ ve thought he could understand that.

“Maybe not fate. What | do think is that sometimes we get pulled up. By the scruff of
our neck. By the divine, | guess, and it's up to us whether we listen or not. | try to
listen now.”

She couldn’t argue with that. Because she related to that experience. When she had
found out she was pregnant, it had been like a divine hand reaching down to redirect
her. It had been like atotal shift in the way she saw things. But she could have chosen
a different way. She hadn’t had to keep Lily. She hadn’t had to change. But she had
heeded the feeling. Maybe that was what she felt now. A tug. Telling her she had to
take his offer. This opportunity. Because it mattered. Because it was going to mean
something.

Or at the very least it was going to make her life easier, and surely that wasn't a bad
thing.

“Well, it's good for me. Though | suppose we need to come up with all kinds of
official terms and conditions.”

“Of course. I'll send them over to my lawyer. | just did an adoption, so I’'m more
familiar with the legal system than I'd like to be at this point.”

“They aren’t brothers, are they? | mean biologically.” She felt clumsy asking the
question, concerned she'd done it in a way that didn’t respect the bond they all



shared. But she was more curious about his life, about how everything had come
together to create that family, than she wanted to admit.

“No. They were al three at the ranch for a while, and none of them were going to a
home. Reggie...” His expression suddenly went remote. She saw his throat work. “His
mom got killed by her boyfriend. Along with his younger sister. It happened while he
was at the camp. If he had been home, he would’ ve been gone too. That poor kid.”

Sympathy tightened her stomach. “Oh. Wow. That poor boy.”

“When you meet him, though, don’'t be soft on him just because he's been through
shit. He doesn't like that. He doesn’t want pity.”

She understood. It was hard when everyone knew something bad had happened to
you. They were so careful. Sometimes so careful they decided not to speak to you at
all. Reggie had afresh start here. In some ways, that must feel good.

Buck knew too. And Buck had to find ways to help his son with his grief.

“That must be... That must be so hard,” she said.

“Itis. The kids come with alot of baggage, but sodo I.”

She had to admit that it really did seem like he was trying to do the best he could with
what he had. That he was trying to take a tragedy he had experienced and turn it into
something good.

“Why don’t you walk me up to your building?’

“It’ s notmybuilding yet.”



“We can put an offer in tomorrow if you want.”

“Really?”
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“1 can pay with cash.”
“It'sexpensive.”

“Do you not realize that my dad’s rich, right? My siblings and | all have huge trust
funds.”

She did sort of know that, but Buck had been gone and she’' d assumed he' d been cut
out of the cash flow.

“He still gave you money?’

“Yeah. | guess he aways hoped | would come home. But | hadn’t spent a penny of it.
Not until | bought the ranch here.”

“You aready bought the ranch, and youstillhave money left over?’

“Yes. And | don't intend to live a life of excess. | intend to send these boys to
college. | intend to get my ranch up and running. But I’m investing in your business.
I’m not just dumping money into something.”

“1 don’t know that it’ s going to earn much back.”

“It will.”

They walked down the street until they arrived at the vacant building. It was large and
empty, once housing a department store when this street was a thriving thoroughfare



during the gold rush. In recent years, the economy had picked up because more and
more people were moving to Bend and pushing tourism out into Eastern Oregon, an
area which had been desolate all the years before. And the town of Lone Rock itself
was growing. Bend was so trendy it had become expensive, so moving to an outlying
area that wasn't terribly faraway was seen as a great compromise by a lot of people.
That meant the odds of her growing her business were good, and the real estate
market was still competitive without being overinflated.

The building was still a mint green color with gold trim, and she loved how cheerful
and old-fashioned it was all at once. It was easy for her to imagine different
workstations where people could prepare their food. And a big commercial kitchen
for her.

“Thisisit,” she said.

“It'sgreat,” hesaid. “Really great. | loveit.”

“You do?

“Yeah. | think you could really sell people on the community aspect of coming in and
preparing meals together. Instead of it being drudgery, it would be a fun night out
with your friends.”

She loved that. She hadn’'t even really thought of that direction. She could furnish
drinks, cocktails, coffee. She really liked the idea because for so much of her adult
life she had been isolated. She'd had a daughter at a much younger age than anybody
else she knew, and she was consistently a baby next to the other parents at Lily’s
school. And while she was relatively friendly with a few of the moms, most of the
mothers of graduating seniors were ten to fifteen years older than her. The idea of
community really appealed to her.



Maybe because it had been elusive for so long.

Maybe because she’ d felt outside of it even before she'd had Lily.

Back when she'd been the sad girl whose brother was dead. And then the sut who
would go with any guy that asked.

“Listen, if you want to, | wouldn’t mind if you added me to your meal prep rotation,”
he said. “I’'m dying trying to cook for these kids.”

For some reason that made her stomach get tight. Made her heart throb. “I...yes. I'd
like for that to be one of your investment perks.”

“You don’'t have to do that.”

“Maybe not, but it'll be a while before this is making enough money to cover what
you'’ re proposing to put into it. So let me at least make food for you.”

“Fine. But I’'m paying for the groceries.”

“Okay. | want to do this. | mean | really do. | said yes because | didn’t want you to
change your mind, and not really so much because | felt totally on board. But now |
do. | mean | really do.”

“Good,” hesaid. “I'm glad. I'm glad that you’ re on board for this.”

“My parents....”

“Right. Shit. Y ou want me to talk to them?”

“Not right now.” She wished she was brave enough to talk to them. About Jason.



About Buck. About Lily dating Buck’s son.
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But it was like the words froze in her throat whenever she tried.

Before her brother’ s death, her house had always been loud and fun, filled with Jason
and his friends and their mom making food for everyone.

When he'd died, it had been so deathly quiet, and she hadn’'t dared speak above a
whisper. When she was home, she tried not to speak or feel anything. She went out
and she partied and she made up for all that quiet then. And came home with her
parents none the wiser.

Until she’ d gotten pregnant, of course.

Then they’d all figured out how to speak again.

But it was about new life, not about death. About Lily and what was best for her and
what Marigold could do to be a good mom, not about losing Jason.

They didn’t talk about their loss.

Marigold didn’t know how to, not with them.

“All right,” Buck said. “It's an awfully small town, though.”

“1 know. | will talk to them. | will. | just... | need to figure all this out.”

“Seems fair. And you have yourself an investor, Marigold Rivers.”



He stuck his hand out, and she really had to think about that. But then she took a
breath and clasped his hand in hers. It was rough. Hotter than she had imagined it
would be. And for some reason, it made her tremble. And maybe now wasn’t the best
time to reflect on the fact that it had been nearly eighteen years since a man had had
his hands on her body.

“You have adeal,” she said, breaking the handshake as quickly as possible.

They were aready going into business together. She wasn't going to muddy the
waters by feeling attracted to Buck Carson.

There were lines. And this was one she was never going to cross.
Chapter Six

After the boys went to school the next morning, he contacted Marigold. “Y ou ready
to go down and make an offer?’

“Yes. | called abuyer’s agent this morning.”

“Perfect. We'll go take atour, and then we can put in aformal offer.”

“All right. I’'ll meet you down there.”

“ Sounds good.”

He felt a bit like he was having an out-of-body experience when he got into his truck
and started driving toward Lone Rock. He had been here a month, and it was starting
to feel okay that he was home. Starting to feel familiar. Starting to feel like home, but

it was still complicated. Sometimes it was like being in a time warp. Other times it
was like he had never been here before in hislife. Like he was a stranger.



But he was very firmly rooted in the here and now when he pulled up and saw
Marigold and the real estate agent already standing in front of the building.

Her hair was so bright, like radiant copper. He hadn’t realized just how guarded she'd
been when she was talking to him, because there was an easy pleasantness on her face
that he had not seen before as she looked at the other woman on the sidewalk.

He parked his truck against the curb across the street and got out. Instantly he saw the
tension rise in her body, saw her shoulders go tight. The corners of her lips pulled
taut.

“Hi.”

“Hello, I'm Louisa Ramirez.”

“Buck Carson.” He remembered what they had discussed, her desire that he be more
of a silent partner. He looked at Marigold, but she didn’t seem bothered that he had

introduced himself.

“I"'m excited to show you that—" The phone rang, and Louisa looked down at her
phone. “Just one second.”

“Sorry,” he said out of the corner of his mouth while Louisa took the call, turning
away from them. “1 know you wanted me to keep this on the down-low.”
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“You don't need an dlias. | just don't want it spreading around before | figure out
how to approach it with my parents. Louisais new to town, though. Y our name won’t
mean anything to her.”

That was a novelty. Not being notorious to somebody in this small town.

Being back the past month hadn’'t been as rocky as he’d thought it might be, but it
had still been athing. Some of his brothers were easier on him than others. Boone was
still pretty angry and stood by the punch he’ d thrown when Buck had first arrived.
Some people in town recognized him right away. Some didn’t. Some genuinely just
thought he was one of his brothers from a distance and waved like they knew him. He
always waved back.

The principal of the high school was a guy he’d graduated with, which had made him
feel desperately old. But the man had been friendly enough to Buck when they'd

talked about the boys and their individual situations.

This small town was amixed bag. And he didn’t hold it against the people who didn’t
guite know what to do with him.

“All right.”

“Sorry,” Louisa said, turning back to them. *Childcare. | had to make sure everything
was okay. Y ou know, the day care calls and your heart stops.”

“1 do know,” said Marigold. “Even though it’s been awhile.”



“Of course you do. Anyway. I’m going to go ahead and give you atour of the inside.
It's in great shape—it has been completely gutted, with new flooring, new walls, new
electrical and new plumbing. It's a complete blank date.”

“Perfect,” he said. She looked over at him in censure. “What? | mean, it’s up to you,
but it seems perfect.”

“Butit’'sup to me,” she said.

“Of course,” he said. “It's up to you.” Gradually, over the course of their inspection,
he realized L ouisa was treating them like a couple. But why wouldn’t she think that?
And, since Marigold didn't want him to make a big deal out of their business
partnership, he thought it was probably for the best that he not go making
pronouncements. He didn't know if Marigold was noticing the subtle tone of

everything. He supposed it didn’t matter.

They finished the walk-through without incident, but he kept his eyes pinned closely
to Marigold’ sface.

“We' d like to make an offer,” he sad.

She looked at him, and he thought she might want to scold him again for making the
decision, but he knew she wanted it. That he could see plain as day.

“Yes,” shesad slowly. “We would.”

He didn't see the point in offering under the asking price, so when they got the
paperwork to make the official offer, he went ahead and put it in asit was.

“I'll take thisto the seller,” the agent said.



“Thanks,” he replied.

They walked out of the building, and that left him and Marigold standing on the
sidewalk.

“Thank you for that,” she said.

“Not a problem. Do you know of any good contractors around here?’

“Yeah. | do. There's a couple that seem to have a really good construction business,
onesthat I’ ve only heard good things about.”

“Excellent. Then once the offer is accepted, we'll line that up.”

“We have to, like, get permits and stuff?’

“That too, but we're going to need a concrete plan, and the contractor will pull those
permits for us.”

She squinted. “ So you’ ve done this before.”

“1 helped with some renovations at the ranch years ago, so I’'m familiar with the
logistics, yeah.”

“l guess | needed a partner more than | realized.” She looked at him for a moment,
and it felt like their eyes locked together, for just a moment. His gut went tight. She
looked away quickly. “Okay. | guess we're doing this.”
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11 Year].’l

“S0..." She sguinted. “Lily wants to have Colton over to study. And she swears that
they’ re actually going to study.”

“Oh. Well. Sounds believable.”

She snorted. “I told her they have to leave the door open in the room where they're
studying the whole time. Also, | was wondering if you wanted to come over and work
on the plansfor this.”

“Better idea. Why don’'t you guys all come out to my place, and we can do the
planning there? There's more room, and the kids can sprawl out in public areas, but
still have some quiet for studying.”

“Oh. That's great. If we do that, let me do dinner. I’'m very efficient at dinner.”

“1"m not going to say no to that.”

“Okay. It sounds good.”

“Yeah. Still not adate,” he said.

“No,” she sad. “Still not adate.”

Lily was a little bit irritated with Marigold at co-opting the study night, but her
daughter seemed pleased to go to Colton’'s house. Like it would give her a window



into this boy she liked, and it would probably be enjoyable.

“l mean, | haven't gotten to go inside,” she said.

“No, and now you will. But not into his bedroom.”

“Mom,” said Lily.

“Well. Hisdad and | both thought this plan would be a good idea.”

“Right.”

Marigold needed to explain to Lily everything that was going on. She had mentioned
that Buck had offered to invest in her business, and for al that she had been
uninterested in the topic, Lily had seemed happy for her.

“To beclear,” Marigold said, “I am not dating his dad.”

Lily’s face contorted in horror. “Why would | have ever thought you were?’

A good question. As Marigold had schooled herself into a sexless paragon. She had
fashioned herself into a puritanical version of a mother. Not awoman. A mother. She
had never gone on a date, not in Lily’s whole life, so why would Lily assume that of

her now?

Marigold had mentioned dates several times in regards to Buck Carson, and she
couldn’t pretend that she didn’t know why.

She was attracted to him. He made her heart beat just alittle faster, but the problem
was that with every heartbeat there was alittle pain as well.



He was inextricably linked to her brother’'s death. That was an old wound, but one
that had not been tested in quite thisway in avery long time. Well. Ever, redly.

She had distance and perspective. She had age and wisdom. But that was about it.

She also had very large gaps in experience, and a whole lot of peaks and valleys in
her personal development. She was a mother. She had started a business. She had
raised a child to this point. She had bought a house and made a budget.

All her experiences with men and sex were the experiences of a teenage girl. And
maybe that was why she felt dlightly teenage now. Attaching herself to the most
ridiculous man she could have possibly attached herself to.

Or maybe the problem was that old attraction simply died hard.

She had always felt an attraction to him. Even when it had been a young and innocent
fascination. Back then, he had been the boy who had the power to ignite her fantasies.
Now he had evolved into the man who could apparently stoke a flame that had grown

cold after so many years of neglect.

So maybe she was projecting when she continually mentioned dates. She was going
to have to stop that.

“Well, itisn’t, | just wanted to makeit clear.”
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“It' sworsethan adate,” Lily said. “You're supervising me.”
“Y ou made yourself worthy of supervision, Lily.”
Lily scowled.

“All right. Let’s just get there and see how it goes. Anyway, his house is bigger, and
you were excited about seeing the house.”

“Yes, yes.”

Teenagers really were so mercurial. But normally, Marigold wasn't the subject of
Lily’s changing moods, so she couldn’t say that she'd noticed so much. Or been
bothered by it.

That felt significantly different right at the moment.

“Itisarealy nice house,” she said asthey pulled up to the large, modern dwelling.
“What does he do?’ Lily asked.

“You didn’t ask Colton?’

“1 did. He said his dad used to work at a camp for troubled kids. Which is how he
ended up adopting Colton. But that doesn't make any sense. Because | know

everything is more expensive than you could possibly believe, and that you don't get
paid good money for being a decent human being. This house is billionaire money.



This is scamming other people’s money. And yeah, you don't get that kind of money
helping kids.”

“Colton’ s grandfather is the commissioner for the rodeo.”

“Really?’

“Yes. You don't really know the Carsons, but they were a big factor when | was
growing up. They moved to town right before | started middle school. And they
brought a lot of money with them. They had a lot of kids too, and they infiltrated
every single school around. Y ou couldn’t ignore them.”

“l don’t know the lore,” Lily said.

“Well. That's the lore. Abe Carson is the bigwig of the largest rodeo organization in
the country. They travel all over the place putting on events, he has made a massive
organization and he has tons of money. And what Buck said was that they had trust
funds. All the kids.”

“Wow. Must be nice.”

“Right?’

“So that’s what he used to buy this?’

“Yes.

“l guess at least a good person got the money.”

It was interesting that Lily saw him simply as a good person. But then, why should
she see him any differently? Jason’s accident was theoretical to her. He had been



gone long before she was born. And all Marigold could really say about Buck’s
connection to the accident was that he had been there. Everything else had been
innuendo.

About the way he might’ve influenced the evening. It wasn't actually fair. Not if she
stepped back from it.

It didn’t make the wound less tender.

But that was all it was. Tender.

Such an old pain now. Dull and aching.

They got out of the car.

They waked up to the door together this time, rather than Marigold going alone,
being on awarpath, and Marigold rang the doorbell.

Colton was the one who answered. “Come on in. My dad said you were making
dinner?’

“He is correct. I’'m offering dinner in exchange for the use of the house for studying.
Since we decided not to do it over at our place. But | hear tell that you have a lot
more room.”
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“Yeah. That istrue.”

They walked into the house, and Lily and Colton went off into a sitting room to the
left. She heard noise coming from the kitchen and popped her head inside. “I just
have a couple of bagsto bring in,” she said.

Buck was facing away from her, standing at the sink. His shoulders broad, his waist
tapered. He was... He was gorgeous. It was problematic.

She realized right then that maybe she wasn't a paragon when it came to not dating so
much as no one had ever been interesting enough for her to upset the delicate balance
she had with her daughter. She had never met a man who tempted her to risk
anything.

She had thought she was just super responsible and enlightened. She had been alittle
bit self-righteous about it, truth be told. Yeah, on the surface, she’'d tried to pretend
she was okay with how everybody else lived their own lives, but actually, she had let
herself get very up her own rear about the whole thing, and she could see now in that
moment just how ridiculous it was. Because Buck Carson was bad on every level.
Getting involved with him would be wrong.

And she was tempted.

Because he was compelling. Beautiful.

He turned to face her, and the hard, stark lines of his expression took her breath away.



Those blue eyes, chiseled cheekbones and square jaw. It was like he was carved out
of granite.

And suddenly, her fingertips itched to trace the lines there.

She was so screwed.

She couldn’t pretend it was just a lack of male interaction. Because she was around
men all the time. She lived in the world. There were plenty of single dads at the
school. And they didn’'t make her feel like this.

She did wonder if there was some kind of sickness in all this. If she had some
thwarted feelings from the past where he was concerned, and that was informing
everything now.

“Yeah,” he said, grabbing a dishrag and drying his hands. “Sure.”

He did not look domesticated, and yet the vision of him in the kitchen doing the
dishes like this was domestic. There was something about the contrast that was... Too
much. Way too much.

“Just a second.”

She scurried outside and grabbed her bag of groceries, bringing it back in. “1 thought
| would make us stew. | have aloaf of bread that | made this morning.”

“Sounds great,” he said.

“Yeah. It will be. | am agreat cook.”

“Glad to hear that.”



“Especially since you' re going to benefit from that cooking.”

“Also, it's related to the investment that I'm making.”

“True.”

Silence fell between them, and she covered it up with movement, briskly making her
way across the kitchen and beginning to unload the grocery bag. “I’m going to need a
knife and a cutting board.”

“Pretty sure | know where that is.”

“If | find it faster than you, I’ m going to shame you.”

“The good thing about having a sister-in-law who owns a bar is that a lot of times |
just pick up hamburgers from there.”

“Oh, | mean, the burgers at Karen's place are good, but come on, not if you have
themthatoften,” Marigold replied.

“Do you actually go to the bar?’ he asked. “There's not an embargo on my whole
family?’



Page 26

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 5:04 pm

“No. Nobody...”

“Nobody wanted to punish the whole family because of me?’

“Basically,” she said, feeling regretful. “Listen... | don’t want to make you feel bad.”
“Oh. | get something out of feeling bad. Or have you not noticed that yet?’

“You're awfully self-aware.”

“It's one of my better qualities. But then, that's also a side effect of having been on
my own for along time. Nothing to do but think about myself. A form of narcissistic
healing.”

She snorted out alaugh. “I’ m actually kinda familiar with that.”

“Right. Single parenting?’

“Specifically, when | was pregnant.”

“Tell me about that,” he said, getting his cutting board down and putting it on the
counter.

“Why?"

“Because I’'m interested, Marigold. And | want to know. Because...we're doing this
thing together. Also, | like you. I’m trying to get to know you.”



She squinted. “Why?’

“Misplaced guilt, probably. But if it doesn’'t bother you, it doesn’t bother me.”

“Doesn’'t bother me.” She took a breath and took her butcher paper—wrapped steak
out of the bag and began to carefully take the paper off. “After Jason died, | didn’t
know what to do with myself. | wanted to disappear and | wanted attention. | wanted
to explode, and | wanted to hide. | loved him. My parents were really going through
it. Of course they were. They lost their son. | started rebelling in small ways. But
really, the way | was ableto get all those needs met was men.”

“Boys, you mean.”

She laughed. “1 wish. No. | liked them dlightly older. | didn’t really want to sleep
with somebody at my school.”

“When you were fourteen?’

“Usually they were nineteen or so. A lot of times | wasn’'t honest about my age.
Okay, anytime. Granted, it didn’t come up. | don’t think they cared. It was just the
way | found this false feeling of control and power. And then it really came home to
roost. Because | got pregnant. And he was headed off to college. He didn’'t want a
baby. | realized | needed the baby. Which is maybe a terrible reason to have a baby,
but | wasn’'t making the best decisions at the time, as we have established.”

“And you had a bunch of assholes ready to take advantage of you being so lonely.”

“That’s the world, Buck. We make weird, bad decisions when we're in pain, and
someone is always willing to take advantage of those reactions and traumas. | own
my part in that. But you know, it’s not any different from what we all did to you. We
were angry. Collectively, as a community, and you were the survivor, so you became



the scapegoat. Because nobody could yell at the three boys who had made the same
decision you did. To get behind the wheel drunk, to get in a car with somebody
drunk. To spend graduation night wasting their potential. The truth is... | was
probably angry at Jason. But he was dead. So yelling at you was a replacement.”

“Maybe.” He looked sad. Thoughtful. That he still carried the grief of it all made her
feel... Not better. That sounded mean. But she felt a kinship to him she had never
imagined she might feel. “That whole period of time was a dark one for me too.”

“S0 you mentioned.”

“1 had to hit rock bottom before | changed. | mean, | really had to.”

“1 think | would have too. If not for Lily. | think | narrowly escaped rock bottom.
Some people would consider getting pregnant at sixteen rock bottom, I’'m sure. But
for me, it was the hand up that | needed. It was the only thing that was ever going to
reach me.”

“ And now she's headed off to college. That means you did something right.”

“1 hope so. That’s all you can do with kids, Buck. Hope. Hope you did the right thing.
Hope your best intentions matter. Because sometimes they do and sometimes they
don’t. Y ou hope the good you do outweighs the bad. The mistakes.”

“Thanks,” he said. He was silent for a long moment. “It's heavy. The way having
kids makes you see things differently. The way being close to kids, even if they aren’t
yours, changes the way you look at your own life. Even when | was just working at
the ranch, looking at those kids made me feel, for the first time, an appreciation for
how young we were back then. But especially now. Looking at my boys. | feel old.
And they feel so, so young.”



“It's difficult,” she said. “Because being a teenager should be a time when you're
allowed to be stupid. But you and | both know that, depending on the stupidity...” She
swallowed hard. “You just can’t take some things back.”

“No,” he said, his voice rough. “And I'm trying to figure out how to impress that
upon them while...”
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“Not crushing them?’

“Yeah.”

“I relate to that.”

Again, she realized she had more in common with him than not.

It was such a strange realization.

Because she had thought he was an enemy. When in fact he was an ally.

“We just have to do our best.”

She was chopping vegetables when he spoke again.

“You know. | lost my sister.”

She stopped. She had vaguely known that. That the Carsons had lost a child before
they moved to Lone Rock. But there were so many of them, and the loss had been
abstract, so she had never really considered their grief. That it meant she and Buck

had both experienced the loss of a sibling.

“You did,” she said. “I'm sorry. | never really thought about that. | was... I'm really
sorry that | blamed you.”

“I"'m not telling you that to make you feel sorry for me,” he said. “I don’t need or



deserve pity of any kind.”

“Yes. You do. Because you have really been through hell with all of this. And you
had been through hell before all thistoo.”

“I had atherapist diagnose me with survivor’s guilt,” he said. “And | thought that was
the dumbest thing. Because why should you be in pain because you survived? | just
don’t get it.”

“1 think everything is just hard. And maybe part of the problem is trying to decide
who's alowed to feel bad about what when... Life has a way of breaking us all
down.”

“Right. Cheery conversation,” he said.

“Well. We don’t exactly have a cheery shared history.”

“True.”

Suddenly, giggles erupted from the other room. He grinned. And it made her stomach
go tight.

“1 guess we' re building a different shared history right now,” she said.

“l guess so.”

Chapter Seven

She put the stew on to ssmmer, and the scent that filled the kitchen was heavenly. He

was damned glad he had enlisted her to help make meals. Because this was making
his house feel like a home in a way it hadn’t before. But there was aso this...pull



toward her. A pull that was not at al homey or in keeping with the conversation
they’d had earlier.

He was actually pretty astonished to discover everything they had in common.

He hadn’t expected that.

But even deeper, harder, was the attraction he felt toward her.

She was beautiful. He wanted to know more about her. He wanted to know
everything about her.

And that was... That was the dumbest thing in the world. He had just adopted three
boys. She had her daughter, ready to go off to school. Their kids were dating, and
there was no guidebook.

For any of this.
When he called the boys for dinner, they definitely made a big song and dance about

the food being better quality than they were used to getting from him. That was fine.
He couldn’t dispute that.
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Marigold looked amused.

“Are you animals actually going to introduce yourselves?’
“Oh,” said Reggie between mouthfuls of bread. “I’m Reggie.”
“Marcus,” said Marcus, not looking up from his stew.

Colton treated Marigold to a smile that was a little bit too smart-assed to be called
polite. “We've met.”

“Yes. We have. I'm Marigold. Lily’s mom.”
“We don't haveto call you Mrs.?’

“No,” she said. “First of al because I’'m not a Mrs. and second of all because | like
my first name just fine.”

“Fair enough,” said Marcus.

Lily looked marginally uncomfortable, but then, he couldn’t blame her. He could
think of few things that would' ve horrified him more as a teenager than having to sit
down at a table with the family of a girl he was making out with, and he imagined
that unease transferred across gender lines pretty equally. Colton, for his part, didn’'t
seem to be having a problem at all, but Colton had an outsized amount of confidence
for aboy of seventeen.



Likely, that was what attracted Lily to him. It was adso what made Colton a
potentially devastating heartbreaker. Buck also knew that from experience.

He had been a little bittoogood at getting girlsto fall in love with him. Not so good at
getting anyone tostayin love with him, because he couldn’t back up that charm with
actual substance. Not back then.

Not that he had any evidence he could do it now.

Not that he had ever tried.

The odd one-night stand didn’'t exactly foster emotional maturity when it came to
things like that. He liked to believe he had garnered maturity in other ways. But as far

as romantic relationships went...

He looked up, his eyes connecting with Marigold’'s. Yeah. He didn't need to be
looking at her when he thought about things like that.

“How are you settling into Lone Rock so far?’ she asked brightly, looking around the
table at all the boys.

“1t sucks,” said Reggie, chewing loudly.

“Boring,” said Marcus, giving it athumbs-down.

“I don’t mind it,” said Colton.

“Why do you think it's boring?’ she asked, looking directly at Marcus.

“Becauseitis,” Marcus said. “Respectfully.”



“Is there arespectful way to call something boring?’ Marigold asked.

He shrugged. “I figured | would giveit atry.”

“What kinds of things did you like to do back where you came from?’

Marcus squinted. “ At the ranch? Or at home?’

He felt a small, strange kick in his stomach hearing Marcus refer to where he’'d been
before as home. But he supposed Marcus would feel that way. Because he had grown
up in Cleveland, which was different from the ranch for troubled youth and different
from Lone Rock, and Cleveland was what he thought of when he thought of home.
Even if it had been inhospitable in alot of ways. Even if he had spent years bouncing
from house to house.

“Either place,” Marigold said.

“There were always kids to run around with at home,” Marcus said. “You could go
out on the street and find whole group of them. Go play basketball.”

“You can do that here,” she pointed out.
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“1 guess. But | don’t know any of the kids here. And | don’t have a basketball.”
“1 can get you one,” Buck said. “I didn’t know you wanted to play.”

He shrugged. “I didn’t play at the ranch.”

“Why not?’ Marigold asked.

“1 don’'t know,” he said, looking down.

Buck had afeeling he did know. But he wasn’t going to push.

He realized then that while he had experience with loss and with pain, even with
leaving home, he didn’t fully understand what it was like to be uprooted without your
consent. To feel like everything was out of control. But these boys did.

Reggie's mom was dead. He didn't know his dad, and that made going home
impossible. Maybe Reggie could get back to the house he had grown up in, but he
would never be able to get back to the people. That was tragic. But Buck hadn’t really
given alot of thought to the fact that home, in the traditional sense, still existed for
Marcus and Colton. Their parents were aive. The system had separated them. And
yes, the addictions and flaws of their parents had separated them. But the grief it must
have created inside them to havehomeout there somewhere, and yet still out of
reach...

“Do you like baseball?” Marigold asked.



“l do,” said Reggie. “My mom used to take us to Fenway sometimes. When | was
little.”

“My brother played baseball. He loved it.”

“Does he still play?’ Reggie asked.

Buck’s stomach dropped. But Marigold didn’t look upset. She didn’t look at Buck
either.

“No,” she said. “My brother died. But baseball is still agood memory.”

“Oh. My mom and sister died,” said Reggie. “But | think baseball is still a good
memory for me too.”

“I’m sorry, Reggie,” Marigold said. “I know how hard it isto lose asibling.”

Buck knew some people might feel like they were witnessing a sad moment, but the
truth was, everybody at this table had experience with loss. That was why the boys
had a solid sense of dark humor, and it was why Buck never scolded them for it.
Because they had seen the real ugly things in the world, and there was no need to
protect them from that. Not when they had lived it. With that in mind, he knew this
was a profound moment. One that meant something.

Because Marigold was identifying with Reggie, not pitying him.

Because Reggie didn't have to be afraid to talk about loss. It wasn’t bringing down
the room. It was something they all understood.

Buck had talked to Reggie about how he had lost his sister when he was little. To
have both adults in the room truly understand him on that level was probably a



unigue experience.

“Maybe we can play some baseball,” Buck said. “I’'m bad at it. But there is a pretty
good baseball team at the high school. The basketball team is terrible. But maybe
they could use somebody who knows how to play.”

Marcus looked thoughtful. “I dunno. Maybe | could learn how to play baseball.”

Well. If you wanted a fresh start, that was fair enough.

“l don't want to play sports,” Colton said. “There's already too much homework.
Anyway, I’'m asenior. I’m not going to be here that long.”

“Do you have plans to go to college?’

“Buck says | haveto go,” Colton said.

Buck couldn’t readily read the tone there. If Colton was happy about it or still
annoyed. Colton had certainly never planned on going to college, not when he had
been a kid in the system. But Buck was determined to give him the opportunity. If he
didn’t likeit, if hefailed out, that was fine. Buck just wanted him to have the chance.

It was amazing just how much this felt like a family dinner, when that was...
Ridiculous.

They finished up, and she thanked him for the invitation. He thanked her for dinner.
They said goodbye like they hadn’t spent the last couple of hours having a deep
conversation. Like they had just been adults interacting while their kids were
studying.

“I’m meeting with a contractor tomorrow to discuss plans for the building,” she said.



She looked down. “I wouldn’t feel comfortable doing that without you. Considering
you need to approve that...”
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“Sure,” he said. “ Sounds good.”
Now he was going to see her tomorrow.

But that was good. He was listening. To his intuition, which said there was something
here. Something he needed to accomplish through his reconnection with Marigold.

And so he was bound and determined to do it.
Chapter Eight

The next day, Buck put on his cowboy hat, a button-up shirt and a pair of blue jeans
and went down to the local diner, where Marigold had said they were meeting the
contractor over coffee and pancakes.

The boys were at school, and that meant Buck could focus on this project. He was
also working toward getting the ranch prepared for cattle. But there was some time
now between planning and when it would actually execute, so he didn't need to
worry about it today.

When he walked into the diner, he saw Marigold, sitting at a table with her red hair
pulled up into a ponytail and a deeply contemplative expression on her face. She had
alega pad in front of her, which he thought was cute and old-fashioned. She was
holding a pen.

He gestured toward the hostess, who had been about to seat him. “I’m with her.”



And then he went over and positioned himself across the table from her.

“Guesswe'reearly,” he said.

“Yeah. You want a coffee?’

“Sure. I’d never say no to that.”

The walitress came by, and he ordered coffee, waiting on food until the contractor
showed up.

“So basically, you need akitchen,” he said, away to get her talking.

She nodded, and then started to explain the layout of the space. Buck really did think
it was agreat business idea.

“How did you get involved in this, anyway?’ he asked.

“Well, | was cooking anyway. | wanted to be able to work from home so | could be
with Lily, and | knew | was going to have to get creative because | didn't even
graduate high school.”

“You didn't?’

“No.”

He knew a moment of anguish. Because her brother had died the night of his
graduation. Because Buck had let his own life get derailed right after that. And it had

carried back to Marigold. Who hadn’'t even had a graduation. The ripple effect of
tragedy was an alarming thing.



Especialy when he knew he could trace his own behavior back to losing Sophia, his
youngest sister.

He swallowed hard and looked down at his coffee. And just a moment later, a man
approached the table carrying alarge binder. “Marigold,” he said. “And you are?’

Buck stood. “Buck Carson.”

The contractor reacted to his name. And Buck evaluated the guy as about his age. He
wondered if they had gone to school together.

“I’'m Jackson. Delaney.”

Oh right. They had. They hadn’t really been friends, because Jackson had been ajock
and Buck had been afuckup. So. One of those had been required to maintain a certain
grade point average. The other had not.

“Didn’'t know you were back in town,” he said.

“Yeah. | am. | moved back a month or so ago.”

“Definitely didn’t expect to see you with Marigold.”
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“Oh. Well. Jackson,” she said, reaching across the table and putting her hand over the
top of his. Buck felt his hacklesrise. And he couldn’t even quite say why.

Oh bullshit. You know why. You like her, and you don’t want her touching anyone
else.

Sure. But that was nonsense. What did it matter?

“1 really would appreciate if you kept this to yourself for now. Buck and | ended up
meeting because of our kids. His boys are at the school now. And Lily and Colton
are... They’'re dating. So, we... reconnected.” She repeated that part. Probably because
it was difficult to distill al of this. Probably because it still made her feel
uncomfortable. And fair enough.

“1 told Buck about my business idea, and he offered to invest. But | am not ready for
that to be public information.”

“Oh yeah. Of course, but you’re sitting here in the diner with him.”

“l know. It's not cloak-and-dagger. | just... | don’t want my parents to know yet that |
am doing this with him. I’m going to talk to them.”

“Listen, I'm not going to spread around what’ s happening. For a second thereabouts |
thought maybe you were dating.”

Marigold laughed. Too loud and too long, and her cheeks went red. “No. Absolutely
not. But you know... You know how kids are. And ours like each other. So what can



you do?’

Jackson snorted. “Nothing. | mean, | know that well enough. If | was in charge of
who Elizabeth dated, her roster would look alot different.”

Buck felt the need to defend Colton, but he knew it wasn’'t the time. Or the point. So
they got to work discussing everything. And by the time it was done, he felt certainty
in his gut.

When Jackson left, he turned to Marigold. “I'd like to talk to your parents.”

“What?’

“I"d like to talk to them about this. And I'd like to extend... | don't know if an
apology isthe right word. Because being sorry about what happened is never going to
change it. But | don’t want to create a situation where you have to hide, and... | need
to build these bridges with everybody. | accepted that when | came home.”

“1 don’t know that that’ stotally fair,” she said.

“Listen, | don’'t actually need absolution on the level you seem to think | do.” He took
a breath. “I’ve lived in a state of self-pity for a long time. You don’'t get anything
accomplished. But | find that guilt, and the driving need to make up for the fact that
I’'m alive while they are gone, has turned me into a better person. | know that’'s a
double-edged sword. Because it almost doesn't seem fair to have the chance to
improve myself when they don’t. When they don’t get to grow and change.”

“Thetruthis, you didn’t cause that accident. The truth is, if you had been riding in the
car, you would also be dead. The truth is, you didn’t make anybody drink.”

“Yeah. That is the truth. But the truth doesn’t serve anybody. Not half as well as a



villain does. It doesn’'t even serve me as well.”

“So you just... You're just happy to be the scapegoat because it does something for
you?’

“1t makes me worth a hell of alot more. And | can’'t deny that it matters.”

“Let me... Let me call them.”

She got up from the table and went outside. He watched, as she wrapped one arm
around herself and put the phone up to her ear. She bit her thumbnail as she waited,
and he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She said hello, chewed her bottom lip. Beyond
that he couldn’t quite tell what she was saying.

She looked upset. And then resolved. Grim. She nodded her head. Then she hung up
her phone and walked back inside.

“Okay. We'll go over there.”

“All right.”

The thought didn’t scare him. Because the worst-case scenario was that her dad
would shoot him. And if that happened, he would be upset for his boys, but his family
would take care of them. Support in any scenario was one reason it had been
important that he give them this whole network. He didn’t want his boys' happiness,
thelr security, hinging only on him.

So redlly, even the worst case didn’t much worry him.

He felt like he had been living on borrowed time for the past twenty years. Also, he
didn’t sincerely think her dad would kill him.



“Should we go together?’

“Sure,” she said.
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“I’ll drive my truck.”

He remembered their house. A small, modest place right in town that had always felt
quintessentially warm and familial to him. There was something about the smallness
of it. It gave off a sense of togetherness. They were a nice family. They always had
been.

“l don’'t know... My parents and | have never realy talked about any of this. They
didn’t want to upset me. Y ou know my mom was there when | confronted you...”

“Yeah. Don't worry about it. | don’'t need you to protect me from whatever they feel.
They’re allowed to fedl it.”

She nodded. “I actually want to protect them.”

“1 get that too.”

They got out of the car, and walked up to the house together. He let her knock. When
the door opened, both her parents were standing there. Jim and Nancy. They’d been
the nicest people. Always welcomed the whole group of them into their house. Fed
them, laughed with them.

It felt appropriate to say nothing. He didn’t know why. When he looked at them, it
was with all the awe and reverence he felt when he walked into an old church. A

hushed quietness and a sense of something he couldn’t quite define.

This really was staring down the past. Nancy was looking at him like she wasn't sure



what to make of him. And then she took a step forward and reached her hand out. Her
fingertips connected with his face, softly. She traced a line on the side of his mouth.
And her eyesfilled with tears. “He would be your age now.”

He felt that, like a punch to the gut. A real, profound connection to that grief. Asif it
was fresh and new.

He nodded. “It’s been awhile.”

“He would probably have some gray hair,” she said.

“Maybe s0.” He could hardly speak around the lump in histhroat.

And then she did something he didn’t expect. She stepped forward and wrapped her
arms around him. “Just let me hug you,” she said. “For a second.”

Buck had been through a lot. He'd cried about the loss of his friends. He'd cried
when he got drunk and fucked-up on dark nights after that. But he’d not cried since
he’' d gotten sober. He had stopped indulging in self-pity. But this time, when he felt
tears sting the backs of his eyes, it wasn't self-pity. It was the bittersweet ache of
knowing he was giving her a chance, just a moment, to feel like she was hugging her
son. It was realizing he was an emblem of the past in this moment in a different way.
One he never had been before.

When she released her hold on him, he looked over a Jm. The man didn’'t say
anything. But he nodded twice.

“Comeonin,” Nancy said.

They walked into the house and took a seat on a blue faded couch that he was fairly
certain was the same couch that had been here twenty years before.



“What isit you have to say, Buck Carson?’ she asked.

“l1 moved back to town about a month ago,” he said. “I thought it was time. Time to
stop running. Time to reconnect with my family. | adopted three boys, and they’re
teenagers.”

“Lily isdating the oldest,” Marigold said.

He waited for them to get upset about that. But they didn’t react. Then he explained
the business partnership. And how it had come up.

“But mostly, | wanted to say what | couldn’t say back then. I’m very sorry. For what
happened.”

Nancy shook her head. “Nobody should bear the blame for that, Buck. Nobody. Y ou
were all too young to know how your actions could hurt you. It was aterrible thing. It
still is. | grieved all the things my son could’ve had. But those eighteen years, that
was his life. And | have also worked very hard to look back on that life as a
wonderful, joyful thing. He had friends he cared for very much, and you were one of
them. Y ou were part of why his life was good. You weren't just a part of the end of
it.”

Buck sat there, completely astonished. Thiswasn't just forgiveness. It was something
else. It turned him into someone with the capacity to heal and not just hurt. It changed
all the memories. Everything he had ever thought about that relationship.

It changed everything.

“Just one minute,” she sad.

She got up off the couch and walked out of the room. And no one said anything in her



absence. When she came back, she was holding a baseball glove. He recognized it
right away. Jason had played for the school. He had loved it.

“Lily doesn’'t play baseball. But you said you have three sons. Do any of them play?’

“They haven't really had the chance yet. They... They al had it pretty tough.”
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“Do any of them want to learn?’ Jim asked.

“Y ou know, they might.” It hurt to speak.

“Because | miss...” Jim cleared histhroat. “| missthat. Throwing the ball around.”
“Well, I'm no good at it,” Buck said. “So if you want to...”

“Yes,” Nancy said. “That would be wonderful. Take this glove and tell them they can
useit.”

She handed it to him, a precious, sacred object. And when he touched it, his throat
went tight. “Thank you. | will take very good care of this. So will the boys.”

“Well, they don’'t have to be too careful with it. They’re kids. And a baseball gloveis
meant to be played with.”

He saw that with clarity all of a sudden.

That they were kids. No matter that they were teenagers. They were so, So young.
He' d been young at eighteen too.

“Thank you.”

When they walked back out of the house, he didn’'t know what to say. It was as if a
weight had been lifted off him. One he had been clinging to for along, damned time.



Marigold didn’t speak at all, and when they got into the truck, he noticed there were
tears diding down her cheeks.

He looked over at her. “I didn’t expect that,” he said.

“Neither did I,” she said. The tears fell fast. He had to fight the urge to reach out and
wipe them off her face, because he shouldn’t be that familiar with her.

“Y ou thought they were angry with me.”

She nodded. “Because | was. Because so many people in the town were. But... She's
right. You were a good part of Jason’s life. And you haven’'t gotten to see yourself
that way, and that’s not fair. He was more than one tragic accident, one bad choice.
And if he's more than that, then why can’'t you be?’

He felt something calcified inside of him crack, fall away.

“You're a good dad to those boys. | could see that last night when we had dinner. |
could see how much they love you. You know, my brother had a great family. A
wonderful life. Too short, but wonderful. | don’'t let myself feel happy for that often
enough. When you told me about poor Reggie... He's akid who hasn’t known enough
happiness. I’'m glad he's knowing it now.”

“Yeah,” hesaid. “| haveto tell you, | didn’t expect this when | came back here.”

“Did you want people to condemn you?’

“A little. My brother punched me in the face. | thought that might set the tone.”

“Hedid?



“Yeah. It's... It's getting better. He carried a lot of very specific resentment about
being left to be the oldest. To carry all the responsibility.”

“Well, we al fall victim to that, don’t we? Making other people the bad guys in our
story.” She laughed. “Sometimes | wonder if Lily’s father was never as much of a
villain to me because | aready had one.”

“How can that guy not be avillain?’

“1 think because he didn’'t matter. Anyway, my parents are... They’re wonderful. And
they’'re great grandparents. My dad has been a fantastic father figure to her. She
didn’t need the loser that | had sex with one time. And | didn’t need to be tied to him
for the rest of my life. I'm grateful, in some ways, that he and | had a clean cut. Yes,
some things were harder. But being with someone you don’'t care about, that’s not
going to make it easier.”

“1 don't know. The more | sit with that the more | just think maybe your family has a
supernatural capacity to bend around a person’s limitations and create as kind a story
aspossible.”

She smiled. “That is an interesting way to put it. | appreciate it. And now there are no
secrets. | have to remember that | shouldn’t try to protect them. We didn’t talk about
you al this time because | was trying to protect them and they were trying to protect
me. | think it would’ve been better if we had just been honest.” She let out a long
breath. “Holding on to anger is exhausting. It's arelief to let it go.”

He wasn't so sure about letting go of guilt. Because it had been such a key, driving
force for him.
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Guilt was acomfort, really. It had been the thing that had ultimately pulled him out of
the pit. Maybe that was a messed-up truth, but he had often felt that there were certain
things some sorts of people had to be extra careful of. There was a reason he didn’t
drink now. Not even in moderation. It was, in his opinion, a crutch he was prone to
leaning on far too much.

Not everybody was so careful.

Maybe guilt was a crutch too. But he wasn't going to wake up face down in a ditch
because he had overindulged in guilt. So there was that.

But what had just happened in Marigold's parents house was one of the more
profound things he had ever experienced. So maybe there was value in being changed
by it. In moving forward differently than he had been. Maybe.

Right now, they were starting something new. Something fresh.

For the first time, it really did feel like something good was growing from all that
charred earth. And he had Marigold to thank for that.

Chapter Nine

She had been delivering meals to Buck once a week for the past two weeks. Every
time she saw him, it got less jarring in one sense and more complicated in another.
Because he was gorgeous. And it wasn't a simple impersonal observation. It was
something she felt. Every time she passed the bags of food from her hands to his,
every time she was near him. He was becoming more and more himself to her.



Buck as he was now, and not the version of him she had yelled at in the streets, or
even the version she had philosophically forgiven in his absence all those years
earlier.

They aso had conversations that filled in the gaps of the last twenty years.

Tonight, she was intent on dropping the food and leaving. Quickly.

But as soon as she showed up, so did her daughter’s car, which was carrying not only
her and Colton, but Marcus and Reggie as well.

Marcus and Reggie tumbled out of the back seat while Lily rolled the window down.

“Can we go to the movies?’ Reggie asked.

“All of you?’ Buck asked.

“Yes. Colton and Lily said we could come.”

“Are they buying you aticket for an R-rated movie?’

“Buck,” Reggie said. “My lifeis an R-rated movie, man.”

“That didn’t answer my question.”

“They’re going to a cartoon,” Colton shouted.

“We are not,” said Marcus.

“Whatever,” said Buck. “Fine. Y ou can go to the movies.”



“Send me money on my phone,” Colton said.

“Fine.”

“We need popcorn and stuff,” he said.

“S0, you need a hundred dollars, that’ s what you’ re telling me,” said Buck.

“1 wouldn’t say no,” Colton said.

Lily, for her part, looked appropriately chagrined.

“Y ou can buy your own ticket,” Marigold said.

“She doesn’t have to,” said Colton.
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“Apparently my son is being chivalrous with my money.” Buck smiled. “Get out of
here, you heathens.”
And that |eft the two of them standing there, by themselves.

“Y ou want to come in?’ he asked.

Did she want to come into the house where it would just be the two of them by
themselves? She found that she did, perversely. But she also felt like she probably
shouldn’t. Of course, her feelings could be entirely one-sided. That was most likely.
Also, they were adults. They were not hormonal teenagers who needed supervision to
be alone in aroom together. That was Colton and Lily.

Another potent reminder of why nothing was ever going to happen between the two
of them.

There was ruining your kid'slife, and then there was ruining your kid' slife by having
the hots for her boyfriend’ s father.

Wow. What a horror show.
“Sure,” she said. She stepped inside, amost to prove that she could. Almost just to
prove that there was no real bogeyman here. There was no lack of control she needed

to be worried about, no attraction that was beyond the both of them.

It was just silly to think in those terms.



“You want to stay for dinner? You and Lily, when she gets back. | have a feeling
they’re al going to be overfull from what they’re eating at the theater.”

13 Sl_jre.”

“1 have these great preprepared meals,” he said.

She laughed. She laid the bag on the counter. “I mean, there's a little bit of work yet
to do.”

“I can help.”

“There' s not much to it. We just need to put the chicken in the oven, along with the
roast vegetables. Since there stime yet before they’ Il return.”

“Sounds good.”

She started getting the ingredients out. And compulsively, she began to put away the
other preprepared meal's she had brought, because she was here, so she might as well.

She could feel him looking at her.

“Sorry,” she said. “I probably overstepped.”

“No,” hesaid. “You haven't overstepped with anything.”

“The permits got submitted,” she said, taking a deep breath and wondering if the
subject change seemed too weird. But there was something so warm, so lovely about

being in here with him, and she was pushing against that reflexively. Against the
feeling of contentment that had begun to bloom in her chest.



Maybe that was silly. Because over the last couple of weeks Buck really had become
afriend. He had brought the boys to her parents’ house to throw the ball around with
her dad. Now the boys were considering trying out for the baseball team at school.
Buck was part of her life. It might be unexpected in a lot of ways, but it was
definitely reality. So maybe she just needed to stop being awkward.

“Glad to hear it,” he sad.

“Oh yeah. | am especidly glad. | can’'t believe it, though. | can’'t believe that
everything is progressing. | just... A month ago, | wouldn’t have thought | would be

here.

He looked around. “ Specifically in my kitchen?’

“Well. That too.” She paused for a moment. “It’s a good thing. Because Lily is going
to college.”

“1 know.” He grimaced. “I do worry. About Lily and Colton. And the logistics of that
relationship.”

“1 know,” she said. “So do I.” She took a breath and tried to ease the knot of tension
in her chest. “He's aredly good kid, Buck. Apart from being in my daughter’s room
that first day | met him, I mean.”

“Yeah. Well. Heisagood kid. A little bit feral, but he' strying.”

“I know. | don’t want either of them to hold each other back.”
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“Neither do I. But they don’t seem to have an angsty, over-the-top teen romance thing
happening. | mean, they’ re going to the movies with Colton’s younger brothers.”

“Yeah,” she said, smiling.

It really was the most wholesome, lovely thing. The way Buck and the boys had
formed afamily. The way Colton took care of Marcus and Reggie.

“1 don’t mean... Just to be very clear, it isn't that | don’t think Colton is wonderful. |
do.”

“No, | know. Lily is a great girl. You've done an amazing job with her. | can only
hope that | do half as well with the little bit of time | have... That is the only thing. |
wish | had more time to parent Colton.”

“1 know you don’t know this,” she said softly. “Because you left home at eighteen
and didn’t really have contact with anybody, but parenting doesn’t end at eighteen.
Colton is going to need you a lot when he's off to college. And he's going to need
this place to come back to. Your continued support when he's not technically a kid
anymore, that’ s going to mean the world to him.”

The corner of his mouth tipped upward into asmile. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“lI mean, it's a great way to continue to show that when you took him in, it was
forever. | imagine he hasn’t had alot in the way of stability.”

Buck shook his head. “No. Colton was put in foster care when he was three. He got



bounced around al over the place for years before his mom lost parental rights. And
then... He was running away from foster homes all the time. He got caught with drugs
he was selling. And that was how he ended up at Hope Ranch.”

Sympathy made her chest tight. “That poor kid.”

“Yeah. He was fifteen when he came to the ranch. Alone in the world. Angry. He's
had two years of stability. Compared to all those years without it.”

“It’ samazing what a difference it makes.”

“1 just wish... You know, it's one of those things. | just really wish | could ve found
them earlier. But in order to do that | would ve had to find myself earlier. And |
wasn't there yet.”

“But you were at the ranch for sixteen years.”

He chuckled. “Yeah. And for a while, that was just triage. Me trying to stop the
bleeding so | could stay standing.”

“1 need a cutting board,” she said.

“Right here,” he said. He moved toward her, and then reached up into the cabinet
above her head, bringing his chest right up against her, and when he looked down, the
breath exited her lungsin agust. He was so close. She could smell him.

He smelled like cedar, dust and hay.

She wondered about the plans he had for this ranch. He had mentioned a little about

them a couple of times in passing when they were planning different things for her
business. But she found she wanted to know more about him. And at the same time,



she realized she also wanted to draw closer to him. She felt dizzy with it.

He seemed frozen there. He wasn’t grabbing a cutting board. He was just standing
there. His hand pressed against the cabinet above her, and her eyes drifted to his
forearm, well muscled and glorious. To his mouth again, down to his broad chest. His
lean waist. Highlighted perfectly in the maroon Henley shirt he was wearing.

“Buck,” she said.

A warning, an invitation—she wasn’'t exactly sure.

But his name tasted like moonshine that neither of them allowed themselves to drink
anymore. Intoxicating. Forbidden.

Then suddenly, he grabbed the cutting board and took a step back. “Here,” he said.

“Oh,” she said, taking it from his hand.

Their fingers didn’t brush. He was very careful to make sure they didn’t.

He cleared histhroat. “ Anything | can do to help? | thought all the prep was done.”

“l decided | wanted to add alittle bit more garlic. That's all. It’sin the suggestions in
the recipe, but since I’m doing it...”

“You shouldn’t do it. You already did all the work.”

“lI don't mind. It's my job. And cooking is easy for me. Probably a lot easier than
watching you stumble through the motions.”
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“Well, | have stumbled through the motions when you’ re not here.”
“Yes,” shesaid. “But crucidly, | don’t have to seeit.”

“Harsn,” he said.

Their gazes connected, lingered for just alittle bit too long.

She didn’'t know what to do in asituation like this. She hadn’t wanted to kissaman in
avery long time. And the truth was, she wanted to kiss Buck Carson.

But it was inconvenient, and it was foolish.

“Stop looking at me like that,” he said.

Well. He was going to make hiding it pointless.

“Sorry. I’'m trying to figure out exactly what to do about it.”
“About what exactly, Marigold?’

“Don’t make it weird,” she said.

“1’m not making it weird. But | am asking you. Honestly.”

“No you aren’t. Because you know exactly what | was thinking.”



“Tell me”

He was daring her. The sensua challenge in his voice ignited something in her
stomach.

How was that possible? Only a few moments ago, their kids had all been in acar in
the driveway, and they had been bantering with them. It had all been so parental. And
for her, being a parent had meant separating herself entirely from sexuality.

Or maybe that separation had been about protection. Not just protecting Lily, but
herself.

Because she had only known how to use sex in arealy unhealthy way. It hadn’t been
about pleasure; it had been about oblivion. Attention. It had never been about love; it
had been about loss. About the emptiness inside of her. And she just hadn’t wanted to
work any of that out with her daughter around watching it.

He made her want to try. Because right now, they felt cocooned. Right now, this felt
like alovely, secret moment.

She wanted to take his dare. She wanted to find the part of herself she had put away
so long ago and take it back out. Look at it. Examineit. Seeif it still shone as brightly
as it had then. Because that was the thing. She could have regrets about the why of al
the things she had done, but there was something wonderful about being young. And
alittle bit wild.

Both she and Buck had put away their wildness so effectively. And maybe that’s
what she was seeing when she looked at him. When their eyes caught and held.

Maybe she was seeing the remnants of that wildness, alittle spark.

It made her want to test it. To try it.



“WEell, | was thinking about kissing you.”

He made a sound, adjacent to agrowl, and it left her feeling thrilled. Excited.

“That would be avery bad idea,” he said.

“1 know. That’swhy | didn’t do it.”

“But you mentioned it.”

“After intensive questioning,” she said.

“Because you were being so obvious.”

They stared at each other for along moment. She tried to take a breath, but she found

the air in her lungs was frozen. And in a voice she barely recognized as her own, she
heard: “ Just once.”
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Maybe this was a gift to the girl she had once been. The girl who had idolized him.
Who had thought the sun and moon hung on his smile. The girl who had been so
devastated and damaged after that accident that she had lost pieces of herself. Maybe
it was amoment to give that girl asmall fantasy.

Because hadn’t she been endlessly responsible? She had. She had made nothing but
the best decisions every day of her life since Lily was born. And they had this small
window. This couple of hours where nobody was here, where no one was watching
them, and she just wanted to make one choice that was self-indulgent. Some might
cal it bad.

But they’ d been so good. How could it be bad?
That was how she found herself taking a step toward him. And he didn’t move away.

She put her hand on his chest and startled. He was so hot, so solid. She could feel his
heart raging beneath her palm.

It had been so long since she had touched somebody else like this, and the last time
she had, it hadn’t been the same. It hadn’'t been slow. It hadn’t been deliberate. She
had wanted to be carried away from the moment. Right now, she wanted to linger in
it.

She didn’t want to forget who she was. She remembered. Every year, every mistake.
Every version of herself that she had ever been. She allowed al of those Marigolds to
enjoy the moment. Because in that moment, she was flooded by a rush of forgiveness.
Not just for him, but for herself.



For the foolish things, the hopeful things, the wild things, the self-sacrificing things
and the indulgent things.

Because she was all the decisions she had ever made, good and bad. And one didn’t
take away from the other, and none of it defined her either.

She moved her hand slowly down his chest, to the firm, flat ridges of his stomach.
She stopped at the waistband of his jeans, her breath catching hard.

Then she reached her hand out to his face, tracing a line along his square jaw,
relishing the sensation of hiswhiskers beneath her fingertips.

“You... You' re so...”

“Shut up and kissme,” he said.

She didn’t have time to respond, because he wrapped his large hand around the back
of her head and pulled her in close, his mouth firm and hard against hers as he
clamed her with an intensity that was unlike anything she had ever experienced
before.

His body was so hard, his hold so tight, so perfect. She wrapped her arms around his
neck and gave herself over to the kiss. Learning how to do it all over again. She
followed his rhythm, parted her lips, and when his tongue touched hers, she gasped.
Then sighed as he went deep, luxuriating in the slick friction of it.

He moved his hands down her back to cup her rear, and she arched forward
instinctively, reveling in his touch.

She didn’t know if this counted as one kiss, because eventually he was kissing her
neck and back to her mouth again, then down to the curve of her breast.



She gasped.

He lifted her up off the ground and placed her on the counter, stepping into the space
between her legs and deepening the kiss.

She wrapped her legs around him, realizing she was pushing this further, faster than
she had meant to. But it was instinct. It was needed. So many years of not being held,
not being touched.

She wondered then if she had been acting out of any sort of great restraint, or if she
had been punishing herself. She had decided she didn’t deserve this. This magical
alchemy of human connection. The glory of a man’s hands on her body.

Suddenly now she wanted it more than she could remember wanting anything.

More than she could remember wanting to breathe.

Nothing was simple about this. He was Buck Carson. Their son and daughter were
dating. Their connection was loaded. Like a stick of dynamite. But then, so was this.

This need.

She gave back everything he was giving. He growled, and when his hands moved to
cup her breasts, a sudden rush of reality crowded in.

“Wait,” she said.

“What?" he asked, his voice deep, hiswords slurred.

“We can't. Colton and Lily are dating. We are business partners, there is so much...
There is so much stuff.”



He took a step away, letting out a deep breath. Then he looked up at the ceiling.

“What are you doing?’
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“Trying to recite the al phabet backward.”
Her eyes dropped to the front of hisjeans. “Oh,” she said.
He winced. “Yeah.”
“I... 'm sorry. | haven't been with anybody in along time.”
“It’ s been afair amount of time for me too.”
“ Seventeen years?’
He had to laugh. “No. But still. A while.” He let out a Slow breath. “And even if it
had been yesterday, it wouldn't matter. Because you're you. And | have been
attracted to you since the day you showed up practically towing Colton by the ear.
It's you. It's not the celibacy or the fact that it’'s forbidden or anything like that. It's
just you.”
She’ d had no idea how much she needed to hear something like that until he'd said it.

To not just feel desired, but special.

It had been a long time since she had felt anything like that, too. Maybe she never
had.

“Thisis arealy bad idea,” she said. “I mean, not the one kiss. That was wonderful.
But anything else...”



He looked at her, and there wasfire in his eyes.

“Don’'t look at melike that,” she said.

“l believe | just said that to you, and look at where we ended up.”

“Definitely not preparing dinner.” She took a deep breath. “Do you know why I’'ve
been celibate since before | had Lily?

“1 could take a few wild guesses.”

“It felt easy in some ways, to not have her dad around. | felt like | was blessed with a
lack of complication. That meant she was my daughter and | got to raise her on my
terms. The idea of bringing random men into the life | so carefully made for her, for
me, | couldn’t bear it.” She decided not to mention any of her errant thoughts about
the possibility of it being a punishment. Like she had cut herself off for being
overindulgent. “And she’'sleaving in just afew months.”

“1 understand that. But you aren’t with her al the time.”

“Aren’t you listening? | don't like complicated. Maybe because | had my fill of
complicated along time ago. Y ou have to understand that.”

He nodded slowly. “I guess maybe | should. But | was never trying to make my life
simple. | think | don’t know anythingbutcomplicated. | mean, | just adopted three
teenage boys, so obviously simple is not my wheelhouse.”

She laughed. “I get that. But...”

“Yeah. There'salot of people who could get hurt.”



She nodded. “Yes. Thereis.”

“The thing is, nobody will get hurt if nobody knows.”

She hadn’t even considered that. “What would that even look like? Do you mean... If
wejust...”

“It' s entirely possible to keep things only physical.”

“Well, that’s the thing. Our lives are kind of enmeshed. And that makes it difficult to
be only physical.”

“Friends with benefits. | hear that works.”
Wow. That was an incredibly tempting offer. But she had to wonder...much like when
she was on the cusp of that same feeling she'd had when he had first offered to help

her with her business.

Wondering if she was just doing moral gymnastics because really, she wanted to take
him up on the offer.
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Everything felt too high stakes.

That was the bottom line. She couldn’t go playing around with her daughter’s first
relationship. With her last few months of her daughter being at home.

Areyou still making excuses?

She didn't think so. But when she looked at him, her heart beat faster, and that
reminded her of scarier times.

More exciting times.

But scary, all the same.

“The kids will be back soon.” She let out along, slow breath. “Thank you for... That
was actually the first time I’ ve done anything like that for along time. As you know.
And it wasredlly, redly nice.”

“And the sky didn’'t cavein,” he said.

11 NO-”

She had so many questions. About how he had conducted his life for these past two
decades.

Not the stuff she knew—where he had lived, the work he had done. She wanted to
know about his sex life. About his relationships. Because she was standing on the



edge of those things, and she wished she could understand what made him think he
could just be her friend with benefits. She also knew that talking about it was
dangerous. That they needed to get back on less precarious footing.

S0 she didn’t ask him. She just decided to finish cooking the chicken. And by the
time the kids got home, she could only hope they didn't look like they had been
caught with their hands in the cookie jar. She sort of felt like she had been, even
though time had lapsed since they’ d given in to that kiss.

Their eyes met across the table, and she decided, within herself, that whatever
happened, they were going to be friends. And that was it. That was going to be the
solid foundation by which they built everything. Their business... And everything.
After they’ d driven home, she looked over at Lily. “Did you have a good time?’
“Yeah. | had agreat time. Colton’s brothers arereally cute.”

“They’re not that much younger than you.”

“No, but they seem likeit. | don’t know. They’re nice kids.”

It was funny to hear Lily talk about afifteen-year-old and a sixteen-year-old that way.
She supposed it reflected how mature her daughter felt at this point in time. How
ready she wasto be seen as an adult. Yes. Her liferealy was changing.

And Marigold thought about that kiss...

No. She was resolved.

And yet, friends with benefits...



She ached. She really did. Because what if they could do that? What if they could
have a relationship nobody knew about but them? One that didn’t complicate things.
One that just eased both of their needs alittle bit.

Y ou would never let yourself have something that nice.

That very disturbing thought echoed in her head for the whole rest of the evening.
Chapter Ten

Buck’s head was still reeling from that kiss. Hell, his whole body was on high alert.
He hadn’'t slept a wink. He had ended up taking a cold shower at one in the morning
to try and spite his overactive hormones. It really was a hell of a thing. And he was

supposed to see her today on a matter of business.

Y et nothing inside of him felt ready to discuss business. What he wanted to do was
take her in hisarms again. Kiss her senseless.

How had that happened?

But he hadn’t been lying when he had told her it was about her. About how much she
made him feel.

About how much he wanted her.
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It had been like that from the moment she had first appeared on his doorstep. And
maybe that was the real reason he had kept her close. Maybe he was full of shit.
Maybe it had never been about trying to follow his gut instinct. Maybe it had always
been about wanting her. Maybe atonement was just an excuse.

That made him feel guilty.

And hewould be lying if he said he didn’t like the guilt. It was his comfort zone.

Right about now, he felt like Marigold’'s lips were his comfort zone. Where
everything was that he had ever wanted.

He wanted to kiss her again, strip her bare—

“Y ou passed the school driveway, Buck,” Reggie said.
“Dammit,” he said.

Colton laughed.

“Well, you're going to get your driver’s license, and then they’re going to be your
responsibility,” he said.

“l never said | didn’t want my license,” Colton said. “I think you don’'t want me to
get it.”

WEell. Colton wasn't entirely far off. Driving was afact of life. It wasn't like he had a



long-standing hang-up. And he had been fine yesterday when Lily was driving the
boys. Alcohol had played a factor in the accident that had taken his friends’ lives.
That aspect wasn’t something that could be ignored. But...

As much as Colton was responsible—and he had become responsible in these last
couple of years with a little bit of guidance, and having the chance to not live in
chaos—Buck knew how stupid teenage boys could be. In a pretty damned haunting

way.

“1 do want you to get your license. It'll make my life easier. But there are going to be
so many ground rules.”

“l know, | know.”

Buck turned around in an auto parts parking lot and headed back toward the school.
He summarily booted the boys out of the truck and then headed on down the road
toward Marigold’ s place.

He hadn’t been to her house yet.

He thought it was strange that he was looking forward to it. To seeing what sort of
life she had built for herself and Lily. He knew it would be warm. Inviting. Well
ordered. Because Marigold herself was al those things.

When he pulled up to the house, this theory was proven to be true. It was small, but
well ordered, with a neat garden area in the front, and a porch with a rocking chair
and awreath on the door.

When she had said that she'd set out to make an entirely complete life for herself and
Lily without Lily’s father, he hadn’t entirely known what that meant. But he got it

now.



She was self-contained. Entirely happy without a man.

Well. Almost.

He thought again about that kiss. It had been absolutely incendiary.

Maybe they could...

Maybe.

Because he'd never had a sexual entanglement that got emotional. And she clearly
didn’t need anything emotional from him. That was the perfect arrangement as far as
he was concerned. A woman who didn’t need anything from him but physical
pleasure. Because he could do that. He could give that.

As part of being a marked man, a man who had to go through life atoning, he had
made it his business to be the absolute best lover possible. He needed the women he
had sex with to come twice before he got close to the peak of pleasure. It was part of
putting more out in the world than he took away.

He wanted to make Marigold come even more times than that.

He gritted his teeth and got out of his truck, made his way toward that cute, neat front
door.

School carnivals, a passel of teenagers, meeting her parents, this adorable house. All
of it stood in stark contrast to the riotous, sexual thoughts making their way through
his head.

It was like the deepest, darkest part of himself was rising to the surface and making
waves that didn’t belong in a beautiful, placid lake.
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Wholesome.

That described so many of the interactions they’ d had since he' d come back to town.
And then he'd kissed her.

Which had been anything but wholesome.

And what he wanted now was anything but wholesome.

He was about to knock when the door opened. There she was, her red hair wild about
her face. Her eyes wide.

“Dammit,” he said.

She stepped back, and he stepped in, closed the door firmly behind her and pulled her
into his arms. He was kissing her before she could say anything. And she melted
against him, kissing him back with a ferocity that didn’'t even surprise him, because
the wild look in her eye when he had approached her, said everything he needed to
know.

He could read her. It was so goddamned annoying. It would be better if he hadn’t
known. If he didn’'t see the sensual need in her eyes when he looked at her. But he
did. Because it was the same need that echoed inside of him.

Because, for some reason, they felt that for each other on the same level. Because for
some reason they felt...inevitable.



Wasthisit?

That day she had come to his door with Colton—wasit al leading to this?

Well, his dick would like to think so. But that seemed... Well, it didn’t really seem
like atonement. Because it felt ahell of alot like pleasing himself.

He would put her needs first. He would putherfirst.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, her fingers pushing up through his hair,
cradling the back of his head, moving down his back, and he did the same to her,
feeling those wild curls, her petite frame, moving his hands all the way down to the
delicious curve of her ass.

She was so gorgeous.

She was unlike any woman he had ever wanted before. Simply because she was her.
Maybe because he knew her.

Maybe because he cared.

It wasn’t about a generic desire to score points with the universe, but about wanting
to see her experience pleasure at his hands.

Thiswas an entirely different experience to any he’'d ever known.
Friends with benefits?
Yeah. That was what it would have to be. Because they were business partners.

Because of the kids. Because no one could ever know that this had happened, least of
all Colton and Lily.



Shit. That would make him the worst dad in the entire world. Scamming on his son’s
girlfriend’s mother. The absolute worst. And Colton would have every right to
disown him. Or punch him.

So no one would ever know.

No one would ever have to know.

That fueled him now. Made this feel darker, more glorious. Surrounded by her
adorable house with gorgeous knickknacks. She had a shelf full of birds wearing
scarves. And he wanted to strip her clothes off and see every inch of her bare skin.
Right in front of those birds.

Maybe that was the whole point of it. That they had thrown themselves into this other
reality. One where they tried to be acceptable. One where they tried to be neat. One
where they tried to be better than they were. Better than their darkest, wildest
impulses—but neither of them were. Because maybe no person was. And maybe they
weren't two different things, or two different kinds of people. Maybe everyone had
thisinside of them.

They had suppressed it. They both had. She sure as hell had. But it was still there.

And it was pretty damned glorious.

“1 want you,” he growled against her mouth.
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“Yes,” she breathed.
“God help me,” he said.

He lifted her up off the ground, her legs wrapped around his waist as he started to
carry her up the stairs.

“Y ou know where my bedroom is,” she said.

“I'll figureit out.”

He was resourceful that way.

“1 don’'t have condoms,” she said.

Everything stopped for a moment.

“l have one,” he said.

Just one. One he always carried in his wallet for emergencies, even though it wasn't
like one-night stands broke out without careful planning on his part. And there hadn’t
been one since he had adopted the boys. But he made sure to religiously replace that
one condom, so it never went past its expiration date and didn’t spend too long being

exposed to the elements or anything like that.

He was safe.



“Oh,” she said.

“It'sasafety measure,” he said. “1 wasn't planning this. It'sjust...”

“Right,” she said.

“Areyou judging me?’

“No. I'mglad.”

“Good,” he said.

He claimed her mouth again, marveling at the fact that he could be thirty-eight years
old and this on edge. That he could be this intent on having her.

That he could want her so very much.

Hefelt like ateenager. They were even having discussions about condoms.

He wanted her so much.

He brought her into the bedroom. He was certain it was hers. And because she didn’t
protest, he knew he was right. It was neat as a pin, like everything else in the house,
her bedspread an adorable gingham. He was going to strip her naked on that gingham

and do unspeakabl e things to her.

He set her down at the center of the mattress and stepped away from her, stripping his
shirt up over his head.

Her eyes went wide. “Damn,” she said.



“Thank you. That's awfully kind.”

“It's hardly kind. A simple damn doesn’t do justice to those muscles. | feel spoiled.”
“Not as spoiled as | feel. Believe me. Because you are... | don’t have any gentlemanly
words for it, Marigold. | just know that | want you. More than anything. | can't
explain it. Because it’s something that goes beyond words.”

“1 don’t need words. Y ou can just show me.”

So he did. He stripped off his jeans, his boots and socks, everything, and let her see
how hard he was for her. How much he wanted her. Her eyes kept getting rounder

and rounder.

“It'sbeen aredly long time,” she said.
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“I’ll be careful,” he said.
“Thank you,” she responded.
He moved over the top of her, kissed her neck, slowly, very slowly, stripped the
sweater from her body and unclipped her bra. She was as beautiful as he had
imagined she would be. Even more so. Because he hadn’t been able to imagine the
exact ripe colors, the perfect softness and roundness.
And now he did. He cupped her breast, slid his thumb over her nipple. Watched her
arch against his touch. Watched as her face contorted with pleasure. She was so
beautiful.

So beautiful.

He growled, kissing her neck, kissing down to the plump curve of her breasts, taking
one nipple into his mouth and sucking hard.

Then he moved down the rest of her body, gripping the waistband of her skirt and
tugging it down her thighs, taking her underwear with it.

She arched against him, and he held her down against the mattress, parting her legs
for him so he could taste all that glory between them.

She was wet for him, and she tasted like heaven.

He gripped her so tight, she couldn’'t pull away from him. She was whimpering,



crying out, and he could feel her whole body draw tight like a bow as she got closer
and closer to the peak.

“Yes,” he growled against her. “Come for me.”

He felt her shatter against his mouth, and he kept on going, pushing two fingers
inside of her as he did, as she unraveled completely. There on that sweet little
bedspread.

And she was still the responsible, well-ordered mother of ateenager, but her hair was
spread out on the pillow like aring of fire, and her lips were swollen, her cheeks pink
with desire.

He was still a man on a mission to be redeemed, a man with a black mark in his past
so profound he didn’t think he could ever erase it. A man trying to do right by three
teenage boys, a man whose head was filled with plans for a new ranch and plans for
the future of the kids he had just taken on.

But he was aso wholly here with her. And she was with him.

They were al the things, al at once.

His chest burned with it all.

He moved up her body, kissing a trail along her soft skin, before kissing her mouth,
putting his hand between her legs and wringing another climax out of her.

Then, only then, did he reach for hiswallet.

“Areyou ready?’



“Yes,” she whispered.

“Good,” he growled.

He tore open the condom and rolled it over his length, before positioning himself at
the entrance to her body. Then he tested her readiness.

“I"m good,” she said.

She gasped as he filled her, and it was tight. But she seemed to want it. Seemed to
glory in it. Just as he did. She wrapped her legs around his waist and clung to his
shoulders as he began to move.

It was like a baptism. By fire, by grace, by Marigold, and he couldn’t get enough.

Because it was everything, and so was she.

He held on to his own climax as long as he could, gritting his teeth, biting the inside
of his cheek to create enough pain that he wouldn’t lose it completely.

And then finally, finally, she shuddered out another climax, and he embraced his
own.

He growled out her name as he let the pleasure take him, and then everything was
still. Quiet.
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She let out along, heavy sigh.

“Oh, | feel so much better,” she said.

And then she laughed.

He withdrew from her, lying on his side. “Metoo. But I’'m glad that it's mutual.”
“Woas that really stupid?’

“1 don't feel stupid. | feel fucking amazing.”

“Me too,” she said. “I don’t want to... This doesn’'t have to be dramatic. | just... |
haven’'t been with anybody in a long time, and | don’t want to get married. | don’t

even want to have a boyfriend. | don’t want to share my house with a man.”

“Great,” he said. And he couldn’'t quite pinpoint why an element of what she said
made him feel alittle dissatisfied.

“1 just want... | want this. Thisthat just happened. | like you. | know you came here to
work with me. And we can do that. Now. We can talk about business. And then we
can get dressed and go to our respective houses. Maybe we can even have dinner with
the kids again. But they don’t need to know.”

She echoed every thought he had about this. It seemed perfect, and it seemed
completely logical.



Heloved it.

What wasn't to love?

“Friends with benefits,” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “Friends with benefits. | think it'sagreat idea.”

“Fantastic,” he said.

“Yes,” she agreed.

“All right. So let’s go over what we need to go over about the business.”

“I"ll go get my binder.”

He chuckled, and lay back in the bed. Wholesome. Almost.

Everything was going to work out fine. They both knew what they wanted, and what
they wanted was essentially the same thing. There was absolutely nothing that could
go wrong here.

Absolutely nothing.

Marigold was trying to chop celery, but she kept spacing out.

And when Lily came home, Marigold startled at the sound of the sslamming door, like
she hadn’'t been expecting it. Because she had forgotten where she was. She might

have forgotten who she was. The afternoon felt like a complete and total fever dream.

He' d come to her house, they’ d had sex, and then they had lain in bed and pored over



her planner like they weren't naked, and then they had ended up making out, and he
had to run to the store to buy a box of condoms. Which they had made good use of.

They had made love and worked on their plans off and on for the whole day, until it
was time for him to go and get his kids from school.

And shefelt... Changed. Which wasn’t how friends with benefits was supposed to go,
she was sure. But she didn’t know if there was a woman alive who could keep her
head on straight when she was being thoroughly...rustled by Buck Carson.

She paused for along moment.

Buck Carson. He was the object of so many complex emotionsin her life.

This friends-with-benefits situation felt like acting out against the past. Against the
pain she had once felt, against things that had been taken away from her.

And maybe it was acting out.
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Y et, he had proven he was safe.

They wanted the same things. He was investing in her business. They had a
connection that transcended sex, but sex was an equaly strong connection. And
neither of them wanted it to be romantic. Today hadn’t been romantic.

She paused again.

“Mom?’

She snapped back to reality for the second time in just a few moments. She had
forgotten that her first jolt was the door closing, which meant Lily was home.

“I'min here,” she said.

“1 wanted to go to Colton’ s house for dinner tonight?’
“Sure,” she said.

“You don’'t haveto come,” Lily said.

And that made Marigold feel sort of hurt. Also, she wanted to see Buck. Which was
slly.

She tried to smile. “Okay. | won’t. That'sfine.”

“Are you okay?’ Lily asked as she made her way over to the fridge, opened it and



took out a sparkling water. She popped the top on the can and stared at Marigold
suspiciously.

“I’m very okay,” she said.

“Good. Glad to hear it.”

“Weéll. | hope you enjoy dinner at Colton’s. Did you talk to Buck about it?”’

“| don’'t know. Colton did.”

As if on cue, Marigold's phone rang. Buck’s name appeared on the screen, and her
heart tried to race up her esophagus and out of her mouth.

“Hi,” she said, answering the phone aimost immediately. Lily was staring at her.
“Hey,” he said, his voice soft as velvet, like hands against her skin. She shivered. She
looked at Lily out of the side of her eye and then studied the celery she was chopping.
“Lily tells me she wants to come to your place for dinner?’

“Yeah. | know | have those great prepared meals but | was thinking of grabbing a
pizza for the kids to throw in the oven, and maybe you and | could go have dinner
somewhere else so we aren’'t overrun by teenagers.”

“Y eah. That sounds good.”

“I’ll come get you after Lily arrives at my place.”

“Okay. See you then.”

“What was that?’ Lily asked.



“Oh, Buck just thought maybe it would be more fun if you guys were at the house by
yourselves. | mean, with Reggie and Marcus, obviously. We aren’t leaving you in the
house alone.”

“Oh,” Lily said.

“Heand | are going to go have dinner somewhere else. It’s not a date.”

She felt her face getting pink.

“Mom,” Lily said. “Y ou’re blushing.”

“I don't think | am,” she said.
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“You are literally bright red.”

“l am not. Because there’'s nothing... | am just going to dinner with him so you can
have some time with Colton.”

“1 don’t know. | think you’ re weird about him.”

“Yeah, I'm alittle weird about him, because we have a strange...connection. Okay?
We have a strange connection, and | don’t really know what to do about it. I’'m still
figuring it out. Grandma and Grandpa were wonderful when they met him, and when
| explained that you were dating Colton, and that he was helping with my business,
but there’' sjust alot of history there.”

“Did you ever date him?’

“No. | was thirteen, remember? | did not date him.”

“Did you like him?’

“1 told you that | thought he was handsome. But that’s not the same thing as having a
crush.”

“Do you like him now?’
“I"'m thirty-three years old,” Marigold said. “I don’t have crushes.”

“Y ou would be allowed to have crushes,” Lily said. “I wouldn’t care if you did date. |



mean, not Colton’s dad, but | wouldn't mind if you dated.”

“1 never wanted to do that,” Marigold said. “Because | like our life the way that it is.”

“But I’'m leaving soon,” said Lily.

“Yes. You are.”

Lily frowned. “I mean... | like Colton. A lot. And he makes me feel things...” It was
Lily’sturn to turn pink. “It’sreally bad timing, isn’t it?”

Marigold thought about the afternoon she had spent in bed with Buck. “I don’t know.
Maybe. Lily, | was worried about you getting hurt. | still am. And of course I'm
worried about safety and responsibility and pregnancy and all that kind of stuff, but
the truth of the matter is, Colton seems like a really good kid. And if he’'s good to
you, it doesn’'t matter if it's forever or not. Maybe what he's teaching you is what a
good boyfriend looks like. So that when you're lonely and away at college, and you
like somebody, you don't accept less than what you feel right now.”

Lily looked sad. “Maybe.”

Marigold wondered if it was the same for herself. The sex that she and Buck had
today had been transformative. Better than any she’'d ever had, but of course that was
the difference between having sex with teenage boys and having sex with a thirty-
eight-year-old man who knew what the hell he was doing.

There had been such a gap in her experience—this was a teachable moment. Because
Lily was right. Things were changing, and she was leaving. So that meant... It meant
that Marigold should figure out what her future could look like. Maybe someday she
would want a relationship. Maybe someday she would want to fall in love and get
married. That would be... Well, it wasn’'t something on the horizon just yet.



She couldn’t see past Buck being in her bed.

But maybe today was a learning experience. She would never settle for less than what
she had felt in his arms. Because after knowing that existed, why would she?

She would never settle less for less than the insanity that had gripped them both when
he had come to the door.

Why would she?

“Well, have fun at your dinner,” Lily said.

“Youtoo,” she said.

And she felt just alittle, tiny bit guilty that she wasn’'t being totally honest with her
daughter, but there was no point to that sort of honesty. Lily didn’t need to know that

Marigold was having a sexual revolution.

If she was relieved that Lily left in time for Marigold to get dressed up for said
dinner, well, that was just the way of it.

By the time Buck got there, she was wearing a skintight dress and more makeup than
she normally bothered with.

“Wow,” he said. “Y ou look beautiful.”

He moved in and kissed her, and she didn’t stop him. There was nobody here.



Page 48

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 5:04 pm

But as he deepened the kiss, she did press on his chest. “I’m hungry,” she said.
“Metoo,” he growled, kissing her neck. She shivered.
“For pasta, not your penis.”

He stepped back and barked a laugh. “WEell, you have a way of putting a man in his
place.”

“I’'m not trying to,” she said. “I’d like to have dinner. Also, I’'m too nervous to go
having sex when the kids could just appear at any moment. Or at least, my kid could.
When she'sin school, great. But otherwise... We have to be careful.”

“Yeah. | hear you.”

“All right. Pasta.”

“Just tell me where the best placeis, and I'll take you there.”

She picked her favorite restaurant, because she could, and the two of them got
sparkling water, slightly to the chagrin of the waiter, she could see.

“You can have winein front of me,” Buck said. “I don’t care.”

“It'sfine. | don’'t really drink much. It reminds me of...bad times. So, it’s not really a
relaxing escape for me.”



“Fair enough.”

“1 wanted to thank you. For earlier today.”

“No. The fact that it left you craving fettuccine instead of more of me doesn’t exactly
feel like a standing ovation.”

She looked at him, feeling a shiver go down her spine. “I am craving you. But I'm
also trying to be reasonable and rational .”

“I think | might be incapable of that.”

They ordered their entrée, and her stomach went tight. She really did wish this dinner
would end with akiss at her door. And her inviting himin.

Sheredlly did want him again.

“Thisisnot adate,” she said, looking resolutely at her menu.

“Of course not,” he said.

They got their entrées and bread, and talked more about business, rather than steering
the conversation back into the personal.

She looked down at his hand, the way it gripped the fork, and thought of the way he
had touched her.

“$S0, you do have to tell me.”

“1 have to tell you something?’



“Yes. How hasyour...love life worked, exactly, for the last twenty years?’

“Oh, now you have questions.”

“Y es. Because you are very, very good.”

“Well. Thank you for the compliment. I... The honest truth is that when | was kind of
off the rails there for a few years, it was a lot of sex. Mostly anonymous. I... | didn’t
care, about anything. | didn’t want connections. | wanted oblivion.”

“| relate to that.”

“But after | started working at the camp, it wasn't that ssimple. Everything | did had to
be alot more...deliberate. | had leave every year, and every year | would take myself
off somewhere faraway, to a tourist spot, find a woman and spend the week with

her.
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“Really?’ She hated that woman. Whoever she was. Whoever she had been for all
those years.

“Yeah. | mean, not for the last couple of years. | was deciding what to do as far as
adopting the boys. | was realizing | needed to make some changes. Sex was more of
an itch to scratch, | guess. Kind of like leisure time. It felt good and relaxing. | made
it my mission to make it as good as possible for every woman | was with. And that
made me enjoy it too.”

“| see.” Was that what she was? A sex vacation?

“No,” he said, like he had read her mind. “It’s not the same as you. You' re different.
Before, | never cared who the woman was. Blonde, brunette, slim, curvy. Didn’t
matter. Just somebody to be with for a little bit. It was the companionship, the
touch—that was what mattered. With this, it's you. Because | haven't felt the need to
go out and find anybody since | adopted the boys. And | didn’t go out and find you.
Y ou found me.”

“Right.”
She held his gaze, and she felt something in her chest expand.

She didn’'t need to have feelings for him. She really didn’t. It would be a mess. An
absolute mess. And so would she.

“There's a big barbecue happening at my parents' house this weekend. Colton wants
Lily to come.”



Marigold closed her eyes. “1 really do worry about them.”

“Yeah. We all have to go through some heartbreak, don’t we? And hey, maybe they
won’'t. Maybe they’ |l go off to college, and it’ll feel natural for them to let go of each
other. Or maybe they won't. Maybe they’ Il find their way back to each other.”
“Maybe.” It felt so loaded, him saying that.

Was that whattheywere doing? Finding their way back to each other?

Don’'t romanticize it. Just friends with benefits.

“Anyway. | thought it would be nice if you could come. | could introduce you to my
parents.”

Her heart slammed against her breastbone. “Why?’

“Because,” he said. “We' re doing business together. Also, your daughter is dating my
g)n.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

She wanted to go. That was the thing. And maybe it felt like a bit of aletdown that he
didn’t want to introduce her to his parents because she was special, or whatever elseit
could’ ve been.

But, it also didn’t feel like aletdown. It didn't.

Because she just wanted to spend time with him. And the reason didn’t much matter.

They finished up their dinner and walked alongside each other back to the truck. It



felt hideously awkward to not hold his hand. They had never held hands before, so
she couldn’t fully explain why it would feel awkward, but it did.

She let out along, slow breath, as she settled into the passenger seat and let him drive
her back to her house.

He walked her up to the front door, and she felt a tense pause inside of her. Her
breath hitched; her heart lifted. Right then, she heard the sound of tires on the
driveway. Lily pulled up alongside Buck’ s truck, and Marigold froze.

“l guessthat's good night,” she said.

“Guessitis,” hesaid.

He waved, like they hadn‘t just been about to kiss. “ See you this weekend, at least.”
“Yeah. See you then.”

He started to walk back to the truck and greeted Lily as she headed toward Marigold.

“Great timing,” Marigold said, smiling.

“Yeah.”
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“Did you have fun?’

“l had a great time. He invited me to come out to his grandparents house this
weekend.”

“Well, | hope you don’t think it'sweird, but | got an invitation also.”

“It’ s not weird.”

“Great. That soundsjust great.”

Chapter Eleven

Buck kept scanning the pandemonium of the yard, waiting to see if she was going to
arrive. It was an unseasonably warm September, and they had set up tables outside
for their barbecue dinner. His brothers were talking and laughing, and occasionaly,
even Boone almost smiled at him.

There were kids. So many kids. Toddlers and teenagers scampering around the place.
But he was waiting for Marigold to get there. And suddenly, her car rounded the
corner, and both him and Colton stood up. Wow. He was acting like a teenager.
Because he looked just like his son.

“Lily’shere,” he said.

“Yeah,” Buck said, rubbing his chest. He had missed Marigold so much over the last



few days. All he had wanted was to go to her house, get in bed with her. Take them
both to the places they’ d gone when they’ d made love that afternoon.

He needed her again. So badly, it made hisjaw ache.

But there just hadn’'t been a chance. Y eah, the kids were in school all day, but they
both had inconvenient things like jobs.

He was getting the logistics worked out for the ranch. And the build for her new
facility. And she was continuing to do the job she had already been doing.

When Marigold got out of the car, he couldn’'t say it was only his body that was
affected by the sight of her. It was everything. She made his heart beat faster; she
made everything in him feel like it was on red alert. That woman. Good God, that
woman.

Colton was halfway to them before they finished getting out of the car entirely. He
didn’t have any of the self-possession that Buck did. Buck knew how to play it cool.

Buck...was walking toward them too, and he hadn’t even fully realized it.

“Can | help carry anything?’ Buck asked, as Marigold got out and opened up the
back of the car, taking out a basket.

“1f you really want to,” she said.

“I liveto serve.”

Her cheeks turned pink, and he knew exactly what she was thinking of.

“You know | do,” he said.



She elbowed him in the stomach. And he laughed.

Then realized that Colton and Lily were watching them.

“You know, sheismy best friend's younger sister,” he said. Like that explained the
familiarity. And not that he’ d hooked up with her.

It felt good to say it like that. Like she was still Jason’s sister, instead of it just being
in the past. And Jason was still his friend. Like he had never lost the right to call him
that.

They walked back over to where his family was, and he made introductions:. Lily as
Colton’s friend, and Marigold as Lily’s mother and his business partner. He had
already told his family all about them, and about the fact that he was investing in the
business.

Obvioudly, he had not told them that she was his friend with benefits. Because that
was just between them.

Marigold had brought a basket filled with rolls and a couple of different cakes to put
on the table for dessert. They paired beautifully with the barbecued brisket,
hamburgers and sausages that his father had grilled up.

And even though Buck had been back now for a little while and had experienced
family gatherings like this before, this felt different. Significant. Complete in a way

that nothing else had.

He looked to hisright, at Marigold, and wondered how much of it had to do with her.
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Then he looked back at his food.
His sisters-in-law took to Marigold immediately and spent the whole dinner talking
her ear off, while Lily was easily chatting to Boone' s stepdaughters, who he intuited

she already knew from school.

He stood up to go get another helping of food and just about ran into Boone at the
serving table.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

He nearly got a smile out of his brother.

“Marigold isnice,” Boone commented.

“Yeah,” Buck said, frowning. “Sheis.”

“Y ou seem to like her quite a bit.”

“What's not to like? Anyway, she’s my business partner, and of course Colton is
dating Lily.” How many times had he said this exact thing to different people over the
course of them working together, even in conversations with her? An easy, well tread

justification for why they spent time together. For why he liked her.

It was the damnedest thing.



“Seems like you' ve been settling in pretty well,” Boone said.

“Yeah. | guess. And the bruise on my faceis healing.”

“Sorry about that,” Boone said, clearing his throat. “My wife informed me that it
wasn't an appropriate way to greet my brother.”

“l don’'t know about that. Y ou had your feelings. Y ou were entitled to them. I’'m not
going to pretend that my behavior in the past was...honorable.”

He had talked to al his brothers quite a bit since he had come back. But Boone |east
of al. And they hadn’t addressed the way they had greeted each other. And he wasn’t
sure—was that what was happening now? Maybe there was just enough distance
between that moment and this one. Or maybe somehow the difference had to do with
Marigold. He couldn’t quite figure out how, but he felt different because she was
here.

And maybe Boone could sense that.

“I felt like you left everything to me” Boone said. “All the grief, al the
responsibility. Everything. And I... Believe me when | tell you, a certain part of me
gets off on that shit. I’'m a champion martyr, Buck. | was in love with my best
friend' s wife for over a decade.” He looked across the space, at Wendy, who was
currently talking to Marigold. “1 wanted her, and | couldn’t have her. And everything
in my lifefelt like astruggle. | think | wanted it to feel like one. But you were my bad
object. The person | blamed all of it on. Well, not Wendy being married to somebody
else, but all the other stuff. I've dealt with a lot of things over the last few years. |
have Wendy now. But apparently, | was still carrying around a little resentment
toward you.”

Thisfelt comfortable. Being resented. Buck kind of wanted to thank his brother for it.



“Hey. | don’t blame you. What | did back then was selfish. And at the time, | really
did believe you were all better off without me here. It's that kind of depressive
thought that sends you down really dark roads. And | went down a pretty dark road.
But when the fog finally cleared, | realized how selfish it had been. At that point, I'd
been gone so long | didn’'t know how to come back. That was selfish too. But part of
me really was afraid | was going to disrupt whatever you all had put back together in
my absence. | didn’'t want to do that. | threw myself into my work, but it was when |
adopted those boys that | really understood... Family is important. It makes a huge
difference to these boys and...”

“You can say it makes adifference to you,” Boone said.

“Of course it does.”

“Areyou glad you're back?’

He felt like he was being jabbed in the stomach with a red-hot poker. “Yes. Of course
| am. | missed you.”

Emotion tightened his throat. He really didn’t like how close to the surface all his
feelings were now that he was home. Now that he had kids. Now that he was...trying
to be healed. Whatever al of it was...it was creating a damned difficult way to be.

Maybe that was part of why he had avoided coming home for so many years. Maybe
that was why he had stayed away. Because somehow he had known that, if he came
back here, he was going to feel things. Everything. And yes, he had done a lot of
work on himself, but he had also spent alot of time living alife that allowed him to
control what people knew about him, what he talked about and when and what he
allowed as far as emotional closeness.

Everything was more volatile here. Everything had been more volatile since he had



adopted Reggie, Marcus and Colton. Because there was no control when it came to
caring for kids.

They were mean to you, they were wonderful to you, and you loved them al the
same. They jerked you around, endlessly. They made you feel like you would cut off

alimb to be there for them. To do whatever they needed.

The experience had left him raw and vulnerable, frankly, and coming home had only
made it worse.

He' d missed his family.
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And he grieved the loss of those years. That was perhaps the hardest part.
Because the loss was his fault. It had been his choice.

And that was something that transcended the guilt he was comfortable with. It
overrode the self-flagellation that made him feel most at ease.

“1 missed you. And more than that, | wish like hell | hadn’t stayed gone for aslong as
| did. | regret that. | missed so much of your life. So much of Callie's. So much of
everybody’s. I'd like to say | regret most that | left you with al that responsibility,
but hell, | regret the most that we weren’'t close. That we have a relationship to
rebuild now, because | shattered it. Because | didn't just...” He closed his eyes. “I lost
my friends. And | felt helpless and responsible for that. But maybe feeling
responsible was a way to find some place for al that anger to go. Because it’s just
such a helpless, infuriating feeling. Losing people you care about like that. | hated it.
| still do. And | hate this. | hate that the end result of everything that happened was
losing time with my family, even if it was my own choice. When | know how short
and fragile everything is.”

“Yeah,” Boone said, looking down. “I mean, | get that. I'm mad at you about that.
And | still feel some resentment sometimes toward... Wendy’s ex, | guess. For all the
years | couldn’t have her, because he was wasting her time. But mostly... When you
get something good, you kinda gotta just take it. | have Wendy now, so what's the
point of being angry about al the years | didn’'t have her? What' s the point of being
full of resentment? | have what | want.”

“l don't quite follow.”



“You made your choice. | can’'t even say it was a bad one. Because who knows what
would’ ve happened to you, who knows if you could have healed the way you did, if
you hadn’t made the choice. You wouldn’t have ever met your boys. That you don’t
regret, do you?’

“No,” he said. “Of course not.”

“Exactly. So... Yeah, parts of this were hard. And there are always going to be things
to regret. But those were the decisions you made. So here we are, al together now.”

“Yeah. | guesswe are.”

“You like her,” he said, gesturing toward Marigold.

“l... Of course | do. She's my friend. She's Jason’s sister. There's a lot of baggage
there.”

Except that felt like the smallest piece of what they were. They understood each
other. Because they had both been through difficult things. It was more bonding than
baggage, and not in a traumatic way. It was something he would never be able to
explain to another person. He wasn't sure he would ever fully be able to articulate it
to himself.

“No. Come on. You know what | mean. You'reinto her.”

Buck flashed back to kissing her. “Yeah,” he said. “I am.”

Because there was no point lying when he was sure his desire for her was written all
over hisface. When he was sure his brother knew him better than that.

In spite of the distance. In spite of the time they had spent apart.



“What are you going to do about it?’

“Are you asking about my sex life?’

“No. | don't give a shit if you're sleeping with her or not. What | want to know
Is—are you going to let yourself have her? I’ m not talking about physical stuff.”

Boone was talking about love.

And it was all fine and good for his brother to believe in that sort of thing. For
himself.

But Buck... He couldn’t see away forward with love.

“I"'m just... Whatever we can have, for as long as we can have it, that’s what I’m here
for,” he said.

“Because?”’

“The kids are dating,” he said.

“Right. So you’ re going to give precedence to a couple of teenagers’ first relationship
over what could be the real thing?’

“No. I... That isn’t it. There's no way to say this without sounding like a vampirein a
teen movie. Okay? But there are just some things that can’'t be fixed. There are some
scars that |eave you too...messed up to move on from.”

“Yeah. You're right. You do sound like a vampire in a teen movie. Ridiculous. The
thing is, Buck, it's your life. I'm not really sure why you'd choose to live in hell
when you' re alive and could choose something different.”



He grimaced. “It is not that simple.”
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“Well. I'm glad you’' re home. How about that? And someday, | hope all of you comes
home.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means as long as you keep part of yourself hidden away, you're not really here.
You're not really living. Enjoy your food.”

And Boone walked away, leaving Buck standing there wishing his brother had just
punched him in the face instead.

Chapter Twelve

The next few weeks passed in alevel of bliss Marigold wasn't used to. She spent time
with Lily, made plans for her new business expansion, did her job and always found
time to make love with Buck while Lily was at school. And it was in those times,
those stolen hours, that a part of herself began to grow again. A part that had been
stunted, reviving itself in away that she hadn’t imagined was possible.

She felt lighter. She felt more herself. In touch with all the parts of herself, not just
the part that was Lily’s mom. Not just the part that was a businesswoman or a
responsible citizen of Lone Rock. She was a woman. And in Buck’s arms, she felt
like one. Really. Truly. Wonderfully.

And when Lily came home saying they needed chaperones for the fall festival dance,
Marigold felt honored. That her daughter wasn't embarrassed by her and actually
wanted her to attend a school function. That felt amazing. Really and truly wonderful.



So she agreed. And the next day, when she was lying in bed with Buck, she found out
that Colton had asked him to chaperone as well. Which meant they were the two
primary chaperones of the fall festival dance.

“That’s hilarious,” he said, laying his head back against the pillow, naked and proud
and glorious.

“Why?’

“Because it’s so public, while we' re sneaking around. We are not complying with the
rules.”

“We are also not teenagers,” she said, swatting him on his broad chest. He really had
the best chest. Hairy and muscular and yum.

“Right, right. Can’t wait to stand there next to you, trying to be good and proper.”

The idea sent athrill through her.

“Yes. And we will be.”

“Maybe | should bring you a corsage.”

He rolled over so he was above her, and she arched up and bit his lower lip. “Maybe
you should.”

So when he did, she shouldn’t have been surprised. They drove separately and met
outside the school gym. He was dressed in a suit, and the sight made her heart drop
into her feet. She was in a sparkly dress that went down to her knees, trying to look
fancy, but not like she was trying to look young. Even though she was.



“Your corsage, madam.”

“You'reridiculous,” she sad.

“Am |? Or am | romantic?’

She wasn’t supposed to want him to be romantic. But it made her heart sing. It made
everything inside of her lift.

Sheredlly did kind of want the romance.

And she didn’t know what to do about that.

They waked into the gym together, and she had the corsage firmly on her wrist.
Bright pink roses and baby’s breath. She tried to imagine him actually going into a
flower store and buying this, but he must’ ve doneit.

Colton had brought one for Lily. And she was almost entirely certain that Buck had
insisted. She wasn't really sure if kids gave each other that kind of thing these days

generaly. But clearly Buck thought it was important.

“Wow,” she said, surveying the scene that could best be described as teen hormones
crashing into teen emotions. In other words, alot of alot.

“1 don’t miss being ateenager,” he said.

Which was somewhat ironic, all things considered.
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“Yeah. Not redlly.”

“Even Marcus has adate,” he said.
“He does?”’

“Yeah. He was excited about it.”
“That's cute.”

“Sure. Cute. Terrifying. What was | thinking getting into kids at this level? Having to
worry about sex and pregnancy and all that kind of stuff.”

She barked a laugh. “I don’'t actually know. You're an idiot. Or a glutton for
punishment.”

“Do we have to worry about Colton and Lily sneaking off tonight?’

“No,” she said. “ She's actually meeting up with a group of her girlfriends afterward,
and | have confirmed this with their mothers. Because obviously I'm well acquainted
with subterfuge. It’s one thing to say you have plans, but | require proof. Also, | can

track her cell phone. It is so much harder to be akid these days.”

“Damn,” he said. “What a nightmare. Your parents can actually verify where you
are?’

“Yes. | mean, you could leave your phone at a different location, but they won't do



that.”

“No,” he said, chuckling. “They won’t. Imagine being that connected al the time.
What' s the fun in that? We used to get to run absolutely feral.”

“Yeah. Look where that got both of us.”

He lifted a shoulder. “Yeah. Fair.” He cleared his throat. “My brother said the other
day that you can’t do too much second-guessing of your decisions. | mean, not when
the decisions lead you to good places. | regret that | left home. But | don't regret
adopting the boys.”

She nodded. “Yeah. | get that. | regret my behavior after my brother’s death. | don't
regret Lily. And that’s always areally tricky thing as a parent. To try to make it very
clear to her that | want her to have different...different paths available to her than |
did, but to also make it very clear that | don’t regret being her mother.”

“l don’t envy you that.”

“She’'s a good kid. | just have to be thankful for that every day. This has actually
been...probably the most difficult part of our relationship. Because she's trying to be
a grown-up, and | don’'t want her to be. And at the same time...I’mtrying to be a

grown-up.”

“Yeah. Well. Do you regret that you...have to do this? Be a parent?’ He looked at her,
his eyesintense.

She shook her head. “Of course | don’t. I'm happy.”

“Metoo.”



They spent a portion of the evening guarding the punch bowl! and dealing with some
mild bullying and a little bit of drama around two girls who came in the same dress.
But otherwise, it was a pretty quiet evening. It was strange to be in the gym of the old
school. She had been a different person back then. So had he.

And they had never been in it together. But here they were now.

The DJ onstage announced it was time to play some oldies, and she died inside when
the first song was one that had been popular when she was in middle school.

“Did you hear that?’ she asked. “We're oldies.”

“Weéll, I'm offended,” he said. “But | have aways liked the song.”

“It's a good song,” she said, as the sweet vocals filtered through the gym. There was
nothing to dislike about Sixpence None the Richer, and this one had been popular at
school dances back then for a reason. The demand to be kissed was of course inside
half the kids in this gym. Now and then.

A universal need.

“1 think we should dance,” he said. “All the better to supervise these kids.”

“Really?

“Yes,” hesaid. “Redly.”
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He held his hand out, and...she didn’t have the strength to say no. Because she wanted
to touch him. She wanted to be held by him. She wanted him.

He pulled her up against his body, and she felt herself melt. They moved in time to
the music, their eyes locked together, and she could no longer deny that she wanted
romance. Or, maybe she didn’t want it. But they were having it. It was happening.
This wasn’t friends with benefits. It was something more. And she wasn't sure if she
had the strength to turn away from that. Because it was so beautiful.

He twirled her and brought her back to him, holding her like she was precious.

And all the years that she had spent feeling like someone who was on probation—Ilike
someone who didn’t deserve everything, like someone who had damaged herself, and
her life, with her choices—melted away. Because he didn’'t look at her like she was a
consolation prize. Like he cared for her, but it was a shame she had been such a sut
when she was a teenager. Like she was great, but it was a shame she came with her
daughter.

Never. Not once.

He looked at her like she was precious. And it made her heart just about burst.
“Marigold,” he whispered, against her ear. “I think this might be a date.”

She pulled back just dlightly and met his gaze. “Yes. | think it is.”

Chapter Thirteen



Lily looked over at her mother and Buck. The suspicion that her mom had feelings
for him had been getting more and more certain every week. Her mom said no, but
she blushed when his name came up. She looked giddy whenever he called.

Lily recognized it, because it was how she felt when she thought about Colton.
But...the more she thought about it, the more she was sure her mom wasn’t going to
do anything with Buck if Colton and Lily were dating. Because her mom had always
sacrificed for her.

Lily was leaving for college anyway. She was seventeen. You didn’t marry the first
guy you ever made out with. The first guy you ever let get to second base. You didn’t
marry that high school boyfriend, because you had to go do things.

Her mom hadn’t gotten to go do things. And she was counting on Lily to go away and
make something of herself. She had sacrificed so much in order for Lily to do that.
And now her mom was getting ready to sacrifice wanting the first guy that she had
even shown any interest in for Lily’s whole life because Lily happened to be dating
his son. A dead-end relationship that she knew wasn't even half of what Buck and her
mom could have.

She put her hand to her chest and wished it didn’t feel like her heart was breaking and
moved away from Colton, stepping outside the gym, trying to catch her breath.

She was grateful she had made plans with her friends. Grateful she had decided she
wasn't going to do something crazy like sleep with Colton tonight.

Her eyesfilled with tears, and she shook her head, didn’t let them fall.

Colton followed her out the door. “What’s wrong?’

“Y ou see them?”



“Who?’

“Buck and my mom.”

“Oh yeah. They were dancing. So?”’

“She likes him. | mean... They like each other.”

“Y ou think so?”

“Yes. And... | think there’s something going on between them. | have thought that for
awhile”

“Why didn’t you say anything?’

“Because | thought | was being crazy. And... | didn’t want to mess this up. Us. But
thetruth is... We can’t be together.”

He looked like she had hit him, and she felt horrible. She felt like the villain.
Breaking her own heart.

Breaking his.

“My mom has sacrificed everything for me. Absolutely everything. And | think your
dad would make her happy. But she keeps telling me that nothing is going on
between them, and she so clearly... | think she's in love with him. And she doesn’t

want to disrupt my life or my relationship with you, because if they get married, then
I’m going to be your stepsister.”
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“Why are you saying this?’
“Because it’s true. It's real. It's happening.” She took a deep breath. “We' re going to
college anyway. We are not going to end up together, Colton. Thiswas... It was great.
And you were great. There's nothing wrong with you. But it’s not the right timing.
And | think... I think because of them it’s never going to be.”

“You'reredly breaking up with me at a dance?’

“We don’t have to be broken up until after the dance ends,” she said. “We could have
one more dance.”

Colton’ s face looked stony. “No. We can't.”

“Please don't be mad at me. Please. | like you. | care about you. And if our parents
end up together then...”

He swallowed hard. And it was like he suddenly saw all the potential problems with
al of this. They could never get to where they hated each other. Not if they were
going to be stuck together as part of the same family, forever.

“Okay.”

“Let’ s go back to the dance.”

11 &Jre.”



But there was something terribly blank in his eyes. And when he touched her hand, it
didn’'t feel the same.

But that was a good thing. It wasn’'t supposed to.

She had made the right choice.

Because her mom wouldn't tell her what was going on, she'd had to try to figure it
out and handle it herself. Try to fix it.

So she had done the best she could.

Chapter Fourteen

Lily was safely off with her friends before the dance ended, and Marigold breathed a
sigh of relief when the last of the kids filtered out of the gym.

She felt Buck approach, and she turned to him. Her heart lifted, lodging itself in her
throat. He was just so...handsome. She wished she could see a way out of how
complex all of this was. But there were just so many reasons for what was between

them to not be the big romance. And yet it was beginning to feel like one.

She wasn’'t sure what to do about that. The best thing to do would be to stop sleeping
with him.

Y et she didn’t want to. Hadn’t she done enough behaving?

She didn’t want to behave.

She had lost this part of herself for so many years, and she felt like she was awash in
new tones of color ever since the two of them had first kissed.



She couldn’t go back.

“| told the boys | was headed to my parents' house. That | wouldn’t be home.”

“Oh.”

“I lied to them,” he said.

“You lied to them?”

“Yes. Because I'm a very bad man. And | would like to spend the whole night
showing you exactly how bad.”

That was so cheesy. She shouldn’t respond. But she was responding to that. Because
she knew about his brand of wickedness, and it lit her skin on fire. It lit her soul on

fire.

“Arethey going to be al right by themselves?’
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“Colton is seventeen. They’ll befine. | just have to drop them back at home.”
“Okay,” she said.
“I"ll meet you back at your place.”

She drove home, giddy and fizzy. They had a whole night to themselves. The luxury
was amost impossible to take on board. Normally, they only had stolen moments
during the day.

She wanted to sleep with him. Share the bed with him al night. Let him hold her.

She had ordered some sexier underwear, since this new situation had developed
where she actually needed it. So she took the extra time she had to herself to get a bit
of a performance together. She found a red lace bra and panties, and put a red silk
robe over the top of it. It was a little a cliché, but men were ssimple. Buck was very
simple, in the best way. She didn’t worry about being sexy enough for him. He
seemed happy no matter what she was wearing, or not wearing.

She had never really been in... She hesitated to call this a relationship. But it was the
closest thing. The same man, a man she talked to, a man she knew, a man who had
gotten to know her body as she had gotten to know his.

When he knocked at the door, she hopped in place a couple of times, trying to get the
excitement more reasonably distributed through her body so she wasn’t shaking when
she went to kiss him.



She opened the door. There he was. Tall and perfect and beautiful. The exact delivery
she had been hoping for.

“1 can’t believe we have al night.”

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He didn’'t grab her and kiss her
like he normally did. He took his time. Slowly, he put his hat on the peg by the door,
took hisjacket off and hung it there too.

And she was mostly naked.

It was erotic, if alittle bit irritating, because it seemed imbalanced.

But instead of commenting on it, she just untied her robe and let it drop down to the
floor.

And she could see that whatever he had been intent on doing, he'd lost his resolve
completely when he saw her body.

His eyes were like a blue flame, and she felt his own need echo inside of her.

“Well I’'ll be damned,” he said.

“Doyou likeit?

She sounded more hopeful than she had intended to. A little more insecure. She
wasn’'t normally insecure. But she did want to hear how much he appreciated her. It
was like he had opened up awell of need inside her that she hadn’t known previously

existed.

It just felt really good to have someone who seemed to want to spend time with her.



To have someone in her life who thought she was beautiful. To be touched, casually
and intimately. Intensely and softly. He was everything, al the time.

And she was used to carrying all the things by herself.

But not with him. Not with him.

He closed the distance between them and began to kiss her, deep and hot, carnal.

It didn’'t even feel strange anymore. To be everything—every part of herself—that
she contained. To know she could have this wildness and still be the Marigold she
wanted to be. To know she could be sexua and sensual and responsible and good all

at once.

She began to unbutton his shirt, pushed it off his shoulders. She kissed her way down
his body and knelt down in front of him, slipping his belt through the buckle.

He grunted as she exposed his hardness to her touch and then, leaned forward and
took him in her mouth.

She felt wicked. In the very best way.

Luxuriating in this, in him.

She wanted to give to him.

It was like a dam had broken inside of her. And she knew one thing above all else.
She didn’'t have a place inside her that was angry at him. Not anymore. She didn’t
have a place inside her that grieved her brother separately from everything else in her

life. Just like she didn’t have a place inside her that was only good and responsible or
a secret chamber where she kept her sexuality. She was everything. Everything al at



once. And only when the intensity of those emotions, the certainty of what she felt,
was free to flow, to be, could she see the truth.
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Y es. Everything was complicated. Y es,theywere complicated. But she was falling in
love with him all the same. It could never be physical only. Because she had too
many feelings for him.

She had made him her bad object once.

She had been dlightly concerned for a moment that she was just making him a good
object, rather than a whole person. But that wasn’t it. He wasn’t the one who needed
to change. She was. She had closed off so much of herself because of fear. She had
been the best mother she could be. She loved her daughter. She put al her ferocity,
al her care into that relationship. But she hadn’t tried to make friends. She had never
tried to have relationships. She had been so careful with her parents.

It was al just trying to protect herself. From bad feelings. From difficult feelings.
Trying to be healed when... There was healing to be had, she believed that.

But perhaps more than healing, she wanted to be brave enough to try and dig deep
and find a purpose in the tragedy that had happened. Not to make bland comments
about how it was God’s will, or it was Jason’s time—she didn’t believe that. It was a
mistake. It was a bad thing that happened. And if she could go back and choose it all
over again, of course she would never shorten her brother’s life in the name of her
personal growth.

But she didn’t get to chooseiit.

What she got to choose was what she did with it now.



She wanted to love Buck.

She wanted to be a great mother.

She wanted to be a good daughter.

She wanted to be a businesswoman. Someone who mattered in the community.

She wanted to be everything. She wanted to be bold. She wanted to risk. She wanted
to care.

She poured all of that into him now. Into pleasuring him.

Everything.

And right when he was on the brink, he gripped her and pulled her to her feet,
branding her mouth in a searing kiss. “Marigold,” he said, his eyes wild.

She was pretty sure she had done to him what had just happened to her. That al the
walls were down, that everything was flooding out.

That he was everything.

The good man and the bad one. The one who had made mistakes and the one who had
spent years trying to correct them. The one who had been made a scapegoat when he
didn't deserve it. The one who had hurt his family. The one who had loved his
family.

The boy she had been attracted to then. The man she loved now.

She took his hand and led him up the stairs.



Brought him into her bedroom.

They fell down onto the bed, and he stripped her the rest of the way, rolling her over
so she was sitting on top of him. Then he handed her a condom packet.

Shetoreit open, rolling it over his hard length and positioning herself on top of him.
She took him in, inch by inch, relishing the feeling of joining, knowing that she cared
for him. Or rather, enjoying the immense, incredible feeling of not trying to hold
anything back.

She clung to his shoulders, clung to him. Rolled her hipsin time with her need, riding
them both to completion, their harsh cries of pleasure mingling together as they both
found their release.

She collapsed over him.

“Stay with me,” she said. “All night.”

“Of course,” he said.

The complicated stuff was just going to have to work out. It just was.

Because she wanted him.
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The question was, how big of arisk was she willing to take to have it all?
The last thing Buck expected to see when they tumbled down the stairs the next
morning to get coffee was Lily and Colton sitting there at the breakfast table, looking

like two disapproving parents.

Marigold stepped behind him, holding her robe closed, and he felt like clutching his
own nonexistent pearls at the fact that they had been caught by their children.

“Good morning,” Lily said, looking sideways at Colton.

Colton took a sip of the coffee, looking at Buck disapprovingly. “You didn’'t come
home last night,” he said.

“No,” Buck said. “But | told Marcus to let you guys know something came up.”

“You did,” Colton said. “You weren't honest about where you were. You said you
had to go to Grandma and Grandpa’s. Is this Grandma and Grandpa’'s, Buck?’

“Itisn’'t,” Buck said, giving his son the most deadpan stare he could manage.
“l didn’t think so. It’s very disappointing behavior.”
“Well, very sorry for disappointing you.”

“We just want to know that you're being safe,” Lily said.



Marigold sputtered. “ Excuse me?’

“Emotions can run high in these situations, and it's very important to know that
you're making good choices. Your health and safety is very important. As is your
future. Mom, you're about to start a business, and given that, you know it's not a
good time for you to have a baby.”

“A baby!” Marigold looked like she was going to faint away.

“Well, accidents happen,” Lily said.

“And on that topic,” Colton said. “Buck, anybody could see your truck was parked in
the driveway all night. You know how the neighbors will talk. And it is much more
difficult for the women in these situations than for the men. People are very
judgmental.”

“All right,” Buck said. “That’sit. Enough.”

“Don’t take that tone with me,” Colton said. “Sorry,” he said, “it was for the bit.”

“Well the bit isdone,” Buck said.

“You just should ve told us,” Lily said. “Instead, we had to figure it out by watching
the two of you at the dance last night.”

“Which anyone could have done,” Colton said. “Because you were putting on a
performance for our entire school. How do you think we feel about that?’

Marigold pushed forward. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to...”

“Don’t worry about it, Mom,” Lily said. “I’m not mad. | just wish you would've told



me.

“1 thought it was too complicated.”

“There’ s no complication,” Colton said. “We broke up.”

“What?’

“Yeah,” he said, shrugging his shoulder. “A while ago. We're just friends now. And
we' re going to college at the end of the school year. It's not that deep.”

Buck stared at his son. He didn’t think Colton was being honest at all. There was a
strange kind of detached way he was talking that Buck recognized a bit too clearly
from when he had first met Colton at the ranch.

It was the way he responded to trauma. And Buck didn’t like that at all.

“What we wanted to say,” Lily added, “is that there’s no reason you two can't...do
your thing. Date. Whatever thisis. You're adults. And yes, we wanted to give you a
hard time, since you gave us a hard time too. But whatever reason you have for
hiding it... You just don’t need to anymore.”
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That was such a strange sensation. Getting a blessing from their kids. And yeah, he
supposed that did mean they didn’t have to hide it anymore. But that also meant they
needed to come up with a different label for it. Which he had been pretty aware of for
a while now. There were feelings between them, and those feelings transcended the
physical. They had for a while. Last night... Last night had been transformative in a
way he hadn’t been anticipating. It had changed things.

But he still didn’t know... He still didn’t know what he wanted. Or what it meant.

He just knew that he cared about Marigold, and he wasn't ready to let go of whatever
thiswas.

“Well,” Colton said. “Lily and | will leave you toit.”
“You will?” Buck asked.
“Yeah. We're going to go out and get pancakes. See you later.”

Colton stood up, and Lily followed, and they walked out. Leaving Buck and Marigold
alone.

“Well. | guess... We weren’t being as secretive as we thought.”
“I need to talk to her.”

“You just did,” Buck said.



“She can’t just be okay with the fact that her and Colton broke up.”

“Sure she can. They're young. Like she said, they’ re going to school.”

“l just don’t believeit.”

“How about we deal with the two of usfor five seconds. What about that?”

She turned to look at him. “And what? What are we?’

“| guess we have to answer that question. Because we don’t have the excuse that we
did fifteen minutes ago.”

“What excuseisthat?’

“That it’s too complicated because of the kids.”

He wasn't sure he wanted to go there. Wasn’t sure he wanted to take the conversation
in this direction, but he was doing it. Because he was pretty sure it wasn't fair to be
bringing this up when he didn’t think he could answer the question either.

Can’t you?

“1 keep thinking about it,” Marigold said, looking at the back wall.

“What exactly?’

“Us. This.” She shook her head. “We had a good reason to keep it a secret. There
were a lot of complications. You went and talked to my parents. We discovered that

wasn't really a complication. Our kids came here and talked to us, and now that’s not
really a complication. So where is the complication exactly?’



“I’m not following.”

“It'sus. It'sus, or thereisn’'t one. | don’'t know. But | realized something last night.”

He felt everything in him go tense. “What’ s that?’

“1 think I’'m in love with you, Buck. And | say that as somebody who knows how
scary life is. | say that as someone who has spent so many years protecting myself
that | don’t even remember what it’s like to be...fearless. And young. My foundation,
so much of me, is based on loss. And | told myself for areally long time that | was
just being responsible. By not bringing men into my and Lily’s lives. That | was
being respectful and careful by not talking to my parents about you or Jason. Y ou left
town. | withdrew in a different way. | made myself into a different person, and | cut a
lot of myself off. And last night it was like... It was like | realized that | was feeling
everything for the first time.”

His heart hammered.
Everything in him felt stuck. Sick. He didn’t want to hurt her, not in any way. But he
also didn’t think he could give her what she was asking for. Because with love, came

a set of responsibilities he had never once managed to live up to in hislife.

He was trying. He had adopted the boys. But dammit, to throw a relationship on top
of that? Another kid?
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He had abandoned his family. Nothing in him was...
He didn’'t deserve this.
And above al €'se, he couldn’t handleit.

“What exactly do you think you want?’ He asked it carefully. Slowly. Because he
was making assumptions. He was jumping to conclusions. And she didn’'t deserve
that.

“Everything. Nothing less. | didn’'t want to fall in love with you, Buck. You are the
most inconvenient person for me to fall in love with.” Her eyes filled with tears, and
he wished he could say something to make it better. Except he was the one making
her cry. He was the one who was going to make it worse. He was the one who was
going to break everything.

So there was nothing he could say. There was nothing he could do.
“Of courseyou didn’'t,” he said, his voice rough. “Nobody would.”

She shook her head. “No. It isn't because of you. It’'s because of me. Because | told
myself you were absolutely the worst person to fall in love with, but what if my
perspective was all wrong? It's a terrible thing, trying to figure out how to categorize
your brother’s death. Trying to figure it out while you're all laden down with the stuff
life throws at you. And at the same time, people say all these things to you. Well-
meaning people say the most horrendous things. About how it was meant to be.
About how he'sin abetter place. But | always wanted him to be here with me.”



“Of courseyou did,” he said.

“It's just, because of that, | really resisted looking for meaning in what happened
back then. Like finding any meaning there was a betrayal. Like it diminished the loss.
But not accepting what it meant, that was just me fiercely holding on to pain | didn’t
need to hold on to. | think | can believe both things now. That Jason should be here,
and that because he isn’'t here there were certain things | had to learn and accept.
Certain ways | had to grow. And certain people | am connected to. Forever.” She
made eye contact with him, her gaze like an arrow. “You. | think you are one of the
only people in the world who could possibly understand me. My pain, what I’ ve been
through. | think you' re the only person, other than my parents, who felt the impact of
that loss. But you do.”

“Y eah. Because I’'m complicit.”

“You're not. And you know that.”

He did. But something in him was desperately seeking a shield to throw in front of
her words. And taking responsibility for her brother's death was a big, easily

accessible shield.

She was quiet for a long moment. “I can’t help but notice that you're not saying it
back.”

That stuck him, right in the gut. The truth of the matter was, he couldn’t say it back.
But he aso couldn’t deny that he did love her.

He loved her.

He had fallen in love with her over the course of these weeks, months. And it wasn't
just working together, sleeping together, these family dinners, seeing her with his



family. With his boys. It was everything. It was the way she smiled, the way the
sunlight caught her hair. It was the way she made him feel. Like anything was
possible.

But he knew it wasn't.

Because he knew what he was.

He was the man who had left his family for twenty years. He was trying to make up
for it. He was trying to be new, trying to be better, trying to be different. But he

wasn't. Not yet. And he maybe never would be.

And so he couldn’'t say that he loved her. He couldn’t promise her a future. He
couldn’t promise her anything.

“Now you don’'t have anything to say.”

“l can't.”

“You know, there was a man who once told me he paid close attention to what the
universe was trying to say to him. To his intuition. The checks in his gut. Where is
that man?’

“I’m listening to my gut,” he said.

“And your gut says you can’t bein love with me?’

“My gut says we can’'t make a future out of this. My gut says | went way too far off
the path to get back on it now. I’'m sorry. | wish things could be different. But | have

Colton and Marcus and Reggie, and | am trying to make up for the fact that | have
been a bad son and a bad brother for two decades. | am trying to make up for the fact



that...”

“l don't believe that. | don't believe any of it. You know what | believe? Y ou need
your guilt. Because it’s your security blanket. Without it, you're afraid of what you'll
become. But | know you don’t need it. You’' re a good man, Buck Carson. | don't care
what anyone in this town used to say, and | don’t care what my thirteen-year-old self
said to you in the streets all those years ago. You don’t need guilt. This is why you
didn’t want to accept my forgiveness. Y ou wanted to come home and have everybody
throw stones at you. All the better if your own family would' ve picked up the rocks.
Because then you can insulate yourself with that guilt. You could say you were right
to be gone. Because everybody hates you. Isit that bad to find out people are actually
happy to see you? That we actually want you?”’

“l just can’t do this.”
He turned away from her, and he walked to the door. He got his coat and his hat from

the peg. And he felt like a damned coward. He felt like he was doing the same thing
he had always done.
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But sometimes it was for the best.

Because just like back then, he knew leaving was the right thing to do.
Was it the right thing to do?

He gritted his teeth, and he walked out the door.

But Marigold followed him.

He made his way to his truck and opened the driver’s side door, but she kept on
coming.

“You are acoward,” she shouted.
“We don’t need to perform this for the neighbors,” he said.

“Why? Because we are so evolved now? Because we've changed? Because I’'m not
thirteen anymore, so | don't get to yell a you in the street? | will. If that’'s what it
takes for you to understand. What's the point of growing up if you don’t grow up?
What's the point of all this? Of being so good. Of both of us being so damned
responsible. What is the point of any of it? I'm letting it all go. I'm giving it away.
I’m not responsible. I’'m not good. | am heartbroken. And | am angry at you. For
throwing all of thisaway, for throwing us away. How dare you.”

“You don’t understand,” he said, sslamming the door shut again. “1’m trying to protect
you. You're right, you have done a lot of work. And what am 1? Nothing. No matter



what | do | am never going to be able to erase the way | messed things up. My parents
are old. My siblings grew up without me. They had to take care of everything while |
was off licking my wounds. | didn’t apologize to your parents, | didn’t apologize to
Ryan’s parents, | didn't apologize to Joey’s parents. All | did was take all my hurt
and stuff it down deep inside of me. | made it al about me. That's who | am. When
everything is terrible, | make it about me. And it is only my guilt that finally dragged
me out of it. It is only my guilt that finally made me take a good, long, hard look at
myself and say that if | was still breathing, | better the hell make it count, because my
friends were dead, and | was wasting my chance at life. Y eah. Guilt pulled me out of
rock bottom. And I'm sorry if you don’'t understand why that worked for me. But it
did.”

“You're more than that,” she said. “Thisis your sign. Thisis your other opportunity.
To look around at yourself, to look around your life and ask why are you breathing?’

“For those boys.”

“Breathe for yourself too.”

He shook his head. “I can't.”

“You are the biggest catfish on the planet,” she said. “Because you are so charming
and so handsome, and it is fake. Inside, you are a mess. The same mess you were
when you left. You haven't grown at all. You're just hiding behind something
different. Now it’s this facade of the benevolent martyr. How nice for us. And how
nice for you. You can roam around in a philosophical hair shirt for the rest of your
life and never have to take a risk again. Because you're aready dying. So what are
you afraid of? Living. That’s what you're afraid of.”

“Maybe,” he said, feeling like he' d been stabbed straight through the chest. “But you
know, a lot of people are afraid of bad things happening to them. I’'m afraid of the



way | seem to make bad things happen to other people. And | don’t know what to do
about that fear.”

It was the truth, even if it was a little overdramatic, even if it didn't entirely make
sense. He knew. He understood. He felt the truth of it, burning there at the center of
his chest. There was something in him that was just rotten and wrong, and if he didn’t

control it... If he didn’t contral it, then everything would be ruined.

“Maybe it’s best thisway,” he said. “Best if you don’'t understand. And you just hate

me.
“We're business partners,” she said, clearly exasperated, broken, and it was his fault.
“That’ s not going to change. | won't go back on my word.”

“Is that the game you play? Y ou make all these commitments that you can’t get out
of, and then you tell yourself that even if you withhold your heart, you're doing the
right thing? Is that the point of you following fate?’

He knew it wasn’t. He knew what she said wasn't totally true. Except, maybe when
he had adopted the boys, he hadn’t anticipated loving them like he did. Really loving
them like his own sons.

But hejust... Hejust couldn’t do more.

“You'll thank mefor thislater.”

She bent down and picked up a pebble, as he got into the truck, then threw it at the
door as he pulled out. He heard it hit; it dented.

He unrolled his window. “Are you nuts?’



“If I amit’syour fault!”

Well. That said it al. And that was why he had to go.

S0 he kept on driving, until he couldn’t see her anymore.

Chapter Fifteen
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When Lily came home, she was the immediate and total focus of Marigold' s feelings,
because what else was she supposed to do with all the pain building up inside her
chest.

Certainly not fedl it.

She almost laughed at that. At herself for being so ridiculous.

At everything.

“You'reredly okay?’

“| said that | was,” Lily said.

“Wéll, I just | know breakups can be hard and...”

Lily frowned. “Are you okay?’

She realized that she probably |looked a mess, and that her mascara was running.

“1’m good,” she said.

“Did something happen with Buck?’

“Lily... This isn't about me. It's about you. And the fact that you chose to do
something rash because you were worried about me.”



“That wasn't why. | was thinking about what you said. About the fact that I’'m going
off to school, and you're right. How am | supposed to go off and have new
experiences if I’m obsessing about a guy back home. | like Colton, and | didn’t want
things to get dramatic between us. So now they don’t have to. It's not adrama.”

“Oh.”

She wouldn’t know what “not a drama’ was like. Since every time she tried to feel
something, apparently it was adrama. It ended with screaming in the streets.

“Lily... Buck and | broke up.”

“Y ou broke up?’

“Yes.” She sighed heavily. “| wanted more than he was ready to give. And you know,
thisiswhy | worried about you. Y ou and Colton. It isn’t about maturity, it’s about the
fact that this kind of stuff can be really dangerous. I'm thirty-three, | should have it

together alittle more. It's not like I’ m totally inexperienced with men.”

Lily grimaced. Because what could be more horrifying than having to hear about your
mother’s past sexual experiences? Even if implied? Nothing.

But if Marigold had to be a cautionary tale, then she would be.

It would at least make this heartbreak feel like it had a point.

“Well, you know you were born somehow,” Marigold said. “So don’t grimace at

me.

“I"'mjust... Mom, are you okay?”’



“No,” she said. “I mean, I’m going to get out of bed and I’'m going to do things, and
I’m going to be your mom, and I’'m going to be myself, but I’'m hurt. It’'s been redly,
really difficult these last couple of hours. So | don’t know what it’s going to be like
going forward. | really thought we had something. | thought he was in love with me.
Anybody can get hurt when there are bodies and hearts involved. And so if you take
anything away from this, | just want you to take away that...thisis why | was worried
about you. Because it’ s hard for me to go through. And | would never want to see you
in thiskind of pain.”

“l don’t want to see you in pain either,” Lily said. “How can he not be in love with
you? You're the best and you're amazing. You are the sweetest, nicest, most caring
person | know. You're the best mom. You have done more for me than | can ever
thank you for. You're just... You're wonderful. And if he doesn’t realize that, then he
can go straight to hell.”

Marigold should probably correct Lily for speaking out harshly, but she wasn't going
to.

“] don’t want you to be jaded, and | don’t want you to be armored,” Marigold said.
“But | do want you to be aware that... Love can be... Well, it can bethis.”

“I’'m sorry.” Lily wrapped her arms around Marigold. “He should appreciate you.”

“Thank you. | want you to remember too, Lily, that love can aso bethis.” They parted
for a moment, and she felt a little glimmer of hope inside her, a little shaft of light
shining through the gross darkness. “We have had alot of love. And we have a great
life. Nothing was ever missing. How could it be, when | have you? The greatest
daughter in the world. I’'m so proud of you.”

“Thanks, Mom,” she said.
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“1’m going to be okay.”
“Are you going to date other men? Are you going to go wild when | leave?’
“Maybe,” she said, trying to smile. “Probably not.”

“It would serve you right if you did. I'm very sex positive, Mom. It’s your body. Y ou
can do what you want with it.”

Shetried to contain her grimace. “Thank you. | didn’t need to hear that.”
“Well, | don’t want to know about it. I'm just saying...
Times have changed and women are allowed to express themselves that way.”

“Thank you very much,” Marigold said. “Someday, | will regale you with stories
about how | am a slut of the old ways, my child. But you're not ready for that yet.”

That earned her alook of horror, which she decided to call her one win for the day.
WEell, other than the fact that no matter what happened, Lily loved her. And so all

wasn't lost. It couldn’t be.

But when she left Lily downstairs, Marigold threw herself across the bed and wept.
Because all might not be lost, but a big piece of her heart was.

And she didn’t know if it was ever going to grow back.



He was trying to fix fences, but mostly, he was just hammering his thumb. He cursed
and chucked the hammer across the field, and Colton picked it up and handed it to
him. He looked up and saw that Reggie and Marcus were standing behind him.

“Here, you dropped this. Dumb ass,” Colton said.

Buck looked up at his oldest son, who was glaring at him like he’'d just clubbed a
baby sedl. “ Excuse me?’

“You heard me,” Colton said, hiseyesfull of storm. “I didn’t stutter.”

“What did | do?’

“You broke up with Marigold,” Marcus said, stepping forward, even angrier looking
than his brother.

Buck wasn't about to be lectured by a half-grown piglet who'd never even touched a
woman. “Yeah. | did. For her own good.”

Reggie howled. “For her own good! Do you hear yourself? Y ou sound like a chump.”

“Listen,” Buck said, hisvoice hard. “Men and women are different and—"

“You sound like you have apodcast,” his youngest added.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Do you fedl insulted?’ Reggie asked.

11 Y%."



Reggie narrowed his eyes. “ Then you know what it means.”

Buck stared at his boys. “I'm serious. She is an amazing woman. And she deserves
somebody who... Who is better than me.”

The three of them exchanged glances.

“She does? But we don’t?’ Marcus asked.

“That’ snotwhat | said,” Buck said.

“It kind of is, though,” Marcus said. “A little bit. Why are you not good enough for
her, butwe’ resupposed to live with you?”
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Those little rats. That wasn't what he was saying at all, and it was different, and they
ought to know it. He was sort of tongue-tied trying to figure out how to explain that it
was different, but it was.

“l... It'sdifferent. Romantic stuff is different.” He decided to go with that very
articulate explanation.

“Isit?’ Reggie asked.
“You’'re a smart-ass, shut up.”

His words didn’t have any heat; they sounded petulant even to him. And Reggie was
not deterred.

“Serioudly, Buck. You meet a nice woman. A beautiful woman. We all like her
daughter—sorry Colton—and you break up with her. We could’ ve had amom.”

It was the dlight break in Reggi€’ s voice at the end that got him.

That stabbed him clean through the chest. “That’s not... That's not fair. You are an
emotional terrorist,” he said.

“Maybe you deserve it,” said Marcus. “Maybe you deserved a little bit of emotional
terrorism for the shit you put her through.”

“I'm not trying to hurt anybody,” Buck said. “I'm a mess, okay? That is a
documented fact. In high school | drank too much, and | was adjacent to that awful



accident. | frankly should ve been in it. Everybody in town blamed me. Then |
abandoned my family.”

“So what? That's al you are? You just do stuff because you feel guilty and you feel
like you have to make up for it?’

“Yeah. That' swhy | do stuff.”

It was why he had to. To try and be better. To try and atone.

“Ah. So we're all part of your redemption scheme. You just feel guilty. See, you
adopted a bunch of sad foster kids so you could try to right your balance with the
universe.” Reggie looked angry now. “Good thing my mom died, | guess, and my
sister too. What a big help to you. It made it really easy for you to earn some points
on that one. | was an extra sad case.”

Thiswas going all wrong.

“Reggie, that’s not what it is.”

They were al looking at him. All angry.

“l love you,” Buck said. “I didn’'t expect it. | can be honest with you about that. |
thought... | thought it would be like taking care of you as campers. But it’s not. It
hasn’t been. I'm your dad. And | love you, and guilt has nothing the hell to do with it.
Y ou knuckleheads. Y ou're not just mine right now, not just mine because...because |
feel like a mess, and | wanted to do something to make myself feel better. You're
mine because you were meant to be. Because the whole fucked-up road | took to get
to Hope Ranch led me to you. And | was supposed to be there, even though a whole
bunch of stuff around it wasn’t supposed to happen. Adopting you three was one of
the few good things | did. | listened to my gut. And then | ended up... Y ou changed



my life. If not for you, | wouldn't have come back here. | never would ve
reconnected with my family. That’s not guilt. It'slove.”

Colton blinked, then looked away, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “ Sounds to me like
you don't really need the guilt.”

And all Buck could do was sit there, shell-shocked. Because it was true. It wasn’t
guilt that kept him with the boys. It was love.

Guilt wasn't what kept him going.

He thought of his choice to leave his family. There had been misguided love there,
even if the choice had been wrong. He had acted from a place of love. Flawed love.
But...

Every day with the boys he saw what flawed love could do.

Why wasn’t he willing to try that with Marigold?

Because you're afraid. Because everything she said is true.

His heart caught hard in his chest. Y eah. That was true. He was afraid. He was afraid
of letting go of his guilt. There was a reason he hadn’'t gone to see Joey’s and Ryan’s
parents. There was a reason he was holding on to those shields.

Because they protected him, not because they protected the people around him.

Because he was afraid he could never be worthy of her love, and if he accepted it and
he lost it...

He had never felt weak. He had felt a lot of things, but never weak. Yet in this



moment, that was how he felt. Like nothing more than a coward.

And that was unacceptable.
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“I’ve got to fix it,” he said.

“Great,” said Marcus.

“But I've got to fixmefirst.”

“Shit, bitch,” said Reggie. “We don’t have that kind of time.”

“Maybe not al the way. But | haveto... | have to do something.”

“Maybe you should make alist. That's what my therapist used to say to do.”

“Okay. I'll makealist.”

S0 he did. He spent the day writing down what he needed to do, who he needed to
talk to. He started at Joey’s old house. Joey’s mother let him in. His father had died

five years earlier. She didn’t condemn him.

Then he went to Ryan’s place. And as he talked to Ryan’'s parents, he released the
guilt. He realized he was the only one holding on to it.

And then it was time to go to his own parents' house.
“What brings you here?’ his mother said, smiling.

“1 want to say that I’'m sorry. | really am so fucking sorry. I’'m so sorry that | missed
so many years. And | really want you to forgive me. Because | want to be different. |



don’t want to feel this way for the rest of my life. | want to be more than grief. And
more than mistakes. And more than good deeds trying to cover up everything broken
inside of me. | want to be better. And | want... | want to be able to love a woman the
way that | should. | love Marigold. | want to have a future with her. A family. |
messed up big-time with her. | realized not too long ago it's because I’'m such a
mess.”

“Hell,” his dad said. “Son. We are al a mess and none of us makes it through life
without getting messier than we were when we were born. | spent years feeling regret
over how you left. Wondering what | could’ ve done better with you.”

“Sodid|,” hismother said.

“No,” Buck said. “Don’t feel bad. It was my decision to leave. | was the one who
couldn’'t handleit.”

“And | feel like, as your parents, we should have done something different to make it
so you knew you could stay.” Hisdad cleared histhroat. “ That's life.”

“What if we al just stopped blaming ourselves? Because there’ s no room for regret. |
mean, | haveit. A bunch of it. For al the time | missed, but...”

“But you have your boys.”

“Yes. And | hopethat I’'ll have Marigold. And if so, then what it took to get there... It
would be worth it. Somehow al my bad decisions led me to the right place.” He
thought long and hard about that intuition in his gut. And he realized, that was the
thing that had been leading him all along. More than a gut check. Divine intervention.
Because it was nothing short of miraculous that with everything he’d done wrong, so
much was right.



“I’m just thankful,” he said.

“1 think that’s a pretty good start.”

He nodded slowly. And when he went outside, the sun felt different. Warmer. He
couldn’t change his past. He couldn’t go back and make better decisions. He could
only make good ones going forward. And give thanks for the fact that he had been
given so much in spite of himself.

Chapter Sixteen

Marigold was bustling around the new building, her dream significantly less beautiful
than it had been only last week. What did it matter now?

This was the problem with love, she thought. With opening yourself up. Then
beautiful new kitchens didn’t feel as significant as they should.

She' d been dreaming of this, and now her dreams felt dim. Which infuriated her. Her
dreams were not dim.

But for a moment, she’ d thought it was possible to haveit al.

Now anything else felt less.

Damn that man for making her life feel like less.

She was about to go into the back room when she heard the door open. Then she

stopped and turned around, and there was Buck, standing there backlit against the
sunlight.
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Like aknight in shining armor.
A hero.

Light and color and everything she'd been missing, in his black Henley and his blue
jeans, his cowboy hat on his head.

No. He ruined this, remember?

But she didn’t care. Because she wanted him.

And because everything they’ d talked about, everything they’ d been working through
these past few months, was all about the fact that you had to be able to move on from
bad choices.

That the end wasn't final, if you didn’t let it be.

“1 need to talk to you,” he said.

Her first instinct was to protect herself. “Why? Haven't you said everything there is
to say?’

“No. Because last time we talked | |eft off something really crucial.”
“What’ s that?’

“l love you. | loved you even when | was telling you no. You're right, | never said |



didn't love you. | loved you that whole time. But | couldn’t figure out how to keep
myself safe and how to love you. That's what it comes down to. | told myself all
kinds of things. That | didn’'t deserve love because of the way that | had abandoned
my family. That | couldn’'t be trusted. But | spent twenty years disconnected from
everyone and everything. On purpose. Until those boys came into my life, | had
forgotten how to really love. | knew how to atone. | knew how to do good things
because guilt motivated me. But those boys changed me. Yet with you, | tried to do
the old things. | tried to revert to type. But having my boys look at me and ask if |
only adopted them because | felt guilty... Hell no. Of course not. And that’s another
thing. I’'m trying to be arole model here. I'm doing a bad job at it. Because what I'm
showing is that if you make a mistake you have to make yourself pay for it for the
rest of your life.”

“You didn’t make amistake. You didn’t cause that accident.”

“1 don’t mean the accident. | mean leaving. | mean not staying. But | was too hurt. |
was too messed up. | told myself that everybody would be better off without me. |
believed it. Because I... | just hurt so damned bad. So much of this, is just actually
being afraid of hurt. And not knowing how to share myself. Because what | know
how to do isrun away. | reverted to type. And I’'m sorry. Y ou didn’t deserve that.”

“Why don’t you let me decide what | deserve?’

“But | want to take care of you. | want to be better for you. | want—I’m an idiot.
Because the reason you came to my door that day had nothing to do with business. Or
atonement. Or even sex. It was love. That was it. That was everything. From the first
moment. The first moment | saw you. | just knew that | couldn’t let you walk away
fromme.”

“I loveyou.”



“1 love you too.”

“I want it al,” he said. “I want to get married. | want to move in together, | want to
share space. But | do understand if you can’t do that before Lily goes college.”

She nodded slowly. “I’ll haveto talk to her. It is her last few months at home.”

“Of course.”

Because loving each other meant loving al of it. Loving him meant loving all his
baggage, all the boys. And loving her was the same. And they both understood it.
Because they understood each other.

She had thought for a long time that she was healed. In some ways, she had been.
Healed enough to do right by her daughter, healed enough to be a good mom. But she
was finally healed enough to be herself.

And that was an incredible gift.

Epilogue

Welcometo Lone Rock...

The day Buck moved Marigold into his house they passed that familiar sign.

All of Marigold's belongings were in the back of the truck, and they were ready to
start their new life together. They would be living in sin before the wedding. And
Lily had said she didn't mind moving out to the ranch before graduation, which
meant they were going to be one big happy family before she and Colton left for

college. Reggie and Marcus especially had completely latched on to Marigold as their
mother, and she was giving them absolutely everything.



He had never felt more in awe of how beautiful life could be. He had spent way too
long thinking about how cruel it could be.

“You look happy,” Marigold said.
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“Of course | am,” he said, slinging his arm over the back of the seat. “I’minlove.”
And for thefirst timein twenty years, Buck Carson was well and truly home.
Rancher’ s December Miracle
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Chapter One

Escaping teenage heartbreak was usually pretty easy. Step 1. leave your hometown.
Step 2: don’t go back, and if you do, stay out ofhisfavorite haunts.

Don't go to hisfavorite bars, don’t drive past his house,

Very basic stuff.

It was much more difficult to do, however, if your great teenage heartbreak also
happened to be your stepbrother.

And that was the essential problem that faced Lily Rivers every time she came home.
He was family. So she should be used to it.

When their parents had first moved in together, they had been seventeen. They had
cohabitated for eight months. And then blessedly they had gone off to college. Which

meant they were mostly confined to interacting during holidays.

The problem wasn’t that he was mean to her. It was that he was fine. Aggressively
and totally fine.

And why shouldn’t he be?
They had dated for a couple of months when they were teenagers. He had been her
first kiss. Her first...well, she was a little fuzzy on which base was which. They

hadn’t hadsex, but they had donestuff.

Stuff she couldn’t get out of her head. Stuff that haunted her.



Made her wake up in a cold sweat.

With her heart pounding and her body aching and...

And then she had gone and imploded their relationship by breaking up with him
because she could see that her mother was into his father, and the rest was history.
She had told him their relationship was probably doomed—and it had been.

She had aso told him it was very important they not get into a situation where their
dating got so serious that if they ever broke up it would be impossible for them to be
around each other.
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That had been the smart thing to do, all things considered. The responsible thing.

And anyway, she had been so certain they were young, and they would find other
people, and that would be that.

It should’ ve been that.

That was the problem.

WEell, the real problem was that nothing had faded. Time hadn’t pushed the way that
Colton made her feel into the recesses of her memory. So every single time she had to
gear up to do a big family thing, shefelt...

Like she was being skinned alive.

She didn’t need to ponder that now. Not while she was driving on extremely slick and
windy roads. It was so cold. Usually the coast was a bit more temperate in Oregon,
but it was freezing, and so were the roads. It had started snowing when she was
inland, and she’ d paused to check the weather in Lone Rock, where her parents were
coming from, and had seen that it was snowing there too.

It was alittle more festive than she was looking for.

She turned up the radio and started to sing. Trying to drown out the intensity of the
feelings rolling through her.

She was twenty-three. She really should be over it by now.



Colton had moved back home after graduation. He had gotten a house in the
mountains near his dad and her mom and was working on their ranch.

She had decided to stay in Eugene. She had gotten a job there as a researcher, and it
was decent work. She had aspirations of someday reinvigorating the museum in Lone
Rock and working as an archivist there, but that was a someday fantasy.

And she would have to contend withhimif she moved home.

Of course, she would be closer to her mom, to her other two stepbrothers and to her
little half brother and sister, who had been born during her first and last year of
school.

It wasn't anybody else’ s fault that she couldn’t get over him. It was dumb. Because it
wasn't like she was in love. How could you ever call something like that love? It was
juvenile. It was...Hewas... She was going to calm down.

She was very chill. Of course she was.

She breathed a sigh of relief when she pulled up to the family beach house, because
the road conditions had been slowly twisting her nerves.

Theice. Definitely. The twisting wasnotdue to thinking about Colton.

The house itself was practically a tourist attraction. Strange though it was. But
legendary country music star, Tansy Martin, was Lily’s aunt by marriage and had
written her breakout hit there. Which happened to be a devastating breakup anthem
about Lily’s uncle by marriage. It was awhole weird thing.

The family often went to the house at Christmastime, and this year was no exception,
although only her mom, stepdad and stepsiblings and half siblings were coming.



Only. Like that wasn’'t a massive and significant number of people.

The house was beautiful as ever. A glorious two-story home with stunning views of
the Pacific Ocean, the maestic rocky Oregon beach below, the waves against the
rocks deafening, even from where she sat in her car.

She could see a tree through the window, twinkling brightly, and Christmas lights
going strong all around the outside. Her parents always had the house decorated for
their arrival, and it gave her a profound sense of homecoming, even if it wasn't her
home, technically.

It was traditional. And lovely.

She was the first one there, which was somewhat blessed. It gave her a chance to
gather her thoughts. To get her emotions together. Sometimes, when she thought
about Colton, she imagined her feelings bubbling up, boiling over, and she just
needed to turn the heat down on them to get them back in their proper place. She
imagined herself doing just that. Turning down the heat on the burner. She took a
breath, then another. She got out of the car, and the mist enveloped her, the scent of
the sea. She took another breath.

She was regaining control of herself. She was finding her center.

She did not have to think about what it had been like when she used to make out with
Colton.Beforehe had been her stepbrother.

Redlly, it was just bad luck. How many people did that happen to? Meet a guy, get
bowled over by your chemistry, have your parents end up falling in love.

She sighed and took all her things out of the trunk of her car, one bag with all her
supplies and another with all her presents for her family, and closed the back of the



car, heading toward the house. She entered the code and retrieved the key from the
lock, letting herself in and taking a breath of the pine-scented air.

It really wasChristmas.

She walked slowly up the stairs and cracked open the door to her bedroom, which
was just as she had left it last time they’d been here. Her dark red bedspread, velvet
and seasonal, was spread out on the mattress, with round, fat pillows propped up
against the headboard.



Page 70

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 5:04 pm

She’ d seen amovie when she was a kid calledA Little Princess, and there was a scene
where one of the girl’s rooms had been transformed for Christmas as if by magic,
with warm shoes and cozy blankets and finery.

Lily always felt that way coming to this house. Coming into this room.
Likeit was amagic miracle that could all disappear in a puff of glitter.
It made her ache.

It was such a strange thing. She and her mother had lived hand to mouth for most of
her childhood. It had been comfortable, and it had been nice. Her mother was such a
hard worker.

But her stepdad wasrich. His whole family was rich. They had multiple houses. Her
aunt Tansy had a private jet. It was just a whole new kind of life, one she'd been
thrust into when she was seventeen. She'd gone to college not long after, so she
dipped in and out of thislife, and she’'d never gotten used to it.

She knew that her stepbrothers were just as overawed by it as she was most days.
They had been adopted by her stepdad when they were teenagers, so the change to
their lives had come around when it had come to hers. In that sense, they were united.
If she didn’t feel so awkward around Colton, she might feel akinship to him.

He, however, didn't seem to feel any awkwardness at all. Not that she could see. But
then, maybe that was because Colton wasn't awkward, ever.



No. He was just hot. Overly confident in all things. It was deeply annoying. Because
she just didn’t feel like she was... It was hard to articulate. He seemed to have taken
to everything in his whole life better than she did. He was gorgeous. Self-assured. He
seemed to step into his role in their family with ease. He had become a Carson
effortlessly.

She still felt very much like she had been grafted onto the tree, not because of the
way anybody treated her. Of course not. The Carsons were wonderful. But she just
mostly felt like the girl who had been raised by a single mother, whose dad was an
absol ute dickhead and who had lovely grandparents who lived in a modest house on a
regular old street.

It still felt like she was going to a museum when she visited the Carsons. With their
massive mansion in Lone Rock, and yet...

And yet there was something reassuring about this place. She couldn’t quite pinpoint
why.

Her phone buzzed, and she took it out of her pocket.

She had missed a call from her mother.

She wrinkled her nose, and then hit the button to call her back. She started to walk
down the stairs with her phone to her ear.

“Hello?”

“Hi Mom,” she said. “Sorry. | got here safely, the roads were sketchy but I’'m fine. |
just put my bag in my room. | don’t know why my phone didn’t ring.”

“Thank God. Because apparently the highway between Lone Rock and the coast is



closed.”

“What?’

“Theroad is completely impassable.”

She’ d been coming from the north, and her family was coming in from the east.

“l don’t...” Her head was spinning. She didn’'t want to spend Christmas without her
family. Surely it would clear up in the next couple of days.

She heard tires on the gravel driveway out front.

“Hang on. Somebody’s here.” She craned her neck to try and see out the front door
window. “It might be... Did you get food delivery?’

“Yes. And Christmas dinner is going to be catered.” They always did that. They got a
fully cooked meal delivered.

Her mom did meal prep for aliving so the holidays were a time when she absolutely
didn’'t prep anything.

“Surelyyou’ re going to be able to get here for Christmas.”

Thiswas starting to feel like abad holiday special.

“1 don’t know. It’s going to depend. They can plow the road, but | imagine it’s going
to take several daysto clear since it’s both the snow and the downed trees, and that’s

if the weather behaves itself. We got about an hour from home and had to turn
around, and from what | heard it was even worse up ahead.”



“1 really want to see you,” she said.
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Her mom’s voice softened. “I know. | really want to see you too. It won't feel like
Christmas if we aren’t together.”

Lily was expecting a knock at the door, but there wasn't one. Instead, the handle
turned. The door opened, and her heart dropped into her toes.

Because of course her whole family was stuck. Of course her whole family couldn’t
get here.

Except for Colton Carson.

The bane of her existence, the love of her life.

Her stepbrother.

Chapter Two

Colton felt tension migrate up his spine the minute he walked in and saw Lily.

He should be over it.

He wouldneverget over it.

Because the thing about Colton Carson was, he didn’t let go of a damn thing. He kept
careful record of every transgression that had ever been committed against him. By

somebody in the system, by anyone he had met when he had spent time on the ranch
for troubled youths, where he had first met his adoptive father, Buck.



By any kid who had ever been mean to him at school.

Y eah. He kept track of that shit.

He never let themknowit. It wasn’t his style. But he didn't forgive, and he didn’t
forget.

His stepsister, Lily Rivers, was at the top of the list of people who had transgressed
against him.

The way she had broken up with him the night of their fall dance senior year had
fucking devastated him.

Not because he didn’'t have real problems in life. He sure as hell had known enough
suffering by seventeen to make grown men cry.

But that was the problem.

He had thought he' d finally found everything he' d ever wanted.

A girl who redly saw who he was. Who thought he was worth whatever trouble he
came with.

But she had bailed the minute things had gotten complicated. And the worst thing
was, he still had to see her. The worst thing was, he had to smile at her, and he had to
pretend that everything was al good when it was actually all bad.

It was just that he was very, very good at pretending.

He hadn’t shown her how badly she had hurt him, not the moment she had broken up
with him, not ever.



He was good at that. He was good at it from years of being bounced around the
system. He was good at it from years of having people treat him like garbage to be
taken out to the curb and picked up and dumped at the next waste site. That was
foster care, at least that was his experience of it. It was a shit show. And he had
gotten real good at being the ringmaster.

He acted unbothered. He acted like he didn’t care.

It made you believe your own bullshit sometimes. Made you buy into the idea that
maybe you didn’t care. And that made things a hell of alot easier.

So he smiled. Because he knew it would confound her. Because it always did. “Lily.
Great to seeyou. No one elseis here yet?’

“No,” she said. “Actually, no one else is coming.”
He stopped. He had had dreams like this. Fuck. Those dreams were not anything he
needed to think about right now. Those dreams were X-rated. And he tried very hard

to never telegraph that he had an X-rated thought about his stepsister... Ever.

Sadly, he did have those thoughts, all the time.
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That was why he was still so angry.

Because in all these years, he had never met a woman who fired up his imagination
quite like her.

And he had seen her first. He had seen her before Buck had ever seen Marigold, who
had ultimately become his stepmother, and the only real mother figure he had ever
known. It wasn't that he resented their relationship. How could he? It had created this

wonderful stable home environment for him, on the one hand.

On the other hand, it had taken the woman he wanted most in all the world and placed
her off-limits.

Or maybe, she had placed herself off-limits and that had just been a convenient
excuse.

His mind often toggled between those two potential truths.

He mostly thought she just must not care. Because she had cut things off, and it had
been so easy. That had been her first solution. Not just talking to her mom.

That, he would never understand. Not when they had been...

WEell. He had thought he was falling in love. Clearly she hadn’t been. That wasn't his
issue to sort out.

“Why not?’



“The roads are closed.”

“What the hell?’

“Weren't you driving the same roads?’

He shook his head. “No. I’'m actually coming from Portland. | had some things | had
to pick up.”

“Well, the road from Lone Rock is blocked. There are downed trees, inclement
weather. Apparently it's awhole snowpocalypse.”

“They promise one of those every year and it never happens.”

“I"'m aware,” she said.

He chuckled. “Right. Nothing out there really 1ooks like snowmageddon to me. A lot
of hysteria and no white stuff.”

“Sure, but this isn't Portland, city boy.” A slly jab, and yet one she couldn’t resist
making. Made extra silly by the fact that he now chose to live in the mountains in
Lone Rock and she was the one who lived in Eugene. “The fact of the matter is, the
ground here is soft, and when you add heavy, wet snow or ice, the trees just kind of
crumple like wilting movie starlets in the 1930s. Across the roads.”

“There’s an image.”

“Anyway. Guess we're here.”

“Yeah. Guess we are.” He looked around. “So.” He was determined not to make it
weird. She didn’t get to be the one that looked cooler and more collected.



He really wished he could get it together and find somebody else. But he couldn’t
help but notice she hadn’t either.

She’'d never brought home a man for Christmas. That was something he thought
about more years than he didn’'t. But someday, Lily was going to swan into a family
event with a guy on her arm, and he was going to have to figure out what the hell he
was going to do about that. He blamed his psychological trauma on the fact that he
hadn’t managed to let go of her. Part of him had wanted so desperately for al the
good things he got when he first moved to Oregon to be permanent.

At least that was what he told himself.

Because there was no way he was just still in love with her.

Hell, a seventeen-year-old didn't even know what love was. And perhaps, the case
could be made that a twenty-three-year-old maybe didn’t know what it was either, but
that meant he certainly hadn’t been in love. And he could hardly claim to be in love
with agirl he hadn’t even fucked.

Not that any of the women he'd been with since had done anything to erase the
memory of her kiss. He had tried to jump right back into what he knew.

Sex with no connections.

He had become sexually active at far too young of an age. But he basically ticked
every box for youth engaging in risky activities. And he had engaged in most of
them. It was how he had landed himself at the ranch for troubled youths. He had been
ayouth. Who was very troubled.
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Like you are in trouble now.

Maybe he was. But he didn't do or sell drugs anymore. So there was that. In fact,
he'd left all petty criminal activity behind.

He was a respectable rancher. He had a good job. He had a great family. It was just
Lily. Lily was the only thing that reminded him that he didn’t have everything. That
things weren't perfect.

And he was stuck here with her.

WEéll, he could leave. He could head out and go to a motel in town, but that would
violate his sworn internal oath to never let her see him sweat where she was
concerned. Acting unbothered by her presence was his biggest skill set.

Wéell, one of them.

When he was in bed with other women, he might not feel half as much as he once had
innocently kissing Lily, but he knew how to make them see God.

Detachmentwas the primary header most of his skills could be filed under.

He could do alot of things without feeling much of anything, and no one with him
would be any the wiser.

A blue-haired girl at his college had told him it was a trauma response.



Beth was one of his best friends now. He'd stayed with her and her girlfriend when
he'd been in Portland. He liked to tell her men didn’t have trauma. She liked to tell
him he was gender essentialist. He pretended he didn’t understand what that meant,
like they hadn’t gone to the same college and listened to the same people shouting
into megaphones.

She said his enjoying making her mad was him testing boundaries, which was aso a
trauma response.

His eternal response was that people were too goddamned traumatized these days.

Who had that kind of time?

Secretly he wondered if she was right. But what did it matter if she was? What was
the aternative? To lie down and cry about it?

Not likely.

It was best to just put your head down and get on with things. He didn’t hope for the
best or the worst; he just dealt with the reality of it.

Whining about it wouldn’'t have helped him back when he'd been a legitimately
traumatized kid, and it would seem damned ungrateful now that he was an adult who

wasprivilegedas hell. Another word he' d learned from Beth.

He didn't lie down. He didn't weep. He wouldn't be leaving this
fuckingprivilegedhouse to get away from his stepsister.

“Well,” she said.

And he wondered if she was going to admit it was awkward or uncomfortable. For



her. He didn’t feel awkward. No, that wasn’t the word that applied here.

But she didn’t admit anything.

She wouldn’t.

Which also annoyed him. Maybe that was the game. Maybe it was why he was so
dedicated to not reacting to her. He was the one who deserved a reaction. She'd
broken up with him and she tiptoed around him like a little church mouse, like she
thought he was a cat who was going to eat her.

In many ways, he wouldn’t be opposed.

The wreckage would be epic.

He did his best not to think about that too deeply.

“Wellwhat?' he asked, in spite of himself.

“Nothing,” she said. “I just...we don’t hang out much.”

“No,” he said, deadpan. “We don’t.”
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“Mom said grocery delivery was coming.” She looked expectantly toward the door
like she expected the delivery to come at any moment. Like she hoped it would.

“Did Marigold say when?’

He called his stepmother by her first name to emphasize the fact that she wasn't his
mother. To emphasize the fact that Lilywasn'this sister.

“Uh. No,” Lily said, skipping over his intent, because that was what they did.
They didn’t call each other out, not ever. They didn’t talk like they’ d ever dated.
But it was there between them. Always. The biggest thing in the room.

“I'm starving,” he said, moving past her and into the kitchen, slinging his bag onto
the counter, along with his truck keys. “I might go out and grab something.”

Not because he needed a break from her.
“Oh. Okay. I’'m hungry too, actually.”
“Do you want to come with me?’

He felt prodded into saying it. Like there was an unspoken dare in her proclamation
of hunger.

She looked at him, her golden eyes round, her lips pressed into aflat line. “Yes. Yes|



do.”

“Don’'t sound so excited about it.”

“I"'m very excited,” she said blandly.

“Come on, Lily, I'll get you some clam chowder.” He turned away from the counter,
grabbing his keys again, and he could hear her footsteps behind him.

“l need a coat,” she said, and he heard her footsteps depart, scampering up the stairs.

He heard her come back down, and he challenged himself not to turn to her. He did
that way too easily.

Turned to her like he was a plant looking for the sunshine.

If he said that to Beth, she’ d say he had unresolved feelings.

He fucking knew that.

He opened up the door and didn’t close it, and she walked out behind him, closing it.
He got into his truck and she got into the passenger side. He knew he was being

resolutely unfriendly in hisfriendliness. But it was how they were.

He started the engine and backed out of the driveway. “I really love clam chowder,”
she said, far too brightly.

“How nice,” he said.

They weren't going far. There was alittle local place their family always went to on
the edge of town. The parking lot was packed. Unsurprising. The weather was terrible



and the place was lit with a welcoming glow that warmed him just by looking at it. It
stood to reason quite a few people in town had the same idea about where to get
dinner.

He did the same routine going into the restaurant that he'd done to get out of the
house. Got out of the truck, heard her but didn’t look at her, and they walked into the
restaurant with her afew paces behind.

The woman at the podium barely looked at them. “Booth okay?’ she asked.

“Yeah,” they answered at the same time.

Of course, when they were seated in the booth, they were directly across from each
other, and he couldn’t avoid looking at her anymore.

She was so damned beautiful, with her red hair and freckles, those golden eyes that
had always made him think of her as atiger. So gorgeous. So dangerous.

She always had been the prettiest girl he'd ever seen. And he was sure he must have
seen women who were more beautiful by now. He must have.
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But for some reason she was burned right into him. His appreciation for her beauty
was branded into his soul and he couldn’t seem to do athing about it.

“What were you picking up in Portland?’ she asked.

He was about to answer when the waitress came over. “Drinks?’

“Diet Coke,” she said.

“Is Pepsi okay?’

He watched her chew her bottom lip. “ Sure...”

He could tell it wasn’t.

“Water isfine,” he said.

The walitress was clearly annoyed that he would be a cheap hill. A lot of times people
saw him in his ranch gear and expected him to start ordering beer. But Buck didn’t
drink, and given Colton’s own background and the issues his birth mother had with

substances, he’ d aways thought it was better to go ahead and abstain.

Before the waitress could clear out, he stopped her. “1 think we're ready. | just want a
clam chowder and a fish-and-chips.”

“Metoo,” Lily said.



The waitress nodded and walked away.

“1 think she might spit in the food,” he said.

“Why?’

“1 think she’s annoyed her tip isn't going to be as big as it might be if we were
drinking alcohol.”

“Oh,” Lily said. “I don’t think so. | think she'sjust busy.”

Lily had a kinder view of the world than he did. But she always had. She just hadn’t
lived the kind of life he had. Not that she'd had it easy. Her dad hadn’t been in the
picture or anything when she was growing up. She’d had akind of stability he hadn’t,
though.

“Sure,” he said.

The waitress returned a moment later with their drinks and with two bowls of clam
chowder. She'd given him two bags of oyster crackers so maybe Lily was right and
she wasn't mad.

Double oyster crackers was a pretty nice gesture.

Lily only had one bag.

She opened it up and poured her oyster crackers into her soup and stared at his extra
bag.

“l waswrong,” he said. “She thinks I'm cute.”



She let out a harsh breath. “Oh sure.”

“Women like me, Lily.”

“Yeah, | know.” She held his gaze for a beat, and it felt loaded. “ So, why were you in
Portland?’

“Picking up some supplies. | got agood deal on materials.”

“For what?”’

“Asit happens, I’ m getting chickens.”

She frowned. “Why?’
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“Eggs,” he said.

“Why?’ she pressed.

“I like eggs, Lily.”

She sniffed. “Oh. So you had to go to Portland for that?’

“1 got adea on some suppliesand | got to go and see Beth.”
Her eyes sharpened. “Beth?’

Oh. She didn’t know who Beth was. He hadn’t intended to be vague or leading in any
way by mentioning her, but the reaction to her name was...interesting.

“Yeah. | know her from college. | stayed with her.”

Her shoulders shifted slightly as she took a bite of her soup. “How nice.”

“It was,” he said, slowly. “Very nice.”

He was being adick. He didn’t care.

She ate her soup with more focus than it strictly required, and when their bowls were

cleared and their fish-and-chips were put in front of them, she paid just as close
attention to her fries.



“So you’' re working at the ranch.”

“Yeah. My degreeisin agribusiness, you might recall.”

“1 do.”

“Unless | end up packing up and going elsewhere, | don’t see why I'd work anywhere
else. I'm making a smaller farm on my property, though. For my personal use. Hence
the chickens.”

She nodded. “ That’s great. Did you...buy a place?’

“Did Marigold and Dad not mention it?’

She pursed her lips and looked down, then back up. “Uh. Maybe they did.”

He wanted to shake her. He wanted to yell at her and tell her it shouldn’'t be this
awkward eating with a damned family member, and it wouldn’t be if they were actual
family members or didn’t have unresolved sexual tension between them.

But he didn’t say any of that because that would be breaking his personal set of rules.

They finished eating and when the check came, they reached for it a the same time.
“Let megetit,” hesaid.

“We'll split it,” she said, frowning.

“No, wewon't.”

He picked up the receipt and put his card on it, then waved for the waitress, who
came by and took it from him.



“Oh for God' s sake,” she muttered.
He signed the receipt quickly when the waitress brought it to him and got out of the
booth. He returned to not looking at Lily, as they walked back through the restaurant

and outside.

“1 didn’t know you bought the house,” she said. “Because Mom and Buck don’t talk
to me about you because they know that we can’t handle each other.”

He turned to her, his heart rate picking up. “We can’'t?’

13 NO.”
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“And why isthat, exactly, Lily?’
He wanted to hear her say it.

“Because we never recovered from our breakup. Because we don't act like
stepsiblings, we act like exes. Because no matter how hard we try, it'swhat we are.”

Chapter Three

She felt like an idiot. She had broken the most sacred, unspoken oath that she had
ever taken. To never, ever signa to him that she wasn’'t over it. That she thought
about him like that all the time. That she thought aboutthem.

No. It wasn't supposed to be like this. She was supposed to be stronger, braver,
smarter. But everything had gone sour inside of her when he had mentioned Beth.
Was she really no better than that? Getting jealous because all of a sudden he had
mentioned a woman by name?

That was hideous. Awful.

But she was stagnant. When it came to love and sex and moving on, she hadn’t
managed to figure out how to do that. She had known there would be a time when
both of them would, when they had to. She had intentionally put herself in a holding
pattern through college, and it had seemed reasonable. Her mom had instilled in her a
fair amount of worry when it came to unexpected pregnancy, and that had been
reason enough to focus on her studies instead of being sexually active. At least, that
was what she told herself most days. Because telling the truth, making it about



Colton, wastoo painful.

But the idea that he might have somebody else when she didn’t, that stung.

Oh, she was certain there had been other women. But he had never mentioned any of
them. And now there was a name. It made her real; it made her important.

He had someone else.

Aslong as Lily had played this game of chicken, aslong as they had been engaged in
a game where they didn’t mention their past, she could believe he was as wound up
as she was. She could believe he was as tangled up in al this as she was. But he had
mentioned Beth, and Lily had swerved, so she was the loser. She was the one who oh
so clearly couldn’t deal with it. She was the one who wasn’t over it.

And that was a significantly humiliating thing.

More than that, it ached. Like alance straight to the heart.

But instead of acknowledging it, and instead of dealing with it, she got in his truck
and slammed the door closed behind her. She could hear her own breathing echoing
around her; she hated the silence. She hated all of it. She tried to take a breath, and
her chest hurt. Everything hurt.

He got in the car, and he didn’t say anything.

She recognized the game he was playing. This one where he didn’t look at her so he
could try to make her feel unimportant.

Or maybe it isn't agame. You just are unimportant to him. Because he has Beth, and
he's normal, and he doesn’t care about the fact that you thought you were in love



with him when you were seventeen.

That was galling.

The drive back to the house was short, and neither of them said anything.

“Look,” she said as they pulled up. “Groceries.”

There was a stack of brown bags against the door, and she wished she hadn’t said
anything, because she really was doing the most to betray how disturbed she was by
all of this.

She couldn’t have made it more obvious if she had tried.

As soon as he put the truck in Park, she all but fell out of it, her shoes crunching on
the icy gravel as she scampered up to grab the groceries, feigning an interest in them

that smply didn’t exist. Not on the level that she was trying to portray.

She was far too aware of him as he unlocked the door and opened it, picking up the
majority of the groceries and following her inside.

“We gotta at |east get the refrigerated stuff put away,” she said.

“Yes, maam,” he said.

“That’s what you have to say? Yes, ma am?’

Because he was till doing it. He wasn’t commenting on what she had said, and if he

was normal about it al, he would have. If it wasn't a game, he simply would have
asked her if she was still bothered by their past relationship.



“You don’'t have anything to say?’
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She made a decision then and there. She didn’t have any pride left to salvage, so she
might as well go all in. Because the truth was she was held back by al of this,
Exceedingly. Ridiculously. She was.

And she was stuck here with him. If she had this venue, this moment, to vent her
spleen without anybody else being around to hear it, then why shouldn’t she take it?
Why shouldn’t she say it al?

The spell was broken. This silent vow to never speak of what had passed between
them.

And it hung between them all the same.
So why not? Why not keep going?
“We've never been fing,” she said.

“Sure we have been,” he said, his eyes cool. “We' ve been just fine this whole time.
We've never had to have a come-to-Jesus, we' ve never had to shout about it. We've
been fine since the morning we caught our parents sleeping together and lectured
them the way they did us and moved right on into being family. Just fine.”

“That's alie,” she said. “And you know it. What we are is a mess of memory. And
we won't even let ourselves have the memories. Because we're both just... In a
stalemate. And I'm tired of it. | don’t feel normal around you. | never have. It's been
five years, and nothing feels normal. It doesn’'t feel okay. I’'m not over it.”



Suddenly, his unreadable eyes flashed with fire. It was like a veil had been torn away,
and she could see him. She could really see him. Fury and all.

“What the hell am | supposed to do with that? Y ou’ re the one who broke up with me,
remember? | don’'t have shit to do with this awkwardness. | don’'t have anything to do
with this,” he said, moving his hand between them. “You didn't ask me what |
wanted. Y ou told me how it was going to be, and now you're angry? Y ou think that
somehow |’ ve created the situation?’

“No,” she sputtered. “But I... You just always acted like nothing happened. You
always acted like you were fine.”

“Oh, does that bother you, Lily? Did you want to break my heart? Would that have
made things better for you? Easier? If you could have felt like you had power in the
situation, would you be happier?’

“Of course not. | wanted things to be okay between us. | wanted to stop the
relationship before we got in too deep. Before it was impossible for us to come back
fromit.”

Y et it had been too late.

That was the thunderous, ridiculous realization she had right then. Because they had
been in love. She had spent al this time gaslighting herself into believing they hadn’t
been. That they couldn’t possibly. Because they were too young. That it hadn’'t been
real. That they needed to go to college. That what they’d felt was a common thing. A
useful connection that would be forgotten about in due time.

And instead, he was her defining heartbreak.

She thought of him that way sometimes, but not seriously. Her teenage heartbreak.



How silly. How small. Except it had never been silly or small. It had left a crack
inside of her that had never heal ed.

“I’'m sorry,” she said. “I realize now that what | thought was wrong. | just thought we
could...end it, and then it wouldn’t really be heartbreak. That we could end it, and
then everything would be fine, because we were kids and we would get over it. But
I’'m not over it. I'm not. It isn't that | need you to have a broken heart about it,
Colton, it's that | need to admit that | do. It’s that | have never gotten over this. It's
that | went to college and met other people, and | didn’t feel interested in them at all.
It's that | never even let anyone else kiss me. Because | couldn’t handle it. It's
because... I'm still a virgin, because | can’'t get over this, and | can’'t deal with it,
because I’ ve been lying to myself about what it is. It's because | never caled it what
it really was. It was love. And | broke my own heart. So what am | supposed to do
with that?’

She was breathing hard, and she felt humiliated. Small. Maybe this was why small
talk was so hard between them. They had nothing small to say to each other. But
apparently there were alot of big things.

“Don’t tell me this shit,” he said.

“Why not?’

He moved closer to her. “Because | can't know that you haven't touched another
man. That you haven't kissed one, let alone had sex. | can’t know that.”

“Why not?” She pressed. She didn't care about Beth right then. Because what did
Beth have to do with them? What could she possibly be next to the enormity of this?

What could anything possibly be next to this?

Why had Lily been so quick to push aside her own feelings when she had been in the



middle of this?

She couldn’t answer that question right now, because the only thing was that heat
rising up inside of her. The fire and determination to do something with the yawning
acheinside of her.

She needed it. She needed him.

It was the only thing.

The only cure. The only possible answer.

“lI can't know it,” he said. “Because I'm going to end up taking it as a reason to do
what | wanted to do for along time.”

“What isthat?’
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“Don't,” he said.

“Tell me,” she said. “| was brave enough to say al this—you be brave enough to tell
me what you want.”

“1 want what | always wanted. | want you naked and underneath me. | want to corrupt
you. That iswhat | want. It iswhat I’ ve wanted since | first laid eyes on you. Because
that was the whole point of it, wasn't it? The bad boy and the good girl? What is the
fucking point if the bad boy doesn’t take your virginity, Lily? Huh? What kind of fun
fantasy was that?’

“Nothing about it was fun,” she said.

“Damn straight,” he said.

This felt dangerous. They were here, by themselves. There was no one around to stop
them. No one around to make them think better of this. No one around to make them

want to be better versions of themselves. No. There was only this.

Her heart was thundering hard at the base of her throat. She took a step toward him.
“l guess| got all the heartbreak and none of the benefits.”

“You broke your own heart, remember? | didn’t do a damn thing.”
She shook her head. “If it makes you feel better, you've broken my heart at least a

dozen times since then. Every time | ever looked at you and couldn’t... Couldn’t be
honest with you. Couldn’t be close to you. It's never felt right. Having to live with



you, treat you like a member of the family? What a joke. We're the reason they're
together. We're the reason this family exists, and we're the only two that can never
fully...feel likeit'safamily.”

“What do you want, Lily?’

“Maybe | want what | lost? Maybe | want the opportunity that was taken from me.”
“1’m going to need you to say it.”

“Kissme.”

“We're not seventeen anymore. If you only want to kiss, you need to say that up
front.”

She shook her head. “I don’t only want to kiss.”

“Praise God,” he said.

Then he closed the distance between them, and his mouth touched hers.

Chapter Four

It was a bad fucking idea. It was the dumbest thing he had done in his life, and he had
done alot of dumb things. It was incendiary. It was impossible. It was perfect.

It was inevitable.

They had been lying to each other all thistime. That was definitive.

But everything had always been leading to this moment. All it took was the removal



of their supervisors. It didn’t take a hell of a lot to get back to that intense magical
alchemy that had always existed between them. When their lips touched, it turned to
gold. And there wasn’t anything else likeit.

God in heaven.

He had told himself that maybe he had built it all up in his mind. That it was an

exaggeration. That for some reason, he had managed to build up a concept of
attraction in his head that didn’t exist.

Not in the real world. Except it did. Because right as soon as their lips touched, it was
like being back home. It was like being back in the fire. In the center of the storm.

They had always somehow simultaneously been the most uncomfortable, comfortable
trauma he had ever experienced.

They had never made much sense.

But it wasreal.

He couldn’t deny that now as he moved his tongue against the seam of her lips and
she parted them, granting him entry. As he tasted her, deep and long and perfect, soft

and sweet as he remembered.

Y eah. There was no denying this.
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And what the hell was there to be done about that?
Nothing but this.

Nothing but to kiss her, now that there was no danger of her mom walking in on
them. Now that they weren’t kids.

Now that they were adults who ought to have more control, but maybe had less.
Because she had said it was real. And he had always known it was.

There was an angry, bitter sort of triumph inside of him that sliced through his chest
like aknife.

He would never fully be able to understand the hold she had on him.

Hewasn’t sureif he wanted to.

Not redly.

But he wanted this.

S0 he kissed her. Degp and hard and long, with all the skill he had acquired in the
years since his mouth had last touched hers. With all the feeling he had left behind

the day she had broken his heart.

It was the first time he had ever kissed anyone with both of those things.



It was surreal.

It wasaglory.

And at the same time, it was a sin. He was certain about that.

He cupped her face—it was so soft. He couldn’t find any anger, not anymore, not
when thisjust felt so damned good.

It felt like his due. It felt like what he had been waiting for all these years.

Confirmation that it hadn’t been a dream. The right to touch her again. The sound of
her need, her pleasure, her demand for more.

It reminded him of being seventeen.

That day they had gotten caught by her mom. They hadn’t meant to start kissing. Not
in her bedroom. He hadn’t meant to put his hand under her shirt. She hadn’t meant to
take his off. They hadn’t meant to lie down on the bed. But they had been carried

away in feelings, passion that was too big for them. Too advanced for their age.

And now, in this moment, it was right. They weren’t too young, and there was no one
else here.

Therewasmagicin it.

And there had been spare little magic in his life, so he was bound and determined to
claim what there was.

S0 he picked her up, held her in his arms, and started to walk her toward the stairs.
She looped her arms around his neck, not breaking the kiss. AlImost as if she was



desperate to make sure the magic kept going. He could relate to the feeling. But he
wasn't afraid of it vanishing quite so quickly.

He pushed open the door to the bedroom and looked down at the bed. There were too
many pillows on it.

He had never understood what the hell all the extra pillows were for. It was a rich
person thing, as far as he could tell. Most of his life he had been lucky to have one
pillow. He had become a Carson, and suddenly there were pillows every fucking
where. The couch, extras on the beds. It was unhinged.

“l don't... | don’t have any protection or anything,” she said.

“ThisisaCarson house,” he said. “ There have to be condoms somewhere.”

He believed that to be true. They weren’'t the only branch of the family that used this
place.

He went into the main bedroom and went into the bathroom, opening up the medicine
cabinet and giving thanks he had been brought into a family who prioritized their
needs. Because there was indeed a box of condoms.
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He walked back into the bedroom, and she was sitting on the edge of the bed, her
knees drawn up to her chest. She looked up at him with wide eyes.

“ Second thoughts?’

She stood up and walked toward him, then she grabbed a fistful of his shirt and
dragged him toward her, claiming his mouth. When they parted, she was breathing
hard. “Hell no.”

Chapter Five

They were past the point of no return. And she was so glad. So damned glad. All she
wanted was to have him. To have this. Now that she had fully admitted it to herself, it
was like the floodgates had opened. Need and desire were a driving force within her;
there was no room for nerves.

It was actually like being young again. Because she had been completely
inexperienced the first time she had made out with him. And she had still ended up
getting him half-undressed.

She could still remember, with a rush of adrenaline, how she had gone down on him
in his truck, in the driveway of his dad’'s place. She had never felt nervous. She had
aways just felt... Like she needed him. She had wondered if she might feel awkward
her first time, since at this point, she had waited longer than she had intended. But she
didn’t. Instead, she felt like they were picking up right where they left off.

“1I"m ready to get to home base,” she said.



“What does that mean?’

“We went to third base, right?’

“1 don’'t know,” he said. “Do people still use that baseball metaphor?”

“l don't know. | don’'t do anything with anybody. So, | always have used it, but
maybe it’ s outdated.”

“Well, | don't care,” he said. He pushed her down onto the bed, his weight over the
top of her, and it was her turn to squeal like a 1930s movie heroine. She was a breath
away from swooning.

She stripped his shirt up over his head and pushed him onto his back so she could
look at him. He had changed. He was more muscular now; there was hair on his
chest. Her heart skipped severa beats.

He was just far too beautiful for his own good. For her own good. For anyone's
sanity.

His golden good looks had always left her senseless, breathless. She kissed his neck,
all the way down his chest, down to the waistband of his jeans, where she undid his
belt, the button on his jeans, lowering the zipper.

“Indulge me,” she said. “For nostalgia’' s sake.”

Then she exposed him to her hungry gaze. Lord.

He was... She pressed her palm against his hardened length and dragged her hand

down to the base of him. Then she leaned forward, tasting him with the tip of her
tongue. He groaned and arched his hips upward, and, flushed with memory and need,



she took him deep into her mouth.

He pushed his fingers through her hair; his hold wasn’t tight or insistent. He let her
direct the movements. Let her explore.

Somehow, she felt like this was about her. That his body was her playground, her
domain. He was hers.

She knew that with certainty. Even though she knew she wasn't the only woman to
ever touch him, to ever do this for him, she had the feeling so strongly then, and till,
that it had never been the same for him. That it still wasn’tthis.

“Enough,” he said, his breathing ragged.

“Why?" she said, raising her head, then she kissed his hip bone. “Because we've
donethis. | need you.”

Then she found herself flipped onto her back as he shucked his jeans off the rest of
the way. As he stripped her shirt up over her head, unclipped her bra with expertise.
He stripped her entirely bare, and she wasn't embarrassed at all. She felt powerful.
She felt perfect.

And he looked at her like she was a treasure. He kissed her neck, her breast. He
cupped her, dliding his thumb over her nipple, and she remembered how he used to
do that in his truck. The first time he had touched her bare breasts. Only this time, he
didn't stop there, he lowered his head and took her nipple into his mouth, sucking
hard. She gasped, pleasure lancing her.

Then he moved his hand between her thighs and found her wet and ready for him. His
touch was like white lightning against her flesh, and she arched against his hand as he
pushed afinger inside her, making her shake with her desire for him. It was Colton.



How could she have ever thought of him as forbidden? When he was hers.
He had always belonged to her.
He kissed hisway down her body, his hands still wreaking havoc between her thighs.

Until his mouth found that sensitized pearl there, until he began to lick her like she
was the most delicious thing he' d ever tasted.
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He gripped her hips and pulled her firmly against his mouth, his tongue working her
with firm strokes. She wanted to keep her head, not because she was afraid, just
because she wanted to remember this in detail. Because this was a vacation out of
time. Because this wasn't a declaration, it was only a reclamation, and eventualy,
their family would be here. And they would have to pretend this hadn’t happened. So
she was going to memorize it al in vivid detail, except she felt her grip on the earth
begin to dissolve. She felt herself beginning to crack. And when he pushed two
fingers inside of her while his tongue pleasured her, she shattered. Utterly and
completely. And then he was over her, capturing her sounds of pleasure with a deep
kiss. She could taste her own need on his mouth. He grabbed a condom, and he
applied it with expert finesse, before cupping her chin and looking her in the eye.
“Areyou ready?’

“Yes,” shesad.
“Thisisalong time coming, Lily Rivers.”
“It sureis,” she said.

The blunt head of him pressed against the entrance to her body, and he pushed inside
of her slowly. So slowly. And it felt amazing. She arched into him, urging him on,
wrapping her legs around his hips as he thrust into her one last time. It hurt, but it
didn’t matter. Because she was finally with him. Like this. It felt like a reckoning. A
homecoming. It felt like her due.

And then he began to move. And it was like the earth moved with him. And so did
she.



She was caught up, completely enraptured by the moment. He drove them both to the
heights, again and again, before setting them back down. And building it all over
again. And when she felt herself getting close to the peak, when she couldn’t possibly
come back from it one more time, she jumped. And she took him with her. They both
shuddered out their pleasure, and she could feel him pulsing deep inside of her as he
gave himself over to the same madness that was overtaking her.

They held each other after that. Their skin slick, their hearts beating hard.

She put her hand on his chest, rested her face right next to it. She didn’t feel awkward
with him. Not now. It was the strangest thing. She would’ ve thought that being naked
with someone she felt unspeakably uncomfortable around 90 percent of the time
would be worse. Instead, it was right.

Instead, it felt like everything.

Like this was where they were supposed to be al along.

“I’vewaited along timefor that,” he said.

She wondered if she should be offended by what he said. If she should take it to mean
that he had been waiting to make this conquest. But she didn't feel like being
offended. She wanted to luxuriate in the moment. That was all.

“| feel the same way,” she said.

“1 didn’t think I’ d be giving thanks for bad weather.”

“1 didn’t think I’ d be giving thanks for being trapped here with you,” she said.

“No. | guess not.”



“I really did think that | was doing the right thing back then,” she said. “I wanted to
be doing the right thing. | hoped that | was. | wanted... | wanted everything to be
perfect for my mom. Because she gave up so much to raise me. She never said that.
She never acted like she was sacrificing, but | know she was. My dad... He was such
an unforgivable asshole.”

“Really? She never talks about him.”

“She acts like she doesn’'t care. She acts like she doesn’'t care that he was never
involved, and...that the way they hooked up wasn't super problematic. But I'm
furious for her. | always have been. You know her brother died when she was a
teenager? And she was hurting. Older men took advantage of her. The guy that got
her pregnant was aready in college. She was still in high school. And of course she
plays it off. She acts like she was just as much at fault in it as he was. But... |
remember when | fully realized how crazy it was that she got pregnant with me when
she was sixteen. Sixteen.”

“Maybe that’s alittle bit why you stayed away from men.”

“It'salot why,” she said.

She wondered if it was partly why she had pushed him away initialy too. That
thought was a revelation. A strange, shocking one. She knew it was why her mother
had been so nervous about Lily and Colton. Because they were getting too serious,
too fast, too young. Because her mom wanted her to do something with her life.

“1 don't envy my mom,” she said. “I can’'t imagine the tightrope that she had to walk
to make sure her child felt wanted, while trying to make sure | didn’t make the same
decisions she did. | mean, she did a great job. | never felt like she resented me. But |
understood that her options were limited because of her circumstances. She had to
work. She had to make her life about me. She wanted me to be able to live for myself



longer than she did. But she also made it clear that having me changed her life for the
better. | think she just never wanted my life to be as difficult as hers was. Of course
she didn’t. But it made me want to protect her. And maybe myself too.”

“l just wanted to protect myself,” he said. “I was lonely for so damned long.
Everything in my life felt unstable and precarious.”

“And then | dropped a bombshell on you at a school dance. I'm sorry.”

“We were seventeen,” he said.

“Yeah. That was how old my mom was when she was being a mom.”

“Difficult to believe,” he said.

“How old was your mom when she had you?”’
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He shook his head. “1 don't really know. | mean, young. Probably sixteen, seventeen.
But | don’t know. | don’t have much information about her. If any really. That's all
right. It'snot... Itiswhat it is. | let that go along time ago.”

“Did you?
“Yeah? | mean, | have a family. Regardless of things being occasionaly difficult
between you and me. | have more than most people who come out of my situation

end up with.”

She wasn’t sure which thing was more mind-blowing. That she had just had sex with
Colton, or that they were now having a conversation. All in al, it was difficult to say.

“I’ve never redly heard everything about your childhood.”

He chuckled. “ There are things best |eft untalked about. At least, in my opinion.”
“Why?" She rolled over onto her side and looked at him. At his strong profile. She
didn't ask herself if there would ever be a moment in time when she didn’'t think he
was gorgeous. Because... It was okay if this never went away. She didn’t know why
she felt that way, only that right now, it felt okay if this was how it was forever.
Because he was that special. And it was that good. Because something felt deeply
complete inside of her in away that it hadn’t before.

“We should go put the groceries away,” he said.

He rolled away from her, and she grabbed his wrist. “I know that I’ m the one who put



a stop to things five years ago. So | feel like | have to say now... That can't be the
only time.”

“Sure. Until the road opens,” he said.

That terrified her. Because that was just... Open-ended. Open-ended and impossible
to sort through. It meant that everything could be over in a few hours, or in a few

days.

She dressed slowly, and he put his jeans on, and nothing else.

She looked at the muscles in his back as she walked behind him down the stairs.
Gave herself permission to realy stare at him. It was a luxury she didn’'t usually
allow herself. She kept her eyes trained on him while he put food into the fridge, into
the cabinets.

“You can tell me, Colt. Everything.”

“Why?’

“Who else are you going to tell? Maybe our connection is inconvenient, and maybe it
doesn’'t make a lot of sense, but it has been real from the moment we first met each
other. Why bother to deny it?’

“l don’'t think | was ever the one that denied it.”

“Why are you so upset about it if you don't have any feelings for me? If it doesn’t
matter, why does it still bother you? We need to figure this out, otherwise everything

Is going to implode when everybody gets here. Y ou realize that, right?’

“Why would it be any different now than it was before?’



“Because we...”

“You d aready seen my penis, Lily, and we somehow managed okay.”

“We hadn’'t donethat. And | was... | was an idiot, okay? So we have to figure out a
different way to be. And there are no inconsequential things we need to know about
each other. We already know them. | know you ordered water at the diner because
Buck doesn’t drink, so you don’t. And maybe it also ties to things with your mom,
even though you haven't told me that. | know you went to school for agribusiness. |
know you like fruit candy, and you hate cooked fruit. | know you didn’t tell anybody
you didn’t like cooked fruit for years because you were afraid of seeming ungrateful,
and | also wonder if it's a little bit because there were times in your life when you
didn’'t have food at all. So your preferences didn’t get to come into play. Why should
we talk about small things, Colton? What's the point of it? You were just inside of
me. Let’s have alittle bit of honesty.”

“1f you think you want that,” he said, turning away from her.

“1 know | do. Because this... These past few years sure as hell haven’'t worked. So
let’s... Let's talk about something real.” She looked down. “I told you about my dad.
Though... | didn’t tell you that | found him.”

“Youwhat? He looked at her.

She had never told her mother this. She wouldn't.

Because she knew that it would hurt her mom’ s feelings. That Lily had sought out her
dad when her mother had made an effort to have there be a clean break between
them. But she had been eighteen and out on her own, and she had been curious. She
knew that her father lived near where she was going to school, and she did a little bit
of digging and found him.



He hadn’'t been horrible; that was the worst part. He had been detached. He hadn’t
been cruel; that would’ ve implied emotion. He just didn’t seem to feel athing.

“1 went to his house. | told him who | was. He wasn't married or anything. He didn’t
have a whole other family. He didn’t seem desperate to hide my existence. He's an
engineer. He has a decent job, a nice house. He thought it was crazy that | was
already in college. But that seemed more in regards to how old that made him. He
wasn’'t impressed with me. He didn’t seem to have any regrets. | think | was hoping
he would. | was hoping he would regret that he wasn’t part of my life, and it was
clear hedidn’t. Worse, it was obvious | wasn't missing anything by not having himin
my life. | was hoping | was.

“But then | felt guilty. Because Buck has been such a great father figure to me. And
my mom sacrificed everything. She did the best job she possibly could, raising me
without making me feel like | was missing anything. Also, it's a terrible thing to see
the ways you look like somebody, to feel the connection, to feel that they’'re your
flesh and blood and see that they don’t feel it back. | hurt myself with that one. After
my mom spent my life trying to protect me from it.”
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“Itisn’t weird that you wanted to find your dad,” said Colton.
“Y ou know where yours is?’

“Hewasin prison,” Colt said.

“Oh.”

“1 think he’s probably dead now. | could check. Look in some archives or something.
But... I'm not sure | want to. Though | guess, either way, | know where he is. Safely
tucked away in ajail cell or six feet under.” He paused for a moment. “I find that to
be a comfort. | have no idea where my mom is. | haven't for a long time. But it
wouldn’t be surprising if she were dead too. The way they both lived... Not conducive
to long life spans.”

“How old were you when you got taken away from your mom?’

“Six. Thefirst time. | spent a few years bouncing back and forth. Foster homes for a
while, and then she would get to have another try. See if she could get off meth long
enough to be a parent. She couldn’t. When | was ten, she lost her parental rights. And
after that, | just didn't get the point. | felt like | had spent years trying to behave.
Trying to be a decent kid so | could get put back with my mom. Like, if | were better,
then she would have the inspiration she needed to get off the drugs. But once | knew
there was no hope of going back to her, once she was just gone... | gave up. | started
using. Thank God, nothing too serious. And thank God, | didn’t take to it. Because
that could have decided the entire trgjectory of my life when | was way too young to
be making decisions like that. | started dealing. To try and keep my head above water



when | was out on the streets. | got arrested. | got sent to juvie. | got sent to group
homes. Depending on the mood of the judge on a given day.

“Eventually, | exhausted my options locally. They decided to ship me out to
Colorado. To Hope Ranch. My life changed because of that. If | hadn’t gone there, |
would be dead. Either because | ended up on the wrong end of somebody’s gun, or
because | took something. Maybe on purpose, and OD’d. Staying aliveisjust alot of
damned work when you live theway | did.”

He shook his head. “And it’s not even an interesting story. Not that part. That part is
boring. That part is so common. It's a repeated cycle, one you don’t know how to get
yourself out of if nobody shows you how. And for a long time, there was nobody to
show me how. And that was difficult. It was really difficult. But then | met Buck.
And | learned that there was a different way to be a man. To be a person. He was
honest. About his own struggles. Both with addiction and with just living through
loss, violence. Your uncle’' s death, it changed him. He saw his friends die. Everybody
in town blamed him. And if they didn’t blame him directly, then at the very least
there was a pall of suspicion cast over him. And combined with his own demons it
was just too much. | don’t ever want to be glad that somebody went through a hard
time, and | really don’t want to be glad that your uncle died. But | feel like Buck
having gone through what he did... That’s what saved me. He showed me a new way
to be.”

“1 know you don’t think it’ s interesting,” she said, her heart squeezing tight. “But it's
part of what makes you who you are. All the struggles that you’' ve gone through. And
| am grateful that Buck showed you a different path. But | don’t think you would be
dead, Colton. | think you would’ ve found a different way. Because | think that’s who
you are.”

“Why? Based on what? What have | ever done to show you that | am singular in
some way?’



“You just are. | was so deeply suspicious of men. Why wouldn’t | be? My dad was a
shadowy figure who my mom had nothing to say about. And none of it meant
anything to me. | didn’t fantasize about having a romance because | had never seen
one that was functioning. I met you, and something about you got to me right away.”

He chuckled. “1 think that’s called hormones.”

“l don’'t think it was just sex. Or | would’'ve had sex with somebody else in the
intervening years.”

His face went blank. “1 did.”

It hurt her. Shelet it.

She had known that. She didn’t think he was trying to be hurtful, though.

“Well, we weren't together.” She winced. “Beth...”

“Ismy friend. Not my girlfriend. | promise.”

“She doesn’t think...”

“No, she doesn’t. There’ s no... There’' s no ambiguity there.”

“Oh.”

“Were you jealous?’

She looked down at her hands. “1 was trying not to be. | don’'t have a claim on you. |

never have. | mean, | have no right to be jealous, all things considered. But yes.” She
was rambling, stammering, going back over her words. “I guess | just thought it was



okay if we were both stalled out. But if you had a girlfriend...”

“You didn’t want me moving on and being happy, Lily?’

“That’s not it,” she said.

“What isit then?”

“1 don’t know. It just made things feel final. And | didn’t want them to.”

“WEell. | guessthey aren't so final.”

“l guess not,” she said.
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They finished putting the food away, and Lily wandered into the living room and
looked up at the tree. It was beautiful. “ Every year at Christmas | would get an orange
in my stocking, and some chocolate. Like Laura Ingalls. Well, the chocolate was just
because my grandpa wanted me to have it. Usualy, | would get a present that my
grandma made me and a small thing from my mom. It was just us. And it was happy.
It was so different to suddenly be part of the Carson family. And to suddenly have
you al in my family.”

“Yeah. | can relate to that. We never realy had Christmas. | mean, | never did. Not
until | went to Hope Ranch. They did big Christmases there. They cooked us gigantic
feasts, and we got presents sent to us from well-meaning people in the community. A
lot of winter coats and gloves and things. But, damn, the nicest stuff | ever had.
Before that, everything | owned | just kept in a black trash bag. | had a pair of shoes
that were too small for about three years. There, | got some that fit. That was kind of
a big deal. And once we became Carsons, it was like... | could have anything I
wanted. My grandparents bought me a truck. | used to hate rich people. | still kind of
do. But | guess| am one. | don’t really know what to do with that.”

“1 don’'t think I’ ve ever hated anybody for being rich. But | don’t really think | knew
that | was poor.”

“That’s because you were middle class,” he said. “And you all don't talk about
money that way. Y our parents try to protect you from it. When you don’'t have food,
nobody can protect you from that. When you’ re poor as shit, then you talk about it. |
aways knew. And then, when | got taken away from my mom, | was a foster kid.
Bouncing around schools, and it was actually kind of a good thing, because at least it
took a little while for people to find out that | had a foster family. It was



so...embarrassing. Because then everybody knows that there’ s something wrong with
your mom. And that kind of...made me sad. Because...”

He got a faraway look on his face. “I thought my mom was pretty. She got realy
skinny. Then sometimes she had wounds on her face. But... When she was fixed up, |
thought she was just the prettiest lady. | liked her jewelry. She wore alot of bracelets
with charms. Stars and moons. She had long blond hair. | still think people who
smoke smell kind of comforting. Because that was how my mom’s sweatshirts
always smelled. | really loved her, Lily. And | didn’t want anybody else to think little
of her. Because | didn’'t. | wanted to protect her, but | didn't even know where she

was.

That was aterrible grief. She had an absentee father who didn’t want to be in her life.
It was clear to her that Colton’s mother must have loved him. She was just trapped.
Caught in the throes of an addiction she couldn’t shake, in a cycle she couldn’t break.
Because she couldn’t grasp a hand and get out the way that Colton had done.

Right then, Lily felt a profound amount of sadness for that woman. Because he was a
wonderful man, and his mother didn’t know it. Because someone else had brought
her son into their family. After he had all but raised himself. Nobody dreams of that.
It was a terrible thing to know that a woman who had, at one time, been a little girl

with hopes and dreams for her life had grown into that reality.

“1 bet she was pretty,” Lily said. “And | bet she loved you alot. Because she tried so
many times.”

He paused. “ Thank you. For saying that.”

“I mean it.”

“A lot of people get mad when they hear about her. Buck did. And that’'s great. |



mean, | get it. But I’'m not mad at her. I'm just sad.”

“1 think that’s really nice. But it makes me even sadder for her. To know she has a
son who loves her unconditionally. When she probably doesn’t know that.”

“Well. There's not much to be done about it. Like | said. | have a good family. | just
still have that feeling. Like | want to protect her.”

“Well. Why would it go away? She's your mom. No matter how many years have
passed.”

“Well, like you, it feels kind of ungrateful. Especialy given how Marigold has been
such a great mother figure to me.”

“But she would never resent you for caring for your birth mother. Y ou know that.”

He nodded.

She put her hand on his. Everything was put away now.

“Why don’t we go back upstairs?’

“Sounds like a good plan.”

Chapter Six

When they woke up the next morning, they were tangled in each other. Colton had
never sept with somebody all night before. Having Lily naked and wrapped around
him was a surprise. A good one. It was Christmas Eve, and the roads hadn’t opened

up yet. The storm had, however, moved toward the coast, and when he got out of bed
and looked out the window, he saw snow. On the beach.



“Look at that,” he sad.

She stirred and got out of bed, and for a moment, all his attention was on her. On her
body. On how beautiful she was.

“What?’

“Snow on the beach,” he said.

“Weird,” she said, getting out of bed and making her way to the window.

He turned and looked at her. “Y eah. But fucking beautiful.”

He mostly meant her. Even though the scene out there was stunning, it was nothing
compared to Lily.

He grasped for the hurt he normally felt when he looked at her, because it was a
talisman. A good one. One that served as a reminder for why he couldn’t afford to
have too many feelings. One that served as areminder of what he was. Except, he had
basically bled all his guts out to her last night, and she had still gone to bed with him.
She was still here,
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“Let’s get some coffee and go for awalk,” he said.

She lay back across the bed for a moment, stretching, and his heart lifted. Along with
other things. She was so damned beautiful. He wanted her again.

But that was the problem. He had always wanted her. Wanting her was nothing new.
Having her, now that was an interesting turn of events.

He didn’t know how to have her, that was the thing. For now, for this couple of days,
maybe. But he was atangle of dysfunction in hissoul. And...

He would never make the mistake of believing everything was going to be okay again
when it just wasn't going to be.

It just couldn’t be.

Because that wasn't how life worked. You didn’t get infinite good things. He had
tricked himself into believing that back when he had been young. Like his luck had
changed, his fortune altering itself entirely, which meant he would get everything. He
had gotten a family, why not falling in love? Yeah. Well. He knew better than that
now.

He didn’t do wild, reckless hope.

It didn’t end well.



He didn’t want to know where his mother was. He didn't want to know how this
ended.

This was going to be complicated. Because he didn’'t know how he was supposed to
go back to not knowing how it felt to be inside of her. He had downplayed that last
night, but he was good at downplaying how he felt.

Just detach. Y ou know how to do that.

But he couldn’t seem to do it right now. Right now he felt too much; right now he felt
everything.

“I"'m cozy,” she said.

“You'll live,” he said, reaching down and picking her up around the waist, bringing
her naked body up against his. “I can warm you back up.”

“After thewak,” she sad.

He saw something like fear dancing through her eyes, and he wondered if she was
trying to sort out how all this was going to end too.

Not the most pleasant thought process. But hell. What did you do about that?

They both dressed and walked out of the house. He looked up and saw that the snow
was still falling. The sound of the waves was crashing in the distance. It was surreal.
But then, the whole thing was. Being here with her.

He took her hand, and the two of them walked down the path that led to the sand.

Their feet sank in deep, a couple inches of snow, a couple inches of sand. The snow



faded away where the waves touched the shore, but back further, the gray sand was
covered in bright white.

“What the hell does this mean?’ he asked. He hadn't realized he had asked it out
loud. He hadn’'t meant to. He hadn’t meant to marvel at it at all.

“What do you mean?”’

“Well...” He cleared his throat. “It's a thing Buck talks about a lot. Watching for
signs. Listening to your gut. | don’t know. It sounds dumb and mystical when | say it.
When he does it, it kinda makes sense. He says you have to always look around you.
Figure out what the world is trying to tell you. | never did that, not when | was
younger, because | was just trying to survive. | was just reacting. | wasn't... You
don’t pay attention to signs and wonders and all that shit when you're just running
from a monster on your heels all day every day. But Buck made me try to be more
mindful. Pay attention. Snow on the beach. It's weird. Unusual. And so
wasthis,between us. | just wondered if it was something | needed to pay attention to.”

He thought about his mom. How last night was the first time he had thought of her in
awhile. Thefirst time he' d talked about her. He wondered if thiswas a sign from her.

If that meant she was gone.

Or if he was supposed to |ook.

He had never really considered that he had something to give his mom. Not until Lily
had said what she did. That perhaps knowing someone had loved her unconditionally

all these years could make a difference to her.

Or maybe he was just supposed to be here with Lily. But he didn’t know to what end.
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She took his hand, her fingers laced gently with his, the kind of touch he hadn’t had
much in his life. Something sweet. Not demanding. A connection.

They walked along in silence. Until he thought something inside of him was going to
burst. Then he turned to her and kissed her. Right there on the beach. He didn’t care if
anybody saw, but there was nobody out there with them anyway.

He held her close, kissed her deep. Until they were both gasping for air.

Then he walked with her, in their own footsteps, back up to the house. He brought her
inside and walked upstairs with her, turned on the shower. “I’m going to make good
on my promise keep you warm,” he said.

He stripped his shirt off, the rest of his clothes.

She looked at him, her eyes filled with a kind of bashful hunger he found
Intoxicating.

As the water warmed, he went and grabbed a condom. Then he stripped her bare. He
brought the condom into the shower with them, and she gazed at it wide-eyed.

“Oh comeon,” he said.

“1 don’'t know. This seems like a really good way to die. And | don’'t really want to
have to explain it to my mom.”

“Well, infairness, if you're dead, you don’t have to explain it to your mom.”



She choked a laugh. “I guess. But it's going to end up being news. It'll be on the
internet.”

“Have alittle faith in me. In my skill set.”

He moved the water over her soft skin, aroused her until all objections were lost. Her
hands dlick, gliding over his body, pushed him to a whole new place. One he' d never
been to before. And he could talk about his skill set all he wanted, but this was
uncharted territory for him. The feelings.

He pressed her against the wall and kissed her, moved his hands between her legs
until she was crying out his name. And then he took hold of the condom, tore it open
and rolled it over his hard length. He positioned himself between her thighs, lifted her

up and pushed slowly inside of her.

She let her head fall back, but then forward, her eyes fluttering open. “Colton,” she
said.

His name on her lips like that, it set afire off inside of him. Ignited something.

He was wild then, pushing them both to the brink. There were no skills here. It was
just brute, driving need. And nothing else.

It was just all these years of wanting her and not having her. All these years of
wishing it was her with him. Her and no one else.

His whole body felt raw with that realization.

Y ou're always wishing for someone who isn’t there.

He felt like that truth tore him open. Exposed the ugly part of his detachment.



He was holding on to himself, to his heart, to all the pieces inside of him, because he
was never with the person he missed the most.

He was able to care for Buck. He cared for his brothers.

But there were parts of himself he held on to ferociously because he missed his
mother.

Because whatever woman he had in bed with him wasn't Lily.

Love could be so painful.

And it felt significant to have this redlization. With her, with the snow, with
everything. Like it was meant to be. Because there shouldn’t be snow here, and there
shouldn’t be snow on the roads, and he shouldn’t be in the shower with his stepsister,
but all those things were true, and they were happening.

There was noshould. There was just this.

He was pretty damned cynical sometimes. He made a study of it. But he couldn’t be
cynical about this.

Worse, hedidn’t want to be.
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He wanted to feel.

She clung to his shoulders, shouted out her climax, and he followed behind her. It
wasn't only physical pleasure, it was something more. Something deeper. Something
that left him feeling scarred. Ravaged.

And he wanted to feel it. The pleasure, the pain, al of it.

He wanted this.

He wanted it. But he didn’t want to look too far ahead.

But he didn’t know what to do with any of it, so he just clung to her.

Chapter Seven

They got up and made dinner—an unholy combination of cheese, crackers and
summer sausage.

They brought it into the living room and sat by the fire. All the lights were off, the
only glow coming from the fire. The house felt quiet and dark. Empty. She'd never
been here before without the whole family filling it up. Not without Reggie cracking
jokes and Marcus quietly egging him on.

Without her little half siblings running around, their feet heavy on the floor and her
mom and Buck talking and laughing together.



Her and Colton navigating around each other like ships dodging sharp rocks.

But their family wasn’t here.

And they were.

All of today had been a strange thing. Wonderful. But...sad in some ways.

She could feel something desperate coming from Colton, and she couldn’t quite get a
read on what it was.

She was beginning to come to terms with the fact that they were going to have to deal
with this. Deal with each other.

Deal with the fact that it was still love.

She had realized that in the shower, with him inside of her. And maybe that was ill-
advised for awoman who had been avirgin until yesterday, to go calling sexlove, but
for them, it had always been love.

From the day they had met.

It didn’t matter if anybody else would be able to see it. Nothing mattered except how
they felt about each other.

But she could sense that there was real fear, turmoil, going on inside of him.

She also knew that just because you got something good, just because you had a good
thing, didn’'t mean you couldn’t sometimes profoundly miss what you might have
had. She'd spent the first seventeen years of her life with her wonderful mother, and
then her family had expanded, and still, she had gone looking for her father. Colton



had been denied a family for so long. Of course he must feel... He must feel terribly
incomplete in some ways still.

She looked down at her plate, and she tried to figure out what to say. But she realized
she only really had one thing left to say.

“l loveyou,” she said.

He froze.

And she knew she had made a mistake. How was it that she always chose the wrong
moment, the wrong words, with this man?

Was this her punishment? Her karmic debt that she had to pay? She had broken his
heart, and so now he was going to break hers?

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Don’'t. Don’t apologize.”

“Well, what else am | supposed to do when you look at me that way?’
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“You don’'t have to say you're sorry, dammit,” he said.
“Weéll, | fedl sorry. | fed very, very sorry.”

“You don’'t even know what I’ m going to say.”
“Unlessit’ sthat you love metoo, then, I'm sorry.”

“It's not...” He sat up, tenting his fingers beneath his chin, looking straight ahead.
“It's not that simple.”

“Why not?’

“It’s not that ssimple because... | just can’'t.” He looked at her. “Don’t look at me like
that, Lily, because it’s your fault. When we were seventeen, | thought everything was
going to be okay. For the first time in my life, | thought it would be. | thought you
and | were a sure thing. And yeah, that’s a stupid thing to think when you're
seventeen. But | did. | believed in it, | believed in you. You broke us. And it was
like... The final nail in the coffin of me being able to have hope. | can't just resurrect
it now.”

“But I'm sorry,” she said, her throat going tight. “I was... | was stupid then. And
maybe | was afraid. Afraid because | thought | was going to make the same mistakes
my mother did. Afraid because... Why wouldn’t | be? What | knew about love was
that it could leave you by yourself with all the pieces of your shattered self and a
child to take care of. | was afraid. | wanted to make a future for myself. | wanted to
have an independent life. | couldn’t see a way around that. A way that...that included



you. Not then. | was also afraid that if | did the wrong thing, then my mom would
never be happy. | needed her to be happy. So much. So badly. | really wanted her to

be happy.”

“But you want to take it all back now, and you want to take the damage back with it,
and it just isnot ssimple.”

“Maybe not. But what if | don’t need you to say anything right now. We are...whether
we want to be or not...we' re stuck together, Colton. We are family.” She laughed. “It
has never mattered that these feelings hung between us—we still had to see each
other. We still had to contend with each other. | thought it was love then, and | told
myself it couldn’t be. That | was too young. | talked myself out of it because | didn’t
want to be that serious that early. But it was love then, and it’s love now. It is always
love. It always has been.”

“That'swhy it left such adeep scar. And | just... | don’t want to.”

She looked at him, and she saw years of loss. The kind she could never fully
understand.

She had certainly been through her own pain, her own heartache, but it had never
been this. Not what he had been through. She'd had stability. A mother who loved
her.

He' d had heartbreak and all of these unclosed wounds. All of this unresolved trauma.
“1 don’t need you to answer me now,” she said.

“l don’'t think | can. Not ever. Listen, I’'m sorry. It's not you. It’s everything. Y es, you

were part of it. But since then, I’ ve... figured out how to deal with things, but it isn't
always healthy, or good. It isn’'t aways in away that makes me better. I’ m not better.



I’m just...limping along.”
“You're not. You are so wonderful. You have come out of so much trauma with so
much to offer. And | want to marry you. Colton. | really think it would be good and

we could be happy.”

He looked like she had struck him, his eyes full of pain, but he drew a shade down
over hisemotions, and he didn’t let her look at him anymore.

“Colton...”

“Lily, I need you to listen to me. There' s just too much wrong with it. With me.”

“What about the snow? The snow on the beach. | thought... | thought you said it
meant something. That it was special.”

“1t was. Something can be special without being forever. Maybe we just both have to
accept that.” He stood. “| think it’'s probably better if | don’t stay.”

“No. | want you to stay.”

“Lily, I think it was a mistake. For us to indulge in a fantasy that isn't going
anywhere.”

“It’ s not going anywhere because you won't let it. Because you won't... Dammit, why
can't you just be brave?’

“Because I’'ve already had to be brave for too many years, for too long. Because |
watched my mom sink deeper and deeper into addiction and not be able to get out of
it. Because | went through too fucking much already. | won’t do it again.”



He walked through the kitchen and grabbed his keys off the counter. He didn't go
upstairs, he didn’t get his things. He just walked straight out of the house and drove
off, leaving her there aone.

Chapter Eight
He was a fool. Maybe. It was entirely possible. She had been offering him what he
wanted more than anything else in the entire world. At least, what he had wanted at

one time. She had been offering him everything. And he...

He' d said no.
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He could fedl it. It was so close that his fingertips tingled with the desire to touch it,
but he hadn’t let himself.

He wanted her. He wanted that version of happy she seemed to think they could have,
but the truth of it was... He was so tired. He was so tired of hoping. Hoping and not
having. And what was the point of snow on the beach or fucking Christmas if you
just felt this raw? He couldn’t drive home, because the roads were closed. But he
could drive back to Portland. He could go stay with Beth for alittle bit. He could get
alittle...time away.

He showed up, and Beth answered the door, looking sleepy. “What are you doing
here? | thought you were doing family Christmas.”

“Yeah. | was. But do you have room for a guy with unresolved trauma?’

“Always,” she said.

“Thanks.”

He stepped inside and looked around the apartment, which was put together, just like
Beth. Which made him wonder, not for the first time, if she had the right of it. If
dealing with your trauma was the only way to really live.

“What happened?’ she asked.

“How do you know something happened?’



“Because you are normally with your family on Christmas Eve, and now you’re not.”

“Yeah |... It's complicated. In away that you probably don’t want to hear.”

“1 love complicated. But Lunawill al'so want to hear this.”

“Great. You might as well have a show out of my trauma. Did | tell you that | used to
date my stepsister?”’

“Lunal” Beth shouted. “Y ou have to come hear Colton’s batshit story.”

“Yeah. It realy is batshit.”

He told both of them everything. The whole spiel.

“In fairness,” Beth said, “that’s not really dating your stepsister. | mean, you were
with her first.”

“That istrue,” he said. “I was. My dad poached on my territory.”

“That's how | see it,” Luna said. “So | think you have to take that out of the
equation.”

“But | can't. It'simpossible. | still have to see her al the time. And if something goes
wrong, it's going to screw up everything.”

“But something already went wrong.”

“1 mean, if something goeswrong and...”

“You get your heart broken,” Beth said. “That’s what you' re worried about.”



“It’s not even that. My heart is broken. What I'm worried about is spending all those
years waiting for the other shoe to drop. I’d rather just leave them dropped.”

“Traumaresponse,” said Beth.

“Well thank you very fucking much, Beth. What should | do about it?’

“Go to atherapist.”

“1 need a quicker fix than that.”

“Maybe you need to go back further?’

“How?’
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“Y our childhood,” she said.

He thought about his mother. “I mean, I... | don’t really want to.”

“That’s the problem, Colton. If you don’t turn over the rocks inside your soul and
start looking for the scorpions underneath, they’re just going to bite you when you
don’t expect them to.”

“What am | supposed to do with that metaphor?’ he asked.

“What’ s the thing that scares you most?’

“Finding out my mom is dead.”

“Maybe you need to find out,” Luna said softly.

“But I... | want to be happy. | want to...pretend. I...”

“But it’s keeping you from being happy. Obvioudly. It is so clear that you're in love
with Lily. So whatever you have to do to fix this for yourself, you need to do it.”

“How?’

Luna sighed. “Wéll, | work in mental health. | can see if she's passed through the
system.”

“Areyou allowed to do that?’ he asked.



“For family? Yes.”

L una disappeared and returned a few moments later. “ She’sin amental health facility
and care home downtown.” She sat slowly and handed him a stack of papers. “She
has some health issues, Colton. She requires a bit of care.”

He nodded. “Oh. Well. Yeah, | mean she...she had it really hard.”

“1 think you did too.”

He nodded. Yeah. It had been a hard road. But a good one too, eventually. But
this...thisfelt like hope. Hard-won hope.

He was ready to go see his mom. He was ready to hope.

It was insanely snowy outside and the traffic was nuts. He got in his truck and drove
to downtown Portland. It was dark, icy. Cold. When he pulled up to the institutional -
looking place and saw the lights shining through the windows, he knew a strange
sense of trepidation. Was his mother really here? Wasit really that easy?

Y ou have not because you ask not.

That old saying resonated somewhere down inside of him, and he thought of Lily, his
mother, all these things he had wanted that he...hadn’t reached out for.

Hadn't asked for.

That was the problem with living without hope. You didn’t reach for the things you
wanted most. Y ou didn’t go after what you wanted best and most dearly.

He had limited himsalf. All thistime.



Maybe hope was the answer.

Hope for strange miracles and for a life that worked out, even though he'd been
through so much that hurt.

He parked against the curb and got out of his truck, his boots sinking down into the
SNow.

And hope was what drove him inside.

He walked up to the front desk. “I’m here to see Olivia Sheldon.”

“We only alow family to visit.”
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“I"m her son.”

The woman behind the desk softened, and she looked at him with a strange sort of
recognition.

“Colton?’

“How do you... How do you know?”’

“Oh, Oliviataks about you. All thetime.”

He felt like he had been stabbed straight through the heart.
“She does?’ he asked, his throat going tight.

“Yes. She'svery proud of you.”

“How does she...know anything about me?’

The woman's face softened. “Well, she doesn’t share any details about you, but she's
always said that you were the best son.”

He nodded slowly. And he followed the woman into a recreation room. He saw her
right away. She looked prematurely aged, sitting in a folding chair with oxygen on.
She looked like an old woman, and she wasn't. She was just a woman whose body
had lived several lifetimes, and who probably didn’t have the strength to keep going
much longer.



But she was beautiful. Just like she always had been. He walked across the room
slowly.

And she looked up. “Colton?’

“Mom,” he said, the word coming out strangled.

“How did you find me?’

“1 looked up your name online. I... | missyou.”

She smiled. “I missyou.”

“Mom...” He sat down next to her in an empty folding chair. “1 just want you to know
something. | love you.”

Tearsfilled her eyes. “Why? Y ou shouldn’t love me. | didn’'t even raise you.”

“1t doesn’t matter. You're my mom. Y ou did your best. | know that you did.”

Tears spilled down her cheeks. “No one ever believed me when | said that. That | did
the best | could. They just said it wasn’'t good enough.”

It would be easy to get angry. To say it hadn’t been. After all, she had lost her
parental rights. He had been on his own. In the system. He had gotten into trouble. He
had felt lost and scared. But so had she. And what good would it do? To be angry.
Why choose anger when you can choose hope? Hope was the thing that built new
bridges, that built new roads into different lives. And he hadn’t been able to see that
before. He had let his heartbreak with Lily, let his childhood become an excuse, a
shield, so he could protect himself. So he didn't have to face the more difficult
feelings. So he didn’t have to risk. Looking at his mom, he could see that her years of



drug use had ravaged her body. He didn't know what else was wrong with her.
Loving her would hurt. Letting her back into his life would hurt. But maybe that was
okay. Maybe sometimes it was al right to choose the harder thing because it meant
more.

“It was enough,” he said. “I’m okay.”

“Do you have afamily?’

“Yeah. | got adopted. | have adad and stepmom. | have brothers.”

She nodded. “I’m happy for you.”

“| was taken care of. The whole time.”

“You aren’'t on drugs,” she said.

“No.” He shook his head. “I went to college.”

She grabbed his hand and pressed her face against it, tears spilling down her face
now. “I couldn’t have given you that.”
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“You gave melife,” he said. “You were there for me when you could be.”
She reached into the pocket of the sweater she was wearing and took out a small
picture. It was him. A school photo, probably from second grade. “I show everyone
this. But | guess | need anew one. Y ou’ re grown-up.”

“Yegh. I'm dl right.”

He stayed the whole evening. He ate Christmas dinner with her. And he made a
decision.

He did love Lily. He had the whole time. He needed to get back to her. To hope. To
love.

To that strange phenomenon he had tried to dismiss. Because sometimes it snowed on
the beach. And sometimes a man really could get everything he wanted. Everything

he needed most.

“Hopefully I’ll be back soon to visit,” he told his mom. “But...right now | have
somebody | need to go see.”

“Thank you for coming to visit me. It felt like a Christmas miracle.”
“Everybody’s allowed to have miracles,” he said.

Even him.



Chapter Nine

The whole family arrived early the next morning. It was a beautiful, snowy day on
the coast, a perfect white Christmas, and it was damaged because Colton wasn't
there.

It could never be perfect. Not without him.

“Why exactly did Colton leave?’ her mom asked, leaning against the counter, while
the two of them were in the kitchen by themselves.

“It's complicated,” Lily said.

“Did something happen with him?”’

“How did you... How did you know that?’

“Because you look heartbroken. And I’'m not surprised that he still has the power to
do that to you, even though... Obviously | hoped it wasn't going to be like that with
him. But... | aways thought it was odd that the two of you broke up like you did. But

you insisted everything was fine.”

“Well. | lied. And we were here by ourselves, and... Well, you don’t need to know the
details.”

“You declining to give me the details tells me enough.”

“Well. At least | finished college. You don’'t have to worry about me getting pregnant
and not finishing.”

“But | have to worry about you having your heart broken.”



“It’stoo late. So there’ sthat.”
There was a commotion in the other room, her half siblings were causing a ruckus,
and she and her mom went to see what was happening. It was Colton. Coming

through the door with a giant armload of gifts.

Lily felt dizzy. She could have been completely knocked over with a stick. “What are
you doing here?’ she asked.

“I"'m here to fix things,” he said. “I’m here to tell you that I'm sorry. And that I'm an
idiot. Also | brought gifts. Because | figured everybody else might be mad at me too.”

“Just me,” said Marigold. “Nobody else has heard.”
Buck came into the room then. “Heard what?”’
“That I’'m adumbass,” said Colton. “And a coward.”

“Already knew that, bro,” said Reggie.
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“Well. | really fucked up. And I’'m here to fix it. So thank God for miracles and snow
on the beach. And stores that are open all night on Christmas Eve for people who
don’t have all the shopping done. And also hopefully for forgiveness.”

Everyone turned to look at Lily, because he was looking at her. “Well, go on,” she
said, trembling alittle bit inside.

“I loveyou. And I’'m sorry.”

That earned awhole lot of shocked looks all around.

“We were snowed in together for two days,” Lily said. “ Things happen.”
“A lot of things,” said Colton. “I found my mom.”

“What?’

“I"ll give more details later. But the important thing, the really important thing, is that
| realized I’ ve been trying to live without hope. And that is a damned foolish thing to
do. | took aleap. | found my mother. | got to tell her how much she meant to me. I... |
hoped, and it worked out. And so it makes me wonder why | don't just try to have
everything. Including you. | love you, and | hope... | have hope. That everything is
going to be wonderful.” And then he got down on one knee, and her heart stopped.
He had a small ring box. “This is just a stand-in,” he said. “Because shockingly,
places that are open twenty-four hours on Christmas Eve don't do the best with this
kind of thing. But it’s something.”



He opened it up. It was adiamond ring. An honest to God diamond ring.
“We're still young. But we were young when we fell in love. And | just think it's
right. | hope that... | mean, | can move where you are, | don't need to keep the

chickens. | don’t need to keep the farm.”

“Yes you do,” she said. “And it's okay. |I’ve been wanting to come home anyway.
But it was never going to be home unlessit could be with you.”

“Well, now it can be. | loveyou,” he said. “I’m sorry that | was dumb.”

“1 forgive you for being dumb,” she said.

And she threw hersalf into his arms and kissed him.

“Well, | amtotally lost,” said Buck.

“I'll explainittoyou later,” said Marigold, patting his arm.

“Thisisso weird,” said Reggie.

“So weird,” agreed Marcus. “ Congratulations, bro.”

“Technicaly, | was dating her before... Never mind.”

“I'll marry you,” she said. “I’m going to marry the hell out of you.”

“Well, it's a Christmas miracle,” said Marigold. “Everyone is finaly,
finallytogether.”

Colton smiled, and Lily felt it echo in her soul.



Finaly.

Epilogue

Next Christmas, they went to the beach house, and Lily and Colton were married.
Colton’ s mother was able to make the trip.

It snowed on the beach again.
And that seemed about right to Colton, because his life was rare and beautiful.
Because he got miracles. Because he had hope. So why shouldn’t it snow on the

beach?

Why shouldn’t it?



