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Chapter 1
Cam

In my opinion, there was almost nothing better than a good checklist. Crossing things
off was probably the best feeling in the world. Today, my checklist was supposed to
be easy—mindless, even—because, for the first time in who knows how long, there
was only one thing on it: get married.

I’d done everything else. | got the marriage license, showed up to the chapel, and
wore the ballgown my mother picked out. It should’ ve been ssmple—walk down the
aisle, listen to the generic vows the officiant was told to use, and plant one on my
fiancé.

So why was | sitting in the diviest dive bar in all of Wyoming, wearing my wedding
dress, drinking straight vodka?

As with nearly every large project, getting married required more than one person.
But group projects had never been my strong suit. | didn’t like putting my fate in the
hands of others, but today | thought I’ d be fine. How much harm can one other person
do to something so easy?

A lot, actually. Because if just one person doesn’t show up, everything goes to shit.

WEell, my groom didn’t show up, and everything went to shit.

| thought about the note he'd left—noble of him—as | picked up my glass of vodka



and took a healthy swig.

Camille,

I’m sorry. | couldn’t do it.

Graham

| ignored the eyes of the other Devil’ s Boot patrons that were burning into the back of
my skull, wondering why poor Camille was sitting at the bar in her wedding dress
when she was supposed to be getting married.

| felt the alcohol burn al the way down my throat. | took another sip. And
another.Hecouldn't do it? This whole thing washisidea. He was the one who said it
was going to be okay, that we would be as happy as we could be.

And thenhedidn’t show up.

He didn’'t even warn me, just left me the note on the dressing room table. As | was
reading it, Amos Ryder knocked on the door. Amos was my daughter, Riley’s,
grandfather, but he was aso the closest thing | had to a loving and steady father
figure. I'd originally asked him to walk me down the aisle today, but my actual father
wasn't very pleased with that and did what he normally did: threatened to cause a
scene, take away my and my daughter’ s inheritance, revoke her trust fund—that sort
of thing.

So | gavein. | awaysgivein.
But when | needed someone, my dad was nowhere nearthe scene. Amos, however,

was always there when it mattered. Ever since the day Gus, his son, told him | was
pregnant, Amos has treated me like another daughter.



He had spent the morning of the wedding with me because | asked him to. Amos was
a good person to have around when you were worried that nerves might get the best
of you. He was cam and strong and steady—Ilike a river, Gus had aways said. |
always wished he could’'ve sat next to me when | took the bar exam—no doubt |
would’ ve passed on the first try.

“Come in,” | croaked, and as soon as | saw his black-and-gray hair and soft green
eyes, tears bubbled up in my own. | wasn't sad because Graham wasn't here and
wasn’'t coming but because I'd aready given up so much of myself for this wedding,
and now it wasn’t going to happen. | was sad about the complete waste of time and
effort.

“Cam?’ he'd said as he closed the door behind him and rushed toward me. “What's
wrong?’ His eyes zeroed in on the note in my hand, and | watched his face fal. He
knew.

Instead of answering, | let out a shaky breath and hugged him. He hugged me back.
Riley, who had followed her grandpa into the room, jumped in the hug, too, even
though she didn’t know what was going on. That girl just loves a snuggle.

“Let’'sgo seeif your dad is here, Sunshine,” he said to her. She nodded excitedly and
twirled in her flower girl dress. She was so damn excited to throw petals and walk
down the aisle before me. My chest constricted. How could | even tell her what had
happened?

“Can you...can you send him back here?’ | asked quietly.

Amos brought Gus back less than a minute later. | told him Graham wasn’'t coming
and that | needed him and hisfiancée, Teddy, to take Riley for the rest of the day.
Since I'd had a second to compose myself, my voice was professional—unfeeling,
even—>but the look Gus was giving me was anything but. His nostrils flared, and |



could almost see him biting his tongue—trying not to let his anger get the best of
him.

“1 need to get out of here,” | said as | ripped the veil out of the low chignon it had
been secured in just afew minutes earlier.

“Go,” Gus and Amos said at the same time. “We'll take care of it,” Gus followed up.
| trusted them to do that. | ran out the back of the church—not in arunaway bride on
her way to freedom sort of way, but in ajilted bride who needed to keep moving so
she didn’t crumble type of way.

WEell, that was depressing as hell.

And now | was here mainlining vodka at three in the afternoon. | was sufficiently
buzzed—the tension in my neck and shoulders loosened by the alcohol. Maybe I'd
stay here all day—Ilisten to Hank Williams wax poetic about tears and beers from the
jukebox until the sun went down. Then, maybe I’d ride the mechanical bull in my
wedding dress and give the town even more to talk about.

| picked my drink up again and was deeply disappointed when the only thing that met
my lipswasice. | wanted vodka. And chocolate. And jalapefio cheddar Cheetos.
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Right as the front door opened, my eyes locked on the bottle of vodka that was on the
other side of the bar. | saw Gus, his brother Wes, and the man who owned that bottle
of vodka, Luke Brooks, ramble through it.

| knew they were looking for me, that they wanted to make sure | was okay, but |
couldn’'t deal with it yet. | didn't want toknow what happened at the church or how
my parents reacted or what people were saying.

So | pushed myself up and over the bar, grabbed the bottle of vodka, and dlid out of
my stool as quickly and quietly as possible. | headed for the bathroom, but | saw Wes
notice me and, sure enough, a second later—

“Cam!” Guscalled, but | kept moving.

Damniit.

“Areyou really stealing from my bar right now?’ Brooks asked.

“You look great, though!” Wes followed up.

| only had a few more steps to the bathroom. | could make it before they got to me.
“Cam,” Gussaid again. “Let’stak!”

“I’'m good,” | called back without looking. “Is Riley okay?’ | asked, even though |
knew the answer. Gus wouldn't have come here before Riley was taken care of. He
was a good dad—the best dad.



“Yes,” hesaid right as | reached the bathroom door. | opened it.

“Then we're good!” | said as | stepped into the bathroom and shut the door behind
me, making sure to lock it before | pressed my back against the old wood. | stared at
the yellow tiles on the floor before | sank down to it—bottle in hand.

There was a knock. “Cam?’ It was Gus. “C’ 'mon, let’s get you out of here and talk.” |
didn’t want to talk. | wanted to drink. And eat.

“I'm fine here,” | called through the door. | listened to him continue to try to cagole
me out, but | didn’t budge. | sat on the floor of the Devil’ s Boot bathroom—the place
where probably half of Meadowlark’s population had been conceived—and | didn’t
even care. My gaze was unfocused and my eyes heavy.

| tried to cry—really | did—Dbut nothing came out. Iwantedto cry. | would have loved
to feel somethingabout the fact that my life just got turned upside down.

Instead, | was numb. Blissfully and comfortably numb. Maybe this was a good
thing—that | didn’t feel anything. My feelings had always gotten me in trouble.

| don’t know how long | stayed there, my wedding dress puddied around me, or how
long Gus knocked at the door. He was persistent, but after a while the knocking
stopped.

All | could hear was the music from the jukebox—it slid its way under the door, and |
welcomed it into my fortress. It felt nice, being wrapped init. | didn’t get wrapped in
things—music, arms, embraces—very often.

| didn’t register that the music was the only thing | could hear—no talking, no bar
patrons, or stools skating across the floor—until there was another knock at the
bathroom door.



It was softer this time—Ilike the person doing it didn't want to disturb me or
something. Three taps. They were on beat with the music.

“Ash?’ avoice said. | straightened my spine. I’d know that voice anywhere. If | had
slipped into a coma, it would wake me up. If | was six feet under, I'd dig myself out
of the grave just to be closer to it, which was dramatic and startling and tragic and
stupid.

But it was true.

“It'sjust me out here,” he said. “The bar’s cleared out.”I’ll love you until we're dust
in the wind, Camille Ashwood.“1’m here, Cam.”

For some reason, | reached up and unlocked the door—theclick was unmistakable.
“I’m going to open the door, okay?’ he said, and | scooted away from it. When the
door opened, my eyes found his without even trying.

Dusty Tucker.

His blond and light brown hair fell just past his chin, and his face had only gotten
sharper and more angular as he got older. The silver ring that went through his right
nostril was almost the same color as his eyes, but they were more slate than silver. He
was beautiful. He always had been, but beautiful things can be dangerous, too.

Silence and the weight of the years past hung between us. Finaly, | was the one who
broke it.

“Take me somewhere.” That's what | said. Dusty squatted in front of me so his gray
eyes were level with my brown ones and stretched out a tattooed hand. | took it
without thinking.



Chapter 2
Dusty
I’'m not normally a drown-my-sorrows type of guy. | don't really have a lot of

sorrows. Honestly, | probably have one single sorrow, so I’ve never really had much
to drown. But that one sorrow packed a hell of a punch—especially today.
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Because, today, she was getting married.

She had invited me. Well, she invited my mom. “Aggie Tucker and family” is what
the invitation said. The “and family” probably meant my little sister, Greer, even
though she didn’t live around here anymore. It for damn sure didn’t mean me, which
was probably a good thing.

| didn’t think | could do it—sit in the church and watch her walk toward her future
with another man. Actually, | knew | couldn’t do it. So | was here, in the corner of the
bar, drinking bourbon and drowning sorrows.

It was dark in the Devil’s Boot. There weren't any big windows, and most of the light
came from the neon signs throughout the bar. I'd talked Joe, the bartender, into
giving me my own bottle and a glass, so | wouldn’t have to get up from myspot in the
corner. It actually didn't take that much convincing. He knew why | was here.
Everyone knew Cam and | had history. There were no secrets in Meadowlark.

Pathetic. | was pathetic. With the way | was feeling, you'd think that Camille
Ashwood had broken my heart this morning—not more than a decade ago. Well, for
the first time. She broke my heart a million times after that, too, and time never did
what it was supposed to do: heal or whatever.

Cam was an open wound, and time was salt.

| lifted my glassto my lips and took asip of my drink. It was only my second or third
sip. | was shit at drowning my sorrows, apparently.



| needed to get better at it, because my stupid head would not quiet down. It was
shouting at me togo,todosomething—to run to the church or to run away. | didn’t
know which, so | didn’t do either.

It could’ ve been a minute or an hour when | heard the front door to the bar open. My
eyes swung to it because it hadn’t opened once since | got here. Probably because it
was three 0’ clock on a Saturday afternoon.

| saw awhite dress and dark hair. It couldn’t be her. | blinked a few times—thinking
this weird fucking apparition of her would go away. | shook my head—trying to
shake her right out the door, but she didn’t go. She was till there, in her white dress.

What the hell was she doing here?

| looked down at my watch. She should be married by now—was she married by
now? Were they coming here after the wedding? | couldn’t imagine Rutherford and
Lillian Ashwood would be too pleased about that. And if they werecoming here,
Teddy would've told me—she knew all about the drowning-sorrows plan and where
those plans were taking place.

Cam looked...beautiful. Like she always did. But her curly hair was straightened and
the dress |ooked like it was drowning her—there were a lot of layers. The look on her
face made me want to track down Greg or Graham or whatever the fuck his name was
and kick the shit out of him. What the hell happened?

| waited for her eyes to scan the bar and inevitably land on me, but they didn’t. She
went straight to the bar and sat down. She dropped the long, white veil she was
dragging behind her on the floor.

Joe looked at her with wide eyes as she sat down, but he knew better than to say
anything. She spoke to him, and he filled a glass with ice and clear liquid. | couldn’t



see what it was—vodka, probably—and dlid it across the counter. Her fingers gripped
the glass as she picked it up and drank nearly half of it in one go.

She didn’t even flinch,

It took effort to turn away from her, but | needed a second. Plus, | was probably the
last person she wanted to see. Judging by the presence of the vodka and wedding
dress and the absence of the groom, | was starting to think the wedding hadn’t
happened.

Or maybe it happened, and it was shit?

But what if it hadn’t?

| looked down at my hands resting on the table. They started to shake, and | balled
them into fists to make them stop.

My phone lit up on the table, and | quickly picked it up. Isaw a message from Teddy,
and more were coming. She could never send just one text. I'd always seen Teddy as
another sister; now that my mom and her dad were together, that was truer than ever.
Teddy: Dusty fuckin’ Tucker

Teddy:WE' RE GOING TOHAVEA LOT TO TALK ABOUT LATER
Teddy:SOMETHING DRAMATIC HAPPENED

Teddy:Areyou at DB?

Teddy:Has a beautiful woman wearing a very expensive white dress showed up? We
can't find her.



Shit. Cam was a runaway bride. But why did she come here? | typed out a quick
response to Teddy.

Dusty:She’s here.

Teddy:Gusis coming.

Teddy:DON'T INVADE HER SPACE.
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Teddy:SHE'SHAD A ROUGH DAY.
Teddy:(but | have so much to tell you)
Dusty:Haven't talked to her. She hasn’t seen me.

What would she do if she did? Run in the other direction? She'd been damn good at
avoiding me for the past year since | came home, and in atown like Meadowlark, that
took alot of effort.

My thoughts flashed back to when | saw her last year—for the first time in years.
Emmy, Teddy, Ada, and Cam were having some girls' night. | walked in on it, and
there she was.

And she was wearingmyMargaritaville T-shirt. 1I'd given itto her the summer after
high school. It had been in the back of my truck after we went swimming, and she'd
needed something to wear. | had completely forgotten about it until | saw her wearing
it that night.

It put ideas in my head—about what coming home meant for me. And then, | looked
down and saw the giant rock on her ring finger.

Hopes: dashed.

Whatever. It was fine. | was fine. It was stupid to think that the girl I’d loved would
be awoman waiting for me—I knew that, but it didn’t hurt any less.



The door to the bar swung open a while later. This time, three men came through the
door. Gus and Wes Ryder and L uke Brooks.

Gus called out for Cam, and her head shot up to him. She looked like she'd just been
caught doing something she shouldn’t have, which made more sense when | saw the
bottle of vodka clutched in one of her hands.

| smiled.

She made her way through the bar while Gus tried to stop her. She stumbled over her
dress afew times before making it to the bathroom, where she slammed the door.

Brooks looked up, and his eyes scanned the bar. When he saw me, he turned to say
something to Gus before making his way over to where | was sitting.

“Hey, man,” he said with a nod. Brooks cleaned up nice in a pair of black slacks and
awhite button-down.

“Hey,” | said. My voice cracked a little—nice. “What’s going on there?’ | gestured
toward the bathroom door, where both Gus and Wes were knocking. | tried to be
nonchalant about it but knew | probably failed.

Brooks shook his head. “Groom didn’t show.” My mouth fell open. At his words, |
felt my ears get hot.

“Seriously?’ | asked. Who the hell doesn’t show up when they’re getting married to a
woman like that? What afucking idiot, | thought—talk about fumbling the bag.

“Serioudly,” Brooks said. “It’s safe to say the wedding is off.” My heart kicked at my
rib cage. “Gus and Amos handled almost everything, but Cam’s parents are pieces of
work.” | aready knew that. Rutherford and Lillian sucked—they always had. They



probably always would.

“Where' sRiley?’

“With Teddy and Emmy. Leaving her with them was the only way we could
guarantee that they wouldn’t hunt Graham down and kick his teeth in.” They would,
too. Emmy and Teddy weren't a duo that you wanted to mess with—especialy if
they had a common goal. If they had their heart set on ruining that guy’s life, it'd be
done by tomorrow.

“Shit,” | breathed.

“Shit.” Brooks nodded. | looked over at the bathroom door again. Gus was still
knocking, but Wes was making hisway over to us.

“1 don’t think she’s coming out,” he said.

“She’'s not,” | said. Cam was stubborn, and she didn’'t like to be at the center of
everything. She liked the outskirts. The way people would rally around her now
would probably make her uncomfortable—even though she deserved people showing
up for her. That didn’t matter, though. Cam would prefer to disappear.

She probably wouldn't |eave the bathroom until the bar was empty, like totally
empty.

“1 know how to get her out,” | said to Brooks. “But we' vegotta clear this place. She
won’'t come out with all these people around. Can we do that?’

Brooks nodded and called over to Gus and Wes, who started walking toward us.
“Dusty has an idea,” he said as they approached.



Gus narrowed his eyes at me—always the protector. Gus Ryder was a good man. |

idolized him growing up and still looked up to him more than he knew. “What’ s your
plan?’

“She doesn't want to face any of these people here,” | said. “And she definitely
doesn’t want to see any of you.” Wes deflated alittle bit at that.
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“But she'll want to see you?’ Gus asked, folding his arms across his chest.

“Probably not,” | said. “But I’'m the only one out of the four of us who wasn't at the,
uh, wedding.” | stumbled out that word but hoped they didn’t notice.

“Why does that matter?’ Gus asked.

“It just does.” | shrugged. Because in Cam’s mind, it meant that | was the only one
who hadn’t witnessed her embarrassment. Cam was a prideful woman—not in a bad
way. She just cared what other people thought of her—she wanted to be perfect. |
blame her mother.

“1 think we should let Dusty try,” Wes piped up.

“Metoo,” Brooks said.

“Is that because you care about Cam or because you want her out of your bathroom?”
Gus asked with aglarein hisdirection.

“Both.” Brooks shrugged.

Gus rolled his shoulders back and down. “Fine,” he said and then pointed a finger at
me. “But you keep your hands to yourself.”

| rolled my eyes. He and Teddy realy were perfect for each other, weren't they?
“Cam is my friend,” | said. Well, she used to be. | didn't know what we were now.
Maybe once we got everybody out of the Devil’s Boot, I’ d be able to find out.



Chapter 3

Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

Meadowlark High School was already my favorite place, and I’d only been here for a
few hours. It was my first day—my first day here, my first day of public school after
years of private schools—and the first time I’d ever seen a boy with a nose ring. |
could see it—up close and personal—because I’d run straight into him while leaving
the main office. My books and class schedule were now scattered all over the floor.

Great.

“Whoa there,” he said. His hands were on my upper arms, which were covered by a
navy blue cardigan.

“I—I"m sorry,” | stammered out before looking up at the human wall I’d just hit.
Gray eyes stared down at me. Oh.

“It's okay,” he said with a devilish smile. “I’'m used to girls throwing themselves at
me.” A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, but | didn’t know how to respond to
that, so | didn’t. Instead, | looked down at the mess of my belongings.

As | bent to pick them up, the boy with the gray eyes did, too. “Let me help,” he said,
and | stayed quiet. While he started gathering papers and books, | got a better ook at
him. A mop of blond hair that my mother would say was too long, but | liked it. |
think.

He had a sharp jawline and a cleft chin and eyebrows that matched the darker parts of
his hair. My gaze snagged on the silver ring through his nostril. | must’ve stared at it



for a second too long because he said, “Like it?” while gesturing to his nose with one
hand—the other was full of my books. | hadn’t picked up athing. Distracted, | guess.
“Lost a bet with my buddy Wes afew months ago, but it's grown on me.”

This boy kept talking to me, and | stayed silent. | didn’t know what to say. Did | like
it? Yes. Did | want to tell him that? Absolutely not. | also noticed a tattoo on his
forearm. | couldn’'t tell what it was, and | didn’t want to be caught staring again.
Could seventeen-year-olds even have tattoos? Was that legal ?

“You're new here, right?’ he asked. Thistime, | nodded. He stood up, with my books
and papers till in one of his hands, and I rose with him. My class schedule was on
top of the pile, and | watched him take it in.

“Camille Ashwood,” he read out loud. “Good name.” | wanted to ask what his was,
but my stupid tongue still wasn't working. “Do you know where you're going for
chemistry?’

“How do you know I’m going to chemistry?’ | asked.

“She speaks,” he said with atilted smile. | felt a blush creep up my neck. | wasn’t
really a shy girl. | mean, | wasn’t a chatterbox, but | normally knew how to respond
to questions. But this guy was just so...pretty. It was intimidating. “1t’s on your class
schedule, Camille.”

There was something about the way he moved his mouth when he talked that had my
attention—the way his top and bottom teethwere aways dlightly parted no matter
what he said—that was kind of hypnotizing.

“Right,” | said.

“S0,” he said as he handed my books and schedule back to me, “do you know where



you're going?’
| gave him aquick nod and turned in the other direction.
“Wrong way, Camille,” he called after me. Damn. My face heated as | turned around

and walked past him again. When | did, he reached his hand out and said, “I’'m Dusty,
by the way.”



Page 6

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 3:23 pm

| kept walking.
Chapter 4
Cam

| both hated and loved how easy it was for me to take Dusty’ s hand and run out of the
Devil’s Boot—into its dirt parking lot with my wedding dress floating and rustling
around me. It was cold as shit, but | didn’t really notice.

When Dusty looked back at me as we ran toward his Bronco, he had alopsided smile
on his face, and it reminded me so much of the boy | used to know, how much I
missed him when | let myself think about him.

| pushed the thought down as we made it to his truck. He opened the door for me and
asked, “You're sure?’ | wasn't. But instead of answering, | grabbed on to the front of
the door and hoisted myself up into the cab—Ilike I’d done a million times before.
Dusty helped me gather my dress and make sure all of it was inside the truck. “No
offense, but thisdressis fucking ridiculous,” he said.

“l know,” | said with a breath that turned into a laugh. After Dusty shut the door, he
made his way to the driver’s side and hopped in.

“Any requests?’ he asked as the Bronco roared to life.

| shook my head. “Just drive.”



Dusty gave me that tilted smile again, and | couldn’t help but smile back. My heart
was beating in my ears; | could feel the blood pumping through my veins. My whole
body felt alive, asif it had been dormant before.

He started driving and flipped on the radio. Charlie Rich started flowing through the
speakers. We didn't talk, but it wasn't uncomfortable. Normally, when faced with
silence, my head felt loud. It had felt loud all day.

But right now, it was blissfully quiet.
| looked over at Dusty one more time—one of his wrists was hanging over the

steering wheel and the other was tapping along to the music—before | leaned my
head against the cool glass of the window and watched Wyoming roll by.

“Ash,” Dusty said softly a little while later. | lifted my head from the window,
dlightly disoriented. The landscape around me was no longer moving—we were
parked somewhere. “You fell asleep. Feel okay?’

“Yeah,” | said groggily. “Where are we?’

“1 thought you might like a change of clothes,” he said. “We're at a gas station about
an hour outside of Meadowlark.”

“Clothes from a gas station?’ | said, arching a brow a him. My voice didn't hold
much weight, though, because my dress was starting to dig at me in all the wrong

places.

Dusty looked amused. “ Sorry. Nordstroms are in short supply around here.”



| sighed and pushed my door open. The full skirt of my dress started to tumble out of
the truck. God, this thing wasbig and gaudy and awful. My mother picked it out—she
had chosen every detail about today. The church (not for me), the florals (expensive),
the food (I hate fish), the music (boring), and of course, the groom—well, | mostly
picked that, but it was my parents who influenced the choice. | thought that if |
married someone in their circle, I'd get some validation from them. Being their
daughter didn’t get me any, but | thought Graham Rawlins might.

Rutherford Ashwood (or Ford, if you were his friend—I wasn’'t) was the heir to the
oldest and largest bank west of the Missouri River. His grandparents—old money,
like Vanderbilt and Rothschild adjacent—came out west with the gold rush and
established Basin Bank. If you lived in the West and had any sort of money, it was at
Basin.

Enter Sherman Rawlins, owner of Rawlins Associates—one of the largest hedge
funds in the country—and Graham'’s father. Y eah,thatGraham. The one who left me
at the altar afew hours ago because he just “couldn’t do it.”

| shook al the thoughts about my family and Graham and my failed wedding out of
my head. Not now.

Once | was out of the truck and on the ground, | went to pull my dress up, worried it
might get dirty, but then | remembered | wasn't walking down the aisle. | was
walking into a random gas station off the side of a Wyoming highway that looked
like it was the same age as the mountains surroundingit.

| let the dress drop and drag through the mud, slush, and gravel as | walked. Well,
stumbled. The heels my mother had picked out to go with this dress were stilettos that

probably cost as much as some cars and were not making this journey easy.

The gas station was small. It looked like it had been painted mint green afew decades



ago. Out front, there were handwritten signs for homemade beef jerky and five-dollar
cigarettes. There were only two fuel pumps, and | wasn’t convinced that they worked.

Dusty fell into step beside me—not too close, not too far away. Silence hung between
us again, but this time, there wasn't music to fill it—just ten years of space and time.
Good thing | was an expert at pushing down my feelings or else the weight of this
moment—any moment or memory with Dusty—could crush me.

A bell rang on the rickety door as Dusty opened it for me. The middle-aged man at
the checkout counter did a double take at the two of us—me in my wedding dress and
Dusty in his normal attire—faded jeans, black T-shirt that was cropped a little, just
enough to give me a glimpse of his abdomen every time he moved, black cowboy
boots, black leather jacket. | looked over at him just as he pushed a hand through his
blond waves.

| looked away immediately.

“Hey, Stan,” Dusty said. How did he know this guy? We were far out of town.
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“You got something to tell me, kid?’ the presumed Stan responded. He was still
eyeing me and my wedding dress.

Dusty chuckled. “Nah, but do you still have T-shirts?’
Stan nodded and jerked his chin. “In the back.”

“Thanks, man. If you have any new jerky flavors, leave them up here for me,” Dusty
said as he put his hand on the small of my back and softly guided me farther inside.

Don't think about it.

As soon as we were headed in the right direction, his hand moved. | missed the
comfort of it immediately, or maybe | just missed his hand on me—like | had for the
past decade.

Not thinking about it.
At the back corner of the store, there were two clothing racks—one of them held
together at the corner by duct tape—full of mismatched T-shirts. There were folded

sweatpants and shorts on a cardboard box next to them.

| started looking through the shirts on the racks. There were lots of wildlife options, a
few generic Wyoming ones, one with ajackalope, and...

“If you get thisone,” Dusty said as he reached for the dark green shirt | was currently
looking at and pulled it off the rack, “we can match.”



“ *Show me your Tetons' ?’ | asked, reading the white text on the shirt, and a smile
tugged at the corners of my mouth.

Dusty grinned back at me. “Only if you show me yours.”

“In your dreams, Dusty Tucker,” | said on an eye rall, trying to stifle a giggle. He'd
always been able to make me laugh, even when | didn’t want to.

He gave me an exaggerated wink. “Y ou have no idea, Ash.”

“Stop flirting with me while I'm still in my wedding dress.” Leave it to Dusty to
make me feel comfortable enough to make a joke about something that should not be
remotely funny yet.

“We better get you out of it then.”

| huffed in mock exasperation. “You are ridiculous,” | said and then shoved the shirt
into hisarms. “Hold thisfor me. | need to find some pants.”

“Doyou?

“Yes,Dusty,” | said. “Or should | call you by your legal name?’ Dusty’s gray eyes
widened, but he was smiling, like he was thrilled | was playing with him.

“You wouldn’'t,” he said.

“Try me, Tuck,” | responded, the nickname rolling off my tongue for the first time
since he came home last year. His eyes glittered.

He took the shirt from me, and | stepped toward the shoddily folded piles of
sweatpants. They were al basic drawstring sweatpants. My color choices were gray,



navy blue, and hot pink.

| went with the navy blue that had the Wyoming Bucking Horse on the hip. My eyes
scanned the rest of the clothing—Ilooking for a sweatshirt or jacket or something, but
the only one | found was an extra small that looked like it would fit Riley.

“1 have an extra coat and a pair of boots in my truck,” Dusty said, reading my mind.
“The bathroom is out the back door”—he pointed down a hallway to our left—*"but
we have to go get the key from Stan.”

Changing out of my wedding dress in a backwoods gas station bathroom felt like a
step too far. “Can | just change in your truck?’

Dusty looked down at the floor, suddenly bashful. “Oh...uh. Sure,” he said. | watched
his Adam’ s apple bob, and it made my cheeks hest.

“Great,” | said quickly. This space suddenly felt too small for both of us, so | started
walking back toward the front. | tripped over one of the uneven floorboards. In my
periphery, | saw Dusty reach for me, but | righted myself before he could touch me

again.

Once we reached the counter, | set my sweatpants near the register, and Dusty put my
shirt next to it, along with three plastic water bottles that he must’ ve picked up on the
way. There were also clear plastic bags of beef jerky there, too.

“There’s honey jalapefio, brown sugar bourbon, and dill pickle,” Stan said as he
pointed at each bag before scanning the rest of our items. Dill pickle beef jerky? |
could get into that. “Forty-two seventy-three. Do you need a bag?’

“We're good,” Dusty said. He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and dropped
three twenties on the counter. “Thanks, Stan. Appreciateit.” | waited for a second for



Stan to get Dusty’s change, but Dusty had already gathered up the items and was
waiting for me to lead the way toward the door.
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“Seeya, Dusty and...” Helooked at me, waiting for my name.
“Cam,” | said with asmile.

“Dusty and Cam.” Stan rolled our names around in his mouth, and | rolled them
around in my head. | forgot how...easy they sounded together. “Thanks for stopping

by.”
“And, Stan, I'll come back up as soon as | can, and we'll get that fallen tree out front
taken care of, all right?”’

“Appreciate it, kid,” Stan said, and Dusty gave him a nod before we went out the
door.

“How often do you come here?’ | asked.

“Once a month, probably.” Dusty shrugged. “Stan’s a good guy—gas station has
been in his family for generations.” When we got to the Bronco, Dusty leaned up
against the side of it, arms folded across his chest. “He actualy retired a few years
ago, and his son took over, but his son passed away last year, so he had to come back.
He' sthe only person left in his family.”

“Oh,” | said. | wasn't expecting all of thisinformation, but | guess | should’ ve. Dusty
liked people. He could talk to anyone.

“He has a hard time managing this place, so | help when | can.”



“What happensto it when he’s gone?’ | asked.

Dusty looked sad as he shrugged. “Places like this—the ones that are tucked away
and outdated—usually die with the people who love them.” He said it like he'd
watched it happen before.

“That’s...depressing,” | said.

“Better enjoy them while we can, eh?’ | loved that grin. That mischievous and
devilish grin. | nodded. “I'll start the truck and get the heater going, and then the

dressing roomis all yours.”

“Thank you,” | said, realizing then how freezing | was. | got in the passenger seat
right as the Bronco roared to life. God, this thing was so loud.

“I’ll get your boots and coat out of the back.”

He opened the driver’s-side door and was about to get out when | said, “Wait.” |
couldn’'t believe | was going to have to ask this, but | couldn’t do it myself. The back
of the dress was too high. “Can you...” | paused, stumbling over my words a bit.
“Can you, um, unzip me?’

| didn’t look at him, but | heard him swallow.

“You know what,” | said. “Never mind, | can figure it out.” Even though | knew |
couldn’t. It had taken three people to get me into this dress, so it was going to take at
least one other person to get me out of it.

“It'sfine, Cam,” Dusty said. Hisvoice was strained. “It’sjust adress.”

Just adress. Right. If you would’ ve told me ten years ago that Dusty Tucker would be



unzipping my wedding dress, | would’ve probably said, “Duh.” | never could have
imagined it would be a wedding dress | was wearing to marry another man who
didn’t show up to the altar.

Back then, the future | saw for myself was intertwined with his. Now, we were
basicaly strangers. | always thought it would hurt less over time.

It hadn't.

“Okay,” | whispered. “Thank you.” | turned my back toward him. When his fingers
came to the clasp between my shoulder blades, goosebumps rose on my skin. | felt
him grip the fabric on each side of the hook-and-eye closure to undo it. | closed my
eyes, telling myself it was because | didn’'t want to think about Dusty touching me,
but really, | was basking init.

His fingers moved to the zipper, and | heard him take a deep breath before he started
pulling it down—achingly slowly.

A noise came from Dusty’s throat when he saw what | had on under my dress—a
powder blue lace bustier. It was the only thing I'd picked out myself for today. | had
thought that if |1 could just make this one choice, maybe I'd feel more confident as |
walked down the aisle and married aman | didn’t love. Now, it felt stupid.

My wedding dress started to loosen around my ribs and waist as Dusty dragged the
zipper down until it stopped. One of the straps dlipped off my shoulder.

“A-al good,” Dusty said. His voice was shaky and low. “Knock on the window when
you're done, and I’ [l grab the boots and coat out of the back.”

“Thank you.” The inside of his truck was completelydevoid of air, and my heart was
beating in my ears again. Suddenly, | felt one of his knuckles dragging up my spine



and stopping at the nape of my neck. | wanted to turn to him, see his face, but |
didn’t. | stayed where | was and kept my eyes closed.

| felt his breath on the back of my neck, so he must’ve leaned in, and before | could
givein and let my head fall back on his shoulder, he said, “I’m sorry,” got out of the

truck, and shut the driver’ s-side door.

Chapter 5
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Dusty

Dusty Tucker, get your shit together. You are supposed to be getting her out of her
head. That'sit. That'sall.

Holding her hand while we ran to my car? Harmless. Touching the small of her back
to guide her to the back of Stan’s store? Necessary. She didn’t know where she was
going. Unzipping her wedding dress? That’ s fine—she asked me to.

Dragging my fingers over whatever blue lace contraption she had on underneath it?
Dangerously reckless.

Fuck.

| stood outside of my truck, letting the cold air outside bite at my cheeks and nose. |
could hear my truck wobbling and creaking on its shocks—a reminder that Cam was
in there taking her clothes—herwedding dress—off. It wasn't the first time she'd
stripped down in my car, but it was the first time | wasn't in there while it was

happening.
Take a breath, Dusty.

| dragged a hand down my face.She doesn’'t need this from you right now,
dumbass.She needs a friend. To help her escape for a few hours before both of us
have to go back to real life—the place where Cam and | weren't even friends, at |east
| didn’t think so.



While we were driving, | did my best to keep my eyes on the road and mountains
ahead of me. There weren’'t a lot of cars on this two-lane. It wasn’'t the main
highway—it twisted and turned around the mountains instead of going through them,
so it took alot longer to get where you were going. But it was my favorite road—the
only one | took in and out of Meadowlark.

Now, | was looking at the mountains again—trying to think about anything but the
woman who was undressing in the front seat of my truck, but | couldn’t. An image of
her with her forehead pressed up against the window flashed in my brain, and | closed
my eyes. The fact that she felt comfortable enough to fall asleep in my passenger seat
had my insides doing a full gymnastics routine—twists, flips, jumps and all.

After what felt like forever, | heard two knocks on the window. My jaw unclenched,
and | felt my shoulders drop dlightly. | turned back to the truck and went straight to
the back, opening the hatch to pull out a big Carhartt coat, a clean towel 1'd just put in
there, a pair of boots, and a pair of thick socks. | had to dig for those, but | was glad |
found them.

| always made sure | had supplies in my truck—especially in the winter. You never
knew when a canyon would close due to snow, and you'd be stuck in your car for at
least one night, sometimes more.

Then | went to Cam'’s door and pulled it open. | took her in, just for a second—she
was drowning in that ridiculous T-shirt with her hair and makeup all done. God, she’'d
just gotten more beautiful with time.

“Coat,” | said and draped it across her lap with the towel.” Socks.” | looked down at
her feet. She'd taken her heels off, and her feet looked red and painful. There were
indents where her shoe straps had been, as if they’d been crushing her something
fierce. | hated thinking that she’ d been in pain this whole time.



| set the socks on top of the coat and the boots on the ground next to me before gently
grabbing one of her ankles. “What are you doing?’ Cam asked.

“1 just thought...” | mumbled as | started to rub one of them with both of my hands. It
was so damn cold. “Y our feet look like they hurt.”

“1 guessthey do alittle,” she said quietly.

“Does this feel okay?’ She nodded—a woman of few words. | kept rubbing for a few
minutes before putting one of the socks on, switching to the other foot, and starting
over.

“What’ s the towel for?’ she asked after a second.

“In case you wanted to get your hair wet,” | said. Cam tilted her head in question.
“Your hair...you don't like it when it’s straight.” | shrugged. “I know you'll say it'll
be frizzy or whatever, but the extrawater and towel are there—if you want them.”

Her brown eyes were soft as she looked at me. Too soft. | couldn’t handleit, so | put
the other sock on her foot and said, “We've got a thirty-minute drive to our
destination, so you don’'t need to put these on yet.” | put the boots on the floor of the
truck.

“Where are you taking me?’

| shook my head. “I’m not telling, but | promise, you're going to loveit.”

Almost exactly thirty minutes later, we rolled into a parking lot. “Y ou brought me to
afucking Chili’s?" Cam said with a shocked laugh.



| smiled over at her as | cut the engine. “Sure did.” While we were driving, she took
her hair out of its bun and ran water through the strands with her hands. Curls started
to form amost immediately. She seemed so much lighter than she did a few hours

ago.

“Thisissoridiculous,” she sad.

“You know,” | said, “there are very few things that a mid-range chain restaurant can’t
fix—especially one with chips and salsa and a sizzling fagjita situation.”

Cam’s stomach growled. “All right,” she said. “I could do some damage to an order
of chipsand salsa.” She leaned down and dlid the boots on.

“Ready to rock and roll?’ | asked.
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“Let'sdoit.”
We got out of the car, and | had the urge to grab her hand as we walked toward the
door, but | didn’t, of course. It was weird—before this morning, | hadn’'t held her

hand in nearly fifteen years, but reaching for it felt like the most natural thing in the
world.

| looked over at her. She looked fucking adorable right now with her messy hair and
how she was absolutely swimming in my coat and her new ouitfit from the gas station.

When we got inside, we were greeted by a hostess and a very bright “Hi, welcome to
Chili’s. How many?’

“Two,” | said.

“Table or booth?’

“Booth,” Cam and | said at the same time.

The hostess nodded. “Right this way.” She led us to a four-person booth near the
back of the restaurant. | waited for Cam to sit before | did, then | slid into the bench
across from her. When we sat down, | watched Cam’s eyes latch on to the tattoo on

my neck for a second, but when | caught her looking, she looked away quickly.

“Here are some menus, and your server will be right with you.” The hostess laid a
menu in front of each of us.



“Thank you,” | said, and she nodded and walked away.

Cam picked her menu up. | watched her eyes track back and forth as she read. | liked
watching her. | had spent so long not seeing her or only seeing pictures, so now,
when | had the opportunity to look at her—which didn’t come as often as I’d like—I
didit.

Her dark brown hair was longer now—and maybe darker, too. When it was curly, it
fell to the middle of her biceps. Her face was less round than it used to be, and she
didn’'t tweeze her eyebrows as thin as she used to. They looked good on her face.
She' d aways been stunning. Now, she was...almost regal, too.

“Areyou going to look at the menu, or...?" Cam said without looking up.

“Don’'t need to,” | said. “Ultimate fgjita platter.”

“Areyou a Chili’sregular?’ She sounded amused.

“1 fucking love Chili’s,” | said. “Sometimes the craving strikes for that middle-class
fancy shit, you know?’

“Like Applebee’ s?

“Meh.” | shrugged. “Not my favorite, but | like all the iterations of Applebee’s.”

“What do you mean?’

“Well,” | said, “right now, we're at Southwest Applebee’s. Texas Roadhouse is like
Cowboy Applebee’s, and Olive Garden is Italian Applebee’s.”

“Red Lobster?” Cam chimed in.



“Seafood Applebee’s. We should go there next,” | said.

“1 could fuck up a Cheddar Bay biscuit any day.” She nodded, and | laughed. She was
loosening up.

Just then, our server came to the table. “Hi y’al,” she said with a perfect customer
service tone. “My name is Cara, and I'll be your server today. Can | start you with
anything to drink?’

| nodded at Cam, waiting for her to go first. | watched our server Cara take in her
appearance. “I'll just have a water, please.” The server nodded and looked at me. |
didn’t miss the smile she gave me.

“Water, please, and also can we get a Tiki Beach Party Margarita.” | flashed Cara a
smile and held up two fingers. “With two straws.”

Cara's eyes flitted to Cam again as she wrote everything down, and then said, “Are
you ready to order food, or do you need a minute?’ She was only talking to me.

| looked at Cam, waiting for her. “Margarita grilled chicken, please,” she said, setting
her menu down and looking over at me. | gave my order, too, grabbed Cam’s menu,
and handed both to Cara. “Thank you,” | said before she walked away.

“The server is into you,” Cam said once she was out of earshot. | shrugged. “She’s
probably wondering what the hell someone who looks like you is doing here with

me.

“Someone who looks like me?’ | smirked. “What do | look like?”
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“You know exactly what you look like,” Cam said pointedly. “Y ou aways have.”

“What if | want you to tell me, though?’ | couldn’t help playing with her. It came so
easy.

“Too bad. Women who got |€eft at the altar don’t have to do anything they don’t want
to do for at least afew hours afterward.”

“Does that mean you're ready to talk about it, then?’ | asked. We had avoided the
subject until now. Cam didn’t like to be pushed, and | didn’t like to be reminded that
she was engaged to someone else, or at least, she used to be, so it had been awin-win.

She shifted her eyes away from mine and started drawing mindless circles on the
table with her pointer finger. “There' s not much to talk about,” Cam said. That was a
lie. There was everything to talk about. “I showed up. He didn’t. It's pretty cut and
dried.”

It didn’t sound “cut and dried” to me. It sounded messy, but Cam didn’t like messy
things.

“Hey,” | said. “Look at me.” She didn't. “Ash,” | said more firmly. Her eyes flicked
up to mine like they couldn’t help it. “You didn’t deserve that.” Cam aways thought
everything was her fault. | knew the way she was probably talking to herself in her
head, and it made my teeth clench. “1 need to know that you know you didn’t deserve
that.”

“I think | did deserveit,” she said quietly. | wanted to throw the table. | wanted to get



it out of my way, so | could hold her, but before | could even think about doing
anything, Cara brought our waters and our drink.

“Your food will be right out,” she said again only to me andwalked away. | looked at
Cam, whose face had gone blank. No more talking, | guess—at least about the
wedding. | opened both of the straws and put them in the giant glass of blue

margarita.

“This is massive,” she said, eyeing the glass. She was wearing a small smile now.
“And looks disgusting.”

“It is both of those things,” | said. “Y ou’re going to hate it, but you're also going to
loveit.”

“What does it even taste like?’ she asked.

| leaned over toward the middle of the table to take a sip. “Artificial blue,” | said
afterward.

“Well,” she sighed. “Blueismy favorite color.”

| know.

Chapter 6

Cam

Gus called Dusty to check in while we were eating dinner.

Dusty handed the phone to me. “Hello?’



“You doing okay?’ Gus's voice was low and concerned.

“I'mfine,” | said. “How’s Riley?’

“Good. She was wiped out from today.” That made two of us. “Fell aslegp on the
couch about an hour ago.”

“Thank you for taking care of everything,” | said quietly.

“Always, Cam. We'll talk about everything tomorrow, okay? | just wanted to check
and see how you were.”

“I'mfine,” | said again. “All things considered.”

“Okay. Well, I've got Riley, and my dad has a bed for you. | figured...” Gus trailed
off. And that’s when | realized: | couldn’t go to my house because it was technically
Graham’s. That was a hill to climb another day—today, | was too tired to even think
about it.

“You figured right,” | said, grateful that he didn’t try to elaborate further. “Thank
you. I'll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Be safe, Cam. Good night.”

“Night,” | said before hanging up and handing the phone back to Dusty. | didn’t even
know where my phone was. It was with my stuff in my dressing room last time | saw
it. | wasn't ready to face the music yet, but that phone call from Gus was essentially
the orchestra warming up.

So, after dinner, Dusty and | drove back to Rebel Blue Ranch—the Ryder family’s
home and one of the largest cattle ranches in Wyoming—mostly in silence. Our day



was coming to an end. My sense of self-preservation, which was aways so fleeting
around him, kicked in aswe drove, and | retreated back into my head.
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He pulled up to the Big House just after midnight. He didn’t cut the engine when his
Bronco came to a stop—it would be too loud to start up again at this time of night. It
reminded me of all the times | would sneak out with him, and he' d have to park three
streets away to pick me up and drop me off.

Dusty’ s hands dropped from the steering wheel, and he looked over at me. He amost
glowed in the moonlight. “Are you going to be okay?’ he asked.

| nodded once and swallowed. Today sucked, but it didn’t really hurt—but | knew
what | was about to say would.

“Thank you for being there for me,” | said. “I’'m happy you were at the bar—that you
got me out of there.” Dusty tilted his head, waiting for me to keep going. “I just,
um—" | stumbled over my words when | met his gaze, so | looked away. “—I think
today should just be...today. And after tonight we should...just go back to how it had
been before...with us.”

Dusty was quiet for a second. | kept my eyes focused on the dashboard. | didn’t want
to know what his expression was—didn’t want it to threaten the resolve I’ d spent the
entire drive back to Meadowlark building.

“If that’ s what you want,” he finally said.

“Itis.” | nodded. “1 have alot to figure out—a lot of thingsto focus on.”

“You don't have to explain yourself to me, Ash,” he said. “If you want to forget
about it, we'll forget about it.”



| told him that’s what | wanted—what | needed, so why did | feel disappointed in his
response? “ Okay,” | whispered.

“Okay,” he responded.

After afew more beats of silence, | pushed the passenger door open. | waited for him
to say goodbye, but | was relieved when he didn’t. We were never good at saying
goodbyes.

“Ash?’ he called right before | was about to shut the door. | couldn’t stop myself
from looking at him. He ran one of his hands through his hair and then rubbed at the
back of his neck. “ Sleep good.”

“Youtoo,” | said, and then | shut the door. He didn’t drive off right away—not until |
was inside and had closed the front door behind me.

The Big House was dark. | dlipped off Dusty’s boots and hung his coat by the door.
I’d have Gus give them back—he saw Dusty amost every day because he worked at
Rebel Blue. The socks Dusty had given me made my steps amost silent, but |
couldn’t think about the socks because if | thought about the socks, | would think
about my feet. And if | thought about my feet, | would think about how Dusty had
noticed they were red and swollen, and hisfirst instinct was to make me feel better.

Just like it had always been.

When it came to Dusty, | understood what people meant when they said the more
things change, the more they stay the same. Or that old habits die hard. Dusty was a
habit—thinking about him, missing him, or at least the idea of him: It was a cycle that
I’d always struggled to break. Especialy because | also found myself missing who |
had been when he wasin my life.



| meant what | said. | was glad he had been at the bar today. Gus and everybody else
would' ve treated me like | was covered in fragile stickers. Dusty acted like it was just
another day—even though it wasn’'t. It was the first time we' d spent more than five
minutes together in years. We talked, we laughed, we had fun.

And now it was over.

There was a soft glow coming from the living room, so | went that way. | hoped no
one was waiting up for me. When | made it to the living room, | found Emmy and
Ada asleep—their heads on opposite sides of the couch with their feet tangled

together in the middle under the same blanket.

| took another step into the living room and hit a creaky floorboard. | froze. In the
dead of night, it was the loudest sound in the world.

Emmy’ s eyelids fluttered open. “Cam?’ she said on ayawn.

“Hey,” | said softly. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

She sat up and pushed the blanket off her. When she stood, | knew what she was
coming for. The Ryders were huggers—even Gus.

| let Emmy wrap her arms around me, and | let myself hug her back. “I’m so sorry,
Cam,” she said. “Today must’ve really sucked.”

“It actually wasn't so bad,” | said. “After, you know, thewhole groom disappearing
thing, everything else was pretty good.”

Emmy pulled back and raised a brow a me. “So...everything with Dusty
was...okay?’



“Yeah,” | sad honestly. | didn’'t have a reason to hide anything from Emmy. “It was
comforting, you know? Like going back in time...back to when | had less
worries...and didn't just get left at the altar. I'm happy he was there.”

“Then so am [.” Emmy pulled me toward the other couch, and | sat down next to her.
“You didn’t have to wait up for me,” | said.
“1 know. Ada and | wanted to. | know you’re like the leader of the ‘| can take care of

myself’ movement, but we were worried about you. Wes is asleep in his old room,
and Luke isin mine. My dad made up Gus's old bed for you.”
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My throat closed again. | didn't know what | did in a past life to make these people
care about me so much, but it must’ ve been really damn good.

“Thank you,” | said, and Emmy laid her head on my shoulder.

“Are you going to be okay, Cam?’

“l don’'t really have achoice, do 1?7’ | said dryly.

“You do, actually,” Emmy said. “You can cry and scream and fall apart. You can do
whatever you want. You don’'t have to be okay right now. It's just us...and Ada, |
guess. But she's conked out.”

| let out a half laugh. Much to my surprise, tears welled up in my eyes at Emmy’s
words. Ever since | found out | was pregnant with Riley, Emmy has been the closest
thing I’ve ever had to a sister, which is saying something considering that |
actuallydohave a sister. But Violet couldn't even be botheredto show up to my
wedding, let alone help me pick up the pieces afterward.

“1 don’t know what to do next, Emmy.”

“Well, | think you can start by getting some sleep. Everything looks different in the
light of day.”

“And after that?’

“You start over,” Emmy said softly. “And you lean on the people around you who



love you and your daughter. You let ushelp.”

The Ryders had never been anything but kind and loving to me, but sometimes |
couldn't help but wonder if they would have shown me love like this if | hadn’t
gotten pregnant. | was a necessary part of their family because | was Riley’s mom,
but would they have ever really wanted me on my own? | put walls up with everyone,
but even my highest and strongest walls crumbled around the Ryders. Y ou couldn’t
help but love them, and love had always scared me alittle.

“l don’t know if | can do that, Em,” | whispered.

“Why not?’

“1 don’'t even know if | can start over because | don’t know if | ever actually started in
the first place.”

Chapter 7

Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

“Camille.” Dusty’s voice came from the seat behind me. Since the bell hadn’t rung
yet, | turned around to face him with an eyerall.

“What do you want, Dusty?’

He flashed me asmile that | felt in my stomach. He did it all the time. | didn’t have a
lot of experience with boys. All the ones I'd ever known were trust fund kids who
had never been denied anything and loved to flaunt their dad’'s money. They didn’t
interest me, and | didn’t interest them.



But Dusty interested me—at least asafriend. | hadn’t really made alot of friends yet.
Just Wes Ryder, but he was nice to everyone. | knew some of the other girls on the
soccer team, but | was a late addition, so the cliques had already formed. But since
my first day, | could aimost always count on Dusty stopping by my locker to say
good morning, and he carried my books when we were going the same direction. It
was nice.

Being at Meadowlark High was so different from being at any of my other schools. |
knew it would be. That’swhy | wanted to come here.

My dad bought a house here a few years ago. A house and a lot of land. There were
rumors of oil in Meadowlark, and my dad had money to spare, so he tried to get
ahead of it. The first time we came here, | was enamored by all of it—the way the
main street felt, how everyone waved at one another without a second thought. It
seemed welcoming, like anyone could find their place here, and | had never really felt
like | had found a place anywhere. | wanted to feel that sort of connection, that sense
of belonging. | wanted to immerse myself in every part of this town—including the
high school.

My parents said no at first—I knew they would. And usualy, 1’d let it go, because |
aways did when it came to the things that | wanted that didn’'t mesh with their
desires. | knew that’ s what they expected me to do.

But | didn’t. | didn’t push hard, but | pushed. | gave them lists of pros—a decent
number of AP classes, good athletics, and free (because the only thing they loved
more than making money? Holding on to it). Plus, | aready had as many college
credits as ajunior as Violet had when she graduated. With the AP classes available at
Meadowlark High, I'd technically be ahead of her. After a few months, they said yes
and told me to stop talking about it. | don’'t think they were used to me using my
voice.



That's how | learned that the only thing my parents wanted more than control was
quiet.

“Can | borrow a pencil?’ Dusty asked.

“Do you need me to buy you some pencils?’ | asked. He asked me to borrow one
every time we had English or history together—so basically every day.

“But then | couldn’t borrow yours,” he said with awink.
| sighed and pulled a pencil out of my pouch and handed it to him. “You better give

that back,” | said. “I just got those.” | loved this new pack of mechanical pencils, and
| had color-coordinated them to my notebooks for each class.
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“Cross my heart,” Dusty said, dragging his pointer finger over his chest to draw an
invisible X. “Can | have a piece of paper, too?’

“Oh my god, Dusty,” | said with faux annoyance. “ Do you even go to school here?’

“Occasionaly,” hesaid. “But | promise, | just need the paper for today—after this 1’
only ever ask for pencils.”

| huffed and opened my notebook, carefully tore out a page along the perforated
edges, and handed it back to him with more force than necessary.

“Ooooh, college-ruled,” he remarked. “Fancy girl.” Y eah, because wide-ruled paper
sucked, and | was about to tell him as much when the bell rang, and Mr.
Watson—our English teacher—walked to the front of the room and called for the
class' s attention, which | gave him immediately.

| heard a pencil scratching on paper behind me, even though Mr. Watson had barely
started teaching. We were just reviewing the general feedback on the papers we
turned in last week before we got them back. What could Dusty possibly be writing
back there?

After Mr. Watson had returned all of our papers—I got an A—and handed out a
grammar worksheet on sentence structure, which was apparently something we all
needed to work on, Dusty threw a folded piece of paper—the piece of paper | gave
him—onto my desk.

My heart fluttered, but | didn’t want to get in trouble. | turned around slyly and gave



him a questioning look.

“Open it,” he mouthed. | shook my head. He pouted a little before mouthing,
“Please.” My stomach flipped. | rolled my eyes and turned around. | kept the folded
note under my grammar worksheet, but | couldn’t stop thinking about it.

So, after | finished my assignment, | finally unfolded it.

Camille,

| feel like | need a nickname for you. | like Camille. It's pretty. You're pretty, too, by
the way. | just feel like Camille is too formal for our relationship. You know? Do
people always call you Cam? If they do, | need to think of another one. | want mine

to be special.

Anyway, | have some questions for you. So, if you could kindly write your answers
below and return this back to me, | would appreciate it.

What’ s your favorite color?

What' s your favorite food?

What'sthe last TV show that made you laugh?

Do you have any siblings?

When is the soccer team’ s next home game? What’ s your jersey number?

Do you like MHS so far? What' s your favorite part about it? Me? ;)

When' s your birthday?



Favorite class? English or History? Just kidding. Kind of.

What do you like to do for fun? Do you like hiking? Because | know a good spot.
That's a good start on the getting-to-know-you questions. Plus, you should have
plenty of time to answer thembecause | know you' Il finish this stupid worksheet way
before the rest of us.

Dusty

| was grinning like an idiot. | quickly looked around me to make sure no one noticed.
Everyone was still working on the assignment or was on their phone under their desk.

| picked my pencil up off my desk and started writing.

Chapter 8

Dusty

Cam:Thanks again for today. Or yesterday, | guess.

Dusty:Anytime.
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I’d been staring at that text exchange for the past week. Every spare moment |
had—in the middle of the night when | couldn’t sleep, in the early morning while |
was getting ready for work—I looked at those two lines.

| hadn’'t heard anything from her since. | didn’'t really expect to. I'd been back in
Meadowlark for a year, and before Saturday, the most 1'd seen of her was the day |
got home and accidentally intruded on girls night. Occasionally, I'd get a text from
her, but that had been happening for ten years.

First, when my dad died, then on my birthday, and afew times a year after that. They
were always short and to the point, sometimes just pictures of Meadowlark or Rebel
Blue or things she thought were funny. | responded most of the time, but not all of the
time, because it hurt when she didn’'t keep the conversation going, which she never
did.

She had Gus give me back my boots and my coat, but she kept the socks. | liked that,
but | couldn’t exactly explain why.

Cam’s fancy car—a black Audi SUV—was outside of Gus's when | rode past on
Saturday morning. It had been there all week. | figured she had started staying there
instead of at the Big House.

It was nice that she had people she could lean on. | wished | could be one of those
people.

Normally, | worked a lot on Saturdays—dropped hay by myself, checked
cattle—which | usually used as an excuse for a nice long ride and pulled pastures, but



today | had plans with my mom, so | only stayed at Rebel Blue for afew hours.

| told myself that | had chosen to ride the trail that went by Gus's because it was the
fastest way to cut through the middle of the ranch, which was true, but that didn’'t
mean | wasn't hoping for at least a glimpse of Cam. But no luck.

When | got back to my truck, | immediately put the heater on full blast and blew hot
air into my hands. | pulled my phone out—a few texts from my mom making sure we
were still on for today, a couple from ranch hands, and some other random

notifications.

| texted my mom and told her | was on my way and cleared the rest. I’d worry about
everyone else later.

Before | could set my phone down, it lit up with Greer's name and picture. |
answered immediately.

“Talk to me,” | said. It was how my dad used to answer the phone, and without
realizing it, Greer and | started using it but only when we called each other.

“Hey,” she said. “Are you on your way to Mom’s?’

“You are way too aware of my schedule for someone who livesin Alaska,” | said.

“l just got off the phone with her,” Greer responded. “She told me that Cam’s
wedding didn’t happen.” Of course she did.

“Have you ever thought about easing into a topic, rather than throwing it all out
there?’

“Nope. So?’



“So what?’

“Does that mean you're staying in Meadowlark?’ Greer understood the restlessness |
felt, how easy it became to move from place to place, season to season.

“Who wants to know?’ | asked.

“There' sthis cattle ranch like a hundred miles from me that is looking for workers for
summer—including like a ranch manager. Apparently, someone died.” Greer was
always a blunt person. “Some of the guys were talking about it.”

| swallowed. Normally, this time of the year would be when I'd start looking for
something new—prepping for the seasona shift. This also wasn’'t the first job
someone had put on my radar recently.

“l don’'t know, G,” | said. “I'll have to see how things shake out.”

“Right,” Greer responded. | could hear her eyerall. “Things.”

“Yeah, things,” | said. “And | think Mom likes having one of us around. How would
she feel if | ditched her to come hang out with you in Alaska?’ | missed my sister,
and it would be nice to be close to her, but | wasn’t looking for something new—I

didn’t think.

“Okay, cheap shot,” Greer said. “But do you want me to send you the info? In case
things shake the wrong way?’

“Sure,” | said. “I'll look at it.”

“Coming your way. | gotta go, though. I'll call you later this week?’



“Sounds good,” | said. “Loveyou.”

“Loveyou.” Greer hung up, and | continued my drive.
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The drive from Rebel Blue to my mom's house was about twenty-five
minutes—maybe a little more since coming down from Rebel Blue was a little more
precarious in the winter. The already skinny roads were even skinnier because they
were lined with snow, and you had to watch for ice. Once you got to the bottom of
the hill, though, it got better.

Aggie Tucker lived on afive-acre plot of land on the other side of town—only about
ten minutes from Hank, Teddy’s dad. It was the same house | had grown up in—a
small farmhouse with three bedrooms, one for my parents, one for Greer, and one for
me—and two bathrooms, which meant that | shared a bathroom with my sister. | was
still traumatized by it. Girls were messy as hell. And there was aways hair
everywhere.

When | made it to my mom’s, | wanted to get out of my car and into the house as
quickly as | could, but first | grabbed a small pile of firewood from the side of the
house before opening the door.

The floorboards creaked, and there was aways a draft blowing through from
somewhere, but it was still home. It smelled like cinnamon and coffee; my mom had
been putting cinnamon in her coffee grounds for as long as | could remember. She
also made coffee strong enough that it tasted vaguely like motor oil. But it aways did
the trick.

| found her in the kitchen, washing out her coffegpot and getting it ready for the next
morning.

“Knock, knock,” | said, tapping my knuckles on the open doorframe that led into the



kitchen.

“You think | didn't hear that squeaky as hell door hinge when you came in?" my
mom said without looking up from her task. Her long, gray hair wasin a braid down
her back, and she was wearing a pair of dark brown coveralls. Her stack of silver
bracelets on each wrist jingled as she moved.

“Isthat your way of telling me | need to fix it?’

My mom looked up and gave me a smile. “ Thank you so much for offering, swestie.
How was work today?’

“Good,” | said. “Cold.” Working at Rebel Blue in the winter was alot different from
any other season—most of the cattle were moved to a lower ground, winter pasture,
but it was a good time for indoor and outdoor maintenance, which was what | was
doing today. Winter was all about preparation, and Gus was a hardass for preparation.
WEell, ahardass in general, but he knew what he was doing.

This was my first time in a long time working an actual winter in the mountains.
Usually, after whatever job or ranch | was on in the summer, | would head to
Arizona, New Mexico, or South America and work someplace warm. | was like a
bird: | preferred to fly south for the winter. | was still getting used to staying put.

“This winter hasn’t been too bad,” my mom said as she poured water into the back of
her coffeepot, which had seen better days. “Just as cold as usual but not that much

Snow.

“Should | buy you a new coffeepot?’ | asked, nodding toward hers.

“Don’t you dare,” my mom said. “I want to be buried with this one.”



“Morbid, Mom,” | murmured.

“No.” She shook her head. She was scooping in the ground coffee now. “What’'s
morbid is knowing the only people a myfuneral will be you and Greer—no
significant others, no grandkids.”

Again? She'd really been on this lately. “Mo-ther,” | said, enunciating and dragging
out each syllable.

“I'm just saying is all.” My mom shrugged as she threw a dash of cinnamon in the
ground coffee. “How’s Cam?”’

My mom was as subtle as a gunshot. That’'s where Greer got it from. “I thought we
were building shit today,” | said. “Having some good ol’ fashioned bonding time.”

“We are,” she said.

“Can we do it without the interrogation?’ | asked.

“Afraid not, kiddo,” she said. “But we can wait until we get in the workshop.” My
mom handed me a thermos of coffee and picked up one for herself—she must have
poured them from her batch of coffee this morning. She never made less than a full
pot.

| sighed and followed her out the back door toward the barn with my coffee and the
firewood. When my mom and dad had bought the house, it had been a functional
barn, but they quickly converted it to a workshop for her. She had been working out
of it for aslong as | could remember.

She unlocked the door and dlid it open. In the summer, she worked with the barn door
open to let the mountain breezesin, but it was too cold now. | headed toward the back



and pushed open a window for ventilation before | got the fire going nearby. There
was a small chimney, but ventilation was important in a small space—especialy in a
small space full of wood. And sawdust. So much sawdust.

“S0,” | said, rubbing my hands together, “what are we building today?’

“Mid-century-style credenza and a couple of custombookshelves,” my mom said.
“And if we get through that, you can help me place wood for a butcher block
countertop.”

My mom was ridiculously talented. She made beautiful things that withstood
generations—Ilike the Ryders’ kitchen table and the bar at the Devil’ s Boot.

“Good stuff,” | said, taking off my coat but leaving my jacket on. Once we got
working, it would get a little warmer—especialy with the fire going. My mom
handed me a piece of paper that had on it her sketches and a detailed breakdown of
every piece of wood she needed cut and its size, which was my job today.

| loved her sketches. She always did them on a legal notepad, and when she was done
with the job, | tried to keep as many of them as | could before she'd throw them
away. She would say | was too sentimental, but | just liked collecting the things that
showcased her work. Some people got written recipes or sewing patterns from their
moms; | got these. | started saving them after my dad died. | wished | had more from
him.

There was a stack of wood planks next to the saw, ready for cutting. | walked over to
it and started getting everything ready.
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“S0,” my mom said, “how is Cam?”’
“1 don’t know, Mom.” | sighed. “It’s not like we talk.”
“But you do play shotgun rider to her runaway bride after her non-wedding?’ | rolled
my eyes. Of course she knew about that. If | had to guess, that gossip Luke Brooks

was probably to blame.

Technically speaking, Cam was the shotgun rider, not me. “ That was nothing,” | said.
“Just me helping out afriend.”

“S0 you two are friends?’

“No.” Maybe? | ran a hand through my hair, alittlefrustrated—not at my mom, but at
the whole situation. | didn’t like the questioning.

“But you just said that you were helping out afriend.”

“Cam ismy friend,” | said, which was true—at least to me. “But | don’t know if I'm

hers.

“That doesn’'t make any sense.” | knew my mom was giving me a pointed look, but |
didn’t look up at her.

“You'retelling me,” | muttered.

“So what are you going to do?’ she asked.



“Nothing, Mom,” | said. “I know that you love Cam, and | know you think she's the
reason | came home, but she isn’t. Just because she's technically ‘available’ now, or
whatever, doesn’t mean that anything is going to happen between us.” | swallowed,
trying to smother the hope ember that burned in my chest whenever | thought about
Cam. “| feel bad that she got hurt, and | wanted to help her feel better...by being her
friend.”

“But you still feel something for her,” my mom said.

“How could | not?’ | asked. “But | don’'t even know her anymore.” My feelings for
Cam were like an earthquake and its aftershocks. When they started, they were big
and overwhelming, and once the main event had passed—once we'd gone our
separate ways—I’d learned to live with the way they still shook me up at unexpected
times.

And when | saw her now, | still felt that small tremor in my bones. But | didn’t know
if the feelings were real or if they were the ghosts of something | hadn’t felt in along
time.

“But isn’t there an opportunity to get to know her again now?’

“l don’'t know if | can,” | said, even though | really wanted to. “Without everything
else getting in the way.” Cam and Ihad baggage—baggage that | didn’t know if | was
ready to open.

“You drive your mother crazy, Ter—"

| cut my mom off immediately. “All right, no need to bring the full name into this.
Y ou made your point.”

My mom gave me a smug smile. “Think | could pull off blackmail? What if | take out



an ad in the paper with your full name unless you ask Cam on a date—once the
appropriate waiting period after her wedding has passed, of course.”

“1 think you could,” | said. “But | don’t think you would.”

My mom shook a finger at me. “God damn the fact that | love you so much, Dusty.
Let’ s build shit.”

Chapter 9

Cam

When | woke up on Saturday morning, | found Ada, Emmy, and Teddy waiting for
mein Gus' s kitchen. It smelled like they had made coffee and breakfast.

“Morning!” Emmy said cheerfully. She was holding a coffee cup with both hands,
soaking in its warmth. Emmy was never this cheery in the morning, a legendary
grumpy riser.

“Are you hungry?’ Teddy asked. She was at the stove piling a plate high with
pancakes. Adajust smiled at me and went back to what she was doing on her iPad.

“What's going on?’ | asked suspiciously, taking a seat at the kitchen table.

Emmy bit her lip and was quiet for a second. “It's time, Cam,” she said. “You've
been staying at your baby daddy’s house for a week—we think it might be time to
start thinking about what’s next.” Emmy’s voice was soft—thoughtful. | had only
stayed at the Big House with Amos for two nights before | migrated over here. |
knew Gus had been worried about me.

“Not that we don’t love having you,” Teddy chimed in asshe dlid a plate of pancakes



toward me. “We'd al do anything for you, but it might be time to re-establish some
routine here. Maybe some normal boundaries, you know?’
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Oh god. Teddy Andersen was telling me about routine? And boundaries?

She took the seat next to me and bumped my shoulder with hers. “I am a saint, but a
week iswhere | haveto draw theline,” she said with alaugh. “I need to get laid.”

Ada snorted at that, and Emmy made a gagging noise.

“Oh, grow up, Clementine,” Teddy teased. “I’m just saying—things have taken a
little bit of a hit in that department lately. But | don’t want Cam to be subjected to all
of the sounds coming from our bedroom across the hall when the dam finally breaks.”

“Oh god.” Emmy put her hands over her ears. “Make it stop.”

“Understandable.” | sighed. Both she and Gus had been so kind to me this week—too
kind, almost—especially for two people who were better known for their tough love.

“But only if you'reready,” Emmy said, and Teddy and Ada nodded in agreement.

“It’s understandable if you aren’'t,” Ada said. “You can also come stay with me and
Wes to give Gus and Teddy some...um...aonetime.”

“l can’t just bounce between all of your houses for the foreseeable future.” | sighed.
“Teddy’sright. It’ s time to get some routine back—for me and Riley.”

Teddy smiled. “I was hoping you'd say that. Not in a‘l want you out of my house
way but in a‘we have aplan’ way.”



“What did you have in mind?’ | asked.

“Well,” Ada said from across the table, “I’ve put together alist of every home in
Meadowlark that’s for sale or for rent, which is not that many, but it’s enough for us
to work with.” She dlid her iPad across the table to me.

“The ones highlighted in green are the ones that | think are the most promising based
on size, cost, and location. | figured at least three bedrooms and at least close-ish to
Rebel Blue.”

Ada’'s love of organization spoke to my soul. | slowly scrolled through her list,
thankful that she’d included pictures. | got to a blue Craftsman-style cottage and
stopped.

“Is this the Wilson house?’ | asked and looked up, even though | aready knew the
answer.

Emmy nodded excitedly. “Just went up for rent yesterday. Apparently, Mrs. Wilson
moved into a care facility.”

Anne Wilson was a kind, elderly woman who was as much a part of Meadowlark as
the diner or the Devil’s Boot. | met her when | was in high school. Dusty and | used
to park at her house before we went hiking, and she would leave treats on her porch
for when we were done. Like everyone | knew, Anne loved Dusty. | remember him
weeding her yard in the summer and shoveling snow for her in the winter, but most of
all, I remember him talking to her and listening to her stories.

| thought back to the gas station and how Dusty was so at ease with Stan. He'd
aways had a knack for people and loved building and maintaining relationships.
There were probably hundreds of Annes and Stans in the world now, since Dusty had
been all around it.



“According to the clerk at the post office,” Ada said, “there’s already been a lot of
interest in it.” My shoulders sagged a little. Of course there was—it was a beautiful
home.

“But,” Teddy said, holding afinger up, “we have an advantage.”

“How s0?’ | asked.

“Well, you obviously get pity points because you got left at the atar,” Teddy said
with awave of her hand. “And the real estate agent in charge of vetting tenantsis Ed
Wyatt.”

| didn’t know Ed. “How does that give me an advantage?’ | asked.

“Because Ed's little brother still has a soft spot for his high school homecoming
date.” Teddy’s gaze moved to Emmy. “The one and only Clementine Ryder.”

Emmy rolled her eyes and held up her left hand and wiggled her ring finger, which
was adorned with a simple diamond-encrusted gold band. “I don't think that
advantage applies anymore, Ted.”

“Only one way to find out,” Teddy said before looking back at me. “Is this the house
you want, Cam?’ That didn’t even cover it. This is the house | hadalwayswanted. |
slowly nodded. “All right then. Let’s get it for you.”

Teddy stood up, walked over to Emmy, and pulled Emmy’s phone out of her back
pocket. Emmy immediately tried to snatch it back, but Teddy was aready on the
move.

“l can’t believe your password is ‘brooks,” ” she called back to Emmy as Emmy
chased her around the table. “Y ou two are so predictable.”



“Give me the phone, Teddy!”

“Kenny Wyatt, where are you?’ Teddy was focused on scrolling but was still
managing to evade Emmy. “ There you are, you cheating bastard.”
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“You realy need to get over that,” Emmy said. “He kissed another girl atjunior
homecoming.” Emmy emphasized the last two words of her sentence. “As inhigh
school!”

“As your best friend, | will never be getting over that,” Teddy said before she tapped
Emmy’s phone screen a few times. The ring tone of an outgoing call filled the room,

and Teddy finally gave the phone back to Emmy.

“What do | even say?’ Emmy whisper-yelled, but Teddy didn’t have time to answer
because a man’ s voice picked up the phone.

“Emmy?’ Kenny Wyett’ s voice was on the other end.

“Hey, Kenny,” Emmy said camly. If | couldn’t see her, | would never know that she
was giving Teddy the world’ s dirtiest looks. “How are you?’

“Uh...good?’ I'd never heard a man sound more confused than right now.

“That’s good,” Emmy said, and Teddy gestured for her to keep going. “So, um, |
don’t know if you heard about Cam...” Emmy trailed off, and | flinched.

“Oh, yeah,” Kenny said. “I’'m really sorry. That really sucks.” Kenny did not even
sound alittle bit sorry.

“Yeah, so Cam needs a new place to live—we're trying to keep her in Meadowlark
because of Riley, you know...”—nice, use the kid—“and | saw that your brother is
vetting renters for Anne Wilson’s place.”



“Yeah, heis. His phone has been ringing off the hook, apparently.”

“I"'m sure,” Emmy said, getting alittle more confident in her delivery. “Cam loves the
house, and it would be so perfect for her and Riley. | was wondering if you might be
able to put in agood word for Cam?”

“Oh, Emmy, | don’t—" Emmy cut him off.

“Please, Kenny. It would mean alot to me.” If she were face-to-face with Kenny right
now, | am athousand percent certain she would’ ve batted her eyelashes at him.

The phone was silent, and | held my breath.

“Okay,” Kenny finally said. “I’ll call him now. I’ll text you when | hear from him.”

“Okay! Thanks, Kenny.”

“Anytime.” Emmy cringed as she said goodbye and hung up the phone. She
immediately pointed afinger at Teddy.

“You are the most annoying person that has ever walked the planet,” she said.

Teddy just smiled. “All right, now that that’s taken care of”—she shifted her gaze to
me—"let’ s talk about how we' re going to get your shit out of dickwad’s house.”

“Don’t | need to like...send an email or something? Make sure Ed knows that I'm
interested in touring the property?’

“Already sent on your behalf while Emmy was on the phone,” Ada chimed in. These
women were unstoppable.



Emmy and Teddy both sat down at the table. “So,” Teddy said, “have you talked to
Graham at al?’ | shook my head. | hadn’'t talked to anyone. I'd even ignored every
call from my parents, which | would no doubt pay for very soon. When | was here, at
Rebel Blue, surrounded by my daughter’s family, | felt braver than | normally
did—not brave enough to deal with Graham on my own, though.

“Do you want one of usto do it?” Emmy asked thoughtfully.

“l can,” Ada said, and | nodded. | trusted Ada with this. | trusted Teddy and Emmy,
too, but | could depend on Adato do this gently and quietly and in away that allowed
me to get in and out with minimal damage. She would let me avoid what | wanted to
avoid. | wasn't like Emmy or Teddy, who never backed down from a fight. | didn’t
have it in me to getmad at Graham or tell him all the ways in which what he did was
wrong. Sometimes, | wished | wasn't so comfortable with going quietly, but | would
just rather things be easy.

“Thank you,” | said.

“No problem,” she said with a kind smile. | met Ada when she came to Meadowlark
last year to help Wes renovate one of Rebel Blue's buildings into a guest ranch. |
liked her immediately. She and | were similar. We were both a little quieter and
tended to live inside of our own heads. Sometimes, we both felt a little outside of
everything, which wasn't a bad thing—being in the center of the action was never
really my thing; | preferred to watch from the outside, and so did Ada. We did it
together. | handed my phone to her, and she nodded.

“Kenny texted!” Emmy said excitedly. “We can look at the house today at four.”

“Seems like that soft spot is still as soft as a marshmallow,” Teddy said with a
mischievous smile. “Kind of a bummer that he never stood a chance.”



Chapter 10

Cam
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Fifteen Years Ago
Cam,

Thanks for letting me borrow another piece of paper. You've turned me into a
college-ruled snob. There’'s so much more room to talk to you on this. I've been
thinking about the answers to all of your questions. We have the same favorite color,
which is kind of a big deal—could be a sign, | think. And you’'ve got some weird
favorite foods, but | kind of like it. | don't know if | have a favorite food. My mom
says |’ m a bottomless pit, though.

Good luck at your soccer game today. | hope you kick all the ass.
Dusty

P.S. I'm still working on a nickname for you, but don’t worry, I'll figure something
out.

Itriple-checked my ponytail before | left the locker room. | did the same thing for
every game—high ponytail, braided, so my curls wouldn't show as much when |
started to sweat, and a pre-wrap headband. | smoothed out the wrinkles in my
crimson-and-white uniform for what felt like the ninth time.

Today was my first game as a Meadowlark Mustang. | wasn’t nervous about playing;
| loved soccer, and | was good at it. | was nervous about playing here. | wanted to
prove to my team that | was an essential part of it, that | had found my place at
Meadowlark High. | was so used to caring about my parents expectations of me; it



felt good to care about my own expectations for myself. But it was scary, too.

“Ready, Cam?’ one of my teammates, Chloe, called. Most of the team had taken to
calling me that. | liked it. I’d never had a nickname before. It made me feel like | was
part of something.

“Yeah,” | said as| hoisted my duffel onto my shoulders. “Let’sdo this.”

Walking out onto the field was incredible. There were so many people in the
stands—or maybe the stands were just tiny. Either way, it felt electric and buzzing.

Chloe waved to someone in the stands, and | followed her gaze. “My parents,” she
said. “Areyours here?’

| swallowed. “Not this time,” | said. Not ever. My parents never come to my games.
They never would. They would much rather | row or play field hockey or even tennis
or some other sport that was rich people coded. They definitely wouldn’'t come for
Sovecg

They wouldn’t come for me.

My parents weren't really the supportive kind—at least not in the being involved in
the things | liked sort of way. They supportedme in other ways, though—the material
ways. I’d never really wanted for anything that could be bought, which | was grateful
for, but | wanted plenty for the stuff that couldn’t.

| scanned the stands and spotted a familiar mop of blond hair near the middle. Dusty.
Did he usually come to soccer games? He was talking to a couple of cheerleaders.
They didn't have to dress in their uniforms for girls soccer because they weren’t
cheering, but they still wore their glittery scrunchies in their ponytails and matching
T-shirts.



One of the girls was gripping Dusty’s face by his chin, and it looked like she
was...drawing on him?

A knot formed in my stomach at the sight of them, and | felt my brows knit together.
| didn’t know what this feeling was, but | really didn’t like it.

So | did what | always do with my feelings: | ignored them and prepared to go out
onto the field.

After the game, Chloe pulled me into a side hug as we walked off the field. “Hell of a
game, Cam!” she said. | was awkward about it—didn’t quite know what to do, but
she didn’t seem to notice.

“Thanks, Chloe. Y ou too!”

“But | didn’t score two goals,” she said with asmile. | felt my cheeks heat alittle, and
| tried not to smile. | did have a great game. Maybe it was because | was extra
focused; | didn’t want to look over at Dusty and the cheerleaders.

Before | could respond to Chloe, a pair of arms wrapped around me, lifting me, and
whipping me around. “Holy shit, Cam.” Dusty’s voice. Dusty’s arms. Dusty’s smell.
“You were incredible out there!”

A surprised laugh escaped me as he spun me around one more time before lowering
me to the ground. His gray eyes met mine. They were bright and excited—they

matched his smile.

“You were like amachine,” he continued excitedly. “And when you knocked that girl
down?’ Dusty winked at me. “Hot.”

| blushed a deep red as | looked up at Dusty. His right cheek caught my eye. In black



eyeliner, someone—the cheerleader, apparently—had written the number 33. My
number.

“You have something on your face,” | said—not acknowledging the “hot” thing. No
one had ever called me that before.

Dusty’s smile widened. “Like it?" he said, holding one of his hands under his cheek.
“l did it for you.”

Chloe cleared her throat before | could respond. | forgot she was standing by me.
When | looked over at her, she had a knowing smirk on her face. “You good?’ she

asked.

“Yeah,” | said. “I’'m good.”
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She nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She turned to Dusty. “Bye, Dusty.”

“See you, Chloe. I’'m weeding your grandma's yard this weekend if you want to
help,” he said with agrin.

“Unlike you, | can park there to hike without feeling like | need to do manual labor,
so I'll pass,” Chloe called back as she walked away.

Dusty brought his attention back to me. “So,” he said, “are your parents here or
anything?’

| shook my head. “They don’t really come to my games,” | said. “My dad, um, works
alot, and my mom doesn’t like soccer.”

“Oh,” Dusty said. He looked confused by that. “But they’ll be happy that you won,
right? And that you scored agoa?’

“Yeah,” | said. “I'll, um, tell them later.”
“S0, if they're not here, can | give you aride home?’

“Um,” | said. | had a driver’s license—I just didn’t have a car. Usualy, my parents
had my driver—M atthew—drive me to andfrom school and everything else. | didn’t
know how they’d react to a boy dropping me off. Maybe they wouldn’t notice? |
pulled out my phone, flipped it open, and sent a quick text to Matthew, letting him
know that | didn’t need aride home.



“Sure,” | said. “Yeah. Just let me get my bag.” Dusty walked over to the sidelines
with me, and when he saw my number on my duffel, he picked it up and slung it over
his shoulder.

Before we started walking, he looked at me, and his eyes narrowed a little bit. “Is
your hair naturally curly?’ he asked. | normally straightened it for school, so Dusty
hadn’'t seen it before. | frantically tried to smooth my ponytail and tuck the stray
ringlets behind my ears. “No, don't,” he said as he grabbed my wrist softly. “I like
it.”

Chapter 11

Cam

Emmy came with me to see the house. Gus had taken Riley on a snowy trail ride
through Rebel Blue this morning and had planned for them to eat dinner with his dad,
so | was officially off mom duty for the afternoon and evening. Though | guess
finding a place to live for my child and meis still mom duty.

| had been worried about how Riley would deal with the move and the absence of
Graham, but so far, it has been okay. | think going between my place and Gus's
house throughout her life made her alittle more adaptable. She was a curious kid and
asked a lot of questions about why Graham wasn’'t coming with us or why | wasn't
married when | said | was going to be. Both Gus and | went with the “sometimes
things don’t work out” explanation, which, thankfully, seemed to work.

The Wilson house was only ten minutes from the entrance of Rebel Blue. It was
placed perfectly between there and town. It had neighbors but not close ones. Also, if
you walkedthrough the trees in the backyard, you'd end up at one of Meadowlark’s
best trailheads that led to so many trail systems, you'd never run out of things to
explore. Riley would loveit. But | couldn’t get ahead of myself.



Emmy drove her truck down the long gravel driveway—the house was tucked back in
an alcove. You'd never see it if you didn't know it was there. The driveway was
framed by evergreens, which were currently dusted with snow.

After afew minutes, a powder blue house came into view. It was a classic craftsman
with gorgeous lines and a large front porch—complete with a swing. The yard around
it was covered in more than afoot of snow, but | knew it was big, and in the summer,
teeming with greenery and flowers and buzzing with bumblebees.

The truck rolled to a stop in front of the house, right next to a flashy Mercedes SUV,
which was probably Ed’'s. Emmy cut the engine, and quiet filled the cab in place of
Chris Stapleton.

| sat with the quiet, grateful that Emmy did, too. | used to long for quiet, but lately, |
had felt afraid of it. There were so many things waiting inside of it that | had to face.
But | was happy to stay here—just for a second.

“Ready?” Emmy asked softly. Instead of answering, | pushed open the passenger
door and let the cold bite at the exposed skin on my face, neck, and hands. | hated
winter, but | loved the way that the air hit my lungs with a jolting refresh. | needed
that right now.

My feet hit the gravel as Emmy walked around the front of her truck and looped her
arm through mine as we walked toward the stairs, steadying me.

“You feel okay?’ she asked.

“Yeah,” | said. “Just don’t want to get my hopes up, you know?’

“Let’s manifest the Teddy Andersen approach to life: Only have a Plan A and trust
everything works out,” she said with alight laugh.



We walked up the stairs, and Emmy knocked on the door. | heard footsteps approach
from inside.

A few seconds later, Ed Wyatt opened the door. He had dark brown hair and was
wearing a suit that didn’'t quite fit right. That was one skill being an Ashwood gave
me—I could spot a bad suit from a mile away.

“Ed, hi!” Emmy said. “How are you?’

“Good to see you, Emmy,” he said with an outstretched hand, which Emmy took. He
looked at me, then, and said, “Y ou’ re Camille?’

“That'sme,” | said, trying to keep my voice light.
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“Nice to meet you,” he said as he moved his hand from Emmy’s to mine. “Anne was
excited to hear that you were interested in the house.”

“Shewas?’ | asked, touched that Anne even remembered who | was.

Ed nodded. “She said you spent a lot of time here in high school.” “A lot” was
generous, but this house and | were definitely familiar. “ She said not to even show it
to anyone else unless you decide you don’t want it.”

Emmy squeezed my arm. “Oh my god, that’s great news!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t
know you and Anne were that close, Cam.” | laughed sheepishly. Me either.

“So let me walk you through,” Ed said, turning to start walking deeper into the house.
“The house was built in 1929. Anne and her husband, Arnold, bought it in the fifties.
Theyraised three children here, and it was well loved by their grandkids and their
neighborhood, too.

“Over here we have the formal living room,” Ed said. There were two cream-colored
love seats and a pink velvet chair. “Kind of arelic, but with bay windows like that,
you'll definitely be spending some time in here, I'm sure. Formal dining is on the
other side, but Anne currently has that set up asalibrary.”

“Is she hoping to rent the house furnished?’ Emmy asked.
“S0 only the common areas are furnished currently, and Anne is happy to leave them

that way. The bedrooms, though, are a clean slate.” That was good. Riley loved her
canopy bed.



“Partially furnished is great,” | chimed in. The only furniture that | owned was
Riley’s. Graham had bought everything else for the house—it was al his. I'd have to
figure out a bed and stuff for myself, but that didn’t matter.

“Great,” Ed said. “Let’s kegp going.” We walked down a short hallway toward an
open space. “Kitchen and living room. There is a fully functioning wood-burning
fireplace there.” Ed pointed at the north side of the room. The fireplace was outlined
by gorgeous red brick and a dark wood mantel.

“Kitchen appliances were updated about five years ago. All stainless steel, and the
stoveisgas,” Ed said. “And a dishwasher was added, which wasn’t there before.”

“It's beautiful,” | said as | looked around. It was so close to how | remembered
it—warm and inviting. A mishmash of colors and styles, maybe one too many for me,
but the way they came together made it feel unique and classic al at once. Plus |
thought Ada could help me with design to make it feel more cohesive. A little
simpler, which was just the way | liked things.

“The primary bedroom is behind the living room, and the two other bedrooms are
behind the kitchen,” Ed said.

| nodded. “En suite bath in the primary and a shared bathroom for the other
bedrooms, right?’

“That’s right. Laundry is in the basement—it’s unfinished, so it’s a little scary down
there, but nothing too crazy.”

“Thisisgreat,” | said. “Redly great.” | could see Riley and me here. We' d be close to
her dad—to her family.

“So you're feeling good about it then?’ Ed asked. “Any questions?’



“Loads,” | said, “but | think we' re going to want this no matter what.”

Ed clapped his hands together. “Perfect! There are a few housekeeping items that
Anne wanted me to go over with you. Is that okay?’ | nodded, waiting for him to
continue. “Right now, she'll have you sign a twelve-month lease. The lease can be
renewed if—this part is a little bit of a bummer, sorry—Anne is still with us. If she
passes on during the tenure of your lease, it’s contracted that you' |l be able to finish it
out, but it’s up to the new owner’ s discretion on whether or not you can renew.”

Christ, that was a downer. “Okay,” | said. “Does she aready know whose hands the
house will fall into if that happens?’

“She does, and they’ ve agreed to these terms.”

“That's fine with me,” | said. A year was plenty of time to figure my shit out—I
hoped.

“The other stuff is less intense. She asks that you don’t make any structural changes
to the home, but you're welcome to hang things and do renter-friendly projects. The
fireplace requires a lot of care, so she asks that you only use it if the groundskeeper
getsit going and has permission to put it out.”

“Groundskeeper?’ | asked. That was new.

“Oh, yeah,” Ed said with a“not abig deal” hand motion. “ There's a smaller house on
the edge of the property—basically a studio apartment but in house form. It’s about
two hundred sguare feet. Anne started renting it to a tenant last year. In exchange, he
takes care of snow removal, yard work in the summer, and a lot of maintenance that
Anne could no longer do. He' s been a godsend to her.”

“Who isit?’ | asked, still wrapping my head around the fact that there was someone



else on this property. That could be a game-changer.

“Maybe you know him,” Ed said, pulling out his phone. “He's local. It's Dusty
Tucker.”

Chapter 12

Dusty

Cam,
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| think I’m going to start writing you more notes. Y ou kind of make me nervous, so
it's easier to write things down. Don’t tell anyone about the nervous thing, though. |
have a reputation to uphold, ya know?

Can | give you aride home from your soccer game again today? I’ d like to make that
ahabit | think.

Also, my mom wants to know if you want to come to dinner sometime. Don’t worry,
she’s nice and so is my dad. My little sister will probably be kind of annoying, but
just because she'll be obsessed with you.

Say yes.

(please)
Dusty

| walked through the automatic doors of the Meadowlark Assisted Living Facility
with flowers in one hand and a small bag of groceries in the other. The bag only had
twothingsin it: tapioca pudding and canned peaches—Anne' s favorites.

The assisted living facility in Meadowlark was small. It was less than a mile away
from the hospital and had stunning views of the mountains out the back windows.
Anne had been here for afew months, and | tried to come see her once aweek to give
her updates on what was going on at the house as well as some company. She didn’t
have any kids or grandkids who had stayed in Meadowlark, and even though | don’t
think she was lonely—she made friends fast—I liked coming here.



| found her in the sunroom with her e-reader. Anne had her reading glasses on, and
the text on the screen was so large that only a paragraph fit on the screen at atime. |
could read it from where | stood, but | didn’'t. | knew better than to read over a
woman'’ s shoulder. | had manners. She looked up before | said anything.

“I had afeeling that was you,” she said with a smile. Anne’'s hair was short, white,
and permed. She exclusively wore worn-out crewnecks in the winter and gingham
button-downs in the summer.

“How’d you know?’ | asked as | bent at the waist to hug her.

“You make alot of noise,” she said. “All those rings and buckles clinking around.”

“New flowers for your room,” | said, handing over the small baby’s breath bouquet.
“And some snacks.”

“Just in time,” Anne said with a soft smile. “I just threw out the old flowers
yesterday. Thank you.”

| nodded. “How areyou?’ | asked.

Anne's blue eyes gleamed. “I’'m great,” she said. “Apparently, one of the nurses
started dating the son of one of the residents a few weeks ago, and they just had a big
blowoutbreakup because the son was flirting with one of the nursing assistants.”

| huffed a laugh and shook my head. “As much as | appreciate the gossip, | asked
how you were.”

“So you don't want to hear about the fact that I'm pretty sure Donald has two
girlfriends, but neither of them know about the other because they're in different
activity groups?’ Donald was Anne’s neighbor.



“l didn’'t say that,” | said, smiling. “But | always want to know about you first.”

Anne took off her reading glasses and let out a contented sigh. “I like it here more
than | thought | would,” she said. “Sometimes, | miss the house, but | don’t miss
feeling so isolated.” She had a hard time getting around, and she didn’t like to drive
anymore. Her kids had been worried that her house was too secluded for her to get
help if she needed it, so she didn’t fight them when they brought up the move. “It's
nice being so close to people, and there’'s always something going on. It’s like living
at the post office,” she said with a grin. It was well known that the Meadowlark Post
Office was a gossip hot spot.

“I'mglad,” | said. “What did you do this week?’

Anne thought about it for a moment. “The service dogs came,” she said. “And there
was a painting class, too. I'm a shit painter.”

“What did you paint?’ | asked on a chuckle.

“One of the service dogs,” she said. “| was going to give it to the owner next time
they came, but I’'m afraid they would think it's an insult.” | shook my head on a
laugh. “How’ s the house?’” Anne asked after a second.

“Good,” | said. “1 probably need to replace the HV ACsystem before next winter. The
heat has gone out a few times, but so far, it's been aquick fix every time.”

“1 should have Ed tell Cam about that,” Anne said, looking back down at her e
reader. “ She’ slooking at the house today.”

| felt my eyes widen, but | tried to control my expression as | swallowed hard. | knew
the house had been put up for rent, obviously. | knew Cam loved the house as much
as| did. And | also knew that due to recent changes, Cam would be looking for a new



place. But I’'m not sure | ever could have really been prepared for the possibility that
Cam and | could end up in such close proximity. “That’s good,” | said. | tried not to
sound ruffled by it—to stay cool, calm, and steady .

“Does she know you live on the property?” Anne asked pointedly.

| rubbed at the back of my neck. “I don’t know,” | said. “But I’'m sure she will soon if
she doesn’'t already.”

“It's a shame what happened to her. Poor girl,” Anne said with a sigh. “I hope she's
able to find some happiness. She's always been a good egg.”
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| nodded, not really sure what to say.
“Areyou two still friends?” Anne asked.

“Kind of,” | said. “We didn’t really keep in touch while | was gone, but I’ ve seen her
afew times since I’ve been home.” | was giving Anne the quick and easy version of
events.

“Ah.” Anne nodded. “Sounds like there’s a story there.” | felt it then, the hope ember
starting to burn and glow in my chest again. That motherfucker refused to be
smothered, and it was nearly impossible to ignore. Honestly, | didn't know if |
wanted to smother it—didn’t know if | could see the world without it being lit by the
glow, but | knew my life would probably be ahell of alot easier if it just went out.

| rolled my eyes. “Y ou’ re worse than my mom,” | said.

“She came to see me this week, too.” That meant they probably spent a lot of time
talking about me.

“Well, don’t you have a packed social calendar,” | responded.

Anne nodded. “That | do.” On the small table next to her chair, her phone chimed and
lit up with amessage. | could read who it was from. Ed Wyaitt.

Anne picked up her phone and unlocked it using her pointer finger. She smiled. “I’'ve
got a packed social calendar, and it looks like you’ re about to have a new neighbor.”



| swallowed hard.Here we go.

Chapter 13

Cam

On Monday morning, | finaly decided it was time to call my mother. Now that | had
a plan—well, a place to live, at least—I felt that | could finally face her. | sat on the
edge of the sofa bed in Gus's guest room and stared down at my phone. It was early,
but she would be up.

And then | could move on with my day. It was moving day, after all.

| had made a pro and con list after finding out Dusty would basically be my neighbor.
Ultimately, it wasn't ideal, but the Wilson house had been my dream home since |
first laid eyes on it, and it had many things going for it, despite its closeness to a
certain nose ring.

Everything about it was perfect—including the rent | could afford without access to
my trust fund, the furniture, unique lease terms, and Gus being close, for Riley’s
sake. And from what Ed said, everything Dusty did for Anne was outside, except for
the fireplace, which | had already decided | would never use.

But how was it that Dusty waseverywhere? | didn’t even know how he had time to do
things for Anne while working at Rebel Blue and apparently visiting out-of-the-way
gas stations to buy beef jerky once a month.

Luckily for me, | was an expert avoider—a gold medalist in avoidance.

| took a deep breath.Let’s get this over with.



| scrolled through my contacts for Lillian Ashwood. Not Mom—L.llian. | clicked on
her name before | could talk myself out of it and brought the phone up to my ear.

It only rang once.

“Camille,” Lillian said. Her voice was dripping with disdain and disappointment. One
word from her, and | already felt like | was two feet tall. “| was wondering when 1’d
hear from you.”

“I'm sorry,” | said quietly.

“Do you know how embarrassing it was for your father and me to be told that you'd
left your own wedding? That the groom didn’t even show up?’ | stayed quiet. She
didn’t need me for this lecture. “And then, you spend over a week ignoring our
calls—using that man”—Gus—"“to give us updates on your whereabouts. And what
about your daughter? How do you think she feels?’

| shut my eyestight. “I’'m sorry,” | said again.

“It's not enough,” she said. “Your father is beside himself. Graham’'s parents are
blaming you, you know—saying you were the one that made this difficult.”
Interesting conclusion, considering | was the one who showed up. “And now, two
years of planning and airtight contracts that would benefit both of our families are
just gone.”

“I know,” | said. It didn’t start this way—with the contractsor whatever. It started
with me and Graham redlizing we had a lot in common when it came to our
parents—mostly that we wanted them to leave us alone. But both pairs of parents saw
us getting married as a fortuitous opportunity, and everything just spiraled from there.
Our fathers saw a partnership between our family businesses. It would be mutually
beneficial—my father’ s bank would raise the capital of Graham’s father’ s hedge fund



and in turn, they would be in a good position to provide their clients an excellent
return on investment, and all parties involved would make money. Which, of course,
was always the most important thing. By the time | realized what was happening, |
couldn’t make them stop, so | decided to try to make the best of it by making sure
Riley could benefit.

“And everything we agreed on for your daughter is gone with it,” my mother said, as
if she could read my mind. Riley was my mother’s favorite weapon. This marriage
was supposed to guarantee security for Riley. | had wanted to make sure she would
never be forced to choose a specific degree or career...unlike me. When | was
growing up, my parents had looked at me like an investment, so they incentivized the
access to my trust to make sure they were getting the most for their money. | had to
pick from a specific set of colleges and from there, a specific list of degrees that
would lead to an approved career path. And, don’t get me wrong, there were some
things about their agreement that | appreciated—Ilike | couldn’t get married until |
was twenty-five, but my parents had some stake in who | would end up marrying,
obviously. But what had always made me most anxious about my own arrangement
was that, if | didn't follow their guidelines, my trust fund could get revoked at any
point. I know that makesme sound entitled and spoiled—maybe | am—but I’ ve been
taught my whole life that money matters. And, yeah, | know that money doesn’t solve
every problem, but for most people, | think it would solve most of them.

But | didn't want Riley to ever feel as if she was under anybody’s thumb, not even
mine. So | did what I'd watched my father do with his business my whole life: |
seized the opportunity. | told my parents | wanted something out of this marriage,
too—something tangible and airtight. A substantial trust fund for her, and her alone,
and the cost of college covered to study wherever and whatever she wanted. When |
came to them with my plans and a proposal for an agreement, | swear it was the first
time my dad seemed proud of me. The contract was crafted carefully and
meticulously by me and several senior attorneys at my firm in Jackson Hole. Once |
got married, the trust would be put in Riley’s name, and it couldn’t be accessed by



my parents or me. Amos would be the custodian—I trusted him. It was an irrevocable

trust. There were no take-backs.

And | spent every piece of capital | had with my parents to make it that way. Capital
that I’d been working on since | was eighteen—after I’d dug myself into the world's
deepest hole with them because of Dusty.
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But my marriage to Graham was the trigger, and it didn’t happen, so everything I'd
done for Riley and for this money and her future was for naught. Anger bubbled
underneath my skin.

“Graham was the one who didn’t hold up his end of the bargain, Mother,” | said
without thinking.

“Excuse me?’ Lillian sounded shocked that | would talk back to her.
“Never mind,” | said.

“This was a good thing for you, Camille. Who knows if you'll ever get an
opportunity like that again. You come with a lot of...baggage.” Did she just call

Riley my “baggage’?

“I'm sorry,” | said again through gritted teeth. Lillian was the reason | slept with a
mouth guard.

My mother continued to ignore my apology. | wasn't even sure what | was
apologizing for. “Your father and | need to do some damage control. I'll be in touch
with updates about how we can possibly salvage your future. | expect you to answer
your phone when | call.”

“Yes, Mother,” | said with asigh that she could definitely hear.

And then she hung up.



WEell, that wasn't so bad. It could’ ve been a million times worse—it had been before.
Maybe | was right to give both of my parents a cooling-off period. | looked around
the room. |I'd packed everything last night and cleaned it the best | could. | didn’t
have much—just what I'd packed for what was supposed to be my very glamourous
honeymoon to a ski cabin in Park City, Utah. I’d brought the bag to the church with
me, which in hindsight was avery good call.

| let out abreath as| reflected on the past week. | thought about how weird it was that
| was staying in my baby daddy’s guest room and yet, how it didn’t feel weird at all
that he and his fiancée had been there for me. I’d known since Gus and Teddy got
together that she was good for my daughter, but it was a specia thing to
witness—how attentive Teddy was to Riley and her needs, how she brought out the
best side of Gus, which he preferred to hide, and how when he told her | was staying
here for alittle while, she didn’t bat an eye.

| knew why Gus offered up his guest room instead of letting me stay at the Big House
with Amos. It wasn't just that he was worried. He knew that it would take alot longer
for me to leave the Big House than it would for me to leave his. I'd feel too safe, get
too comfortable. I'd let Amos cook me breakfast and make me green smoothies for
the rest of forever. But Gus knew that I’d start feeling weird if | stayed at his house
for too long. It blurred the few boundaries that Gus's and my co-parenting
relationship was built on. We parented together, but we were also our own people
with our own lives—no matter how much they overlapped. He knew that if | stayed
here, I'd eventually realize that | had to get up and stand on my own two feet again.

With one last look around the room, making sure | didn’t forget anything, | wheeled
my suitcase out to the kitchen, where Gus was drinking his coffee at the kitchen table.

“Morning,” | said as | got closer to him.

“Morning,” he said. “How are you feeling about today?’



“Good,” | said. “Ada should be here soon. We'll take my car to Graham’s, take
everything we can fit. Wes and Brooks will follow with a truck and do the heavy
lifting of Riley’sfurniture.”

“Will Graham be there?’ Gus asked.

| nodded. “Just to make sure | get inside.”

“Have you talked to him at all?’

“No,” | said. “Ada set this up. Plus, there's nothing for us to talk about.” He went
back on his word and on our agreement. He knew what that would cost me, and he

didn’t care. | didn’t blame him, but | didn’t need to talk to him about it.

Gus's dark eyebrows furrowed. “1 feel like there’s probably alot for you guys to talk
about,” he said.

“There isn't.” | shrugged. “Thank you for this week. You and Teddy have been
incredible. I'm happy our daughter has you.” My throat tightened. “1’m happy you're
her dad—that she has a good one.”

“She has a good mom, too, you know.” Does she?l didn’t feel that way—especially
after my mother had just reminded me of everything that Riley had lost. | hoped she

wouldn’t miss something she never knew she was supposed to have.

“And tell your dad thank you for watching her today,” | said. “I’ll come pick her up
tomorrow, and we'll get back to our regularly scheduled programming.”

“Cam,” Gussaid. “Areyou, you know—are you okay?’

“Fine,” | said with a shrug. Always fine. “Ada and Wes are here,” | said, looking



down at my phone. “I'm just going to peek in Riley’s room, and then I’'m going to
head out.”

Gus looked like he wanted to say more but didn’'t. | walked past the table and headed
up the stairs to Riley’s room. Her door was open—Gus liked to peek in when he
woke up. | didn’t want to risk waking her, so | stood in the doorway.

She moved so much when she slept. Her comforter and sheets were chaotic—the
fitted sheet was even pulled off the mattress in the corner. Her curly hair was just as
crazy. The legs of her pgjama pants had ridden up and were bunched around her
thighs. Her mouth was wide open as she slept.

Every time | looked at my daughter, | got overwhelmed. | couldn’t believe she
existed and that she was mine. | couldn’t believe something so smart and tenacious
and clever came from me. And | wanted to make sure | could give her everything.

| wanted to stand in this doorway and watch her forever,but | knew | had to get our
new home ready. | blew her slegping form a kiss and quietly descended back down
the stairs.



Page 26

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 3:24 pm

Gus wasn't at the table anymore—probably went to say goodbye to Teddy—so |
grabbed my suitcase and walked out the front door, where | found Wes and Ada
parked and making out in the cab of Wes' s truck.

Sometimes it was exhausting to be surrounded by people who were in love. | hit the
hood of the truck with my palm, and the two of them jumped apart.

Wes had the decency to blush and look embarrassed, but Ada looked pleased as hell
as she got out of the truck and gave me a hug.

“Disgusting,” | said as she pulled me into a hug.

“Shut up,” she said. “I told him to give us a fifteen-minute head start and then he's
going to pick up Brooks—that way we can make sure Graham is gone before he gets
there. Wes is the world’ s sweetest man, but I’ m scared he might punch Graham in the

faceif given the opportunity. And Brooksisawild card, honestly.”

“Good call,” | said, sending Wes a wave. He got out of the truck and immediately
came for my suitcase.

“I’ll put thisin your trunk for you,” he said. Always the gentleman.
“Thank you,” | said. “And thank you for your help today. | appreciate it.”
“Anywhere, anytime,” he said with asmile.

“Do you want me to drive?’ Ada asked, and | nodded as | handed her the keys. | was



grateful she offered.

We got into my car and waved goodbye to Wes and started making our way out of
Rebel Blue.

“So,” Adasaid, “I’ ve been thinking.”

“Dangerous,” | responded.

“Since I’m coming to your rescue today, | think it’s time you tell me what went down
with you and Dusty.” | froze. That was not what | was expecting.

“What do you mean?’ | asked.

“I mean, | just think it's kind of weird that I’ ve never really seen you guys interact, at
least not if you can avoid it, yet he was the one you chose to spend the day of your
almost-wedding with.

“You pretend like he doesn’'t exist, you don’t talk about him at all, but you're okay
with him living on the same property as you. | just want to know what the hell

happened between you two that created thisweird...thing...you guys have going on.”

“We dated in high school,” | said with a shrug. When | said that, it made it sound like
that’s all it was. Y oung love.

It was more than that, but when you fall in love that young, alot of people spend alot
of time trying to convince you that it isn’t real, and there’ s no way it will last.

| guess they were right about the latter part.

Dusty was my first everything, but not in just a first love way. He was my first real



friend. He was the first person who cared enough to get to know me, who peeled back
the layers | had drawn around myself and liked what they saw. He made me want to
like myself, too.

“Well, duh,” Ada said. “I know that, but everything about you two screams a whole
lot more details than high school fling or sweethearts—especially in a town where
those things are common.”

| shrugged. “1 don't really want to talk about it.”

“Why?’

Because it hurts.” Because | don't.”

“Cam,” Ada said firmly. “I’'m sorry, but you have to give me something. As your
friend, I'm worried about you, and I’'m worried about you being on the same slab of
property as someone who obviously impacts you in a big way, and | can’t tell if it's

positive or negative.”

For someone who told me she didn't have a lot of friends before coming to
Meadowlark, Adawas a good one.

| let out along sigh. “Look,” | said. “You're right, Dusty impacts me, and it really
isn't positive or negative...it just kind ofis.”

“Were you born being this cryptic? Or isit something you learned along the way?’

“Probably alittle bit of both,” | said. “I appreciate that you're worried about me, but |
don’t think you have to worry about Dusty and me.”
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“Why not?’

| shrugged. “Because he’s a good person. It' s not like he' s living there to get closer to
me. He' sjust doing hisjob.”

“So you aren’t even alittle bit, like, apprehensive about this whole thing?’

“Of course | am,” | said. “My high school boyfriend basically lives in my backyard.
Wouldn't you be apprehensive? But really, | think any way I’'m feeling right now has
alot more to do with me than with Dusty.”

Adapursed her lips. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll accept that answer. For now.”

“And at the end of the day, this is about Riley. She deserves a house like that—a
beautiful place to grow up.”

“Okay then.” Ada nodded. “Then that’s what she'll get.”

It took us about twenty minutes to get to Graham’s. It was far out of town, like my
parents, on a big piece of land with million-dollar views that we never would ve
used. The house was a new build—big and white and beautiful, but it had never felt
like mine. Eventualy, | think Graham would have floated the idea of us moving to
Jackson Hole or Park City and keeping this as a second home. But that never would
have happened. He didn’t love Meadowlark, but | did.

Graham and | didn’t have a bad relationship. It just...wasn’'t arelationship. Both of us
were aware that it was convenient, easy, and both of us benefited from it. | liked



Graham. He was nice, and there were times when | thought he was my friend, but |
wasn't in love with him, and | knew | never would be. We both decided to settle for a
half life, but if it meant our parents would leave us aone, then that would be nice
enough. We would both get to exist in peace, which might not sound like a lot to
some people, but it was alot for me and even more for Graham.

Graham’ s parents were worse than mine, which iswhy | still couldn’t figure out why
he didn’t show—what was worth more than the life we agreed to and wanted for each
other.

| was so tangled up in my own thoughts that | didn’t realize that Ada had already
turned off the car and gotten out. | scrambled out behind her. She walked—stomped,
actually, thanks to the platform Docs she loves so much—up to the front door. Her
shoulders were back, and her head was held high; it reminded me to hold mine high,
too.

Even though my life was shit, | took a moment to be proud of my friend and how
much she’d grown into herself again since I’d met her.

Maybe | could do that, too.

Adalooked back at me. “Y ou ready?’

No. “Yes,” | said, afew steps behind her as she lifted her hand to knock on the front
door.

Graham opened it less than a second later. He looked nice. He was handsome with his
dark hair, classic haircut, and blue eyes. His face faltered alittle bit when he saw me.

That felt good.

“Hi, Camille,” he said. It was always Camille. Never Cam.



“I'm...” Adasaid slowly, “going to get the boxes out of the car.” She walked back to
the car, giving Graham and me some privacy—even though | knew she'd be doing
her best to listen from where she was.

“Hello,” | said with a small nod.

Graham dlid his hands into his front pockets and pursed his lips. After a few seconds,
he spoke. “I’'m sorry,” he whispered. | nodded. “I couldn’t do it.”

“Yeah,” | said, straightening my spine alittle. “So you said. In your note.”

Graham flinched, and | let the uncomfortable silence continue for a few breaths.
“Why?' | finally asked.

He brought a hand up and rubbed at the back of his neck. “I...met someone.” | felt
my eyes widen. “Nothing happened,” he said quickly. “Y ou’re great, Cam, you're so
great. | know our life would’ ve been great, but...”

“ ..t wouldn’'t bethat.” | finished for him.

His blue eyes looked sad. “Yeah,” he said. “I know that this isn’'t what we planned,
and I’m just so fucking sorry.”

“l...get it,” | said, and | did. | understood what he'd be giving up if he married me
because | would have to give it up, too—Ilove, passion, and all the uncertainty and
heartbreak that came with it. The difference between Graham and mewas that |
wanted to give al that up. Life got so much easer when there were fewer
possibilities—fewer choices to make, fewer chances that you’ d make the wrong one.

“1 should’vetold you earlier,” he said.



“You should' ve,” | agreed.

“If it makes you feel better, my parents are pissed,” he said. “They’re probably going
to disown me.”

If only.“Worth it, though?’ | asked.
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Graham’ s face went soft. “Yeah,” he said.
| slid my engagement ring off my finger and handed it to him. He took it gently. It
was a family heirloom—passed down through generations, so | couldn’'t keep it or

pawn it or throw it into alake. “Thisisyours,” | said.

Graham nodded. “I'll let you get to it. Just leave your key under the mat when you're
done. I'll be back in afew hours.”

| nodded, and Graham walked past me and to his car. He gave me one last look
before he got in and backed out of the driveway.

“S0, | feel like that went aswell as it could go?’ Ada said, appearing next to me.

“Y ou have got to stop eavesdropping,” | said with an exaggerated eye roll. | swear, it
was her favorite hobby since she’d moved to Meadowlark.

“I'll stop when I’'m dead,” she said as she pushed the front door of the house open.
“Wes and Brooks will be here soon. Let’s get your shit.”

Chapter 14
Dusty
On Monday morning, | was tacking up Huey in the stables. | didn't have my own

horse at Rebel Blue, which was normal for me, so | didn’t mind. | liked riding al the
different horses, depending on my mood or needs that day. Horses were like people.



They each had their own distinct personalities—especially when they were working.
Huey had become one of my favorite mounts, but he was also one of Emmy’s, so we
had this running thing going where whoever got to the stables first would take him so
the other couldn’t. Unfortunately for Emmy, | don’'t sleep well, and | get bored easily,
so | always ended up at work way earlier than | needed to be.

| was taking a quick picture of Huey tacked up to send to Emmy when Gus and Amos
walked in.

“Good morning,” | said to both of them.
“Getting an early start?” Amos smiled at me. It was impossible not to be at ease when
he was around. Gus, on the other hand, brought a little less ease to the table, but |

don't think it was intentional.

“Yes, gir. | had to get to Huey before Emmy could,” | said with a grin, and Amos let
out a hearty laugh.

“Ah,” he said, eyes gleaming. “I'm surprised she's still playing by the rules.
Clementine usually finds away to get what she wants.”

“Did you just admit she's spoiled?’ Gus asked.

Amos shook his head. “Not spoiled, loved.”

“Right,” Gus responded with an eye roll. His lip was twitching a little before he
looked at me. “I’m surprised you have time to get here early. | heard you' ve got alot
going on.” That felt like a direct nod to the fact that | was the caretaker for what was

about to become Cam’ s house.

“It’ s nice of you to help Anne out,” Amos said, shooting Gus alook. “That’s what we



wanted to talk to you about, actually.” Cam?“A job,” Amos finished.

“1 thought | already had one of those here,” | said.

“You do,” Amos said. “And we appreciate you. You're great at managing the ranch
hands and maintenance. You've filled a gap that we didn't know we had. Right,
August?’

“Right,” Gus said before he took a deep breath. “So we' ve been working on trying to
get a horse sanctuary up and running here over the past couple of years.” That didn’t
surprise me. Amos basically ran a non-official one anyway. He was constantly
bringing horses home, and even when the horses he already had couldn't work
anymore, he kept them. They all got to live out retirement in the hills of Rebel Blue,
cared for by Amos himself and his daughter, who loved horses the same way he did.
It was the same way | did, too.

| nodded. “Thisisagreat place for a sanctuary. Y ou have the room.”

“And we can make more,” Amos said, gesturing to thestables around us. The Ryders
had three barns on the property: one for their horses, one for ranch hands to keep their
horses if they had their own, and one that was currently empty. “You’'ve worked at
other sanctuaries before, right?’

“Yeah.” | nodded. My favorite one was in Mexico. Most of the horses there had been
found emaciated on the side of the road or had spent their lives tied to something.
But, in this safe haven, they got to join a gaggle of animals running free around the
place. My favorites were Mojo—a three-legged dog who was a food thief—and
Choya, a goat that thought he was adog. “A few. They were a great place to work.”

“So would you be interested in helping us get Rebel Blue's version of one off the
ground?’



“Not just off the ground,” Gus said. “We don’'t have the capacity to do this on our
own. This would be long term. And...l know you like to bounce around.” The look
Gus gave me was pointed, and my chest felt cold. | didn’t have any plans to leave
Meadowlark, but that didn't mean | didn't feel the urge to every now and then,
especially when Gus was looking at me like that’ s exactly what he expected me to do.

But | was here, and | was staying. And if taking on some extra work was the way to
prove that to everyone, then I’ d take on some more work.

“Well,” | said, “I"'m here for the long haul.”

Amos reached out and clapped me on the shoulder. “Good man,” he said. “I’m not
worried.” When he said that, | swallowed. | didn’t know that his approval or his faith
in me meant so much, but when the steadiest man in the world tells you that he's
confident in you, it does something to you.



Page 29

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 3:24 pm

“Ride out with me,” Gus said. “And we'll talk about al the details.”
“Surething,” | said. “Thank you for the chance.”

Amos brushed it off, and said, “There’ s no question that you' re the man for the job,”
but when | looked over at Gus, he didn’t look so sure.

| guess|’d just have to prove him wrong, then.

Chapter 15

Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

Dusty’s arm was slung over my shoulder as we walked up to the front door of his
house. It was my first time here. Even from the outside, the white farmhouse looked

big and bright and warm.

“1 have no idea what my mom is making for dinner,” he said as he opened the door.
“But if you don't likeit, you don’'t have to eat it. She won't be offended, | promise.”

Y eah, right—like | wasn’t going to eat whatever she put in front of me no matter
what. | wanted Dusty’ s mom to like me.

When we stepped into the house, | immediately felt like I'd been here before, even
though | hadn’t. It just felt that familiar. Unlike my house, which my parents paid



people to keep so meticulously clean that it almost felt sterile, this one had signs of
life everywhere. Shoes by the door, blankets and books on the floor.

“Isthat you, bub?’ | heard awoman call from farther inside the house.

“Yeah,” Dusty called back. He dropped his arm from my shoulder and used a hand at
the small of my back to guide me forward.

The kitchen was around the corner, and when we got there, Dusty’s mom had her
back to us as she worked at the stove. Her hair was long. It fell all the way to the
middle of her back. Some of it was gray, and some of it was blond—now | knew
where Dusty got his hair color from.

“Hey, Mom,” he said as he walked toward her. He gave her a hug from the side, and
she wrapped an arm around him the same way. Then she turned toward me and gave
me a smile that could thaw a windshield on awinter day.

“And you must be Camille,” she said as she put the wooden spoon on a spoon holder
and walked toward me. | expected her to go for a handshake, but she didn't.

Instead, she pulled me into a hug. A tight, warm hug. | stayed still for a moment,
surprised, but | recovered enough to hug her back quickly before she pulled away.
Dusty was grinning at me.

“So nice to meet you, honey,” she said. “We've heard so much about you. I'm
Aggie.”

Aggie and Dusty looked very much alike. They had the same angular features and
dlim build. | wondered if he got anything from his dad. “It's so nice to meet you,
too,” | said genuinely. “Thank you for having me.”



“Of course. We're just waiting on Dusty’s dad to get home and then we'll dig in.
Dusty, honey, will you set the table?’

“Surething,” he said. Aggie stayed by me.

“Do you prefer Camille or Cam?’ she asked. “Dusty has used both.”

No one had ever asked me that before. “Cam,” | said.

“Cam it is, then.” Aggie grinned at me. Was it normal for people to be this nice to
people they just met?

Aggie and | chatted for a bit—about school and soccer. She asked if she could come
toagame, and | told her | would love if she did.

When | heard the front door open again, | also heard two sets of feet come into the
house. One of them ran toward the kitchen. When | saw the kid appear around the

corner, | figured she was Greer—Dusty’ s little sister.

“Who are you?' she asked when she noticed an outsider in her kitchen. She and
Dusty had the same eyes, but her hair was ailmost black and aslong as her mom'’s.

“Greer,” Aggie chastised.

“I'm Cam,” | said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Greer looked me up and down. “You're pretty,” she said. Then a man came around
the corner—Dusty’ s dad.
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He put his hands on Greer’ s shoulders. “ She comes off alittle strong,” he said to me.
“But she means well.”

Dusty’ s dad—Renny—was tall. His hair looked like it used to be dark, but now it was
mostly gray. He was clean-shaven and wearing jeans and a T-shirt from the grocery
store, along with his nametag. Both of his arms were full of faded tattoos.

“You must be Cam,” he said to me. His eyes were bright. “We' ve heard a lot about

youl.
“All good things, | hope,” | said, reaching out to shake Renny’ s hand.

“Good would be the understatement of the century,” Renny said as he took my
outstretched hand. When | looked over at Dusty, he looked like he might be blushing.

“Welcome. We're happy you're here,” Renny said before moving past me to his wife.
He gave Aggie a kiss on her temple and then her lips, and | realized I'd never seen
my parents kiss.

When the oven timer went off, Greer and Dusty went to help their mom bring dishes
over to the table—chicken, steamedbroccoli, and one of those pasta side dishes from
the box. | followed so | could help, too.

Dinner conversation flowed easily. Greer told everyone about the Bill Nye episode
that she got to watch at school that day—the one about volcanoes; Aggie and Renny
talked about their work, and Dusty told them about school. | chimed in when he was
talking, and the way everyone at the table listened and leaned in to pay attention to



me when | spoke felt...new. | wasn't used to it.

“How long have you two been married?’ | asked Dusty’s parents. They sat near each
other at the table—Aqggie at the head of the table and Renny to her right. They held
hands on the table throughout the whole meal—except when one of them had to cut
something.

“Twenty years.” Renny smiled. “ Of pure marital bliss. Isn’'t that right, scrumptious?’
Aggierolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “ That’ s right.”

“Ew,” Greer mumbled, and Dusty laughed.

“What about your parents, Cam? What do they do? Aggie asked. | knew she was
being nice, but | didn’t want to talk about my parents. Not while | was here spending

time with this family that actually felt like afamily.

“My dad is the CEO of a bank,” | said quickly. “And my mom does a lot of charity
stuff.”

“Do you have any siblings?’

“l have an older sister,” | said. “Violet. She'sin her second year at Yale.”

“Damn,” Renny said. “Your parents must be so proud of you both—Dusty tells us
you're as smart as can be.”

| looked over at Dusty, and he gave me a reassuring smile. “Um,” | said, not really
sure how to respond. “Yeah,” iswhat | settled on.

“I"d love to meet them. Maybe at one of your games?’ Aggie said. “I can ask them



how they got so lucky with such a great girl.”

“They, um...” | stumbled alittle. “They’re, um, really busy.”

Aggie tilted her head when she looked at me, and | had a feeling she was figuring out
way too much about me with that look.

“Well,” she said after afew beats, “you’ re welcome here anytime.”

“Yes, you are,” Renny said. “ Anyone who can get Dusty to be on his best behavior is
a miracle worker in my book,” and then he winked at his son. | loved watching this
family—the ease with which they interacted with one another. | felt lucky to be here.
With Dusty.

“Who wants dessert?’ Aggie asked after a second, and Greer’s hand shot up.

Tonight was perfect.

Chapter 16

Dusty

The lights were on in the main house on the Wilson property. How did | know that?
Because I d been staring at them for the past hour. That meant she was here—she was
moving in. She was going to be one hundred feet away from me for the foreseeable

future.

| felt like | should go over there. | wanted to. It was better for us to acknowledge the
fact that we would be living this close together sooner than later—right?
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| was worried about just showing up, especidly if Riley was there. But it's not like
I’d stay. | just wanted to say, “Hey, thisisn’t weird”—even though it was weird—and
then leave.

That was all.

| looked down at the stack of three wooden cutting boards that my mom had given me
the other day. A housewarming gift, she said.

This didn’t have to be a big deal. I'd bring over a gift from my mom. Cam liked my
mom. She liked me, too, | think, but | think she hated that she liked me, which was
complicated.

| dragged a hand down my face.Get it together, Tucker.

Whatever. | grabbed the cutting boards and went out my front door. It was warm in
my little house, so the cold air was a shock to the system.

A good shock. A much-needed shock.

| was just going to go over there, give her the cutting boards, break the metaphorical
ice, and then go back home.

When | got to her door, | didn't even pause. | didn't want to lose my nerve, so |
quickly knocked.

| heard music coming through the walls and onto the porch, but | couldn’t tell what it



was. A few seconds later, | heard footsteps making their way toward me. When the
door swung open, | had to pretend that | didn’t feel like the wind had just been
knocked out of me.

Cam looked perfect in a light blue sweatshirt, black leggings, and a familiar pair of
dark gray wool socks that | clocked immediately. | didn’'t mind even a little bit that
I’d never get them back.

“Oh,” she said, blinking slowly. “Hi.”

“Hey,” | said. “I, um, thought we could get this part over with.”

“What part?’

“You know, the ‘we live on the same property but have spent the last year avoiding
each other’ part,” | said. Even though | never avoided her, but it didn’'t feel like the

right time to bring that up.

Cam nodded slowly. “And what are those?’ she asked, nodding toward the stack of
wooden cutting boards in my hands.

“Housewarming gifts,” | said. “From my mom,” | added quickly.

“Oh,” she said. “That’s, um, that’s nice.” Cam fiddled with her hands. | looked at
them—no engagement ring. | couldfeel the hope monster climbing up my throat. |
really had to get that under control. “Do you—do you want to come in?’

Did 1?“Sure,” | said. “Yeah.”

Cam stepped to the side, and | walked into the house. There were boxes and plastic
storage bins everywhere.



“Where'sRiley?’ | asked—there was no sign of Cam’s mini-me anywhere.

“She’'s with her dad tonight,” Cam said as she led me back to the kitchen. “I thought
it might be an easier adjustment period if | had everything set up for her when she got

here.

“And how’ s that going?’ | asked.

Cam huffed a laugh. “Wes and Brooks had to take her bed apart to get it here, and |
told them | could put it back together. Plot twist: | can’t.”

“Do you want meto giveit atry?’ | said. “I’'m pretty good with beds.” | didn’'t intend
to make the joke, but | couldn’ tnottake the opportunity.

“Shut up,” Cam said, giving my shoulder alittle shove. “Y ou don’t have any plans?’

“Just bringing you these cutting boards,” | said, holding them up. Cam took them
from me and set them on the kitchen table.

“These are beautiful,” she said. “Like, they would be at least a hundred dollars at
Williams-Sonoma. Will you tell Aggie thank you for me?’

| nodded. “ Sure thing. She'll make you a thousand more if you want them.”

“She's always been so good to me,” Cam said thoughtfully. “ She was with me when |
found out | was pregnant, you know.”
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“She was?’ | didn't know that. | was shocked that Cam had willingly given up that
information to me—maybe | caught her at just the right time, or her soft spot for
Aggie Tucker made her more forthcoming, or maybe it was the cutting boards; who
knew? My mom had never told me. | wished | was there. | wished a lot of things
when it came to Cam.

Cam nodded. “I ran into her when | was buying the pregnancy test at the pharmacy.
She said she didn’t want me to haveto do it alone.”

“She loves you,” | said honestly. From the first time | brought Cam home, my mom
thought she was magnificent. | did, too. “So,” | said, “changing the subject—where's
this bed that needs some attention?’

“Back bedroom,” Cam said. “I have a tool kit in there. Do you want a drink or
anything? | don’t have much.” She opened the fridge. “Two hard seltzers, three soft
seltzers, and two Capri Suns. | need to get groceries before | grab Riley tomorrow.”

“What flavor Capri Sun?’ | asked.

“Pacific cooler,” Cam said with asmile.

“Will Riley be mad if | have one?’

“1t’1l be our little secret,” Cam responded as she tossed one of the juice pouches over
to me. | caught it—thank god. It would have been embarrassing if | hadn’t. Cam

grabbed one of the seltzer waters and cracked it open before starting back toward
Riley’s bedroom. | followed and tried to keep my attention anywhere but on Cam’s



long legs.

The hallway off the living room had two bedrooms and a bathroom. There were
boxes in both bedrooms. When we walked into Riley’s room, it looked like a bomb
had gone off.All of the pieces of Riley’s four-poster bed were laid flat on the
hardwood floor. It was a light wood—probably walnut. It matched the tall dresser,
nightstand, and desk. There was a mattress propped up against the wall, too. | could
hear a refrain playing from a speaker in here—"You Have Stolen My Heart” by
Dashboard Confessional—and for a second, | wasn't in this bedroom.

| was in the passenger seat of my Bronco. The windows were down, and Cam was
driving us down a back road. She' d convinced meto let her drive, and | loved looking
at her while she did. We were singing at the top of our lungsto amix CD that she had
made—the first of many.

“...1 literally cannot figure out where things go.” Cam’s voice pulled me back to the
present. “I should ve kept the instruction manual. This bag has all of the hardware
and stuff init,” she said, handing me a bag.

“All right, I'll take care of this part,” | said with a smile. When | made eye contact
with Cam, her eyes dropped to my neck—the right side of my neck,
specifically—just like they did when we were at Chili’s—like she couldn’'t believe |
still had it.

| wondered if she still had hers.

“How can | help?’ she asked.

“Let me get the lay of the land, and we'll go from there,” | said.

“So you're okay if | unpack some of her clothes and stuff?” Cam asked, and |



nodded. She walked to the other side of the room, and we both got started on our
respective tasks. As far as the bed went, it looked pretty easy to assemble. As far as
Cam went, however, | didn’t really know what to do.

| wasn't stupid enough to think that | still knew her the way | used to, but | wanted to.
Know her, | mean—what her life was like now, if she was okay.

“S0,” | said, keeping my eyes on my task, “how’ s your week been?’

Cam laughed a little. She was sitting on the floor, pulling small clothes out of boxes
and folding them. “Honestly, not the worst week of my life,” she said. “Which pretty
much tells you all you need to know about my life, | guess.”

“1’d rather you tell me everything about your life,” | said without thinking.

| thought she would clam up and stay quiet, but she didn’t. Instead, she asked, “What
do you want to know?’

| wanted to start with the basics—easy stuff that couldn’t trip her up or cause her to
stop talking to me. Just like | did back in high school. “Where are you working now?”’
| already knew, but | was trying to stay in the safe small talk territory.

“I'm a lawyer,” she said. One of the Ashwoods approved career paths—doctor,
banker, accountant, lawyer. “A firm in Jackson Hole. | shadowed there over the
summer before | took the bar again, and when | passed, they hired me as a junior
associate.”

“What kind of law do you practice or work with or whatever?’

“Real estate law, mostly,” she said. “1 work with estate holdings and stuff, too.”



“Doyoulikeit?

| heard Cam sigh. “It's agood job with good people.”

“That's not what | asked,” | said. “Do you like your job? Do you like being a
lawyer?’

“1 like understanding the rule of law,” she said. “I like how complex it can be and
how many paths there are to different outcomes, but no, | don’t always like my actual
job very much.”

“Why not?’ | asked.
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“Most of the time, it’s pretty boring,” she said. “I didn’t have a lot of options when |
graduated from law school and passed the bar because | couldn’t move or take any
sort of risk since | had Riley, so | just kind of got stuck doing what was available to
me.”

“That’s...kind of abummer,” | said. “Why don’t you look for something else?’

“It's fine, most of the time,” she whispered. | amost didn’t hear her. “I like the
people, and | like what it gives me.”

“What does it give you?’ | asked.

“Security,” she said. “In alot of ways.” Now that sounded like the remnants of Lillian
and Rutherford’s upbringing if | ever heard it. Always so focused on money and
outcomes. Even though Cam was now living her own life, based on her new job and
how she felt about it, it sounded like she was still following the lines they drew for
her. Some things would never change for her.

“What's your favorite food?’ | asked, changing the subject again. | glanced at Cam
out of the corner of my eye and saw her shoulders drop dightly. She was
skittish—you had to know when to push and when to pull.

“Still tomatoes,” she said, and | laughed. She ate tomatoes like apples—it was the
weirdest thing I'd ever seen. “And what’'s yours? Still anything blue raspberry

flavored? Even though that’s not even areal thing?’

“Yep,” | said. “Blue dye does something to me—what can | say?’ Cam shook her



head, but she was smiling. “So do youlike Bloody Marys now, too? | always thought
you'’ d like those when | saw people order them.”

“l do,” she said. “There’'s nothing better than a giant Bloody Mary—with bacon or
shrimp and agiant pickle.”

| faked a shudder. “Pickles are gross.”

“Pickles are delicious,” Cam shot back. | smiled, fighting the urge to bring up Cam’s
pickle theory. She used to say that any successful relationship had a pickle lover and
a pickle hater. She spent our time together stealing the pickles off of every sandwich |
ever got at the diner. “ So what about you?’ she said.

“What about me?’ | asked.

“Do you like what you do? Working at Rebel Blue?’

“I love it,” | said honestly. “The Ryders are a good bunch to work for, and it’'s the
most beautiful place on the planet.” | thought about my conversation with
Gus—about how he was offering me a chance and his trust to carve out a piece of
Rebel Blue for myself. To make it something even more specia. Excitement—and
nerves—danced underneath my skin.

“High praise coming from someone who' s been a cowboy all around the world.”
| narrowed my eyes at her. “How do you know where I’ve been?’ It was true that I'd
been all over doing seasonal work as a cowboy and wrangler, but | didn’t know she

was keeping track.

“You hear things,” she said. That was true—especially in Meadowlark. “And social
media exists.” | looked over at Cam. She had never followed me online, but



sometimes | wondered if she ever scrolled through my page, since the texts I'd get
from her aways seemed to come after I’d posted something—not that | did that very
often. Once | noticed the pattern, Iposted just as often as it took to make sure she
didn’t completely disappear.

“Have you been keeping tabs on me?’ | asked. | tried to sound playful, but | didn’t
know if | pulled it off. My heart kicked at my rib cage.

| watched Cam’ s cheeks flush. “Not in a creepy way,” she said. “Justin a‘l wanted to
make sure you were alive’ sort of way.” A smile crept up my face, and when Cam
looked over at me, she rolled her eyes. “Oh, shut up,” she said. “Like you've never
done some good ol’ fashioned social stalking.”

She was right, of course, but | didn’t think she wanted to hear about how when | saw
she was pregnant, | felt like I got the wind knocked out of me. Or when | saw a
picture of her, little Riley, and Gus without the context of their relationship, | nearly
fell to my knees.

| was at a small ranch in Montana at the time. That made it worse, | think. Not only
because of our history, but because, distance-wise, it was the closest I'd been to her in
years, but I'd never felt farther away. By that point, | knew a baby existed, and |
knew who her dad was, but that was the first time I’ d seen the three of them together.
In the picture, they were lying down, and Cam and Gus were each kissing one of
Riley’ s chubby baby cheeks, and Riley was laughing. She was only afew months old,
so she didn’t have aton of hair, but | could already tell she had Cam’s curls.

All I’d wanted was a glimpse of Cam, and | ended up getting more than | bargained
for. | felt like shit for along time after that. But eventually, | decided | wanted her to
be happy, and in the picture, at least, she looked happy. | just didn’'t want to hear
about it or see it or know anything about her life. Thenext time she texted
me—around the holidays—I didn’t respond.



| didn’t hear from her again until the next summer, on my birthday. By that time, my
resolve had weakened. | decided that pieces of her were better than nothing at all, so |
responded with a quick “thank you” to her birthday wishes. | remember watching the
three dots of her typing pulse for afew seconds before it went away.

“Your social media is on private these days,” | said with a grin. Cam laughed, and |
basked in it.

“See, you did it, too,” she responded. “How’s Greer, by the way?’

“She’s good,” | said. “Lives in Alaska. She works for the Forest Service—livesin a
tiny cabin, worries about the planet, sends us pictures of giant grizzly bears that freak
my mom out.”

“S0o exactly where she should be, then?’ Cam asked, and | nodded. “I’'m sure it was
hard for your mom when both of you were gone.”

“Yeah,” | said as | positioned a wooden dowel in part of the bed frame, which was
almost ready for me to start putting the pieces together and securing them. “ She jokes
that she drove us away, but | hope she knows we just inherited her love for the big,
wide world, you know?

“When | told her | was coming back,” | continued, “she was ecstatic. The first words
out of her mouth were something about her baby boy finally coming home or

whatever, but the second ones were ‘you’'re not living in my house.

Cam laughed again. “So you ended up living in a little house on Anne's property?
Why not stay at Rebel Bluein the staff housing?’
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| shrugged. “I’ve lived in staff or seasonal worker housing for upwards of ten years. |
was more interested in living somewhere that finally felt like mine, where | could
collect more belongings than what fit in a duffel bag or my car—a place | wanted to
come home to at the end of the day.”

Cam looked surprised before she glanced down at the clothes she was folding. | was
surprised, too, when | found myself longing for home—for something more
permanent. In some ways, | thought it meant that 1’d finally healed enough to come
back here. But when | looked at Cam, | till felt like the nineteen-year-old kid who
got his heart obliterated, and | had to fight the urge to run—to run from her. “But how
did you end up at Anne’s, of al places?’

“l saw Anne at the grocery store when | was home once a few years ago. She was
struggling to reach the loaf of bread she wanted, so | helped,” | explained. “And then
| walked around the rest of the grocery store with her to make sure she could get
everything. We talked the whole time. She told me how her property was getting hard
to manage on her own, with her kids and her grandkids all gone from Meadowlark,
and by the time we made it to checkout, she offered me the cabin. | agreed to do
anything she needed done around her house or the property for the foreseeable
future.” | wasleaving afew details out of that story, but they didn’t really matter right
now.

“Sounds like agood deal,” Cam said.
“Itis”

“And have you accumulated more belongings?’



“A few—I bought my first mattress, some paperbacks, and a painting from Teddy a
few months ago. I'm still working on it—being in one place. It took me six months to
put my clothesin the dresser and closet.”

“Well, | don’t even have a mattress or a dresser, so you're ahead of me there,” Cam
said with a shrug.

“What?' | asked.

“1 ordered one of those boxed mattresses online—the ones that come shrink-wrapped
in a box—but it hasn’t got here yet,” Cam said. | guess that meant that she left all of
her furniture behind—maybe it was her fiancé€' s? “But luckily I’ ve got a few couches
to choose from until it does.”

Cam was tall—probably around five-ten—so sleeping on a couch all night wouldn'’t
be comfortable.

“I'm sorry,” | said, wracking my brain trying to remember if | knew anyone with an
extra mattress or bedroom furniture. | could move my mattress here for her.

“It's okay,” she said. “I ordered it when | first got to Gus and Teddy’s, so it should
get here soon.”

“How was that?’ | asked. “ Staying with them.”

“Easy,” she said. “At least for a short period of time.”

“How has it been? Adjusting to a new dynamic with them and Riley?’ Gus and
Teddy had gotten together earlier this year—shocked the hell out of everyone, except

for me, maybe, but | hadn't observed the legendary days of their hatred for each
other. | was more shocked by Brooks and Emmy, honestly.



“Also easy,” Cam said. “Teddy loves Riley so much, and as a parent, it's really
rewarding to watch your kid be showered with the type of love they deserve. Plus,
Teddy is so different from Gus or me. She's creative and less...| don't
know...restricted than both of us. | think it’s good for Riley to have her around.

“Riley has areally good family,” she continued. “The type of family | wish | could
have had. When my mother heardabout Gus's new relationship—or ‘that man,” which
is how she likes to refer to him—she made this stupid comment about how Teddy
was going to be competition for me in my daughter’s life—like Riley only had room
for one maternal figure. | spiraled a little bit for a while. | wondered if my daughter
would like...love Teddy more than me, | guess?’

It didn’t surprise me that her thoughts went there. “But she doesn’t,” | said.

“Right,” Cam said. “Maybe it’'s because Teddy has been around her entire life, but |
don’t think Riley ever had a ‘Teddy is my shiny new toy’ moment, and even if she
did, it would’ ve been normal. | don’t know.” Cam shook her head. “1 feel like people
expect it to be hard—adding someone else into the co-parent situation, and maybe it
IS sometimes, but it hasn’'t been for us, yet.”

“And with Greg?’ | asked, hating even bringing him up, but | wanted to know—even
if it hurt.

“You mean Graham?’ Cam asked. She was still smiling at me, so bringing him up
didn’t shut her down...yet.

“Whatever,” | said.

“That was different. We weren’t...” She stumbled and paused. “We weren’'t what
Gus and Teddy are.”



What did that mean?They were engaged. They were going to get married—Iegally
bind themselves to each other. Cam must’ ve seen the confusion on my face.

“How’ s the bed going?’ There was the subject change. Cam didn’t like being pushed,
and | wouldn’t push her. | wanted her to keep talking to me for aslong as possible.

“Good,” | said, looking down at it. “Come help me put it all together?’

“How much labor does that require?’ she asked playfully.

“Lazy ass. All you have to do is hold the pieces together, and I’ Il secure them.”

“Fine.” She walked over to me and put her hands on her hips when she stopped next
to me. | wished she'd step just alittle bit closer, but it would have to do for now.
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Five minutes later, we had a finished bed. We lifted the mattress onto it, and Cam
grabbed some sheets and a quilt. She started to spread out the fitted sheet—sage
green with small flowers all over it—and | took a corner. Same with the top sheet and
the quilt, which was alight pink with small, embroidered flowers on it.

“Does Riley like flowers?’ | asked.

“Yeah.” Cam nodded. “She and Teddy did a wildflower hunt this summer, and she's
been totally obsessed ever since. Personally, | love that her room aways feels like
summer now.”

“Still your favorite season?’ In my head, | was checking off the boxes of everything |
knew about her that still remained true.

“Still my favorite season,” Cam said. Summer, check; tomatoes, check; pickles,
check.

When she looked at me, something flashed behind her brown eyes. Neither of us said
anything. The only noise was the music from the speaker—*MakeDamnSure” by
Taking Back Sunday. Another song from one of our mix CDs. Now that | thought
about it, every song | heard was on one of our mix CDs.

Without thinking, | put my hand out, asking her to dance. | watched her face fall and
her walls go up.

“I"'m sorry,” | said quickly, regret flooding me. “The song...” | trailed off.



“1 know,” she whispered.

“I'm sorry,” | said again, swallowing hard. “That’s not what | came over here for. |
came over here to check on you, and then if that went well, | was going to ask if you
thought we could be friends.”

Cam’s eyesflitted around the room—avoiding mine.

“C’'mon, Ash,” | said. “We were always friends before anything else.”

| watched the wheels turn in her head. She bit her bottom lip and fiddled with her
fingers again. In real time, | watched her weigh the pros and the cons, and | fought
the urge to beg.

Say yes. Please.

“We have always been friends,” she said, and | exhaled. “You'reright.”

“S0?7" | asked hopefully.

“Friendsitis.”

Chapter 17

Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

Dusty:Hike with me this weekend? Check yes or no (don’t check no, please).

Cam:What are you, obsessed with hiking? Y ou’ re insufferable. | don’t even know if |



like hiking.

Dusty:Only one way to find out. I'll pick you up at eight.

Cam:In the morning?!

Dusty:Y eah, sleepyhead. In the morning.

Cam:Okay, but park down the street.

Dusty:That’ s getting kind of weird, Ash.

Cam:My parents aren’t like yours. I'm protecting you, | promise.

Dusty:Whatever you say. Wear good shoes.

“You al right back there?’ Dusty asked as we continued to trudge up the mountain.

Well, | was trudging. Dusty was basically floating—the incline didn’t seem to bother
him at al.
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“All good,” | huffed. “So do you do thisalot?’

“Hiking?’ he asked.

| nodded, but then realized he couldn’t see me, so | called up to him. “Yeah.”

“A fair amount,” he said. “There’s not always a lot to do around here, you know?
And even when there are things to do, it’s normally stuff that you' ve already done at
least once.”

“But if you do thisalot, isn't this just another one of those things?’

“Yeah, but it’s different every time you do it—I could hike up this trail every day and
see or notice something new.”

| took a second to look at the scene around me. | couldn’'t see that much on the
trail—tall trees surrounded us—but we had to be pretty high up, considering we'd

been walking for at least an hour.

It was beautiful, but | wasn't really sold on the whole hiking thing yet. | had
homework to do.

“How much longer?’ | asked.

Dusty laughed. “Like fifteen minutes. | thought you'd like this.” | liked being with
him. “Aren’t you all about hard work and outcomes?’



“I like to see the outcomes,” | said. “All | see are trees.”

“Has anyone ever told you to enjoy the journey?’

“No,” | answered honestly. “No one' s ever said that to me.”

Dusty stopped walking and turned around. | stopped when | was only a step or two
away from him.

He looked down at me. “Well,” Dusty said, as he brushed my cheek with the back of
his knuckles, “enjoy the journey.”

| rolled my eyes, and Dusty grinned when they came back around. “Let’'s keep
walking so the journey doesn’t take two more hours,” | said.

“Fair,” Dusty said as he turned and continued to lead the way. | also didn’t know how
long the person whose driveway we parked in would be okay with Dusty’s Bronco in
front of their house. | hoped they wouldn’t mind if we parked there for a long time
because the house mesmerized me and | wanted to explore every inch of the property
when we went back to the car. When Dusty and | first pulled up, | immediately fell in
love with the blue exterior, the way the house was surrounded by plants and trees. |
can't explainit, but it felt like it had its own soul, like it was a living thing.

Dusty seemed to love driving me around, showing me new things. The first time |
rode in his truck this past fal, | was kind of terrified. | wasn’t used to cars that were
that big or loud or bumpy.

Now, I'd count down the minutes until the next time | was in his passenger seat. I'd
even made him a mix CD to listen to while he was driving because his radio was
trash at picking up stations without static.



He had to drop me off down the street from my house when he would give me rides
home, though. | didn’t need my parents to find out about him or his loud Bronco.
They wouldn’t approve of Dusty or our friendship.

Because that's what Dusty and | were—friends. Good friends. He was probably my
best friend, but I'd never had one of those before, so | couldn’t tell for sure.

But it also felt like he was more.

| mean, we hadn’t even kissed, but when he touched me, my stomach always flipped.
| thought after a while, it would stop—that | would get used to it, the way he would
cup my face or brush my hair behind my ear or hug me after we' d been apart for a
while, but | didn’t. My stomach somersaulted every time.

He came to amost every soccer game in the fall and we didsomething nearly every
Saturday that he didn’t have to work—even in the dead of winter. In the colder
months, Dusty bagged groceries and bussed tables at the diner. When it got warmer,
he kept both of those jobs and bailed hay at Rebel Blue Ranch. Wes was one of
Dusty’s friends, so | knew about Rebel Blue, but I’d never been up there. Maybe he'd
take me soon.

Unlike me, Dusty had a lot of friends, so being around him was good for me, | think,
because it also meant that | was around other people. | didn’'t know if they were my

friends, too, but | had Dusty, so | didn’t feel like | needed more than that.

“l can hear you thinking back there,” Dusty said. “What's rattling around in your
head?’

“You,” | said honestly.

“Anything good?’ Dusty asked.



“Not asinglething,” | lied. “All bad. Totally and completely bad.”

“Liar,” Dusty said. | could hear the smile in his voice. We walked a little bit longer,
and the trees started to clear. There was a steep incline for a few minutes, and my
lungs were working overtime, but we kept trekking.
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As soon as we got to the top of the incline, we started to go back down—in between
two large rock faces. The space between them was barely big enough for Dusty to fit
through. “Careful,” he said.

When he got through, he turned back around and stretched out his hand to help me
the last few steps. | stepped out of the opening, and my jaw dropped.

“1 told you that you'd like it,” Dusty said, eyes on me.

“It's...wow.” The view spread out before me was stunning. Unlike most of the other
viewpoints I’d seen in Meadowlark, this one didn’t face toward the town. We were on
the back side of the mountain face, so there weren’t any houses or buildings in the
view, justan expanse of evergreens and aspens and grasses and jagged and beautiful
rocks—ariver split the scene in half asit flowed below.

Dusty kept hold of my hand and pulled me toward the edge of the rock face we were
on. | looked to where he was leading me and blinked a few times to make sure | was
seeing things right. The way the rocks had eroded and broken had created something
that kind of looked like a couch that sat looking over...everything.

“Watch your step,” Dusty said. It was a good thing he had ahold on me because | was
so distracted by what was in front of me that | think | could have very easily fallen off
the cliff. When we sat down on the rocks, Dusty took off his backpack. He handed
me a water bottle, which | took eagerly. He aso had apples, peanut butter
sandwiches, goldfish crackers, and blue raspberry sour straws.

| sat cross-legged and situated myself diagonaly, so | could see both of the



views—the mountains and Dusty. “I think | get it now,” | said and then bit into an
apple. I'd learned from Dusty’s dad that he thought Pink Lady apples were the best,
and now that I'd had them afew times, | agreed.

“What?’ Dusty asked.

“Hiking,” | said. “You didn’t tell me we got views and snacks.”

Dusty laughed. “ So you like it?’

“I loveit,” | said.

“Good,” he responded. “So really...what were you thinking about me back there?’
He looked at me sideways as he ran his fingers through his mop of blond hair.

| took a deep breath. Dusty had gotten me out of the habit of censoring myself—at
least around him. Maybe it was the notes or the fact that | felt closer to him than
anyone else, but | didn’t think there was anything he would judge me for.

“Why you haven't kissed me yet.”

Dusty froze, but his gray eyes gleamed. “Do you want me to kiss you, Ash?’ There it
was—the nickname. | had recently folded one of my English papersin away that cut
off the latter half of my last name so it would fit inside my notebook. Dusty saw it on
my desk and started calling me Ash. He'd finally found his nickname for me, the one
that made him feel special.

| didn’t tell him that he already was.

“Yeah,” | said in atone that | hoped communicated that was a stupid question. When
he was quiet for a second, | quickly said, “But, like, only if you want to.” Smooth.



“l want to,” he said immediately. “I’ve adways wanted to.” There it was—the stomach
flip.

“Then why haven’'t you?’ My voice came out quieter than | expected.

| watched Dusty swallow. “Waiting for the right moment, | guess.”

| gestured to the scene around us. “This feels like it could be the right moment,” |
said and moved a little closer to him. He moved closer to me, too. The air grew thin,
and | knew it wasn't just the altitude.

“Yeah?' he asked. Hisvoice was lower than I’d heard it.

| nodded. When he leaned forward, | paused. “1I’ve never done this before,” | blurted
out. Oh god. That was embarrassing. “I don’t know...do | move?’

Dusty smiled—the lopsided one that made my heart squeeze and my breath catch.
“No, angel,” he said quietly as he brought his hands up to each side of my face. “I'll
come to you.”

| tried to control my breath and my heartbeat, but there was no use—not with him. |
watched his eyes scan my face before they landed on my mouth. He leaned in further,
and | closed my eyes—half a second later, hislips were on mine.

It was pretty much the best first kiss ever. | didn’t want to stop kissing him. | just did
it over and over again—continuing long after we had left the rock couch, on our way
back down the mountain, and in the front seat of Dusty’s truck.

| barely noticed when he parked outside of my house because when the car was
stopped, that meant | could start kissing him again.



So | did.

| pushed myself across the bench seat, so | was as close to him as | could get. His
hands roamed—from my shoulders, to my back, to my waist. When he used his
mouth to open mine alittle, | felt alittle bolt of electricity from the top of my head to
the tips of my toes.

Why didn’'t we do this sooner? | wanted to spend every spare second | had with my
mouth attached to histo make up for lost time.
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A bang on Dusty’s passenger-side window startled both of us, and when | looked
back at it—oh, shit—I saw my mother.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Camille Ashwood, get out of this car. Right now.” She was yelling. My mother
didn’t yell—it was normally just cold disappointment.

Dusty’s arm was still wrapped around me, and when my mother spoke, it got tighter.
“Isthat your mom?’ His voice sounded shocked, maybe even kind of scared.

| nodded and looked back at him. “Let’s get out of here,” | said.

“What?' he asked.

“Take me somewhere. Today has been so...amazing, and | can’'t deal with her right
now,” | said. “Please.” My mom hit Dusty’s window again. She tried to open the

passenger-side door, but it was locked.

“Ash, |...l can't. She'syour mother. | think it'll just make things worse. I’'ll come get
you tonight, okay? Maybe after everything has...died down?’

| felt my eyes well with tears, but | nodded.

Dusty kissed me again—he didn’t care that my mom was watching. “I’ll get you out
of here someday, | promise.”



Chapter 18

Cam

Riley and | were perusing the aisles at the craft supply store in town this morning. |
could count the number of times I’d come in here on one hand. This week was
Riley’s last week of school before the holiday break, and one of her friends taught her
how to make friendship bracelets out of embroidery thread, and she was determined
to make as many as she could for Christmas gifts.

“Daddy will want a green one,” she said as she pulled a couple of different green
embroidery flosses off their hooks.

“Good choices,” | said. So far, we had a dlew of pinks, purples, and reds. The greens
would be perfect for Gus, and | grabbed a couple of yellows, too. “Are they all going
to be monochromatic?’ | asked and Riley looked up at me, confused. “One color or
different versions of the same color.” | nodded toward her hands. “Like how those are
al green but different greens.”

“Mon-o-chruh-mat-ik,” Riley repeated quietly to herself—memorizing the word and
storing it away. Smart girl. “No.Auntie and Teddy and Ada are going to get rainbow
ones,” she said.

“They’ll lovethat,” | said. “What about Papa?’

“Yellow, | think,” she said with a nod. “Because he sad he misses the sun and
summer.”

“That’ s thoughtful, Riles,” | said.

“What color do you think Dusty will want?’ she asked as we went back to perusing. |



froze.

“U-uh,” | stuttered. “I didn’t know you were making one for Dusty.”

“l have to make him one,” Riley said. “He livesin our backyard, Mom.” Good point.
“Do you know his favorite color?’

“Blue,” | said without thinking. Images of blue sour straws on a hike, blue Jolly
Ranchers in atruck’s center console, and a blue margarita at Chili’s flashed through
my head. “His favorite color is blue.”

After we bought out half the embroidery floss in the store, Riley and | walked down
the street to the coffee shop. It hadn’t snowed in a few days, so the sidewalks and
roads were mostly clear, but it was cold as shit—even though the sun was out. | held
Riley’s gloved hand in mine as we walked. Well, | walked. Riley had some pep in her
step today—and every day—and her walk was more of a half skip.

It was little things like that, or the way she squealed when she ran, that made my
heart swell up in my chest. To me, it meant that she felt safe and happy—Ioved. |
never would’ ve done any of that as a kid. When she talked constantly or danced in
the kitchen without any sort of inhibition, | hoped that she never lost her joy.

A bell rang as we opened the door to the coffee shop. We were immediately hit with
warmth and the smell of coffee and warm sugar. Even though The Bean had always
been a Meadowlark institution, it had come under new ownership a few years ago,
and they had really stepped up their game.

Once we were inside, | let go of Riley’s hand, and she made a beeline for the pastry
case—checking out all of her options before we ordered.



| felt eyes on me as | waited in line. It hadn’t been that long since the not-wedding,
and people clearly still hadn't moved on. | didn’t want to know what they were
saying—I didn’'t care. Well, | did care, actually. Deeply. But it was easier to pretend
that | didn’t.

After aminute, Riley scampered back to me. There was only one person ahead of me
now. “So,” she said, “what if you get something and | get something, and then we
split it?”
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“Excellent idea, Sunshine,” | said. “What do you have your eye on?’

“The chocolate cake,” Riley said, smiling wide. The chocolate cake in question had
chocolate ganache with a layer of strawberry compote between the two layers. “It's
decadent,” Riley said with a nod.

“That’sagood word,” | said.

“Teddy taught it to me.”

It was our turn now, and the cashier waved me up to the register. “Hi,” she said.
“What can | get for you guys today?’

“You go first, Sunshine,” | said to Riley. She liked to order for herself.

“Um...” Riley said. “Can | have a small vanilla steamer and a piece of the chocolate
cake, please?”’

“Surething,” the cashier said with asmile. “And for you?’

“I'll have a small latte with skim milk, please, and...” | looked over at the pastry
case. “A dlice of coffee cake, please.”

“Absolutely. It'll beright out.”

Once we sat down, Riley was able to remove a few of her layers to reveal her white
knit sweater with ared heart in the middle.



“Are you excited to have a break from school ?’

Riley nodded. “Yeah, but | like school, too. This week was fun. We watched the
Grinch and frosted cookies and made ornaments.”

“1 love the ornament,” | said. Riley’s teacher had each student make a small stocking
from felt and decorate it. Then, she cut a little circle out of the front and put Riley’s
school picturein it.

Riley told the teacher she needed to make two because her parents didn’t live in the
same house, and the teacher let her, so Gus and | each got a very glittery stocking
ornament.

“And we colored, too,” Riley said. “A lot of coloring.”

“Is that your favorite thing to do at school, do you think?’ | asked. “The art stuff?’
Riley’s adjustment to first grade had been a little bit rocky. The first day of the
second week of school, | walked into her room to wake her up, and she told me she
was too sick to go. She didn’'t have a fever or a runny nose and she said her stomach
didn’t hurt, but she looked at me, and her big green eyes were full of tears, so | let her
stay home.

| had to work, but | set her up on the couch with a few movies and some saltines
while | got some things done in my office. When | got to a place where | could stop
for the day, Iwent out and lay on the couch with her. After a few minutes, she burst
into tears and confessed that she wasn't really sick. | held her tight and let her cry
before | asked her why she didn’t want to go to schoal.

She wiped her nose and said, “I didn’t know that being in first grade meant that | had
to go to school al day.” The year before, Riley had only been in morning
kindergarten. She was absolutely torn up about the fact that she had to be in school



for seven hours.

| watched Riley’s face morph into her thinking one—cutest face in the world, by the
way. “I like library time, too,” she said. “And my teacher says that I’'m good at
math.”

She didn’t get that from me. | hated math.

“Do you like math?’

Riley shrugged. “I like that | can do other stuff when I finish it early.” Ah, she had a
strategy. Now that was like me. | loved that she was using the analytical part of her
brain; except, in her case, she was doing it to do things she loved, as opposed to when
| was growing up, when all | used it for was to get other people to love me.

| always thought maybe if | changed this or did that—got the highest grades, ran the
fastest, and did the most—I would be the best. Then my parents would have to be
proud of meif | wasthe best, right?

You would think. Generally, | only realy got arise out of my parents when | was
doing something wrong, so in adulthood, | think | just tried to keep them happy. That
way, they’ d leave me alone.

| never wanted my daughter to feel that way. | wanted her to enjoy spending Saturday
mornings with me at the craftstore. | never wanted her to feel like we couldn’t share a
brownie and a coffee cake or sit a a table and enjoy each other's company.
Personally, | can't say | ever enjoyed my parents company, and | would guess they
probably felt the same.

Like any parent, | had expectations for my daughter. | expected her to be kind and
curious and hardworking. | had hopes for her, too. | hoped she would never feel



unloved or disposable. | hoped she had dreams and that she was brave enough to go
after them.

But | never wanted the hopes and expectations | had for her to overshadow the hopes
and expectations she had for herself. Because if | did my job right, she would have
them, and they would be wonderful.

| never realy saw myself as a parent, but when | was younger, | wondered if | was
capable of being a good one—Ilike Dusty’s parents. They were the first example | had
of parents who were...there. My parents had always been more of a presence in my
life versus being actually present. They inform every decision | make because they’re
on my mind amost constantly—even though | don’t see or hear from them very
often. | feel like |l live my life like they’ re watching—in an ominous way.

I’'m sure they’ve been proud of me at some points or found joy in something |
achieved, but | don't think they knew how to communicate those things. | think they
only knew how to communicate disappointment, which | understood now as kind of a
double-edged sword for them and for me.
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On one hand, | hated it when they were disappointed or upset with me, but when they
were displeased, | got the attention that | used to crave so badly.

Sometimes | found myself wondering if |1 used to use Dustyas a weapon against my
parents, especially after my mother found us kissing in his Bronco. Once he was no
longer a secret, our relationship became the only way | had ever successfully worked
against their wishes, to stand up for myself. But | think he saw himself as more of a
shield—something that could protect me.

| hoped my daughter never needed either of those things.

“I loveyou, Sunshine,” | said. “Y ou know that, right?’

Riley’s forehead wrinkled. “Duh,” she said right as an employee dropped our drinks
and pastries off at our table in mismatched mugs and on mismatched plates.

“I like plates like this,” Riley said.
“Plates like what?’
“Plates that don’t match. Can we get some for our new house?’

“Have you seen our plates, Sunshine?’ | laughed. | was definitely not a mismatched
plates type of woman.

“Yeah. They're all white and boring,” Riley said. Her eyes were alight.



“Ouch, kid,” | said. “Y ou think my plates are boring?’

Riley nodded enthusiastically. “Really boring,” she said. “We should get rainbow
plates!”

“What if we compromise and get some pastel plates or something? Or something
with a pattern?’

“Pastel is light colors, right?’ Riley asked, and | nodded. “Okay. Pastels are good.”
When she took a sip of her steamer, which was just steamed milk and vanilla syrup,
my seven-year-old looked like she was seventeen.

| swiped a bite of Riley’s chocolate cake. “Oh that’s good,” | said.

“Hey!” she exclaimed. “I haven’'t even had any yet.” Ishrugged, and Riley took the
first bite of my coffee cake with agrin. As she chewed, she nodded and smiled.

“Good?’ | asked.

“Good,” she said. Then, each of us got a bite of our own cake on our forks.

“Cheers,” | said, and we clinked our forks together.

Chapter 19

Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

When | was in private school, | loved spring break. | didn’t really have anything from
school to miss back then, but now, | did. | had friends—well, | had Chloe. We stayed



pretty close after soccer season was over, and, of course, | had Dusty.

| was counting down the days until school started, so | could see him.

“Y ou seem distracted, Camille,” my mom said from the other side of the dining table.
It was the last Saturday morning of the break. I'd go back to school on
Monday—thank god. The two of us were eating breakfast together. It was the one day
out of the entire year that we ever did so. My dad was working. Y up, on Saturday. He
aways seemed to find a reason to work on the weekends, yet he was aways
miraculously done when it was time for him and my mom to go to a fancy party with
their fancy friends while | stayed home.

“Just tired,” | responded while | speared a strawberry off my plate. We had the same
breakfast every Saturday and Sunday. My mom had a lot of stupid rules about food,
so fruit, two eggs, and wheat toast it was. During the week, it was yogurt.

“Why could you possibly be tired?’ she asked, but | knew she didn’t need an answer
to chastise me for something—going to bed too late, drinking too much caffeine,
snoozing my alarm because she read somewhere that actually made you more
tired—so | stayed quiet and kept picking at my breakfast.

“Your father got the phone bill a few days ago,” Lillian said after a few beats. “He
wanted me to ask you why you seem to be sending so many more texts.”

Of course, my dad couldn’t ask me that himself. It seemed like the novelty of having
a daughter wore off for him a little more each year, and so his investment in our

relationship wore off aswell.

“Don’'t we have unlimited texts?”
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“That’s not the point. The point is that I've noticed your grades dlipped a little this
semester. At apublic school,” she said with disgust. | got an A minusin AP Calculus.
“And now apparently you've sent more than ten thousand texts per month since
October. I’'m seeing a pattern.”

| shrugged. “1 send alot of texts for soccer.”

My mother pursed her lips, like she didn’t believe me. “I certainly hope you're not
getting distracted, Camille. By anything...or anyone.” She raised her eyebrows, and
the image of my mother banging on Dusty’ s window flashed through my mind.

I’d never seen her like that before. After | got out of the car, she yanked me into the
house by the top of my arm, and when the front door shut behind us, | expected her to
yell.

She didn’'t. She did something worse. She went deathly calm and said, “You are so
disappointing.”

Later, | had to have a talk with both her and my father, where both of them were sure
to tell me exactly how disappointing | was and how they didn’t know how | could be
so reckless. They informed me | was to keep my distance (as if | could ever do that
with Dusty), or else there’d be consequences, their threat vague enough to be darkly
ominous. | amost wished for my mom to get angry again—to show she cared or
something—but she didn’t. And my dad? Well, he looked bored and disgusted.

I’d never felt so small.



My mother’ s voice broke through the memory. “Y ou’re asenior. You need to have an
unwavering eye on your future.”

“1 do,” | said. | had an “unwavering eye” toward school being back in session.

“1 hope so,” she said. “Because in order for us to continue supporting your decisions
to live out this silly Meadowlark...fantasy, not to mention financing your life, we
have standards that we expect you to meet.”

The closer | got to graduating, the more my parents liked to remind me of my trust
fund. They dangled it in front of me like a carrot—like it was the only reason | would
do anything. They didn’t know | would do anything just to feel like they were proud
of me. | wanted my dad to read the paper | wrote for AP English that | left on his
desk. | wanted my mom to take me dress shopping to go to a school dance. | wanted
to eat breakfast with both of them on a Saturday and have a pleasant conversation
about our favorite parts of the week and make fun plans for the weekend.

“I understand,” | said after a second.

“And I'm serious about that boy,” Lillian said. “You're better than him,
Camille—even if you don’t know how to act like it yet.”

My food turned to ash in my mouth.

After breakfast, | spent most of the day in my room watching movies. | texted Dusty,
but he was at work. | hoped someday | wouldn’t have to spend so much time alone.

Chapter 20

Dusty



This year, my mom and | were celebrating Christmas at the Ryders’. She'd been
doing this since my dad died six years ago, but I'd aways been gone over the
holidays. Thiswas the first year that | was home for them.

| headed over there around three. Amos always gave ranch hands the day off, so he,
Gus, and Wes worked in the morning, doing everything they could with a skeleton
crew.

When | pulled in front of the Big House, | noticed Gus's, Wes's and Luke's trucks. |
aso saw my mom’s old Toyota Highlander. But there was no sign of Cam’'s sleek
SUV.

| ignored the disappointment gnawing at my insides.

| grabbed the small bag of gifts from my backseat, and made my way down the
shoveled path to the front door. | didn’t bother knocking—just pushed open the door,
and let the warmth of the Big House envelop me.

It didn’t matter who you were, when you walked into the Big House, it felt like
home—whether you' d never been here before or had crossed the threshold countless
times. It alwayssmelled like leather conditioner and pie crust. Today, it also smelled
like alot of good food.

Voices and laughter carried down the hallway. | slipped off my coat and hung it on
one of the hooks near the door before making my way into the heart of the home.

“Take your coat off, Luke,” Emmy said. She and Brooks were sitting at the kitchen
table. It looked like they were playing cards. “Y ou’ re going to get hot.”

“No,” Brooks said.



“Please,” Emmy countered, and batted her eyelashes.

“Fine,” Brooks grumbled. He unzipped the Carhartt coat he was wearing to revea a
cream-colored fisherman's sweater, which looked exactly like the one Teddy had
given to me to wear.

“You've got to be shitting me,” Gus said from the couch. He was wearing the same
goddamn sweater.

Teddy—who was ditting on the floor in the living room doing a puzzle with
Riley—and Emmy both burst into laughter. Ada joined in from where she was
helping in the kitchen because Wes was wearing the same sweater, too.
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“You all look so cute in your matching sweaters,” Teddy said on alaugh. She wiped a
tear from her eye. “Including you, Dusty.” She waved at me. | should’ ve known to be
more suspicious of a gift from Teddy afew days before Christmas.
“Oh god, not you, too,” Gus said when he looked at me. | couldn’t help but laugh.

“I’m changing,” Brooks said, standing from the table.

“No, you're not,” Emmy said, pulling him back down. She laughed and gave him a
kiss on the cheek. “I likeit.” Brooksimmediately relented.

“It'sanice sweater,” Wes said with a shrug and slung anarm around Ada’ s shoulders.
“Good choice, sweetheart. Dusty,” he said, looking over at me, “good to see you.”

After that, there were a bunch of hellos and hugs exchanged. Amos was manning the
stove, a kitchen towel draped over his shoulder. My mom and Hank were on the love
seat opposite Gus. | walked into the living room and leaned down to give my mom a
kiss on the cheek and give Hank a handshake.

“Hi, honey,” she said.

“Hey, Mom.” | sat on the floor next to Teddy and Riley. “What’'s going on here?’ |
asked.

“It'sapuzzle,” Riley said.

“Yeah, dummy,” Teddy said. “Can’'t you tell?”



“Thanks for clearing that up,” | said. “What' s the puzzle a picture of ?”

“Rebel Blue,” Riley said. “My mom got it for Papa.”

“Amos, what soap is in the guest bathroom? It smells so good.” Cam’s voice came
from behind me, and my spine went straight. “Oh my god. Is that the same exact
sweater?’ Everyone laughed again.

She was here.

| turned around. She was wearing a light gray sweater and black jeans. | let my eyes
track down her body, even though | shouldn’t have. Her snowman socks took me by
surprise, and | smiled.

“Oh,” shesaid. “Hi.”

“Hey.” | waved. Cam swallowed and gave me a sheepish wave. When she turned to
go into the kitchen, Riley called after her.

“Mom, you were doing the puzzle with us!” | watched Cam take a deep breath, and
when | turned back to Teddy, she was fighting a smile.

| must’ve taken Cam’s spot without knowing. After a few seconds of hesitation, she
came and sat on the ground next to me. | hadn’t realized that almost everyone had
stopped talking until Cam sat down and the chatter started again.

“How many piecesisthis?’ | asked her.

“Twenty-five hundred, | think,” she said.

“We're sorting out the edges right now,” Riley told me. “Well, me and Teddy are



sorting out the edges. You and my mom can find middle chunks and put them
together.”

“Sir, yes sir,” | said with a salute and looked over at Cam, who was looking at her
daughter with ahell of alot of love.

| hoped | wasn't looking at Cam the same way.

We sat down at the dinner table a few hours later. Amos and Hank were at each end
of the table, then Riley, Gus, Teddy, Emmy, and Brooks on one side. Then, my mom
next to Hank, Ada, Wes, Cam, and me. Ours were the last two seats | eft, and based on
the wink Teddy gave me, it was on purpose.Jesus Christ.

| don’'t know what | expected—it was basically impossible for anyone at this table to
mind their own damn business. Not that | was complaining, but | worried Cam would
feel smothered or uncomfortable—especialy because everyone else at this table,
except for Amos and Riley, was coupled up.

The spread of food was amazing. Amos didn’'t know how to half-ass meals. There
was prime rib, turkey, a few different types of potatoes, stuffing, multiple roasted
vegetables, and homemade rolls with shiny golden tops.

There was chatter going on all around the table—except between Cam and me. Great.

“S0,” | said, trying to crack the tension alittle bit, “how are you liking the house?’
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She didn’'t look at me when she answered. “It’s great. Riley redly likesit. I’m excited
for when it gets warmer.”

| nodded. “You'll have to take her up the trails when the snow melts,” | said. To
anyone €else, it would've been a throw-away thing to say—Iike talking about the
weather. But to us, it mattered.

| had shown Cam every trail behind the Wilson house. When | watched a blush creep
up her cheeks, | knew she was thinking about something we shared at the top of my
favorite one.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’ve told her about a couple of them. She, um, wants to see the
rock couch.”

| grinned. “That’s agood one.”

Cam gave me a small smile in return, and my brain short-circuited enough that |
dropped a dollop of mashed potatoes and gravy on my denim-clad thigh.

“Goddammit,” | muttered, but Cam laughed, and suddenly | didn't care about the
potatoes.

Every time Cam and | saw each other now, there was always a moment of
awkwardness, which would make me wonder if we' d changed too much, if too much
time had passed. But then we'd get through it (or in this case, I'd make a fool of
myself), and we' d find that familiar sense of comfort and ease.



This was nice, this new fragile friendship we' d been building. It's not like we could
avoid each other anymore (well, she couldn’t try to avoid me like she had been); we
were sharing the same square plot of land. With every wave when | left my housein
the morning, or quick passing chat in the yard, it felt like we were finally getting used
to each other again. Ourpresence in each other’s lives was small, much smaller than it
ever used to be. But it was constant, and that felt good, after so much distance for so
many years.

In alot of ways, | felt like we were as close as we could be to being friends again. But
| didn’t know if we'd gotten there by ourselves or if we were just giving in to the fact
that our lives had begun to overlap too much for usto ignoreit. But it didn’t matter to
me how we’ d gotten there if the outcome was the same.

“Good thing you didn’t get any on your sweater,” Cam said. “Then you'd have to
change.”

“ And that would be a damn shame.” | shook my head. “Were you in on this?’

“Me?’ Cam put her hand over her heart in faux shock. “Never.” That meant she knew
| was coming, and she came anyway. That made me happy. | didn't fight the smile
that crept onto my face, and | didn't try to look anywhere but at her. It felt like
another step in the right direction, another hunk of ice thawing. “It looks good on
you, though—the color.”

“l don't know,” | said, trying to regulate my heartbeat. “I feel like the cream color
kind of washes me out.”

Cam shook her head and shrugged. “No. It looks good.”

“Thanks,” | responded, and | hoped she couldn't see my heart swell through this
stupid sweater. “Y ou, uh, you look nice, too.”



| watched the blush creep up Cam’s cheeks. | swear, that was one of my favorite
colors. She opened her mouth to respond but was interrupted by Amos scooting his
chair back from the table and standing up.

“l just wanted to take a minute,” he said, “to thank all of youfor spending your
holiday here. When Stella and | got married, Aggie made us this table that you're all
sitting at.” | looked over at my mom, whose hands were clasped under her chin as she
smiled at her old friend. “It hasn’t moved from this spot for nearly forty years. When
we first saw it, both Stella and | thought that we'd never be able to fill it with
people—it was so big, and at that time, it was just the two of us.”

“S0, today, when | look around and see this full table’—Amos scrunched his nose a
little bit—"it makes this old man’s heart feel damn close to bursting. Stella taught me
that the family you choose is just as important—sometimes more—than the one
you're born with. Everyone here is part of that family that Stella and | dreamed
about.” Amos lifted his pint glass, and the rest of us followed suit. “Cheers,” he said.

“Cheers,” everyone at the table said in unison and began clinking their glasses
together. When | clinked my glass with Cam’s, her eyes didn’t leave mine until after
shetook asip of her wine.

After dinner, everyone dispersed throughout the house—to take a nap or read or
watch football. | gave Emmy, Teddy, and Ada their presents—small leather jewelry
cases—then went to find Cam.

| found her at the back of the house—in a little alcove with big windows and a
beautiful view of the winter wonderland outside. She was sitting on the couch and
looking out the window. God, she was stunning. My footsteps faltered when | saw
her. She looked up.



She smiled at me—the same small smile she gave me at the dinner table.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey. |, um, have something for you,” | said, holding up the large canvas bag | was
carrying. “Can 1?’ | asked, motioning at the open spot on the love seat next to her.

“Oh, yeah, of course,” she said. “Y ou didn’t have to get me anything. I’'m not really a
presents girl, you know.”

“l know,” | said as | sat down next to her. But | knew Cam actually loved presents.
“And | didn’t get you anything...technically.”

Cam tilted her head and studied me, confused. “Close your eyes,” | said. Instead of
doing what | said, she just narrowed them.

“Why?" she asked.
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“Just doit.” | laughed. “ And put your hands out.”

“You don’'t have a snake or anything in there, do you?’ she asked, eyeing the bag that
I’d set between us.

| rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I've been keeping a live animal in this canvas bag all day,
just for a chance to scare you with it.”

“Y ou never know,” she said.

“Close your eyes, Ash,” | said. Cam made a big show of being annoyed, letting out a
huff, before she finally did what | asked. “Hands,” | said.

Cam put her hands out. | took a deep breath before setting her pile of giftsinto them.
“Open,” | said, and when Cam looked down, her mouth dropped open slightly.

“Oh my god,” she said as she set everything on her lap. There was a medium-size
shoulder bag, alaptop sleeve, and a padfolio—all genuine soft leather. All made, start
to finish, by me—cut, stained a deep, rich brown, and branded with a small
monogram.

| watched her drag her fingers over the surface of everything, but she stayed silent. |
started to feel embarrassed. Was this silly? Did | spend hours making things that she
wouldn’t even like or use? Was it weird that I’d made her something personal instead
of just buying her something generic and easy?

“These are...beautiful, Dusty,” she said as she examined the padfolio more closely.



“But you said you didn’t buy me anything.”

“ didn't,” | affirmed.

Cam looked at me. “Did you...did you make these?’ | nodded, still feeling shy. Cam
looked back down at her gifts. “Holy shit. These look like they cost a fortune.” She
looked back up at me. “And believe me, | would know.”

“You likethem?’ | asked.

She was earnest when she said, “I love them, Dusty.” Her hands were still rubbing the
leather and tracking the stitches. When she made it to the snap on the padfolio, she
unclasped it and opened the cover. Her smile widened. “ College-ruled paper?’

“You and | both know wide-ruled paper sucks ass.”

Cam laughed. “And this pen.” She pulled it out of itsloop.

“My mom made that,” | said. It was a skinny wooden pen with a mountain scene
carved into it. “I put a point five pen tip in there. | didn’t know if that was still your
preference, so | have some other ones, and we can changeit,” | said quickly.

“Point five is perfect,” she said. “Serioudly, thank you. This is the most thoughtful
gift.” She leaned forward—to hug me, | think, but then paused—Iike she wasn't quite
sure.

| leaned forward, too. “You started it,” | said. “Now it wouldjust be weird if we
didn’'t.” Friends hugged, right? And friends got each other presents—after all, | made

something for Emmy, Teddy, and Ada, too.

Cam rolled her eyes again, but it looked like she was trying not to smile. “Right,” she



said, so | took the opportunity to fold her into my arms. She smelled so good—earthy
and expensive. When | felt her relax against me, | felt like | was holding the world.
God, she turned me into a cliché motherfucker.

“Thisisall amazing, Dusty. Thank you.”

“You'rewelcome,” | murmured. | tried not to make it obvious that | was smelling her
hair like a creep.

“I"'m sorry | didn’'t get you anything,” she said. | didn’'t have the balls to tell her that
this was enough. Cam wasn’t moving away, so | rubbed my hands up and down her
back. She held metighter. “I didn’t know you did this.”

“Leatherwork?’ | asked.

“Yeah.”

“l picked it up in Buenos Aires.”

| let my eyes flutter closed, memorizing this moment—thinking about how | had so
many memories of her in my arms, but they were al from then. This was now.

And it was everything.

“You fed different,” she whispered.

“So doyou,” | said. “Good different or bad different?’

“Good different, | think,” she said. “More substantial.”
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“Are you saying | was scrawny, angel?’ | felt her laugh against my chest—the
vibrations made my entire body relax. | thought she hugged me tighter for a second,
too.

Right then, we heard little footsteps scurrying down the hal. “Mommal” Riley’s
voice carried to us, and Cam immediately pushed away from me.

| thought her sudden absence would make me feel empty, but | just felt normal.
Maybe empty was my normal. It wasn't the first time I’ d wondered this.

| think that’s why | came home. When you're constantly on the move, it's hard to
stay full. There's not enough time to let everything settle. | liked that when | was
younger—qgathering people, places, and experiences—enjoying them while | was
there and then moving on. | didn’t really offer anything a sense of permanence.

Over the past few years, though, it started to get to me. Everything—even the most
wonderful things—felt kind of ... hollow. But until last year, | just kept moving. It was
like inertia or whatever. | had been in motion, so | was going to stay in motion. But
when Gus called, | finally saw an opportunity to stay still, to come home.

| expected to start to feel restless at some point—to feel the desire to start moving
again. And even though | felt it a few times, it was fleeting. Especially right now,
when Cam was within reach—physically, at least.

“l can't find Dusty,” Riley said as she appeared in the entry to the alcove. When she
saw me, she grinned. “Oh. Never mind.”



“What's up, Sunshine?’ Cam asked, and Riley bounded toward us. When she jumped
onto the couch, she situated herself right between Cam and me. Cam lovingly ran a
hand over Riley’s hair.

“1 want to give Dusty his present,” she whispered to Cam—not very quietly, though.

Cam smiled. “Good idea,” she whispered back.

Riley turned to me and held out a small, balled fist. I held my hand out, and she
dropped a small loop of fabric into it.

“It's a friendship bracelet,” Riley said. “I made it.” | looked down at the bracelet. It
was different shades of blue all wrapped around each other. “My mom said blue is
your favorite color.”

“Your mom is right,” | said, glancing a¢ Cam, who looked embarrassed. “This is
badass,” | said. Riley blushed. “Thank you so much for making it for me. Will you
put it on?’

Riley nodded excitedly, like that was the best thing | could’ ve possibly said. | gave
the bracelet back to her and held out one of my hands.

“You have pretty drawings,” she said as she looked down my arm and hand.

“Thank you,” | said. “I like them, too.” Riley looped the bracelet around my wrist,
but when it was time to tie the knot, she started having alittle trouble.

She turned to Cam, who was watching the two of us intently. “Can you help me,
Mom?’ Cam nodded and took the two ends of the bracelet from Riley. Goosebumps
rose on my skin when her fingers grazed it. | hoped she couldn’t see.



Cam tied the two ends of the bracelet into a tight, neat knot. This bracelet wasn't
going anywhere.

“You know,” | said to Riley, “you and | think alike.” | reached into my pocket.
“Why?" she asked, tilting her head—just like Cam had done earlier.

“Because | made you a bracelet, too.” | pulled the small leather bracelet out. It was
the same base color as Cam'’ s gifts, but had lighter flowers carved into it to create a
two-toned effect.

Riley’s eyes lit up, and her joy was contagious. She went tograb the bracelet out of
my hand, but Cam stopped her with a“Riley,” and a quintessential mom look. “What

do you say?”’

Riley looked up at me. “Thank you,” she said excitedly. | could ve sworn she was
almost vibrating. It was cute as hell.

“You're welcome,” | said. “Can 1?7 | gestured to her arm, and Riley held it out. The
bracelet closure was a small ruby, Riley’s—and my—Dbirthstone, that went through a

loop.

“It’s beautiful, Dusty,” Cam said. When | looked up at her, she was looking at me the
way | had been dreaming she would since | came home.

So are you,| thought.

Chapter 21

Cam



| grabbed another blanket and snuggled deeper into the couch in my living room. The
house was quiet. Riley was at Gus' s for New Year’'s Eve. They invited me, of course,
but honestly, a nice, quiet evening at home felt like the perfect way to ring in the new
year—especially after the year 1I’d had.

I’d gotten a lot done today—cleaned the house, organized the library, and even
finished a few case briefings that | sent to the junior partner at my firm. Now, | was
waiting for my dinner—a one-pan chicken and veggies recipe that | made at |east
once aweek—to finish up in the oven.
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The only downside was that the house was fucking cold (and that | still didn’t have a
bed frame, but | preferred to ignore that). 1I'd checked the thermostat, and it said
sixty-eight degrees, but it felt a hell of a lot colder than that. | was layered
up—leggings, sweatpants, long-sleeved shirt, fleece pullover, and my new favorite
big warm wool socks. | was under three blankets, and | was still freezing. My nose
felt cold to the touch.

| stared at the big black hole that was the wood-burningfireplace. I'd been making
aggressive eye contact with it since the house's temperature started to drop this
afternoon. It would definitely help. At the very least, it would warm the living room

up.

But the fireplace came with strings attached—well, one string attached. A very
handsome and kind and flirty string.

Being with Dusty on Christmas was...nice. He was so kind, and | liked getting to
know the man who still had parts of the boy | used to love—maybe the most
important parts.

He still made me laugh and knew how to make me feel so comfortable—whether it
was after my not-wedding, building Riley’s bed, or around a holiday dinner table. He
made me feel at ease, and he didn’t even haveto try.

But | was aso reminded that there were years between us—years where he didn’t
stay put for longer than a season, where he went off to Buenos Aires and learned new
skills and god knows what else, and he was happy doing that. | didn’t know how
someone who seemingly loved to hop around as much as Dusty did could be happy in



one place for very long. And that made me feel unsteady.

But then there was the gift he made for me. Incredible. That handmade, genuine,
quality leather set would’ve cost thousands in a store. But he made it just for me. I'd
been using the pieces every day since. I'd probably use them for the rest of my life.
And the day after Christmas, | found a bottle of leather conditioner and a cloth on my
front porch with a note.

| forgot to give thisto you yesterday. Use this once a month or whenever your leather
is starting to look alittle worse for wear. | hope they last forever.

Dusty

But there was a big difference between acknowledging a thoughtful gift and showing
up on his doorstep on New Year's Eve and asking him to light my fire—my actual
fire, not a metaphorical one. | flopped down on the couch and covered my head with

my blankets.

Maybe | could just ask him to teach me, and then | could do it myself? Anne didn’t
have to know that, right?

Who was | kidding? | loved rules. Even the thought of not following the ones that
Anne had laid out for me gave me hives. What an annoying fucking quality to have.

| closed my eyes under the blanket. Dusty probably wasn’'t even home. It was New
Year's Eve, after all. He was probably out doing...actualy, | didn't want to know
what he was doing. What if he was with awoman? Would | care? No.

Yes.

But | didn’t have a right to care. An image of Dusty at the Devil’s Boot with some



faceless woman, grabbing her and kissing her at midnight, made my stomach turn.
God, thiswas ridiculous. | was ridiculous. It wasn’'t like he and | were anything more
than...friends. Right? | think it's safe to say we had regained some semblance of
friendship. But sometimes, it still felt like there was something...else...bubbling
beneath the surface.

| couldn’'t believe | could still feel so drawn to him. Dusty wasn’t the only man 1'd
ever loved, but | had to admit that he was the one that | compared every other love to.

And none of them ever measured up.

| used to say it was just because he was my first—that there was no way it could’ve
been as good as | remembered. It was all nostalgia and youth. And that was probably
at least partly true. But even now, Dusty still felt like...more. More than Iwas able to
understand logically. And more wasn't really an option for me at the moment—at
least, | didn’t want it to be. | was happy to have him back in my life, but | just wanted
to be able to maintain something stable and easy between the two of us.

Okay, | would look out the kitchen window, and if his light was on, | would ask him
to start the fireplace. If it was off, | would leave a note for Gus to find with my last
will and testament because | would freeze to death before morning.

Perfect.

| took a deep breath before whipping the blankets off myself and heading to the
kitchen before | could second-guessiit.

As | peered out the window, | saw a soft orange glow coming from Dusty’s little
house.

Well, fuck.



Herel go, | guess.

| slipped on a pair of snow boots that | kept by the back door, turned off the oven so |
didn’t burn the house down, since, you know, that’s exactly what | was trying to
avoid by enlisting Dusty’s help.

It wasn't until | was halfway across the snowy yard that | remembered that | was
wearing nothing, well, cute. Too late now.

I’d obvioudly seen the small house before, but I'd never been this close to it. It was
small, brown, and brick, and couldn’t be bigger than afew hundred square feet. There
was a pathway through athicket of trees from my house to his. Dusty had shoveled it.

When | got to his door, | hesitated—even though it was freezing, or below freezing,
rather. It was just afire. Thiswould be fine.

| took a deep breath before raising my arm and tapping on his door three times. The
sound made me think about when Dusty knocked on the bathroom door of the Devil’s
Boot on my wedding day. Was that really just a month ago? | wondered what that day
would' ve looked like if Dusty hadn’t rescued me. Because that’ s exactly what he did:
rescue me. Now, when | thought of that day, | didn’t think about Graham or the fact
that he didn’t show up. | thought about Dusty and the fact that he did.

He always showed up.
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The door opened a few seconds later, and | could feel the warmth coming out of his
house. | guess he didn’'t have any heating problems.

“Ash, hey,” he said. “ Everything okay?’
“Yeah.” | nodded. “I’m sorry to bother you, but...”

“Your heater is on the fritz.” He shook his head and stepped aside. “Come in. Get
warm for a minute.” | hesitated for half a second, but my chattering teeth and numb
nose made it impossible for me to say no or back ou.

| let the warmth of his house envelop me as Dusty shut his front door. My eyes
wandered as | took everything in. Right inside the door, there was a small kitchen to
the right with a half sink and the smallest oven and stovetop that I’d ever seen. His
bed was pressed against the back wall. There was a patchwork quilt covering it. At
the foot of his bed was a two-seat leather couch and a coffee table. There was a
bookshelf in the other corner, aswell as a small desk with areading lamp.

The place was pretty bare. Still it felt homey. Maybe it was because of the size—or
the temperature. | noticed that he had a wood-burning fireplace, too. It was a third the
size of mine,on the wall to the right of his bed, and it was doing its job quite
effectively.

“How long has the heater been out?’ he asked.

“Oh, um, | don’'t redly know,” | said. “It was pretty cold when | woke up this
morning, but started to get unbearable like an hour ago.”



“You've been in the cold all day?’ | shrugged, and Dusty shook his head. “Why
didn’t you come get me earlier?’

“It'sNew Year's Eve. | didn’t want to bother you.”

Dusty sighed. “ Sit by the fire for abit.”

“Can | take my boots off? | don’t want to track snow all over your house.”

“Yeah, of course. I’ll make you some tea.”

| slipped off my boots, and when | looked down at my feet, | hoped he wouldn’t
notice | was wearing his socks. Again. They were just so warm.

Dusty stepped into his kitchen as | walked toward the couch. When | sat down, |
watched him pull out an electric kettle and fill it with water. | noticed that his hair
was damp—Iike he'd just gotten out of the shower.

“Earl Grey okay?’ he called over his shoulder.

“Yegh,” | said. “Thank you.”

Dusty pulled a mug out of one of his cabinets. “I’m sorry about the heater,” he said.
“Sometimes, when it gets too cold, it starts to overwork itself and blows its own

fuse.
“When did you add HVAC to your extensive résume?’ | asked.
“Somewhere between Montana and Australia,” Dusty said. “You learn to fix alot of

random things when you’ re not quite sure what your living situation is going to look
like.”



| scanned the house again. This time, my eyes landed on the coffee table in front of
me. There was a small wooden box on top of it, maybe the size of a shoe box. It was
covered in stickers. | spotted a couple of bands, cities, and a “love your mother”
sticker featuring planet Earth.

“Are these stickers from all the places you've been?’ | asked as | reached forward
and picked up the box. A few things rattled around inside softly.

“Yeah,” Dusty said without looking at me. “I didn’t take alot from place to place, but
| always had that box, so it kind of became my scrapbook.”

“Did your mom makeit?’ | asked.

“1 made that one, actually. The workmanship is shoddy, but it did its job.” Dusty was
walking toward me now, with one steaming mug in his hand. He set it on the coffee
tablein front of me.

“What'sin here?’ | asked.

Dusty sat on the other side of the couch. “Nothing,” he said.

| gave the box alight shake. “Doesn’t sound like nothing.”

Dusty swallowed. He looked...nervous? Only for a second, though; | watched him
brush it off before saying, “ Stop snooping, weirdo,” and he reached to take the box
from me.

| pulled the box away, but one of Dusty’s hands grazed the top, and it did back afew
inches. It was full enough that a few folded papers fell out. They fell right between

Dusty and me. It felt like Slow motion. One of them landed on the couch, and | saw
“Ash” written on the outside fold.
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My heart stopped. | lowered the box slowly back into my lap and pushed the dliding
lid off al the way. It was full offolded notes. Everything was folded in a
triangle—the same way Dusty used to fold notes when he passed them to me in class.
Some looked older than others—more worn, but every one that | could see had
something in common—my name scrawled across the front.

“What are these?’ | asked.

It was so quiet in his house, | felt like | could hear his heartbeat. “Notes,” he said
after afew seconds.

“Why is my name on them?”’
“Why do you think?’ Dusty asked.

Coming over here had been a mistake—thinking | could be here without feeling
anything was a mistake.

“1 should go,” | said, putting the box on the coffee table and standing up.
“Wait,” Dusty said and grabbed my hand softly. “Don’t go. Please.” | don’'t know
what made me sit back down—maybe the pain in his voice or maybe because | was

still freezing.

But Dusty’s pain wasn't something | ever wanted to see or hear or contribute to
again.



My hand was still in his, and one of my knees was pressed against his on the couch.
“What are they?’ | whispered.

Dusty let out along, deep breath. “ Ash, even after everything went sideways, | didn’t
stop wanting to be with you. | didn’t stop missing you. Adjusting to a world without
you in it sucked,” he said quietly. The fireplace crackled and snapped.

“Even months and years later, when something happened to me or | had something
that | wanted to talk about, you were the person | wanted to tell. So | did. | wrote
notes like | used to. | told you about my jobs and my life and, sometimes, | told you
how much I missed you and how fucking annoying it wasthat you hadn’t faded from
my mind or my heart—even alittle bit. | knew I’d never send them, but | don’t know,
something about it was just...comforting, | guess.”

“Why do you keep them?’

Dusty leaned forward until our foreheads were touching. | didn’t pull away. “Because
they're al | had left of you.” | felt his breath against my face. “Do you want me to be
all the way honest, or do you want me to stop there?’

| swallowed. | knew this could quickly turn into too much too fast, but | couldn’t help
but want more from him. | wanted to hear everything about what he’d felt over the
past fifteen years. | wanted to know if he thought of me as much as | thought of him.
| guess| just wanted to know that | wasn't aone in the aftermath of us.

“All the way honest,” | whispered.

Dusty closed his eyes tight. “They reminded me that it was all real—no matter how
much time people spent telling me that we were too young or that it would never
work out.” | hated that those people were right. “The notes made you feel real. |
needed it all to be real for the pain to be worth it.”



“Was it?' | asked. My eyes fluttered closed, and | brought my hands up to each side
of hisface. He held my wrists. “Worth it.”

Dusty laughed alittle, but it sounded pained. “I’ll let you know if it ever stops.”

| could hear my heartbeat in my ears—almost like it was trying to tell me what to do
and drown out the noise from my head at the same time. My head wanted to run—to
hightail it across my yard, slam my door, and hide from Dusty Tucker while | still
had a chance. My heart? It wanted this moment to last as long as possible. It was
overwhelming—how right itfelt to be this close to him. “Does this make it better or
worse?’ | asked, rubbing my thumbs back and forth on his cheeks.

“Worse,” he said. His voice was strangled and rough.

“And if...I kissed you right now?’ | whispered, knowing that if | said it louder, I’d
lose this moment of courage.

“Worse,” Dusty said again on a shaky breath, but then said, “but do it anyway.”

| inhaled deeply—breathing him in. He smelled clean and dewy. He used to smell
like Axe, which | loved then, but | liked this version better.

| was so close to pressing my mouth against his for the first time in fifteen years.
Would it feel familiar or new?

But when Dusty leaned toward me and his eyelids fluttered closed, the heartbeat in
my ears turned into alarm bells. A flashing caution sign.Danger zone.Don’t cross.Y ou
won’'t come back from it thistime.l pulled away. | dropped my handsto my lap. “I'm
sorry,” | said. “I don’t...l want to, but I...” | didn’t really know what to say.

It was like me pulling back allowed the oxygen to reach me again. | blinked



slowly—trying to process what had just happened, how close I’d come to upsetting
the precarious balance that Dusty and | had found for something as fleeting as akiss.

“l can't...” | started, but | couldn’t finish, so | stood up quickly. “I'm sorry,” | said.
“You'reright. | don’t know what that was.”

Dusty rubbed a hand at the back of his neck. “Old habits die hard?’ he said. He was
trying to smile, but it didn’'t reach his eyes. | recognized it—the pain. Would | ever
stop hurting him? “Let’s go look at your heater.”

Chapter 22
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Dusty

Dusty:l need your help with something.

Teddy:Y es, you should get a haircut.

Teddy:Y ou're looking alittle raggedy.

Dusty: Thanks for the advice, but that’s not what | need help with.
Teddy:That’s what you think.

Teddy:What's up?

Instead of giving Teddy more chances to roast me via text, | decided to call her.
“Teddy Andersen speaking,” she said as a greeting.

| rolled my eyes, and | hoped she could hear it somehow. “Can you find out if Cam
still doesn’'t have a bed frame?’ | asked. After the almost-kiss on New Year's Eve, |
was trying to let her control the distance or proximity we had to each other. So far,
we landed right in the middle of the two. She didn’'t avoid me completely—she and
Riley brought me leftovers from a dinner they made a couple of days ago—but |
didn’t see her as much as | had around the holidays.

| didn't know what exactly made her pull back the other night. Had she just gotten
swept up in the moment? Had | freaked her out with all my stupid notes? Or was
there something that worried her, so much so that she was ready to run back into the



cold night? | mean, she had just broken off an engagement, for fuck’'s sake. She
didn’t need me falling all over her. Whatever it was, | wanted to put her at ease and
show her it was okay. Even if | had nearly leapt at the chance to put my lips on hers
again, | could still be her friend, without letting everything | felt for her get in the

way.

“Probably. Why?’

“l was at my mom'’s this morning, and she had a client commission a bed frame in
December, but she hasn’t been able to get hold of them since then. We're past the
thirty-day holding period that she enforces for pickup, so now it's fair game for
anyone who wantsit.”

“That’s convenient,” Teddy said. “That Cam needed a bed frame and your mom
happened to build one that you could give her the day before her birthday.”

“Yeah, | guessitis,” | said. | really hadn’'t thought that much about it. | told my mom
about Cam’s bed situation after | helped put together Riley’s room. Well, actually, |

told Greer, and she told my mom.

“And really lucky that the client just didn’t respond, even though a custom bed is a
big purchase.”

“Do you have a point, Teddy?’

“1 just think Aggie has avested interest in this entire situation, that’s all.”

“What ‘entire situation’ ?’

“The Cam and Dusty situation, obviously.”



“There is no Cam and Dusty situation,” | said. “My momwould do this for anyone,
you know that. She loves to give stuff away. I’'m pretty sure you have a nightstand
that got left behind by someone.”

“Yeah, but | think she'd prefer to do it for Cam.”
“Can you find out for me or not?’ If someone knew their friend needed a bed frame,
and they just happened to have access to one, they’d give it to their friend, right?

That’ s al this had to be.

“Give me ten minutes,” Teddy said and then hung up.

An hour later, my mom and | pulled up in front of Cam’s house with a deconstructed
walnut bed frame in the back of my dad’'s old truck. That was one of the drawbacks
of the Bronco—no truck bed. Luckily, Renny Tucker’s old pickup was still kicking.

Cam must’ ve heard us pull in because she came out the front door. When she saw my
mom, she beamed. Was | jealous of my mom? That was pathetic.

Aggie hopped out of the truck and made her way to Cam. The two hugged tightly.
“Happy almost birthday, honey,” she said to Cam.

“Thank you,” Cam responded. “And thank you for saving me! | am so sick of
sleeping on a mattress on the floor, but | can’t find anything | like.”

My mom gestured toward the truck. “Well, let's go see if this is your taste.” She
linked her arm through Cam’ s and started leading her my way.

“Hey,” | said as the two of them approached. “Happy birthday eve.” My heart started



kicking up dust in my chest. It had started doing that again ever since New Year's.
Standing thiscloseto her, | felt the sting of rgjection. But | kept telling myself she was
right to pull away; she had always been the smarter one. Otherwise, we could have
upset whatever careful balance we had struck, and the last thing | wanted was for her
to disappear from my life. Again.
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It just sucked that | couldn’t stop thinking about how close | had come to finding out
if she still tasted the same.

“Thanks,” Cam said with a genuine smile in my direction.Take that, Mom.| walked to
the back of the truck and pulled the tailgate down so Cam could see the bed frame. It
was stained a deep cognac and built in a mid-century style. “Oh my god,” she said.
“Thisis beautiful, Aggie. | can’'t believe that someone wouldn’t want it.”

My mom had a gleam in her eye that | couldn’t quite place. “It’s all yours, honey,”
she said to Cam. “Dusty, you can get thisinside, can’t you?’

“Yes, maam.” The bed was heavy, but | got it in the truck by myself with some
finagling and willpower, so | was sure | could get it out—especialy if Cam was
watching.

“Areyou sure?’ Cam said. “I can help.”

“No, no,” my mom said with a shake of her head. “He's got it. Why don’'t you give
me the tour of your new house?’

Cam gave me alook for assurance, and | nodded.

| watched as the two of them walked into the house, heads close together like they
were conspiring. It made my heart swell up in my chest. The love my mom had for
Cam had aways been so evident. It made me happy that they had continued a
relationship of their own, even when | wasn't around.



| broke a sweat getting the four pieces of the bed up the porch steps and into Cam’'s
room. | tried not to think about the fact that | was in her bedroom while | was putting
everything together. Luckily, it was quick work this time, unlike Riley’s bed. My
mom had built this with these sort of Lincoln Log contraptions that slid into each
other and locked into place easily—no hardware required.

When | was done, my mom and Cam were sitting at her kitchen table. It looked like
they’d pulled out a set of dominoes.

“Everything good, Dusty?’ my mom asked when she sawme.

“All good,” | said.

“See?’ shesaid. “| told you he could manage.”

“You raised a hell of aman,” Cam said with a grin. “That is the second bed he's put
together in my house with no help.”

“You helped alittle with the last one,” | said, smiling.

“Not redly,” she said. “But | appreciate you saying so.”

“Grab achair, Dusty,” my mom said. “Come play with us.”

My mom’s purse was on the chair next to her, so | had no choice but to sit by
Cam—not that | minded.

“Oh, thisis so nice,” my mom mused. “To see you two together again. Makes my old
heart happy.”



| opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. | was scared my mom'’s
comment would spook Cam, send her spiraling far away again, into the recesses of
her brain. | didn’t know how to respond, but that didn’t matter because Cam did it for
me.

“Yeah,” she said with aquick look in my direction. “It is nice.”

Chapter 23

Cam

March in Meadowlark was normally cold and dreary. This year, it was warmer than
normal—Iess snow, but aso more rain. Everything was still brown—there wasn't
enough sun to bring the earth back to life quite yet, but | was enjoying every time it
would peek through the clouds.

| was on my way to pick up Riley at Rebel Blue. It was Saturday, so she had riding
lessons with Emmy. It wasn't warm enough for outdoor lessons yet, so Riley wasin
the indoor arena, but the side panels had aready been removed, so you could see in
from outside. | parked my car at the Big House and walked over to watch. My face
was cold, but | didn’t mind. The air was fresher up here—I felt freer.

Both Emmy and Riley were in the center of the arena while Riley’s horse,
Sweetwater, was walking around them in a circle. When | got close, Emmy noticed
me and waved, but she didn’t say anything. She let Riley keep her focus, so | stayed
quiet, too.

Riley’s thick eyebrows were knitted together—watchingSweetwater's every
move—and it made me smile. We had the same thinking face. It was easy for me to
see Gus in her—honestly, it was easier to see any of the Rydersin her than it was for
me to see myself in my daughter sometimes. But that face was all me.



Emmy walked up to the horse and grabbed her halter. “Good job, Sunshine,” she said.
“Let’s practice leading, okay?’ Riley nodded and walked over to Sweetwater. “And
your mom is watching.” Riley’s head snapped over to me, and she gave me a big ol’
smile. My daughter’s smile could warm me up no matter what the temperature.

| leaned up against the fence, and Emmy walked over to me. “Hey,” she said.
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“Hey,” | said. “How’ s she doing?’
“She’'sanatural.” Emmy smiled.

“Of course sheis,” | said. | watched as Riley led Sweetwater around the arenain a
circle. They were an adorable pair. “It doesn’t hurt that she's got a good teacher, too.”

The sound of atruck caught my attention. | looked up and out in the pasture and saw
Dusty. He was standing on the back of a flatbed truck that was stacked high with hay.
It looked like he was pushing chunks of it off the back of the truck based on the way
the horses were following him.

It'd been about two months since New Year's Eve. |I'd decided that both of us had
just gotten carried away that night—especially me. The cold had made me a little
crazy.

| just didn’t want things to change between us. | was trying to be happy with what we
were without letting myself long for more.

But when it came to Dusty, I'd been secretly wishing for more for years—wishing |
could see him, wishing he wouldcome home, wishing that, one day, he would
respond to more than one of my texts, and we could talk. Now, | had all of those
things, but they came with the fear that | would lose him again.

The fear was amost dehilitating, but so was the desire to be close to him—so much
so that when it was just me alone with my thoughts, | wished | hadn’t pulled away.



Since then, though, things had been okay. It was like both of us decided to be content
with pieces of each other, so | just had to stop my mind from imagining what the
fuller picture could look like if we ever tried to put those pieces together again.

| was grateful when Aggie and he brought me the bed frame, and we had fun playing
dominoes for an hour afterward. It felt like a perfect birthday. We texted. He came
over sometimes—to check the heater, patch a leak under the sink; things like that.
Things with Dusty felt aggressively normal. We were friends...but that didn’t mean |
minded when he flirted with me a bit. That was just Dusty. He couldn’t help it. It felt
good, a little confidence boost, but even more so, it felt safe. Flirting was harmless,
And | just pretended | didn't notice the way his eyes lingered on me or the
disappointment in his face when it wastime to leave.

It was afoolproof system, if | do say so myself.

The truck was going slowly, but when | tried to see who was driving, no one was
there. “What’ s going on over there?’ | nodded toward Dusty.

“Luke and Dusty’s prized possession,” Emmy said on a laugh. “They jimmy-rigged
the engine, so when whoever is on the back pulls on a string, it gives the truck gas, so
they can do feeding with one person instead of two.”

| watched Dusty kick hay off the back of the truck, and then | saw it when the truck
slowed, his arm moved, pulling on the string, and the truck went forward again.

“Clever,” | said with anod, not taking my eyes off Dusty. God, he was pretty. He was
wearing a dark green trucker hat, brown work jacket, and worn denim jeans.

“He looks good up there, no?” Emmy said, and my eyes whipped to hers. She had a
knowing smirk on her face.



“Clementine Ryder,” | said, shocked. “I don’t know what you'’ re talking about.”
“You're blushing,” she said with a laugh. “It's good, though. | like the open staring
more than the stolen glances you two have been giving each other.” My mouth fell

open. “What?’ Emmy said. “| saw you two on Christmas.”

“l1 don't know what you're talking about. Dusty and | arefriends,” | emphasized.
Emmy let out a disbelieving snort. “Whatever, I’ m telling Brooks.”

Emmy shrugged and bit down on her lip. “I like what happens when he getsjealous.”
“Gross,” | said with an eyerall. “Go be in love somewhere else.”

“I’ve got ten more minutes of a riding lesson to teach, so will do,” Emmy said,
walking away toward where Riley was leading Sweetwater. “Plus, it looks like you're

going to have company.”

“What?’ | asked and followed Emmy’s gaze over my shoulder. Dusty was a few
paces away. Oh.

“Hey, Dusty,” Emmy said with awave over her shoulder.

“Hey, Em,” he said. “Cam.” He nodded at me.

“Hey,” | said. Why did my voice sound higher? And wasl...sweating? God, that was
embarrassing. “Happy Saturday.” Shit. That was even worse.

Dusty’s eyebrows went up in amusement. “Happy Saturday. What brings you up
here?’

| nodded toward Riley. “My weekend,” | said.



“Ah,” he responded. “ She' s good. | saw her mount earlier on Maple. She's got a good

| laughed. “1 wish | knew what that meant, but I’ll take your word for it. | don’t even
know what she's doing right now.” | didn’t know a thing about horses, but | loved to
watch them. They were majestic as hell.
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Dusty looked over at Riley and Emmy. “Groundwork,” he said. “Helps build trust
between ahorse and itsrider.” Dusty shook his head. “Emmy looks just like her mom
out there.”

| tilted my head. “Did you know Stella?’ | asked.

“Yeah.” Dusty nodded. “I took riding lessons from her as akid, so | was in the exact
same spot Riley was.”

“l didn't know that,” | said. The image of a smaler Dusty flashed into my mind,
leading a horse around the arena like Riley had done. “Emmy told me about your,
um, ingenuity,” | said, gesturing toward the utility truck.

Dusty smiled, and when he lifted up his old trucker hat to smooth his hair back before
adjusting it on his head, | could only hope | wasn't visibly drooling. Especially when
his jacket moved up on his arm a little bit, showing that the blue friendship bracelet
that Riley had made him for Christmas was still there. “It's actually super fucking
helpful,” he said.

“How do you get off of it?’" | asked. “Likeif it just keeps moving?’

“If you don’t pull on the string for awhile, she gets reallyslow, so you just hop off the
back, run toward the driver’ s side, and throw her in park.”

“1 wish | would’ ve seen that part,” | said with alaugh.

“S0 you were watching me?’ Dusty said with a smirk.



| rolled my eyes. “You know,” | said. “Someone standing on the back of a moving
truck with no onein the driver’s seat is a bit of a spectacle.”

“All | care about isthat it made you look,” Dusty said, and | felt it in my spine.

“Shameless flirt,” | said with a push on his shoulder. He caught my hand and held it
there for a second before | ettinggo.

For a second, | wished he hadn’t let go, and then immediately got frustrated with
myself.Friend, Cam,l reminded myself.This is your friend. You're just having fun
with your friend.

“You likeit when | flirt with you,” Dusty said with a smile.

“Shut up,” was the only response | could come up with. Because he was right. He'd
always seen me so clearly.

Dusty laughed alittle. “I’'m going easy on you,” he said.

“Believe me, I'm aware,” | responded. Dusty had fifteen more years of flirting
experience under his belt, and | was a little scared of what he might have learned. |
also didn’t want to think about who he' d learned it from—or with.

“Let me know when you're ready for me to dial it up,” he said with awink. My only
defense mechanism was another eye roll, and Dusty’s response was to laugh again.
My cheeks were hot, and | could only hope they weren't as red as they felt. If they
were, I’d blame it on the cold.

“So | was wondering—" Dusty started to say but was interrupted by Riley climbing
onto the other side of the fence and putting her arms around my neck for a hug.



“Did you see me leading Sweetwater, Mom?’ she asked excitedly.

“1 did.” | squeezed her back with one arm. “1’m so proud of you.”

“Did you see?’ Riley looked over at Dusty with a giant grin on her face. One side of
Dusty’ s mouth tilted up as he nodded.

“You'reanatural,” he said.

“That's what auntie says,” Riley told him matter-of-factly. “She also said | had to
wait a minute before | came over here so you guys could talk. | waited like five whole
minutes.”

In Riley time, that meant she waited approximately thirty seconds. We were working
on the whole patience thing.

| looked over at Emmy, who was close enough to hear. She had a small smile on her
face. Meddling little shit.

“Look what I’'m wearing.” Riley held out her wrist to Dusty and pushed up the sleeve
of her coat alittle. The leather bracelet Dusty had made for her was on her wrist. She
refused to take it off, which | secretly loved most of the time. It would get a little
heated at bathtime when | asked her to take it off, but when | told her that water
might ruin it, she’d allow meto take it off her for five minutes.

Dusty held out his wrist the same way, so she could see his blue bracelet. “I'm
wearing mine, too,” he said withagrin. “I loveit.”

My sassy and spunky daughter went bashful, and it made me smile. The Dusty
Tucker effect seemed to take hold of her, too. Just like her mom. She detached from
me and scooted her little feet along the fence, getting closer to Dusty. When she



swung her leg over, Dusty put a hand on her back, so she wouldn’t fall as she brought
over the other one. Instead of climbing down like she always did, she reached one
arm backto Dusty, who grabbed her with care and set her softly on the ground.

“Thank you,” she said as she looked up at him. Where did these manners come from?
Riley stepped toward me and looped her hand in mine. “Are you done working?’ she
asked.
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Dusty shook his head. “Not quite. I’ ve gotta help your auntie get the horses back to
the stables.”

“Oh.” Riley looked disappointed. “Mom takes me to the coffee shop after lessons.
Y ou could probably come if you want. She likes you.”

| looked down at Riley, mouth agape. | heard Emmy stifle a laugh behind us, and
when | turned to look at her, she shrugged with a grin.

When | turned back, Dusty’s eyes were on me. They were aight. “Next time,” he
said, not breaking eye contact with me for a few seconds—Ilong enough that | was
grateful there were only two people around to see it. When he finally broke it, he
looked down at Riley. “You did good today, kid,” he said and ruffled her hair. She
giggled. He was good with her. It didn’t shock me, necessarily, but it did make me
realize how much things had changed. Dusty felt so...steady now. When we were
together, | always knew | could depend on him, but he was also just...Dusty. He was
fun and flirty and spontaneous back then—all things | wasn't. And he was those
things still, but he was also different. | couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was
something about him now. He seemed even sturdier, unyielding, as if he was a ship
incapable of sinking. | couldn’t explain it, but | aso didn't know: Could a ship like
that stay anchored in the harbor, or would it eventually yearn to drift off toward the
open waters and new horizons?

“I’ll see you guys later.” Then he hopped over the fencewith as much grace as an
actual ballerina and walked toward Emmy, who had four horses on hitching posts at
the end of the arena.



“Bye” | said, and Riley gave him a wave as we started to walk away. | looked back
just in time to see Dusty ride out of the arena toward the stables. The horse he was on
had another horse tied to it. He looked at ease as he rode. Beautiful, even.

| sighed. Beautiful and my personal Achilles’ heel, just like he'd always been.
Chapter 24

Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

We had a test in English today—six short-answer questions and four long-essay
guestions aboutAnimal Farm.| had trouble focusing because | could feel Dusty at the
desk right behind me. | wondered what he was thinking about—probably the test,
which was also what | should have been thinking about, but | was mostly just

thinking about him.

I’d never redly experienced something like this before—something exciting and
butterfly-inducing and totally consuming.

| loved it.

| might have loved him, too, but | didn’t know for sure. Did that exist at seventeen?
Did it exist at al? | didn't know if I'd ever seen it—at |east not between two people.
My parents loved things, money, but | didn’t think they loved each other.

Or me.

| heard a chair scoot back—Dusty’s chair, | was pretty sure. Itwas confirmed when |
saw afamiliar pair of worn-out Levis and mop of blond hair making their way toward



Mr. Watson’'s desk.

Dusty dropped his test in the box on the desk before turning around and coming back
toward me—toward his desk, | mean. | tried not to look at him.

When he walked past, he dropped a piece of paper that was folded into atriangle onto
my desk, and my heart jumped a little bit. | eyed it for a second. Should | open it
now? Wait until | finished my test?

It couldn’t hurt to just take a peek...right?

| reached for the note, but before | could grab it, someone else did. When | looked up,
| was met with avery annoyed Mr. Watson. Shit.

“Passing notes, Miss Ashwood?’

“N-no.” Well, kind of. “It’ s nothing, sir.”

“You know the rules.” | did. If you passed notes, they got read in front of the class.
Oh god. | wanted to wither and die right in the middle of the classroom. If he read
that note out loud, | would. | didn’t even know what it said, but at this point, | didn’'t
want to know.

Yes, | did.

“It' s not—I mean,” | stammered. “I didn’t—"

“It'sfrom me, sir,” Dusty said. | felt him stand behind me.

| swore Mr. Watson rolled his eyes. “All right, then, Mr. Tucker. Would you like to
share with the class or shall |7’



Dusty was quiet for a second. Mr. Watson started to unfold the paper. “I haven't
stopped thinking about kissing you,” Dusty blurted out, and Mr. Watson’s face
blanched. It even took me a minute to catch up.

“1 hope you' re talking about the contents of the note, Mr. Tucker.”

“Yes, sir,” Dusty said. He took a step forward—I saw his shoe in my periphery, and
then he kneeled right next to my desk.
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“1 haven't stopped thinking about kissing you,” Dusty said again. Thistime, his gray
eyes were on mine. “I think about it al the time, actualy. | think there’s something
wrong with me.

“1 think about you when | wake up and when | go to sleep. During the day, you just
stand at the front of my brain, and | can’t shake it. When I’'m with you, | don’t want it
to end, and when I’'m not, | just want to see you again.

“Isit stupid for me to write thisin a note that I’m going to give you in English class?
Probably. But | like writing to you. | like that these are just ours...well, not anymore
obviously,” Dusty added, smiling alittle.

“l can’'t say for sure, but | think I'm in love with you.” My breath caught in my
throat. The smile on my face was big and reckless, and my cheeks burned with
embarrassment and excitement.

“I"m going to kiss you now,” Dusty said, and | nodded eagerly. He rose and took my
face in his hands before his mouth landed on mine. | forgot we were in class. | forgot
people were watching us. | forgot where | was completely.

Dusty just made me brave, | guess.

Cheers erupted around us. Our classmates clapped and whooped. | heard Chlo€'s
familiar yell.

We only kissed for a second before Mr. Watson cleared his throat. “All right, you
two, that’s enough,” he said. Dusty pulled back. He was grinning. “Mr. Tucker,



please return to your seat, and Miss Ashwood”—he looked at me—*I’d recommend
finishing your exam.”

Before Mr. Watson walked away, he handed the note back to Dusty.

Chapter 25

Dusty

After | saw Cam and Riley at Rebel Blue, Emmy and | cleaned stalls and groomed
the horses. It was too early for them to start losing their winter coats, so | didn’'t end
the day with a mouth full of horse hair, which was nice.

“So,” Emmy said as we were walking back toward the Big House—toward our
trucks, “anything new and noteworthy to report on you and Cam?’ Emmy and | had
gotten closer since | came home. We worked together alot. | was usually with her or
Gus, so basically the same person in a different font. Stubborn, hardworking,
hotheaded, kind—all qualitiesthat | liked about both of them.

“You're hanging out with Teddy too much,” | said as | shook my head. “Where's
your subtlety? Y our finesse?’

“You two dance around each other enough, so | figure straightforward is the way to
go here.”

Huh. | couldn’t really argue with her there, except for one small correction. “I don’t
dance around her nearly as much as she dances around me, you know.” Actualy,
there wasminimal dancing these days, but | was still worried that one wrong move
would spook her.

“Areyou okay with that?’ Emmy asked.



| shrugged. | hadn’t really talked about this with anyone, but | liked that Emmy
asked. “1 don’t blame her. She's had a weird couple of months, but she gives me just
enough that | can’'t help but let alittle hope dlip through al the cracks, you know?’

Emmy nodded. “Hope is good, though, right?’

“Depends,” | said with a shrug.

“On what?’

“On whether or not you're hoping for something that’s never going to happen.”
Sometimes, | wondered if I'd spent fifteen years building Cam up in my head and that
when | came home, I'd realize that.

Now that | was here, | didn’t feel that way at all. | aimost felt like the feelings | had
for her back then were just a solid foundation for the new ones to build upon.

| just didn’t know if she was standing on that foundation with me. | thought she might
be. | saw the way she looked at me. Shehadleaned in to kiss me (as | reminded myself
every night when I'd replay that moment before bed, trying to forget the moment
when she had pulled away). When we talked, it felt like she was holding herself
back—Iike she was afraid to let herself fall again. | understood it. | empathized with
it. | wastrying to be patient, but | didn’t know what to think anymore.

Honestly, it frustrated me. | was the one who had been trying to convince her that we
could be friends. But now, | wasworried I’d given her away out, a path to escape her
feelingsfor me, and she seemed hell-bent on taking it. And | felt like | didn’'t realy
have any choice but to let her.

| had pushed, and she’'d pulled away.



| already knew how this story ended.

Emmy shrugged. “I think it’ Il work itself out,” she said.

“That’s...optimistic,” | responded.

“I’m all about love conquering all these days.” Emmy laughed. “I don’t know. | just
think you and Cam are tied together in so many ways—in even more ways than Luke

and | were. You guys actually liked each other. I don't think those ties exist for
nothing, you know?’
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“Are you going soft on me, Ryder?’ | asked sarcastically. I’ d always known Emmy to
be stubborn and fierce, but | liked seeing how much she’d grown into herself since
I’d been gone. “You basically made yourself a human shield between Cam and me
when | crashed your girls night last year.” | remembered the way Emmy placed
herself protectively between the two of us. As much as it threw me in the moment, |
liked seeing that Cam had found a place and people that would protect her. Especially
if I couldn’t fill that role anymore.

“Well, she was engaged. | thought she was happy, and | didn’t need you stepping in
and fucking it all up.”

“Was she not happy?’ | asked. | didn't know anything about Cam’s engagement. |
didn’t know how she and Graham met, how long they were together—nothing. But in
the past couple months, Cam didn't seem to give any indication that she was a
heartbroken woman. She seemed...fine. Not sad, just run-down.

Emmy was quiet for a second before she answered. “I’ ve been thinking a lot about it
since the wedding day. | just...Ithink there was more to her engagement than any of
us knew, and | don’t know if she would’ ve chosen it if she didn’t have areason.”

My thoughts immediately went to Cam'’s parents. To be blunt, the Ashwoods fucking
sucked ass. They were somehow completely absent and totally controlling all at once.
They dangled money like a carrot but never approval or love or affection. As a
teenager, | don’t think | really understood how bad being in that house was for her. |
knew she didn’t like her parents, but | don’'t think | understood how detrimental it
was to feel like love had to be earned.



| think my parents saw it, though. | think that's why they aways let Cam stay for
dinner and put her report cards on the fridge. | think that’s why my dad taught her to
change aflat tire and why my mom went to her soccer games.

There were parts of Cam that | had to grow up to understand. | think | was finally
starting to do just that.

“That bums me out,” | said to Emmy with asigh.

“Me too,” Emmy agreed. “So don’t give up yet, okay?’ And with that, we went our
separate ways for the day.

When | got home, | noticed a small human playing on the rocks outside of my front
door. What was Riley doing there?

| got out of my truck and started walking toward her. She waved at me excitedly as |
got closer. “What’ s up, kid?’ | asked. “Everything al right?’

“I'm bored,” she said with a huff. “And | can’t reach the Fruit Roll-Ups in the
pantry.”

“A tragedy,” | responded. “Where's your mom?’

“She'sasleep in her office.” Riley sighed.

My spine straightened. “Is she okay?’

Riley nodded. “ She was working. | think she got tired.”



“You didn't wake her up?’

“She doesn’'t wake me up when I’'m tired.” Riley lifted her small shouldersin a shrug.
“Can you come get me a Fruit Roll-Up?’

“Yeah, kid,” | said with a nod. “Let me change my clothes, and I’ ll meet you back
there.”

“I’ll wait,” Riley said and sat down on one of the rocks. | hurried into my house and
took off my coat and whipped my long-sleeved thermal over my head before
grabbing a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie. | smelled like horses, but | didn’t want to
shower. | wanted to get Riley her Fruit Roll-Up and make sure Cam was okay.

| swung the door back open less than two minutes later. Riley popped up from her
seat on the rock, and before | knew it, she had slipped her small hand into mine and
was walking me back toward her house.

“How was the coffee shop?’ | asked as she walked.

“It was okay,” Riley said. “I tried a hazelnut steamer today.”

“You didn't like it?" | asked, based on her tone. She shook her head. “l don't like
hazelnut, either. What flavor do you normally get?’

“Vanillg,” she said.

“You can't go wrong with aclassic.”

“1 think so, too,” Riley said. “But my mom says | have to try something new once a
week.”



“That’s agood rule,” | said. “Because you wouldn’'t know if you didn't like it if you
never tried it.”

“Sometimes | like the new stuff, though, like olives. Do you like olives?’
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| wrinkled my nose. “No, not at all.”

“Teddy doesn’t, either, but my mom and dad do,” Riley said. We were close to her
house now. “So I’'m like them.”

“They’re good people to be like,” | said as | pushed the back door of Cam’s house
open. Music was playing from a speaker, and it was nice and warm. Good. The heater
hadn’t gone out again. “All right, kid. Show me where these Fruit Roll-Ups are.”

Riley let go of my hand and scampered toward the pantry. | followed her as she
pointed to awhite box of Fruit Roll-Ups on the top shelf. | reached for it and brought
it down to her level.

When Riley put her hand inside the box, she closed her eyes as she shuffled around,
and a smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. An image of a seventeen-year-old Cam
came to my mind, her eyes closed as she dug through a giant bag of saltwater taffy
after one of our hikes. She didn't know what flavor she wanted, so | told her to let
fate decide.

| said the same thing to Riley now, and she looked up at me with big green eyes.

“That’s what my mom always says!” | felt like someone had just kicked the back of
my knees. Even when we weren’t near each other, Cam appeared in so many parts of
my life. | always got ice cream in a cup with a cone on top because Cam had taught
me that you got all the benefits of a cone without all the mess. | always hit my
dashboard when | went through a yellow light because we used to pretend it would
supercharge us to make it through the intersection before it changed to red. It never



occurred to me that | would show up in her life in the same way.

Until now.

“Y ou can have one, t0o,” Riley said, and | smiled.

“Thanks, kid.” | grabbed a blue Fruit Roll-Up out of the box before | put it back on
the shelf. | watched Riley launch—literally, there was no other word for it—onto one
of the couchesin front of the TV. | wanted that kind of energy.

“1’m going to check on your mom quick, okay?’ Riley peeled open her Fruit Roll-Up
and nodded. | walked down the hallway at the end of the living room. The door to
Cam'’ s office was open, and a soft glow was coming from it—more than just the light
in the room.

When | peeked inside, | saw it was a happy light on her desk, which was piled high
with papers and file folders. | scanned the room and saw her asleep in a chair by the
window. Her hair was pulled up, and she had her glasses on. An open file folder with
papers spilling out was lying on her chest, and her mouth was dlightly open. She
wasn't snoring—yet.

| walked through the door as quietly as | could, so | could take the files off her. | tried
to keep everything in order as best | could as| set it on the floor next to her. | pulled a
blanket out of the basket by her chair—I picked the soft one—and laid it over her.

| thought for a second that maybe | should wake her, but | decided against it. She was
obvioudly tired. | could hang out with Riley—it's not like | was doing anything
tonight.

| looked at her one last time before | walked back out to the living room. It was the
most peaceful and calm I'd seen her since | came home.



As | walked out, | turned off the lights and closed the door—not al the way, but
enough that maybe any noise wouldn’t wake her up.

Riley had the TV remote in her hand when | walked back out into the living room.
“Can you help me with this?’ she said. “I don’t know how it works.”

| walked over and flopped onto the couch next to her. | held my hand out for the
remote, and Riley slapped it onto my palm. “What should we watch?’ | asked.

Riley shrugged. “What do you like to watch?’

“1 don’'t know,” | said honestly. “I haven't had a TV in like ten years, kid.”

Riley giggled. “You're old. Areyou as old as my dad?’

“Not that old,” | said. “Maybe you're just young.” | turned on the TV and started
going through the guide.

“1’m going to be eight soon,” she said. “I’m aready seven and a half.”

“You're going to be eight in July,” | said. “That’ s like months from now. My birthday
Is then, too.”

“How old are you going to be?’

“Thirty-two,” | said.

“Old.” Riley nodded.

“Y our mom is older than me, you know,” | said—only by six months, but still.



“My momisn't old,” Riley said.

“Well, she's older than me, so | guess that means I’'m not old, either.” Riley folded
her arms and rolled her eyes, and | tried not to laugh.
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“How do you feel aboutMythbusters?’ | asked as | scrolled.
“I don’t know what that is.”

“Pawn Stars?’

“I like stars.” Riley shrugged.

“Pawn Starsit is,” | said and pushed down on the enterbutton on the remote. After a
few minutes, Riley asked, “What’ s a pawn shop?”’

“It’s a place where people go to sell their stuff, but normally, they don’t get as much
money as they want or need.”

“Why?’
“Because the shops have to make a profit, and they’re usually kind of shady.”
“What's a profit?’

“Um,” | said. “It’s how people make money on stuff—like your shirt probably costs a
few dollars for someone to make and then they sell it for ten.”

“Like the clothes Teddy makes?’ Riley asked.

“Yeah, so Teddy sells people clothes for more money than it cost her to make them.”
There was a whole nuanced discussion in here about cost versus labor, but maybe



we' d save that for when she was eight. “So she can get paid for making them. Make
sense?”’

Riley nodded. “Why are people selling their stuff?’

| shrugged. “Maybe they need some extra cash or maybe they just don’'t need that
thing anymore.”

“Like a garage sale?’ | nodded. “Ada likes those. People in town have them
sometimes.”

“They do.” | nodded.
“Do we have a pawn shop?’ Riley looked up a me. Her eyebrows had knitted
together, and she had bitten down on her bottom lip. When | blinked, it was like my

vision was flashing between seeing her and Cam.

“We do,” | said after | found my footing again. “But you can only get to it from the
alley behind the diner. It doesn’t have afront entrance.”

“1 want to go there,” she said.

“I'll take you,” | responded. Dahlia, the shop owner, would probably love avisit from
Riley—especiadly if Wayne had been in with all of his scrap metal that day asking for
acool grand. “They’ve got agood vinyl collection.”

“My dad has vinyls. We could get him one.”

“We could. What do you think he would like?” | put my arm over the back of the
couch.



“Conway Twitty or Billy Idol,” she said, and | grinned. This kid was getting raised
right, that was for damn sure.

Riley scooted closer to me until she could lay her head on my chest. When she did, |
froze. | wasn't around a lot of kids. | didn’t really know what to do, so | just let her
stay there. We watched a few episodes in a row ofPawn Stars.Riley asked a lot of
questions. | had a good time trying to figure out how to answer them.

“Why doesn’'t he pay them what they ask for?”’

“Because he's gotta negotiate,” | said. “What the person asks for is just a starting
point.”

“Can | negotiate?’

“What do you want to negotiate?’ | asked, amused.

“Bedtime,” she said.

“l bet you could,” | said. “You just gotta know what to ask for—like if you want to
stay up thirty minutes later, ask for an hour.”
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“Why?’

“Because then you can knock your parents down like this guy does to his customers.”
| could almost hear the wheelsin Riley’ s head turning.

We ate a couple more Fruit Roll-Ups, and | made her asandwich when she said she
was hungry. Not long after that, she fell asleep curled into my side. Just when | was
about to join her in snoozeville, | heard panicked steps coming down the hallway.

Cam appeared a second later, looking stressed and frazzled, and like she was about to
yell. When she saw me, | brought my finger up to my lipsin a*“shh” motion, and then
pointed to Riley asleep next to me.

| watched Cam’s shoulders drop as she exhaled. “Should | take her to her bed?’ |
whispered, and Cam nodded. | maneuvered Riley into my arms and tried not to jostle
her too much. When | stood up from the couch, Cam’'s eyes were moving from
Riley’ s face to mine—like she didn’t quite know where to look, but the expression in
her eyes didn’t change. It looked alot like love.

| tried not to think about it as | moved past her. She followed me down the hallway to
Riley’s room and pushed the door open for me. When | set Riley in her bed, she
moved alittle, grabbed a stuffed horse that was next to her and pulled it close, but she
didn’t wake up. | pulled her blanket up over her and met Cam in the hallway as | shut
the door softly behind me.

“Wait,” | said. “Does she sleep with her door shut? | saw this thing a few years ago
about a house that had a fire and the door being shut to the kid' s room kept him safe,



so now | always shut doors, but | can open it if you want meto.”

| was rambling. Why was | rambling?

“It's okay. She sleeps with her door shut,” Cam whispered.

We walked back down the hallway to the living room together. “She, um, she was
waiting outside of my house when Igot back,” | explained. “ She wanted a Fruit Roll-
Up and couldn’t reach the box.”

Cam dragged a hand down her face. She looked exhausted. “I can't believe | fell
asleep.” She sat on the armrest of one of her couches. “I was doing briefs at my desk,
and | thought moving to my chair wouldn’t hurt, and when | checked on Riley, she
was going buck-wild in a couple of her coloring books.”

“It'sokay,” | said to her. “You were tired.”

“l don't get to be tired,” she said. “I don't get to fall asleep in my office—not with
my daughter here.” Cam let out a heavy sigh, and | watched the tension return to her
shoulders. “A million things could’ ve gone wrong. She could’ve tried to climb up to
reach the Fruit Roll-Ups and fallen and broken her arm. She could’ve decided she
wanted to roam farther than your house.”

“Hey,” | said and put my hands on each of her shoulders. “None of those things
happened. Y ou have a smart and thoughtful kid, Cam. She didn’t want to wake you
up. She came and got me. We watchedPawn Stars,and she fell asleep on the couch.
It's okay.”

“Youdon't get it, Dusty,” shefired back. “You're not a parent.”

“No, I'm not,” | said, “but I'm also not an idiot, so | know this isn't worth getting



worked up for.” | brought my hands to her face without thinking about it. “And next
time you're tired and you need a nap, you come get me, okay? And I’'ll come sit on
your couch with Riley. I’ve watched Riley’s village work for Gus, so let me be the
part of it that worksfor you, al right?’

Cam’s nostrils flared, but then her eyes went soft. “ Thank you—for taking care of
her. She likes you, you know.”

“I'm glad,” | said. “I hope you're still thanking me when she's trying to negotiate a
new bedtime.”

Cam gave me a puzzled look. “What do you mean?”’

“Don’'t worry about it,” | said. “Is there anything else | can help you with? With
work, or whatever?’

“No,” Cam said and rubbed a hand over her face. “I don’t want you to bore yourself
to death.”

“If it's so boring, why don’'t you do something else?’ | asked. “Maybe something
where you don’t have to work so much? Or that makes you happier and less sleepy?’
| tried to keep it light.

| watched her shoulders deflate—so much for light. “Honestly, | don't really know
where to start,” she said. “I don’t really know if there’s anything else | want to do. It
just feels easier to just do this and know that I’ ve got a secure job, eveniif | don’t love
it.”

“That feels like a really half-assed way to live, Ash, and I’ ve never really known you
to half-ass anything.”



Cam sighed and shrugged, as if she was depleted. “I didn’t mean to dump all of that
onyou,” shesaid. “I just keep waiting for things to slow down a bit, but they haven't.
And | have to see my parents next week, so I'm more keyed up than usual.”

“Why?" | asked. “Not why are you keyed up—I get it—why do you have to see
them?’ From the outside, it didn’t seem like Cam'’s relationship with her parents had
changed that much, so | wondered why she was still trying.

“They have this annual fundraising gala thing in Jackson Hole,” she said with awave
of her hand. “They raise a lot of money for childhood cancer research, so | don't
mind going. | just wish | could go...without talking to them.”

“Arethey ill...”

| didn’t finish my sentence before Cam said, “Y eah. They’ re mostly the same.”

“Anything | can do to help?’ | asked.
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Cam started to shake her head but then bit at the inside of her cheek. “Maybe...” She
trailed off for a second. “Do you...maybe...want to come with me?’

| blinked a few times, shocked that she would ask. “Oh. Uh. Y-yeah,” | said quickly.
“Yeah, I'll go.”

“Redly?’ She sounded as shocked as | felt.
“Really.”
“You'd have to wear atux,” she said.

“Sounds like a nightmare,” | responded in a chipper voice. “But maybe we can make
it less of one.”

Chapter 26

Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

Ash,

| know we' ve already graduated, but | decided I’'m going to keep sending you notes.
I’m not exactly sure when I’m going to give you this one. Maybe when you come

visit me at work today. The day is going to go by so slow waiting for you. | could just
text you, and | probably will, but | dunno...I like the notes. | like that they feel



special and that they feel like ours, you know?

Anyway, this note has a point.

My parents are going out of town for their anniversary this weekend, and Greer is
staying with a friend. And for the first time, probably ever, | don’'t have to work on
Saturday or Sunday. Think you can get away long enough to spend some time with
me?

Check yes or no, and bring this back to me before Friday—with snack requests. I'm
also going to (try) to makeyou dinner. No promises it’ll be any good, though. | hope
you'll love me anyway.

| love you,

Dusty

When | pulled into Dusty’s driveway, it was just after six. My parents got me a car
for graduation—a sporty BMW three series that had more buttons than | knew what
to do with. | liked the car. | was grateful for it. They said I'd need it when | went to
Vanderbilt this fall, which was probably true, but it came with one giant stipulation: |
wasn't allowed to see Dusty.

To say my parents didn’t approve of our relationship was the understatement of the
century, but | didn't care. As far as they knew, Dusty and | broke up when we
graduated. What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. It wasn’'t my fault that my dad
was out of town and my mom would get home from the country club late enough that
she'd assume | was aready in bed. Being with Dusty was worth everything, so
risking my car to see him felt like the easiest thing in the world.

What did a car matter compared to somebody | loved?



Especially because we didn’'t have much longer together—at least in Meadowlark. |
wanted to spend every second with him. He was leaving for guide school in Montana
right after his birthday.

God, I loved him so much. When | thought about both of us leaving, my heart sunk so
low that | felt an echo in my chest when | breathed.

| shook those thoughts out of my head and got out of my car.

Dusty must’ve heard the car door shut because next thing | knew, he was walking out
the front door, kissing me on the cheek, and taking my duffel bag from me. | was
going to stay for the whole weekend.

“Hey, angel,” he said as he pulled me close. “1 missed you.”

“1 missed you, too,” | said. Now that school was out, | didn’t see Dusty every day. He
worked a lot—trying to save up money. | visited him when he worked at the diner.
He would get me a chocolate shake or a blue raspberry rainbow, and | would read
while he worked. But | didn’t get to see him on the days that he worked at the grocery
store or Rebel Blue.

| took my time taking him in. He was wearing a pair of faded blue jeans and a worn
white T-shirt. It had holes in it, a few peppered along the neckline. It looked perfect
on him. When | was with Dusty, my head went quiet in the best way possible—like
there was nothing | was dealing with that couldn’t wait until tomorrow. | aso felt the
most like myself around him. | didn’t have to be so...clenched, | guess.

It was freeing and wonderful, and | wanted to feel thisway forever.

When we got inside, Dusty dropped my bag to the floor and brought his lips down on
mine. | wondered if | would like kissing as much as | did if | wasn't kissing Dusty. |



didn’t have any other experience to compare it to, but | didn’t think | would. His
tongue swept inside my mouth, and | gripped his shirt.

Soon, my back was pressed against the wall right next to the front door. One of
Dusty’s hands was on my waist and the other was on the back of my neck—both
holding me to him. My hands ran up and down his chest, getting lower every time |
brought them back down.

When | reached the top of his jeans, | slid each of my pointer fingers inside of the
waistband of his briefs.
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“Whoathere, angel,” he said against my mouth. “Slow down.”

“We've been going slow,” | said. “So, so, so slow.” Not to be dramatic, but | felt like
I’d been trying to get into Dusty’s pants for awhile. He made me feel safe and
respected and loved. | wanted this with him.

We'd done other stuff, and so far, it had al been amazing. But every time we got
close to dliding home, Dusty stopped us—Ilike he was doing now. When he stepped
back, his eyes looked wild, and I’d sufficiently mussed his hair. His expression was
kind of ... pained?

| felt the insecurity creep up my body, and | folded my arms over my chest. | looked
down at the floor. “Do you...” | started. “D-do you not, um, want to...with me?’ |
finally managed to get out. As soon as | said it, | felt like crawling into the deepest
hole | could find and burying myself alive. | couldn’'t look at him, so | slid my back
down the wall until | was seated on the floor. | put my head on my knees and
wrapped my arms around my shins.

“Ash,” Dusty said softly. “No.” His voice was soft, but close, which meant he had
met me on the floor. “Look at me, angel.”

| shook my head, embarrassed. “Ash,” he said more firmly. “Look at me. Please.” |
let out asigh. | couldn’t refuse him, so | lifted my gazeto his.

“l want you.” His gray eyes were glued to mine. “I want you so bad—in all of the
ways. | love you, and | want to be close to you like that. I'm ready to be close to you
like that.”



“So why won’t you?’

“lI know we don't like to talk about it, but I’m going to Montana next month, and
you're going to college in the fall,” he said. “I don’t want to have sex with you and
then leave afew weekslater.”

“But you're not leaving me,” | said. “You're just leaving. We're going to stay
together. We'll talk all the time, and we'll visit each other.”

Dusty swallowed. “I know,” he said. “And I'm so glad about that. | just...l love you
so much, and | want our first time to be special.l don’t want you to fedl like I'm just
going to like...hit it and quit it.”

A laugh bubbled out of me. It was loud and free. “Hit it and quit it?’ | said between
inhales.

Dusty’s mouth tilted. “Y ou know what | mean,” he said. “I respect you and shit, and |
need you to know that and feel that, okay?’

| pushed up on my knees, so Dusty and | were face-to-face. God, he was so good. |
studied him for a second: his eyebrows that were a few shades darker than his hair,
the silver ring through his right nostril, the tiny scar underneath his left eye that he
got from running into the corner of a table when he was little. “I love you, too,” |
said. “I know what | am to you, Dusty. The fact that we're going to be apart for a
little doesn’t change that—not for me.”

“Not for me, either,” he said softly.
| put my hands on either side of his face. “Okay, then,” | said and then kissed him

again. Less urgently thistime. | let my mouth linger on his as the heat started to build
between us again. His hands roamed over my body and mine explored his.



“Wait,” he said and then pulled away again. “Before we go too far, | need to show
you something.”

| huffed impatiently. “Y ou're areal mood-killer, Tucker, you know that?’

He laughed alittle before he stood and brought me with him. “I think you' re going to
like this,” he said. He looped his fingers through mine and started pulling me toward
the back of the house. When we reached the back door, he said, “Close your eyes,”
and | gave him alook. “I’ve got you.”

| rolled my eyes dramatically before squeezing them shut. Dusty grabbed my other
hand, so he was holding on to both of them now.I heard the back door open, and he
carefully guided me outside. | took a few steps until | felt the ground beneath my feet
change from cement to grass.

“Okay,” Dusty said. “Open.”

When | opened my eyes, | couldn’'t believe it. It looked so dreamy back here. Dusty
had used a couple of sheets and rope to create an open tent-like structure using the
branches of the big oak tree by Aggie's workshop. From what | could see, it looked
like every pillow and blanket in the Tucker household was inside of it. There was a
picnic blanket with snacks on it, too.

“Oh my god, Dusty,” | said on agasp. “Thisis beautiful.” When | looked over at him,
he was grinning wide.

“Look that way,” he said, nodding toward the back of the house. When | did, |
noticed another white sheet hanging on the back of the house with a small projector a

few feet behind it. | couldn’t believe he did all of this. It was perfect.

| started pulling him toward the blankets inside the tent, and the two of us flopped



down onto them as soon as they were within reach. Then we were kissing again. | had
my hands on his face and my leg hitched up around his hips, using everything | had to
pull him closer to me.

One of his hands dlid into the back pocket of my jeans and brought the middle of our
bodies together. | gasped.

| started kissing his neck. | had left Dusty with a visible hickey more than once, but |
didn’t care. “Areyou sure?’ he asked. His voice was breathy and strained.

“Yes,” | said with a small bite where I'd been kissing him. He groaned, and | felt
powerful. “Areyou?’

“Yes. Yes. Yes,” hesaid quickly. “1’ve never done this before.”

“I know,” | said. “Neither have |.” | liked that | was going to be his first and he was
going to be mine. My last, too. | knew it.
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Then he rolled himself on top of me. When his gray eyes landed on mine, | felt like
we were the only two people in the world. The affection in his gaze made it hard to
swallow.

“If you change your mind, you have to tell me. We have to talk to each other, okay? |
don’t want to hurt you.”

“Okay,” | said. My voice was choked up with emotion. | didn’t know where it came
from. He kissed me again, slower this time. | put my hands under his shirt and dlid it
up his back. He broke away from our kiss to pull it al the way off. God, he was
beautiful.

And hewas all mine.

We went slowly. And when our bodies were joined, Dusty put a hand on my cheek
and looked straight into my soul. “I’ll love you until we're dust, Camille Ashwood.”

Chapter 27

Cam

With the number of butterflies in my stomach, you would' ve thought | was about to
jump out of a plane or off acliff—not that | was about to attend a fancy-ass gala with

my high school boyfriend and current...friend.

“That dress is amazing on you,” Ada said through my phone screen. We were on
FaceTime—Riley was on her lap. Ada and Wes were taking Riley for the night. It



was technically my weekend, and I'd asked Gus for a lot since the not-wedding and
the move.

| hated the mom-guilt that | felt for spending half of the time that | got with my
daughter away from her. Knowing my parents, they probably planned this timing of
the gala on purpose.

“What do you think, Sunshine?’ | pulled this dress out of the back of my closet. I'd
never worn it before. |1 bought it when | thought I'd be married and attending this gala
with my husband. It was a stunner—satin, cobalt blue, one shoulder, and clung to my
body until mid-thigh.

“You're aknockout,” Riley said, and | laughed.

“Where did you hear that?’ | asked. She absorbed every little thing.

“Dad saysit to Teddy.” She shrugged.

“And it works here, too,” Adasaid. “How are you feeling?’

“Good,” | responded and held two different earring options—one in each hand—up
to the screen: one with a teardrop diamond and the other with two small diamonds
and a sapphire in the middle. Both Ada and Riley pointed to the sapphires, so | put
themin.

Adaarched adark brow at me. She wasn’'t afan of my one-word answers.

“Are you and Dusty going on adate, Mom?’ Riley asked out of the blue.

My eyes widened. “U-um,” | stammered. “No, Sunshine, we're not going on a date.
Dusty and | have been friends for along time,” | said. Adarolled her eyes and looked



like she was fighting a smile.

“Oh,” Riley said. | couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like she...deflated a little bit?
“I like Dusty.”

“Metoo,” Adasad, and | gave her alook.

My doorbell rang—saved by the bell. “I’ve got to go, Sunshine. Have fun tonight,
okay?’

“I will. Uncle Wes said we're making s mores and that Loretta could sit by us.”
Lorettawas Wes' s bottle calf from last year. Riley was obsessed with her.

“1 love you, Sunshine. I’ll see you in the morning.”

| hung up the phone. | shot off a quick text to Dusty, telling him to come in and that
I’d be out there in a second.

| slipped on a pair of nude slingbacks and checked my hair and makeup for the
thousandth time. | loved getting ready—doing my own makeup and hair, spending
time on myself. For my hair, I'd gone with a full blowout and then did my best
attempt at some soft old Hollywood waves. | pulled my hair back on one side—the
same side that my shoulder was exposed on—and | loved the way it looked.

| took one last look in the mirror, but before | walked out of my bedroom, | realized
that | hadn’t put my necklace on. | quickly grabbed it off my dresser—I’d put it on in
the car—and grabbed my clutch.

Dusty had his back to me when | walked toward the entryway. He was looking out
the window—there was till a decent amount of snow, but the sun was breaking
through more and more every day.



Half of his blond hair was pulled back into a bun at the back of his head. His broad
shouldersfilled out his suit perfectly and when he turned, | lost my breath.

A lock of hair that was too short to be pulled back fell down the side of his angular
face. Without his hair down, his eyes were even more striking than usual. | watched

them drink mein.
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He brought a hand to his chest—the one with the rose tattooed on it—and his mouth
dropped open alittle bit. “You look...” He swallowed, and | tracked the movement of
his Adam’ s apple. “God, you look stunning, Ash.”

Dusty’s voice was aimost awestruck, and it made me want to run and hide but also
bask in it.

“Thank you,” | said, running my eyes up and down his form. On further inspection,
he wasn't wearing just a suit—it was a tux. | didn’t think he’d actually wear one. He

wasn't atux sort of guy. “You, too—where d you get atux?’

Dusty flashed me agrin. “I’m full of surprises.” He saw thenecklace in my hand and
nodded toward it. “ Do you want me to put that on?’

“l don’'t think it goes with your outfit,” | said.
Dusty reached out, and | tried to dodge him, but he softly flicked my nose.
“Smartass,” he said. “Give it here,” he said with a palm out. | dropped the necklace

into his palm, and he used the other hand to motion for me to turn around. | did.

After amoment, | felt Dusty’s fingers on my shoulder, moving my hair to one side. |
remembered him unzipping my wedding dress afew months ago.

He always seemed to show up right when | needed him.

Goosebumps rose on my skin as his fingers dragged across it, and | had to fight the
shiver vibrating through my spine. | closed my eyes and basked in his featherlight



touch.

| felt the necklace at my throat, pulled taut as Dusty fiddled with the clasp. My breath
caught, and | tried not to let the room go sideways. Once he'd gotten the clasp
fastened, he dropped the necklace, and it found the proper place on my neck. | didn’t
move for amoment, and neither did he.

When | turned around to face him, he said, “You're beautiful, Ash,” and | rolled my
eyes, trying to regain the playful mood. Suddenly, Dusty gripped my chin firmly.

“Don’t do that,” he said. “Don’t hide from me. | want to see you.”

| should've tried to pull away, but | didn’t. Instead, | let my eyes grab hold of his, just
like his hand held my chin and refused to let go.

His eyes moved over my face like he was memorizing me and this moment, then
they’ d come back to mine every few seconds. | was helpless when his hands were on
me, so we stood in my entryway, and | let him see me.

“You're beautiful,” Dusty said again. “ So fucking beautiful.” He leaned forward, and
| waited for my brain to go into fight or flight, like it had the last time we were this
close. But it didn’t. It welcomed him into my space—it wanted him there.

“W-we should get going,” | stammered out. One of the corners of Dusty’s mouth
lifted.

“We should,” Dusty said. “Where are your keys?” We were taking my car—Dbetter
gas mileage, and probably more reliable, but don’t tell Dusty | said that about his

Bronco.

| fumbled with my clutch and somehow was able to get my keys out, and Dusty



gently took them from me.

“Oh,” | said. “I candrive.”

Dusty looked at me like that was ridiculous. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Let’s get you
acoat and then we'll go.”

| grabbed a long wool coat from the hall closet, and Dusty helped me dlip it on.
Apparently, | couldn’t do anything by myself when he was around.

| didn’t mind.
| kept the entryway light on, and we went out the front door, which Dusty locked, and
then he led me to my car with a hand on the small of my back. He opened the door

for me and made sure | was inside before shutting it.

When he crossed the front of the car to get to the driver’s side, | watched him through
the windshield and came to the same conclusion that I’ d come to over and over again:
He was beautiful, too.

“Ready?’ he said when he got in the car.

“Ready,” | responded. And with him, | might actually be.

It took us alittle over two hours to get to the venue in Jackson. Dusty and | talked the
whole way—about Riley, Rebel Blue, getting the yard ready for spring, a porch
swing, Fall Out Boy’s evolution into emo dads—that sort of stuff.

We were in a heated debate about the merits of Nicolas Cage's filmography and



whether or notNational Treasure Threewould ever happen. Dusty took the turn into
the lodge where the event was being held. It was a log cabin—style building—rustic,
timeless, and grand.

When my car rolled to a stop, silence fell over our conversation. | felt the weight of
who we' d find inside creep back onto my shoulders.
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“S0,” he said after a minute, “is it true that this place won an architectural award for
their bathrooms?’

| couldn’t help but laugh. “What are you talking about?’

“Bathrooms,” he said with a smile. “I heard they have backlit white onyx and gold-
plated sinks.”

“They do,” | supplied. “ The bathrooms are actually annoyingly gorgeous.”

“Annoying,” he repeated, and | gave him a small smile. | knew what he was
doing—Iifting the weight again. “Are you sure you want to do this?’

“No,” | said honestly, but | was hoping this might help change my parents' opinion of
me. Maybe they’d see that | was fine. | didn’t make it down the aisle, and everyone
survived. | still had a good job, and | lived in a house | loved. | was happy. Maybe
they’ d see that was more important than their expectations of me.

Even though | wasn't quite happy—not yet. But | thought that | could be.

“You don't have to do this,” Dusty said. “We can go hit up a middle-class chain
restaurant instead.”

| shook my head. “1 have to,” | said, and when | looked over at Dusty, | thought | saw
him physically bite his tongue. | knew how he felt about my parents. | didn’t need to
hear it right now. They would probably think | brought him to piss them off on
purpose, but | didn't. I brought him because even though | could do this alone—I



could do everything alone—I liked that | didn’t have to.

“Okay, then,” Dusty said. “Let’s go check out these bathrooms.”

Chapter 28

Cam

The inside of the lodge was beautiful. It was gorgeous on a normal day, but tonight, it
was sparkling. White and red rose flower arrangements, frosted glasses, and bubbly
champagne. The Ashwoods spared no expense—they never did.

Dusty checked my coat for me and then returned to my side. “Do you want a drink?’
he asked, and | nodded. He grabbed two flutes of champagne off a tray as a waiter
passed by. | watched the waiter give Dusty a double take. The tattoos on his neck and
hands were the only ones visible at the moment, but that was enough for him to stand
out—plus the long hair and the nose ring.

Dusty didn’t seem to notice, though. His eyes were just on me. “What do you think
your parents will think when they see me here?’ He took a sip of champagne and
placed his hand on the middle of my back.

“They’ll live,” | said, taking a shaggy breath, as if trying to convince myself. Dusty
was what got me here, so for that, they should at least be kind of grateful.

“1 love to see that spine, Ash...and feel it,” Dusty said. His hand dipped alittle lower
just as | took a sip of champagne, which was not great timing, because it caught in
my throat, and | started to cough.

“Easy there, killer.” Dusty laughed. He took the champagne flute out of my hand and
set both of our glasses on atable. “Dance with me.”



This time, when he stretched out his hand, | took it and let him lead me to the dance
floor.

The song was a simple waltz, but | didn’t expect Dusty to know that, so | just put my
arms over his shoulders so we could step and sway to the music. But Dusty took one
of my handsin his and placed the other on my waist before he started leading us.

“Y ou know how to waltz?’ | asked.

“Full of surprises.” He grinned, and | let out a shocked laugh. He was a little fumbly,
but mostly, he was good—more than passable. “I used to watch YouTube videos
when we were in high school,” he said. “I remembered you saying that you had to
dance whenever your parents had or went to an event, and | wanted to be
prepared...just in case | ever got to go with you.”

“You mean in case | ever forced you to come with me?’
Dusty shook his head. “No. You're a privilege, Cam. Being in your presence is a
goddamn honor.” | looked over his shoulder instead of at him. What the hell was |

supposed to say to that?

“1 can’t believe you did that when you were so young...for someone who wasn't even
asurething,” | said.

| felt his shoulder shrug under my hand. “Y ou’ ve always been a sure thing to me,” he
said softly.

“Dusty...” | trailed off. “You can’t talk like that.”

“Like what?’ he asked.



“Like we re more than what we are,” | said.

“1 think you’ re going to have to enlighten me then,” he responded. “What are we?’



Page 64

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 3:24 pm

“Friends.” | sighed. “We'refriends. Aren't we?’

“Ash, | tried friends. | really did. But friends don’'t feel the way | do about you,” he
said as he pulled me even closer to him. Our bodies were touching now. “Or the way
you feel about me.” | could feel his breath on my face. “I' ve waited half alifetime for
you, Cam.”

Dusty breathed me in. “And | would wait a whole one if | thought | had to, but here
we are. Together. No distance, no timing, no ring...nothing is keeping us apart.” Our
dancing had slowed and the song had changed, but we were still out on the dance
floor. Dusty used his finger to lift my chin, gently this time. “Except you,” he
whispered.

| refused to meet his eyes.Except me.

“So | need you to look at me, Ash.” It was like my eyes couldn’t help but give in to
him. “And | need you to tell me why.”

Because I’m not the girl you fell in love with. Because | don’t even know who | am.
Because loving you is the bravest thing I’ ve ever done, and I’ m not brave anymore.

Because | can't take the pain of losing you again.

“Well, isn’'t thisa surprise.” My mother’s voice cleared our bubble, and | instinctively
pulled away from Dusty—jputting more distance between us than just physical. | tried
to pretend | didn’t see his face fall, but he quickly steeled his expression. | tried to do
the same.



“Hi, Mom,” | said as | leaned in to give my mother a kiss oneach cheek. “You look
beautiful.” And she did. Lillian Ashwood was dripping in understated beauty. She
was wearing a floor-length silver gown that was impeccably tailored to her slender
frame, and a diamond choker that my father gave her for one of their earlier
anniversaries, and matching earrings.

“You look...” She surveyed my appearance. | was used to this perusa and
instinctively tried to brace myself for whatever was coming. “ Comfortable” was what
she settled on.

“Camille,” my father said next to her.

“Dad,” | said as | looked over at him. | looked most like him with my dark hair and
features and my height. He ignored me. His eyes were shooting daggers at the man |
was with.

“Mr. and Mrs. Ashwood.” Dusty nodded. No pleasantries or good-to-see-yous, not
between these three.

“Interesting to see you here, Mr. Tucker. | don’t think you were on theinvite list,” my
father said. “Y ou don’'t quitefit in.”

“And thank God for that,” Dusty said. “I’m Cam'’s plus one.”

With that, my parents started to strategically shepherd us to the outer space of the
room—off the dance floor and into the shadows—where they’d always preferred to
keep me. As we walked, Dusty’ s hand found its way to the small of my back again. |
focused on that feeling—channeled everything | had into his touch on my spine.

“You didn’t tell us you were bringing anyone, dear,” my mother said. Her voice and
face were tight. “There are afew lovely bachelors here tonight that | think you should



meet.”

| felt my shoulders sag.

My dad didn’t say anything. He was still sizing up Dusty.

“Please...not right now,” | said asfirmly as| could, but it was meek at best.

“Not ever, actually,” Dusty said. Hisjaw was set.

“Thisis none of your concern,” my father responded.

“Cam is my concern,” Dusty said. “She always has been.” Right then, a waiter, who
either didn’t notice the tense posture of our quad or didn’t care, held atray up for us. |
reached out to take something off it. | didn't even know what it was—I just needed

something to do with my hands.

“That’s fried, Camille,” my mother chimed in. “Best to wait for something else to
come around.” My hand stopped midair, and | brought it back to my side.

“You are a piece of work, Lillian,” Dusty said, and | went al the way still. “You
always have been.”

“1 beg your pardon?’ my mother said as she brought her hand up to her chest. Aghast
was theword I'd use.

“l can’'t believe | ever thought that it would just be better, easier for Cam to try to
ignore your bullshit. | guess | was young, stupid. But I’m not anymore. I’ ve changed,
but you haven't, and I’'m tired of seeing the way you tear this woman down and
saying nothing about it.”



“You have no right to talk to us thisway,” my father said. | could practically see the
steam coming out of his ears.

“No, Rutherford, that’s where you' re wrong. It’'s you that doesn’t have aright to talk
to me or Cam or any other person that way,” Dusty said. The arm around my waist
pulled me closer to him.

“Now you listen.” My father put his pudgy finger in Dusty’s face, but Dusty cut him
off.
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“No, | think I’'m done listening. | know Cam is. Y ou have an incredible daughter, and
both of us have better things to do thanlistento the two of you any longer.”

Dusty grabbed my hand and started walking away. “Camille,” my mother said—I
could tell she wanted to yell, butshe didn't want to attract attention. “Camille
Montgomery Ashwood, you do not walk away from us.”

Dusty looked at me. His eyes danced.Say something,they pleaded. With him, maybe |
could be brave again.

“Tonight, | do,” | said back. | heard my mom stomp her foot, but | didn’t care. All |
cared about was Dusty’ s laugh as it drifted back to my ears.

| didn’t know where we were going, but | let him lead me. We rounded a few corners,
went down aflight of stairs, and down a hallway.

“Where are we going?’ | asked. With the amount of adrenaline coursing through my
veins, you would think that | had just jumped out of an airplane—not said something
mildly defiant to my parents.

“To check out some award-winning architecture,” he responded. Then he pushed
open adoor and pulled me in behind him.

When the door shut, Dusty pressed me against it. It was darker in here—not pitch-
black, but dark enough that my eyes needed a second to adjust. | blinked a few times.
There was some light in here, coming from a counter.



Backlit white onyx.

“I’m sorry about that,” he said. He was closer to me than he’d been in along time.

“No you’'renot,” | breathed.

Dusty grinned. “No, I’'m not,” he said, and then he kissed me, like really kissed me.
His hands were in my hair, pulling my head back to give him all the leverage he
needed to dominate my mouth. | held on to hiswrists and tried to keep up. “1 told you
I’d get you out of there—like | always do.” he said.

Soon, there was an arm wrapped around my waist, hoistingme up, and my legs
wrapped around Dusty. | pulled my mouth away from his and started kissing his jaw
and then his neck. When | reached the base of his throat, Dusty whimpered.

“Angel,” he breathed, and it hit me right in the chest. | missed that. | missed him. |
missed us. “Maybe we're getting carried away.”

“Maybe,” | said against his skin, but | didn’'t care. | licked my way back up his neck
and found his mouth again. He bit my lip, and | groaned. Dusty’s hips rolled into me,
and | groaned again. “God,” | breathed.

| lost track of time. We could’ ve been in there for five minutes or five hours when |
made the move to push off Dusty’ s tux jacket, and | felt the air shift. It started to buzz
and tremble around us.

Dusty pulled me away from the door. | wrapped my legs tighter around him, and my
dress hiked higher up my hips as he carried me to the glowing counter. Before he set
me down, he pushed it all the way up, so it was bunched at my waist, exposing my
thin black panties. When my bare skin hit the counter, | gasped into his mouth.



His hands gripped my thighs so tightly it amost hurt.

“Angel,” he moaned. “We can’'t do this. Not here.”

“Yes we can,” | said, looking up at him. He brought a hand up to my face, brushing
my lower lip with his thumb. He was looking at me like | was the only thing keeping
him tethered to the planet—nbut also terrified | might suddenly disappear.

| held his hand to my face for amoment before | sucked his thumb into my mouth.

“Fuck,” he gritted out and then kissed me again. Hard. “ Are you sure?’ he asked.

“I'msure,” | said. “I"'m always sure with you.”

“l promise | didn’t bring you in here for this,” he said against my mouth. | laughed a
little.

“Sure,” | said sarcastically, even though | believed him. “Now stop talking.” | moved
my hand to cup him through his pants to emphasize my point.

“Point taken,” he groaned and kissed me again. One of his fingers skated up the
inside of my thigh, and | knew | was wet for him. When he reached my underwear, |
gasped. “Should | take these off or just move them out of the way?’ Dusty asked. His
voice was low. “Decisions, decisions.”

“Better make onefast,” | breathed.

Dusty stopped what he was doing and put a hand on my neck; his thumb pressed into
the bottom of my chin. “I’ve been waiting for this for over a decade, angel,” he said.
His other hand pushed my underwear to the side. “I don’t want to do anything fast
with you.” He dragged a knuckle up my center, and | inhaled sharply. His grip on my



neck tightened at the same time he pushed afinger inside of me.
“Oh,” | gasped.

“Beautiful,” Dusty murmured as he looked down at me. “Fucking beautiful,” and
then his mouth was on mine again. His tongue worked inside my mouth while his
finger worked inside of me. My breath got faster, and my body started to move of its
own accord.
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When he dlid a second finger inside of me, my head fell back on a moan. “That’'s
right, angel,” he said as he licked and sucked at my neck. “Let me hear you. Don’'t be
shy. You never were before with me.” His thumb pressed on my clit, and | didn’'t
recognize the sound that came out of my body.

“Dusty,” | panted, and he bit down on my neck.
“Again,” he growled against my skin. “Say it again.”

| clutched at his back, trying to grab on to his shirt to steady myself. “Dusty,” | said
again.

More. | wanted more. | spread my legs wider.

| felt it when Dusty’s mouth left my skin, but | didn’t have time to wonder where it
went because when | brought my head back up, | saw him drop to his knees, pull me
to the edge of the counter, and then his mouth was back on me. | was lost to the
sensation of it all—of the ways he felt familiar and new all at once. It was like my
body remembered him and reacted accordingly.

He used one of his hands to keep my underwear out of the way as he licked up my
dlit. | watched with rapt attention as he devoured me with his mouth and fucked me
with hisfingers.

The sight of him, with my legs over his shoulders and his eyes closed in pleasure,
made my hips buck. “Oh my god,” | panted as his fingers went in and out of
me—their rapid but steady pace felt so different from the languidness of his tongue,



and | couldn’t get enough. | didn’t even register the sounds | was making or the way
my body was writhing. | was just focused on him. | stared at Dusty between my legs
until pressure started to travel down my spine.

“Dusty...” | moaned again, and my eyes rolled back. | couldn’t tell if | was shaking
or if it was the world around me, but something was definitely falling apart. Dusty
put pressure on my clit using the pad of his tongue before he sucked my clit into his
mouth, and | broke apart.

| wasn't used to this. The way my body fell apart under Dusty’ s touch felt foreign and
wonderful. Not that it hadn’t been incredible before, but there was something to be
said for being older and wiser and more experienced.

And he kept going. He didn’'t let up—forcing me to ride thewave of my orgasm. He
made it last—wringing every ounce out of me. When | finally came down, Dusty’s
mouth was «till on me, and it felt like too much. | needed something
different—something more. | wanted him inside of me.

“Dusty,” | panted. “I can’t—" | stumbled. “—No more, please,” | gasped.

Dusty lifted his head from between my legs slowly and grinned up at me. “ Sorry,” he
said, even though he didn’t sound sorry at all. “1’ve missed...doing that.”

“Noted,” | breathed.

As he rose from his knees, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and if |
wasn't already seated, | probably would have collapsed.

“You're, um...” God, why couldn't | make my voice sound normal? “You're
gtill...very good at it.” That felt like a stupid thing to say. “l1—I mean—"



Dusty kissed me then, stopping my idiot blabbering. It was soft and tender and made
me feel like | was a puddle on the floor of this very beautiful bathroom. “I’ve been
waiting a long time to get my mouth on you again,” he whispered darkly. “And I'm
nowhere close to done.”

| wrapped one arm around his neck and pulled him closer and used my other hand to
try to unbutton his pants.

A knock at the door startled both of us out of the kiss. “Anyone in here?” a man’'s
voice called. | dapped my hands over my mouth and started to giggle.

“Occupied,” Dusty called back. When his eyes met mine, he shook his head and
started to laugh, too.

He pressed his forehead to mine, and | felt him breathe mein. “Let’s get out of here.”
Chapter 29

Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

Before | met Dusty, | never would have entered any sort of tattoo shop. But now, here
| was, sitting next to him while he added more ink to his arm. This one was a creepy-
looking moth with skulls on it near his shoulder. | already loved it. | loved everything
about him.

The hand attached to the arm that wasn’t getting tattooed was resting on my thigh. |

thought he would tense up or something, but he didn't. He was relaxed. Sometimes
his eyes were closed, and sometimes they were on me.



Both of us were trying not to think about the fact that he was leaving in a week.

The artist working on him was an older guy named Shannon who was covered in
tattoos. He even had the words “OLD SCHOOL” tattooed around the back of his
head.

“What if | got one for you?’ Dusty said out of nowhere.

| looked at him questioningly. “A tattoo?’
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“Yeah.” He nodded.

“That's...um...”

“Permanent.” Shannon finished for me.

“Yeah,” | said, nodding at the tattoo artist. “ Permanent.”

Dusty shrugged with one of his shoulders. “So are we.”

Even though he was leaving, | couldn’t argue with that. We felt permanent. | thought
that would scare me, but it didn’'t. It made me feel like | could take on anything as

long as | had Dusty.

“I'll get one, too,” | said, amost without thinking. | thought once the words were out
of my mouth, I’d want to take them back. But | didn’t.

“Seriously?’ Dusty said after afew seconds.
“Serioudly,” | said. “We' re permanent.”
“Oh lord,” Shannon said under his breath.
“What do you think?" Dusty said.

“l think it's stupid,” Shannon said as he worked. | felt my shoulders fall a little.
Maybe it was. “But sometimes the stupid things push us forward, so if you want 'em,



I’ll do’em.”

My heart started to pick up speed. Was | really going to do this? When | looked at
Dusty he was grinning, and that’s when | knew the answer. Y eah. Yeah, | was.

| grinned back at him.

“Any ideas, Shan?’ Dusty asked, but his eyes were still on me.

“No full names,” he said. “I still haven't figured out how to cover up or change
Betty’s name on my arm.”

“Betty from the diner?’ | asked, shocked. Shannon nodded, and Dusty and | both
burst into laughter.

“Hold still, kid,” he said to Dusty. “I’m almost done.”

“Sorry,” Dusty said, still laughing, and then he turned to me. “What if | got an A for
Ash?’

“FeelsalittleScarlet Letter,don’t you think?’ | said.

“But it works because we started passing notes in English, and we readThe Scarlet
Letter.” He smiled earnestly, his eyes sparkling. How lucky was | to find a man like
him, a love like this, so early? And how was | supposed to be thousands of miles
apart from him? How was | supposed to say goodbye?

“Where will you get it?’ | asked.

Dusty brought his right hand up to the side of his neck and tapped at it with his
pointer finger. “Right where you like to kiss me.”



Less than an hour later, Dusty had two new tattoos, and | had my first one: the letter
T on my hip. For Tuck or Tucker or Dusty’s full name. It didn’'t hurt as bad as | was
expecting. Plus, the pain didn’t matter. Now | had a symbol of the mark Dusty left on
me. Forever. | was changed now...and | knew | never wanted to go back.

When | looked at it in the mirror after we were done and before Shannon covered it to
heal, I’ d never felt more beautiful or more powerful or more me.

“Dusty,” | said as we walked toward his car, hand in hand.

“What' s up, angel?’ he asked, and | pulled him to me, careful to avoid the cling wrap
and gauze on his neck. When | looked up at him, | felt resolute.

“1 want to go with you,” | said.

“Where? Are you hungry? Do you want to go get something to eat?’
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“No, Dusty. | want to go with you to Montana. Next week. Take me with you.”
Chapter 30
Cam

When Dusty and | grabbed our coats and ran out the gala doors, we were met with a
wall of faling snow. The flakes were huge, and | could barely see in front of me.
There were at least six inches piled up in the parking lot. Dusty pulled me closer to
him and used the arm around my waist to lift me into afireman’s carry.

“Those shoes you' re wearing won't make it through the snow,” he said. | let my head
fall back with alaugh, and my feet kicked involuntarily.

| tried to look forward, but the snow got in my face, so | looked up at Dusty instead. |
looked at his sharp jawline, and his Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed. | wanted
to memorize how he looked right now—this close to me. | used one of my hands to
push down the white collar of his tux so | could see the entirety of his “A” tattoo. |
pulled myself closer to him so | could kissit again.

“Ash,” Dusty breathed when | did.

“l forgot how much | loved this,” | said as | kissed it again. Dusty groaned, and |
watched hisjaw flex.

“1 didn’t,” he said. He managed to keep hold of me as he reached into his pocket and
grabbed the keys to my car. | heard it unlock. | reached out to open the door, and



when | did, Dusty set me carefully inside.

“You have four-whedl drive, right?’ Dusty asked. One of his hands was on my hip,
and the other was on the side of my neck.

“Obvioudly,” | responded. “We live in Wyoming.”

“Smartass,” he said and then kissed me quickly—Ilike he would do it a million more
times. It felt so natural, but the effect it had on me was anything bui.

| brought my hands up to his suit jacket and held him to me for a second. He let me.
He didn't ask me why—just stood in the snow while | sat in the car and let me
breathe him in—Ilet me imprint this moment in my brain. When | let him go, he
flashed me a smile. “Put your seatbelt on, angel.”

Whatever bubble we were in right now, | didn’t want it to pop.

Then he pulled back and shut my door softly. | did what he said. When he got in the
car and started it, he reached over and turned my seat warmer on for me before
grabbing the snow brush out of the backseat and getting back out to clear the car off.

| watched him through the windows as he cleared them. | didn’t know if anyone else
had ever cleared my car off for me. | had gotten used to doing it myself—just like
everything else. For a second, it scared me, how easy it would be to get used to
this—to have someone turn my seat warmer on and clear off my car, who could drive
when | didn’t want to.

Did | want that? | always thought that if | could take care of myself and my daughter,
if I never had to depend on anyone, then I'd never run the risk of disappointing
anyone, either. | was sick of feeling like such a disappointment, at least in the eyes of
my parents. But | had to admit: It made me feel extremely lonely sometimes. What if



there was a different way? A way that allowed me to share the load, to give up full
control every oncein awhile?

When Dusty got back in the car, he shook the snow out of his hair and rubbed his
hands together before grabbing one of mine. The two silver rings on his hand were
ice cold, and | loved the way they felt against my skin.

“Ready?’ he asked, and | nodded—qgrateful again that he was here. | hated driving in
the snow. | should probably be used to it after all thistime, but it still scared the shit
out of me. But when | looked at Dusty, he was calm and in control of the car.

“Can you check the weather alerts for the highway?’ he asked. “Honestly, | would be
shocked if the canyon isn’t closed.”

“1 think we should just get a hotel,” | said. “Even if the canyon is open, | don’t think
it's safe to go all the way home tonight.” | pulled out my phone and searched for
hotels nearby. “Is that okay with you?”’

“Uh, yeah,” he said. “If that's okay with you.” | kept scrolling as Dusty started
driving closer to town. There wasn't anything around the ski resort, and it would
probably take us at least thirty minutes to get farther down the mountain toward some
sort of civilization.

“What have we got?’

“Nodicesofar.” | let out asigh. “There don’t seem to be any good options.”

“Have you tried, you know, just looking out the window for a neon vacancy sign
through the snow?’

| actually laughed out loud at that. “Yeah, no,” | said. “That’s not for me.” Neon



signs did not usually match up with my preference for crisp white bedsheets and
fluffy robes.

Dusty chuckled and shook his head. “You know...there's a motel like ten minutes up
theroad. | bet we might have some luck there.”

| groaned but when | looked up from my phone and saw what the road ahead of us
looked like—a total whiteout—I relented: “Okay.”

“l promise it’s not bad,” Dusty said. “Probably one of the nicer places I’ ve stayed in
my life.”

“Y eah, but you’'re not fussy like me,” | said.
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“l don’t think you're fussy,” Dusty responded. “You know what you like and you
have preferences.”

“So you don’t think I’'m asnob?’ | asked.

Dusty shot me a quick grin before his eyes were back on the road. “I didn’t say that,”
he said. “But | just happen to like your version of snobbery, | guess.”

He seemed to be chewing on something in thought before he spoke again.

“Speaking of snobs...what was the deal with your parents tonight?’ Dusty asked.
“They were trying to set you up? | mean, clearly they were not happy to see me, but
to try to show you off like you're some sort of piece of meat in the marriage mart
seems alittle old school...even for them.”

“l don’'t want to talk about it,” | said. My go-to answer for anything and everything
having to do with my parents.

“No,” Dusty responded immediately. He sounded more frustrated than he did a
second ago. “We're not doing thatanymore. | need you to talk about it. | need you to
talk tome.” Hisvoice cracked, and | felt like | was two feet tall.

| took a deep breath. At least he was driving, so | didn’'t have to look at his face.
Maybe it was time for meto talk about this—and talking to Dusty seemed to be easier
than talking to anyone else. “A couple of years ago, | was thinking about what |
wanted for Riley and her future, and | met Graham pretty soon after that. We had a
lot in common when it came to our parents—they weren’t very present in our lives,



but they tried to be very present in our decisions. We didn’t, um, click...romantically,
but when we went to this event together that both of our parents were at, they were
thrilled. As soon as my dad saw me with Graham, | think wheels started turning about
how this could benefit him. Graham said the same thing about his dad.

“And both of us had the stipulation of parental approval for partnersin our...um, trust
funds. So we just kind of fell into this weird relationship where we both knew we
were using each other, but we were okay with it, because it was the first time either of
us had gotten any peace from our parents.” After our confrontation at the gala,
though, | was realizing that | created a lot of the noise that | felt around my parents.
Everything | did was informed by my efforts to avoid their disappointment or
criticism. If | could stay close enough to the lines of what they deemed appropriate,
they’d leave me alone. | could keep them at a safe distance. And if | did something
they actualywanted,like align myself with a suitable man who could benefit their
financia future, | thought I’d get even more than that—I thought | might be able to
finally make them happy. Maybe | could replace al of theirdisappointment with
something better. But, of course, | should have known: I'd never actually be able to
make them happy. So when Graham brought up getting married, it seemed like a
good idea. And | decided to seize the opportunity to ensure some sort of inheritance
from them for Riley—more than enough money for college and a nice nest egg.”

| glanced at Dusty’s hands on the steering wheel out of the corner of my eye—they
clenched the wheel harder.

“So we got engaged. Things were fine. Both of us felt...okay. Maybe not happy, but
content, at least.”

“But he called off the wedding.”

“He met someone,” | whispered. Someone who made him realize that the chance at a
full life was worth more than a guarantee of a half one.



“So you were going to get married to someone you didn’t love so your daughter
could have some money?’ Dusty asked. His tone was sharp, and it cut me.

He made it sound so simple, but it wasn't. “Y ou wouldn’t get it,” | said defensively.

“Explain it to me then,” he said. “Because, you're right, | really don’t get it. It's not
like you're Riley’s only parent. It’s not like Gus doesn’t have money. | get that the
Ryders don’t have Ashwood money, but they’re stable. Riley was aways going to be
taken care of because of that.” Dusty turned off the highway.

“1 wanted to take care of her, too,” | said. “And | didn’t have anything then. | decided
to put law school on hold for a while when | got pregnant, and then for the first few
years after Riley was born, | needed to focus on learning how to be a mom. So |
just...l didn't want to be a burden to the Ryders. Ifelt insecure about the fact that |
had just gotten plopped into this family that cared for me right away; | was...just
preparing for when the other boot would drop.”

“But now you do just fine. You became a lawyer—you make good money. Even if
you fucking hate it. Even if Gus wasn't in the picture, Riley would be okay.” His
deep voice rumbled in frustration.

“I don't hateit!”

Dusty scoffed.

“I’m sorry, but why are you mad?’ | asked.

“Why am | mad?’ he parroted back. “I’'m not mad. I'm pissed. I'm pissed that after
al these years, you still don't seem to see yourself clearly. I’'m pissed that your

parents imprinted this ridiculous idea on you that love has to be earned and not just
freely given. I'm mad that you were going to settle for alife you didn’t love because



it was more convenient for you. And I'm pissed that you, of all people, would think
your daughter needs all the things that you had. | was there, Cam. Y ou had everything
that money could buy and you still weren’'t happy. Riley has support. She has
security,andshe has an army of people who would do anything for her.”

“l wasjust being practical,” | said defensively.

“Fuck practicality,” Dusty said softly. Too softly. It was eerily cam after his
outburst, and | felt the familiar ache of the past fifteen years push its way back into
my bones as Dusty maneuvered my car into a snow-covered parking lot. He cut the
engine before the car was all the way in park.

Then he got out of the car. | expected him to stalk away, but he didn’t. He walked
around the front of my car, opened my door for me, and picked me up out of the
car—still not lettingme trudge through the snow even though | could feel his anger in
his tense shoulders.

We walked inside a dimly lit lobby that smelled just left of normal. As soon as we
were in, Dusty set me down and walked ahead. There was a woman at the front desk
with jet black hair and a septum piercing. The only noise | could hear was the faint
music leaking out of the headphones she had on and her chewing her gum.

The woman looked up when we got to the front desk. Her nametag said “Mal.” She
did a double take at the sight of Dusty.

“Hi,” he said. “Do you have two rooms for the night?’ | don’t know why this request
slapped me so hard across the face, but it did.

“Um.” Ma scrambled for her computer. “We only have one room available for
tonight. The snow pushed a lot of people off the road,” she said. | saw Dusty’s
shoulders roll back and down in frustration. Mal looked past him and saw me. She



looked between the two of us—probably sensing the tension. “But it’s got two beds,”
she said.

“That’sfine,” Dusty gritted out.
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“Great,” Mal said. “I just need some information from you.” | listened as Dusty listed
off hisfirst and last name and gave Mal hisdriver’slicense. “Cash or card?’ she said.

“Cash,” Dusty responded and pulled his wallet out of the inside pocket of his tux. |
watched him pull out a hundred and put it on the counter. Mal slid akey across it at
the same time.

“You're going to be in room forty-eight,” she said. “You can go out the back door
behind me. The walkway is covered, soyou don’'t have to worry about the snow. Y our
room is going to be toward the right, nearly at the end of the walkway.”

“Thank you,” Dusty said as he swiped the key off the desk. He looked back at me and
gave me a nod before walking toward the back door. | followed. When we got
outside, | went to walk on the outside of him, but he put a hand on my waist and
gently pushed me to his other side, farther from the elements—as if making sure |
was safe. We walked in silence.

When we got closer to the end of the walkway, | started looking at the room numbers,
until 1 saw ours. The four was metal, but it looked like the eight had fallen off.

Dusty put the key in the doorknob and pushed it open. He let me go in first. He was
right—it wasn't bad at all. It was rustic, with flannel quilts on the beds and wood-
paneled walls, but it was also clean and cozy.

“I’m going to raid the vending machine,” Dusty said, his voice still hard. | hated it,
and | hated that it was directed at me. “Get us some waters and some snacks. Any
requests?’



My stomach growled at the mention of snacks. “If they have those little powdered
donuts, | want those,” | said. Dusty didn’t respond. He just nodded and left me alone
in the motel room.

| sighed as | flopped down on one of the beds and slipped my shoes off. Dusty’s
words rang in my head over and over again, banging on the sides of my skull like a
drum. | couldn’t deal with that right now.

| got up, walked to the back of the room, and turned on the light in the bathroom,
which was also surprisingly clean and nice-looking. Thank god. | needed a shower. |
turned on the water before walking back out to the bed. | slipped off my coat and dug
through my purse.

You'll never catch me leaving my house without these five things. a makeup wipe,
contact lens solution, a claw clip, some sort of moisturizer, and at least eight
Chapsticks and lip balms. Right now, | wasimmensely grateful for that.

Back in the bathroom, | slipped my dress off—thank god it was a side zip. | put my
hair up and stepped into the shower, letting the warm water cascade down my body. |
rubbed at my shoulders and held my face under the stream of water.

| tried to empty my mind. Well, | tried to push everything | was feeling into a little
compartment that | could shut and lock. That's where | kept everything about
Dusty—shut tight and locked away. Out of sight, out of mind.Just like his little
wooden box.Goddammit.

But Dusty was no longer out of sight. He was here. With me. And he took up every
spare part of my mind.

| didn’t know how long | stayed in the shower, but once my skin was an angry shade
of red from the hot water and it was hard to breathe from all the steam, | turned the



water off, got out, and wrapped myself in atowel.

When | opened the bathroom door, steam billowed out. Dusty had returned from his
vending machine run. There was an array of snacks set on top of the mini
fridge—including mini powdered donuts.

The man himself was lying on the bed. He had taken his suit jacket and shirt off, and
he was bare-chested with his hands behind his head on the pillow. It was the first time
I’d seen him with his shirt off as an adult. His chest and stomach were just like the
rest of him—toned and smattered in tattoos. The dagger that stretched from a few
inches above his belly button to his sternum caught my eye. His eyes were closed.
When he heard me, he sighed before blinking them open.

“1 want to talk to you,” he said without looking at me. His eyes were on the ceiling.

“Okay,” | said softly.

“And | need you to talk back.” He looked at me thistime, and | watched his eyes give
me a once-over. | padded over to the other bed and sat on the edge of it, facing him.

“Okay.”

“I"m sorry for raising my voice at you,” he said.

“Youdidn't,” | sad.

“But | got mad,” he responded. “1 just...For the past year I’ ve been trying to keep my
distance from you because you were engaged, and | didn’t know | could actualy be
friends with you without wanting something you couldn’t give. It just hurt, | guess,
knowing that you were picking somebody you didn't even love over...well, over
me—over even being my friend.



“And I’'m so fucking mad at you for thinking that was all you deserved.” | looked
down at my barefeet. | didn’t know what to say to that.

“What am | to you, Ash?’ he asked. “And if you say that we're just friends, | swear
to God, I'm going to make Mal find me another room—I don’'t care if | have to sleep
in the same bed as arandom trucker.”

“l don’t know,” | said honestly.

“What do you want me to be?’

“l don’'t know,” | said again. Thistime, | wasn’t honest, and he must’ ve heard it.

“1 don’'t believe you,” he said. “Try again.” His eyes were on me, and they showed no
sign of letting up. This was the first time he’' d pushed me—really pushed me—since

we startedbeing in each other’s lives again. He was the only one who knew how and
whento doit.
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| sighed. | couldn’t run from him, and | didn’t really want to. Not again. | met his
gaze, and for the first time in years, | unlocked the little box in my head, and | was
totally and completely honest with myself. “Everything,” | whispered. “| want you to
be everything.”

His eyes stayed on mine as he got off the bed and kneeled in front of me. His hands
were on either side of my thighs. “I’m ready for that,” he said. “Are you?”’

“No,” | said honestly. “But | think—I think I’'m getting there.” | saw something flash
in his eyes: hope. Dusty laid his head on my lap, and | brought my hand up to stroke
his hair and the side of hisface without thinking about it.

“1 missed you,” he whispered. “I loved traveling around the world, Ash. | really did.”
His hands on my thighs squeezed them a little tighter. “I loved meeting new people
and seeing parts of the world that teenage me could only dream about in this small
town. | loved sleeping under the stars and listening to cowboy poetry and getting
stupid tattoos.

“But most of al, | love that at the end of it, | got to come back here. To you.” But
would he stay?He nuzzled his nose into my bare thigh.

“Dusty...” | breathed. He lifted his head and looked at me. | held his face in my
hands. “Y our tattoos aren’'t stupid,” | said, and the grin that stretched across his face

could’ ve powered me for weeks straight.

“Doyou...” He swallowed nervoudly. “ Still have yours?’



“Yeah,” | whispered. “1 do.”

“Can | see it?’ he asked. | nodded, and both of us stoodfrom the bed. It felt like
someone had cranked the heat up in the room. Before | lost my nerve, | dropped my
towel, and Dusty’s eyes wasted no time in darting to my left hip. Right next to the
bone, asmall, black “T” in the same font asthe “A” on his neck.

| couldn’t tell if he dropped to his knees again on purpose or if it was the sight of it
that did him in, but now he was eye level with my tattoo. | felt his thumb brush over
it as he stared at it in disbelief. The sound that |eft his throat was somewhere between
agroan and awhimper as he brought hislipsto it. He kissed and licked and sucked at
it as | knotted my fingersin his hair.

“Get back on the bed,” he said against my skin.

“Which one?’ | asked on a breathy laugh.

“Mine,” he said on a growl. “I want you in mine.” He stood and gripped my waist,
turning me so my back was toward his bed before lifting me up and tossing me onto
it. A shocked laugh came out of me as my back hit the mattress, but it got cut off by
Dusty getting on top of me and sealing his mouth to mine.

It was intentional, slow, and hungry. He kissed me like he was starving but wanted to
savor every last bit of hismeal.

“1 missed you,” he said against my mouth. “I missed you every day.”

| gripped his shoulders. “I’m here now,” | said. “We're here now.” He kept kissing
me slowly. He moved from my mouth to my cheeks to my neck and chest—tasting
me. | felt the tip of histongue and the edge of his teeth. He hadn’t even put his hands
on me, and | was already gasping underneath him.



He pushed up on his hands so he was hovering above me.His eyes dragged down my
body, and it felt just like histongue. “Y ou’re so beautiful,” he said.

When we were in the bathroom at the gala, things were going so fast. We were so
frenzied and hot that | forgot that my body was something | was usualy self-
conscious about—when | was naked, at least. | waited for the doubt to creep in—after
al, my body had changed completely since he'd last seen it, because I'd carried a
whole-ass baby in it—but it didn’t show up.

When Dusty told me | was beautiful, | believed him.

“So are you,” | said. | looked up at him, at his inked arms and chest. | traced the
dagger on his sternum with my fingers, and he closed his eyes. His nostrils flared. “I
want to know all about these.”

“We have time,” he said and then he was kissing me again. Dusty was the one who
taught me how much | liked kissing, and damn, did | still. Mostly him, especialy
him.

One of his hands started to wander—across my collarbone, down the side of my
abdomen, to my thigh—while the other kept him hovering above me. He touched me
reverently, like he couldn’t believe | was here with him.

| couldn’t believe it, either. But | wanted more, so | dragged my fingernails down his
spine and grabbed his hips. | tried to tug on them so they were flush with mine, but he
stayed steady.

“Don’'t rush me,” he said against my ear. “| want to spend all night worshipping your
body—Iearning all of the things | don’t know about it and remembering all of the
thingsthat | do.”



“Can you at least do that with your pants off?’ | breathed.

Dusty lifted his head from where he was kissing my neckand looked down at me. He
brought his hand to the side of my face and brushed his thumb over my bottom lip.
“Open,” he said, so | did—always the rule follower. He pushed his thumb into my
mouth, and | immediately bit down and sucked on it. A growl came from Dusty’s
throat. “I’m not a fumbling teenager anymore, angel, and when | tell you | want to
take my time, I’m going to take my time, and you’ re going to love it. And then, when
you're ready, | want you to take what you want. | want you to take everything from
me that you’' ve missed in the last fifteen years, yeah?’

He pulled his thumb out of my mouth, so | could answer. “Yeah,” | breathed.

“That’smy girl,” he said, and then he kissed me again. Harder thistime, and when his
hand found the wetness between my legs, my back arched, and | moaned under him.

“1 have acondom in my wallet,” he said.
“Were you hoping to get lucky tonight?’ | asked playfully. Dusty’s tongue went

inside my mouth at the same time one of his fingers went inside of me, and | went
boneless on a moan.
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“1 always feel lucky with you,” he said. “But no, it’s been in there for awhile. I'm all
clear, though.”

“I have an IUD,” | said. “But...” | trailed off, suddenly nervous and shy. Dusty
caught on immediately. He rolled on his side and pulled me with him so we were
facing each other. | instinctively hitched my leg up around his thigh.

“But what?’

| felt a blush creeping up my cheeks. I’d never said this to anyone before—I wasn’t
usually vocal at any point in the bedroom. At least not since Dusty. “I don’t want you
to comeinside of me,” | whispered. “I, um, | don’t want any more babies.”

Dusty paused for a second and looked at me thoughtfully.“Y ou got it, angel,” he said
and kissed me again. “Thank you for telling me that. | want you to tell me stuff like
that always, okay? Can you do that for me?’ | nodded, but Dusty said, “Words,
angel.”

“Yes” | said. “I'll tell you.”

“Thank you,” he said with his mouth on mine. He kissed me for a while—exploring
my mouth with his tongue and my body with his fingers. | was so turned on, and my
hips started moving of their own accord whenever hisfingers got close to my center.

| brought my hands to his waist and started unbuttoning his pants. He let me. | looked
down when | pushed them down his hips and saw his cock straining against his black
briefs. “Still abriefs man?’ | asked.



“Some things never change.” | heard the smile in his voice. He helped me get his
pants down and off him. Then | took them from him and threw them across the room.
His laugh rumbled through me. “ That was aggressive. | likeit.”

“1 want you” is how | responded. With my fingers knotted in his hair, | pulled him to
me again. Our bodies were flush, and it wasn't enough. | wanted to be closer to him. |
wanted it all.

Dusty’s finger slipped inside of me again, and both of us moaned. | moved my hips
against hishand. “That'sit,” he said. “That’smy girl.” Another finger, another moan.
More kisses, more teeth.

My hips moved faster, and Dusty kept pace with his fingers. “God,” | groaned.
“More, Dusty. Please.” He pulled his fingers out of me, but before | had time to miss
them, he gripped my ass and rolled me on top of him. | gasped at the contact | made
with his hard cock.

| sat up and let my head fall back and grinded against him.”Oh, fuck, angel,” he said
through gritted teeth. “That’s right. I’'m yours. You've spent too much time giving
yourself to others. Now take what you want. Take it from me. Grind on my cock.” |
moaned at his words. | didn’t know | liked that. “God, you're beautiful, Cam. | love
the way you look right now.” | looked down at him. His arms were flexed as he
gripped my hips, and his jaw was tight—Ilike he was focusing hard on something.

“l can feel how wet you are through my briefs,” he said as he tilted his head back.
“God damn.”

Between the rhythm I’'d found, the stimulation on my clit, and Dusty’s words, | was
close to coming for the second time tonight, and | wanted it. | wanted it so bad. “Can
| come like this?’ | asked.



“You can come however you want, angel. Keep going. Keep riding me.” My breath
picked up, and | started to feel afamiliar squeeze at the base of my spine. “That’s it,
baby. You're so close, aren't you? | can fedl it. Fuck.”

“Yeah,” | whimpered. Dusty’s grip tightened on my hips as their movement became
more sporadic and jerky. The squeeze in my spine got more intense as it moved
lower. “Oh my god,” | moaned. “Oh my god, oh my god.”

“That's it, baby. That'sit.” | fell forward so my hands were on either side of Dusty’s
head. | could barely hold myself up as| came. My body shook, and | closed my eyes.

When | opened them, Dusty was looking up at me like | was the most beautiful thing
he'd ever seen. | didn't have a chance to take it in before he flipped me on my back
again. He stood and pushed his briefs down his legs, and his dick sprung free, and
then he was on me again.

“1 want to be inside you,” he said. | reached down andgrasped his dick. When my
hand made contact, Dusty swore through gritted teeth. | guided him toward my
entrance.

“I'mready,” | said. “l want you. Please.”

“You had to throw in the please,” he said with a breathy laugh. “Such a good fucking
girl.” When the tip of his cock dlipped inside of me, both of us gasped. He went

tortuously slow. | tried to lift my hips, but he held them down—taking his sweet time.

“You feel so fucking good,” he said, and my back arched on a moan. “That’s it,
angel. | can't wait for you to take every inch of me.”

“l want to,” | said. “Please, Dusty. Faster.”



Instead of doing what | wanted, Dusty pulled all the way out of me, and | let out a
frustrated huff. “What did | say about rushing me?’

“Tonot,” | huffed.

“That’sright,” he said as he started pushing inside of me again. God, it was too much.
“Look at me, Cam. | want to see you.”

| met his eyes, and the affection in them would' ve melted me into a puddle on the bed
if 1 wasn't aready liquid. | felt so many things at once—turned on, frustrated,
adored—I amost couldn’t handle it.

He pushed farther inside of me, and when he was fully seated, we both felt it. He
collapsed on top of me for a second with a groan. “l just need a second,” he said.
“Give mejust a second.”

| trailed my fingertips up and down his spine. | felt goosebumps rise in their wake. |
would give him as long as he needed. | loved this. | think | still loved him, but |
couldn’t fully think about that yet. Not now.
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When he started to move inside of me, he pushed up on his arms again. He thrusted in
and out of me slowly, with one hand on the side of my neck. The cool metal of his
rings pressed against my neck made me shiver, and we both moaned as he moved.
Fuck, we were loud. | didn't know what time it was, but | felt bad for the people in
the room next to us.

| kept my eyes on him the best | could, but every once in a while, they would roll
back. When they did, he would lean down and kiss me, reminding me that he wanted
my eyes on him.

“That’sright,” he said. “Don’t hide from me.” His hips picked up the pace, and | tried
to match him thrust for thrust. The noises that came out of him were obscene. |
wanted to memorize them—to listen to them over and over again. “You're doing so
good, angel. Y ou’ re doing so good for me.”

His words cascaded over me like hot water. | pushed my hips up into him, trying to
meet in the middle.

Dusty whimpered. “Fuck, baby,” he said. “You’ ve gotta warn me if you're going to
do that. Oh my god.” Seeing how he reacted made me feel powerful, so | kept
going—kept meeting him thrust for thrust. “Just a few more and then I’ll pull
out—just afew more, okay?’

“Yes,” | moaned.

“Where do you want me, angel? Tell me whereto go.”



“On my stomach, please. | want to feel you.”

“Fuck, there you go again.” His thrusts became more sporadic as he lost control. He
sank his teeth into his bottom lip and gasped. His moans and gasps got higher and
more frequent—Iike he was barely in control. “Good god, woman,” he groaned as he
pulled out. He took his hand off my throatand grasped his length. He gave it one hard
jerk before | felt warmth all over my stomach.

| watched his face as he came, the way he heaved and gasped. God, he was beautiful.
His arms shook as he held himself above me. When his eyes met mine after a minute,
they were hooded and dazed.

| moved my hand down to my stomach and dragged a finger through the mess there
before bringing it back up to my mouth and tasting him.

“Fuck,” he gritted out and then brought his mouth down on mine. “You are so
fucking hot.” He kissed me for a while, until both of our breathing slowed. “Wait
here,” he said and then got off the bed. | heard water running in the bathroom.

| stared at the motel ceiling, trying to process what had just happened, but my brain
was fried. | was just...content. Happy, even. When Dusty returned, he cleaned me up
with care before getting in bed next to me and pulling me to him.

He held me close and moved his hands gently up and down my spine as | laid my
head on his chest. “You did so good, angel,” he said with a kiss to my forehead.
“You're perfect. You're so fucking perfect.” | wrapped my arms around him
tight.Perfect.l knew nothing or nobody actually could be perfect, especially not me.
But with Dusty, | felt pretty closeto it.

“l missed you,” | whispered, finally getting brave enough to say it in the dead of
night. His heartbeat was against my ear, and | heard it skip.



“1’ve been waiting to hear that for fifteen years,” he said softly.

“Thank you for coming back,” | whispered.

Chapter 31

Cam

Fourteen Years Ago

Ash,

It'salong one today. | probably won't be home until you’ re asleep.

| missyou. | love you.

Dusty

Istared at the note from Dusty that he'd left on the kitchen counter of our small one-
bedroom apartment. We'd been here since we came to Montana in July, and it was
nearly November. Dusty ended up getting a job as a wilderness guide for the rest of
the summer and into fall. We were planning to stay here for the winter and then try to
go to Colorado or northern Californiafor summer.

Seasonal work was...different from what | thought it would be. Dusty loved it. He
was so excited to go to new places and try newthings. | loved the joy on his face
when he told me about his day and his plans for the future.

He said that they were our plans, but | didn’t know where | fit into them yet. | didn’t

feel like | was made for moving around all the time and not having something
tangible to work toward. | was missing my outcomes, | guess. | didn’t really have any



goals here. | worked at a small western wear store in town, which was fine, but most
of the time, | was bored. When | was at work, | wished | was in the apartment, and
when | was in the apartment, | wished Dusty was there, but he hardly ever was. He
left early and often got home | ate.

| knew it would get better when the season was over in afew weeks, but right now, it
sucked. And when | was aone, the only company | had was my thoughts. Did | make
amistake? Did | ruin my own life by following Dusty?

| read the note again. | missyou. | love you.

| loved him, too. So much. More than | did before we left Meadowlark. Everything
about him dtill felt so right, but amost everything about the life we were living
felt...wrong. | lashed out at Dusty all the time—when he left a cabinet open or left
his dishes in the sink or left his work boots by the door. In the moment, | knew | was
overreacting or taking my feelings and frustrations out on the wrong person, but |
couldn’'t help it. Dusty was patient with me, but | was filled with shame. | felt like |
was trying to sabotage myself and our relationship.
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For thefirst timein awhile, | also thought about my parents. They knew where | was,
but | hadn’t spoken to them since a few weeks after | left. And even then, they didn’t
act like they were worried about me or wanted me to come home. My mom just
reminded me that my decision meant | was not fulfilling the requirements of my trust
fund. After that, they shut off my phone and froze my bank account—which made
sense. It was their money.

| didn’t know why | thought they would care more. They never had before.

A long sigh escaped my lips—one of those sighs where you felt your entire body
deflate, and you didn’t know if you could even hold yourself up anymore.

| made my way to the bathroom and turned on the shower, cranking the handle so that
the water was as hot as it could be. When | pushed back the curtain and stepped
inside, | sank to the shower floor. | let the hot water rain down on me until it started
to turn cold.

The mattress dipped as Dusty climbed into bed with me later that night. He wrapped

his arm around my waist and pulled me to his chest. | felt his lips on the back of my
neck. | didn’t know what time it was—Iate, probably, but | hadn’'t been able to fall

asleep yet.

| wound my fingers through his. “Y ou still awake, angel?’ he whispered in my ear.
“Couldn’'t sleep,” | choked out.

“What'swrong?’ he asked immediately, pulling me tighter.



| took a deep breath. “Are you happy, Dusty?’

He stilled behind me. The world had never been more deafeningly silent than it was
then. | could aimost feel the fissures forming in my heart as | waited for him to
respond.

“1 love you, Cam,” he whispered. “I love you so much.”

“That’s not what | asked.”

“Are you happy?’

“I don't—" A tear dlid its way out of the corner of my eye and onto my pillow. “I
don’t think | am, Dusty.” Suddenly, being closeto him, being held by him, felt like
too much. | sat up, breaking his hold on me, and got out of the bed.

“What can | do?’ he asked.

| didn't look back at him. “I want to go home,” | said. “I want to go back to
Meadowlark.” | didn’t know that’s what | wanted, but now that I'd said it, | felt like |
had a fishing hook in my sternum, and it was pulling me back. | didn't want to be

here. | wanted to be with Dusty, but | didn’t want to be here.

In Meadowlark, | could at least take University of Wyoming satellite classes. | could
at least start working toward something.

“Okay,” Dusty said quietly. “I can take you back this weekend, and we can...we can
figure out the distance thing, all right?’

My brows knitted together as | finally turned toward him. “No,” | said, confused. “I
want us to go back to Meadowlark.”



Dusty ran his hands through his blond hair. | couldn’t really see his face in the
dark—only what was lit by the moonlight coming in our bedroom window. “Cam...|
have ajob.”

“1 know. We can go home when the season is over next week.”

| heard Dusty sigh. “I...l don’t want to go home, Cam. This was my plan. I’ ve been
waiting for this my whole life—a chance to explore.”

It felt like someone had kicked me in the back of my knees.

“Okay,” | said, frustration bubbling under my skin. “But my plan was to go to
college, and | changed it for you. For us.”

“l never asked you to do that,” Dusty snapped. He'd never snapped at me like that
before. Whenever we fought, he stayed even-keeled. | was the one with the temper.

“But | did,” | snapped back. “And | regret it every single day.”

“We talked about this before we came here, Cam. | told you that | was worried about
you not going to school, that | wasworried about us taking on too much too soon, and
you brushed it off.”

“Well.” | folded my arms across my chest. “1 thought it would be different.”

“Whose fault isthat? | didn’t ask you to come here with me. | didn’t ask you to give
up on school. | was ready to do the long-distance thing. | was ready for us to move

forward that way.”

“Okay, well, I'm sorry for loving you, | guess,” | said, hating the way it sounded
coming out of my mouth.
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“Oh my god,” Dusty said, standing up from the bed now. “Are you kidding me? That
Is such a bullshit thing to say, and you know it.”

It was a bullshit thing to say, but | didn't care. Dusty had just told me he was
choosing this shitty apartment in Montana over our relationship.

“l can't do this anymore. | don’t want to be here, and | don’t think you want me

here.
“Of course | want you here, Cam, but | don’t want you here if you don’'t want to be
here. | worry about you all day, every day. | hate that you' re here by yourself, but you
don’t do anything to change that. | can’'t be responsible for both of us. I'm barely
learning how to be responsible for me.”

“Okay.” | shrugged, trying to play off how hurt and confused | felt. “ Then I’ m done.”
In the dark, | could see Dusty go ramrod straight before he sighed. “I don’t think we
should keep doing this right now,” he said. “It’s the middle of the night. I'm tired.
You'retired. We're both feeling alot of things.”

| scoffed—Iike that mattered.

“Can we please talk about this tomorrow when | get home?’ Dusty pleaded.

“Sure. Whatever.”

After that, Dusty grabbed his pillow and went out to the living room. | cried myself to



sleep, and the next morning after Dusty went to work, | packed a bag.

Dusty,

| found a bus that goes to Jackson Hole. Good luck with your plans.

Cam

Chapter 32

Cam

| woke up with the weight of Dusty’ s arm around my waist and his breath on the back
of my neck. When | started to move, he pulled me closer to him and nuzzled into the

space between my neck and shoulder.

“Good morning,” he murmured against my skin. His morning voice was something
else.

“Good morning,” | said. “What timeisit?’

“Not a clue,” Dusty said and then pressed his lips right behind my ear. “Don’'t care.”
He kissed me again.

| blinked my eyes open, taking in the sight of the other totally made bed. Last night,
after | went to the bathroom, Dusty took a shower. | asked him if he wanted me to
move to the other bed. He said, “Don’'t you dare,” and then pulled me back into bed
with him. | fell asleep in his arms almost immediately.

“Did you sleep okay?’ he asked.



“Mm-hmm,” | said and then reached for my phone on the nightstand.

“Please don’t make me get out of this bed,” Dusty muttered. “It feels early.”

“Six,” | said. “Which | think is sleeping in for you.”

“Not when | went to bed like four hours ago, and I’ m sharing a bed with you, Ash.”
“Shut up, flirt,” 1 said and turned toward him. Half of hisface was hidden in apillow,
and his hair was a disaster. He was perfect. His eyes were closed, and a smile tugged
at the half of hismouth | could see.

“Make me,” he said and pulled me closer.

| brought my hands up and covered my mouth. “I need to brush my teeth,” | said.

“What are you talking about? Give me some of that morning breath,” Dusty said with
asgueeze to my waist, and | jerked.

“Gross.” | laughed.
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Dusty brought a hand up to my face and smoothed my hair back. | did the same to
him. | loved the way he looked in the morning glow—I wanted to remember the way
he looked right now forever, tucked safely into the Dusty box.

| watched his eyes scan my face. “What?’ | asked softly. He looked like he wanted to
say something.

“l wanted to talk.” He hesitated. “ About something you said last night.”
“Okay...” | trailed off, waiting for him to continue.

“About the ‘no more babies' thing,” he said, and suddenly | was wide awake.
“Isthat...adeal-breaker for you?’

Dusty shook his head immediately. “No, of course not,” he said. “I feel the same way
about kids that | did when we talked about them when we probably had no business
doing so. Icould see my life with or without them—the same thing you said.” | did
say that back then, and it was till true. Now, | just saw my life with one instead of
zero or multiple. “When | heard you were pregnant, | wondered if you' d changed
your mind.”

| shrugged. “Kind of,” | said. “It’s not a secret that Riley was an accident, and when |
told Gus | was pregnant, the first thing he asked me was what | wanted to do—no
judgment. He just said that we would do whatever | wanted because it was my body,
and neither of us knew how to be a parent. We barely even knew each other at the
time.



“And, | don't know, he just cared for me so easily—again, a woman he barely
knew—and | just thought that a kid deserved to have him asadad. Then | met his dad
and knew | was right. So, we made the choice to do it together, and I’ ve never once
regretted it, but | knew as soon as we agreed that | was only going to do it one time.

“I hated being pregnant—really hated it. | know some women love it, but | wasn't
one of them. | hated how my body didn’'t feel like my own—like it was stuck in a
Space Invaders arcade game. Giving birth was the scariest thing I’ ve ever done, and |
ended up in therapy after. | had nightmares about it—even though Riley’s was
relatively easy from what |’ ve read and heard about since then. It was still traumatic
for me.” Dusty rubbed his hand up and down my arm. “And it was all worth it to have
Riley at the end of it, truly, but now that | know what it entails, | don’t want to do it
again.”

“That makes perfect sense to me,” Dusty said softly. “I just—I’ve always wanted to
know more about...Riley’s beginning, | guess.”

| rubbed my thumb over his cheek. | couldn’t keep myhands off him. | didn’t want to.
“I"'m sorry if it hurt you,” | whispered. “Finding out | was pregnant.”

Dusty brought his hand over mine, so he could move it to kiss my pam. “Don’t ever
apologize to me for that,” he said. “If we hadn’t ended, you wouldn’t have her, and
that would be a damn shame. Plus, we were apart for so long at that point. It did kind
of suck when | thought you and Gus were together.” Dusty smiled.

“Right,” | said. “I forgot that he was your hero growing up.”

“Okay, that’s a little much,” Dusty said. “I thought he and Brooks were cool—that’s
all.”

“Sure,” | said with alight laugh. “That’s al. So you' re okay with the no more babies



thing?’
“Yes,” he sad without any hesitation. “Like | said, I’ve aways been able to see my
life with or without them, but even though I’ ve tried, I’ ve never been able to see my

life without you.”

“Dusty...” He was being so direct again, just like when we were dancing last night. |
loved it, but at the same time, it overwhelmed me.

“1 know,” he said. “I’m not supposed to say things like that, but, Ash, you’re fucking
insane if you think I'm ever going to let you go again.”

Chapter 33

Cam

Riley and Adaweren’'t at the Big House when | went to pick her up after Dusty and |
got home that morning, but Amos was sitting at the kitchen table with the paper and a
smoothie.

“Howdy,” he said as| walked in.

“Hi,” | said back with asmile. | shrugged my jacket off and took the seat next to him.
“How’ s your Saturday?’

“Good,” he said. “How was your Friday night?” There was a light in his green eyes.
They looked just like my daughter’s.

“Who wants to know?’ | asked.

“An old man,” he said. “Who lives in a quiet house, all by himself...” Amos trailed



off, and | rolled my eyes.

“A big, quiet house that he built himself on the most beautiful piece of land in the
state. Woeisyou,” | said, and Amos chuckled. “What do you want to know?’

“1 heard Dusty went with you,” he said.

| looked at the dark brown wood of the table. “You heard right,” | said quietly.
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“And?’
“And it was nice.”

“A ringing endorsement coming from you.” When | looked up, Amos was giving me
apointed look. “1"ve been hearing alot about you and Dusty lately.”

“That’ s because thisfamily lovesto talk,” | said with a laugh.

“Exactly,” Amos said. “And as much as you al love to tak, | love to listen.
So”—Amos clapped his hands together—*“talk.”

| looked at Amos, this father figure whom | loved and respected so dearly. He was
looking at me like | wished my dad would—with care and hope and interest. He
really wanted to know.

So | talked.

“Dusty and | have got this convoluted history. | guess sometimes it feels like the sun
and other times feelslike a storm cloud...”

Amos nodded as if he completely understood. “And where does the gala fit into
that?’

“Well, | knew | was going to have to see my parents, and he makes me feel brave.
He's always been my friend before anything else, and that’s what we've been trying
to be again—friends.”



“So last night felt like the sun?’

| took a deep breath. “Actualy,” | said, “it felt bigger than both of those things.”

“Ah,” Amos said with a knowing smile. | wasn’t sure what he knew, though, because
| felt like | didn’t know a damn thing.

“What does that mean?’ | asked.

“History isjust one part of that analogy, Cam. Sure, you’ vegot the sun and the storm
clouds, but what about the dirt under your feet? The rain on your skin? Fresh air in
your lungs?’

Thefresh air in my lungs.

“So if everything about you and Dusty is starting to feel bigger, maybe that’ s because
itis. It's not just about your history anymore because you’ ve started to build on and
around it. Your history is still part of this picture, but it’s less important than where
you are now. There's a reason that rearview mirrors are small and windshields are

”

big.

| dropped my head onto my forearms and sighed.

“You'revery wise,” | mumbled into the table.

| felt one of Amos's weathered hands rub at my shoulder. “That’s what they tell me,”
he said, and then he tapped on my head a few times. | lifted it, so | could look himin
the eye. The gleam in his eye was gone. Now, he looked almost somber. “And | know
it's different, but if | had a second chance to be with the person who felt like the sun
and rain and air and everything, | would take it without another thought.”



| put my hand over the one that was on my shoulder. “It isdifferent,” | said quietly.

“But it al comes down to the same thing,” Amos said. “A mark on your heart and
soul that refuses to fade, no matter how much time passes or how much you think
you've changed.” | thought of my “T” tattoo, Dusty’s physical mark on me. But
Amos was right; this mark went a lot deeper. Amos continued: “People, and our
feelings for them, stick with us for areason, Cam.”

“And what if it goes wrong?’

Amos let out a half laugh. “And what if it doesn’'t?’

“Touché” | said. “I just don't quite know how to reconcileour past with a possible
future, | guess. | haven't really dealt with that.”

“There's always the possibility of things going wrong, Cam. That’'s what makes love
arisk, but there's just as much of a possibility of things going right.” Easy for him to
say—he wasn't the reason things went wrong in the first place.

“How did you know?’ | asked. “ That Stellawas the one for you?”

Amos looked at me thoughtfully. “I adored her from the start, and | wanted to know
everything about her for the rest of forever—who she was then, who she would be

later. | just wanted to exist in her orhit.

“| called my brother from a pay phone outside the diner right after | met her and told
him I’d found the girl | was going to marry.”

“Areyou serious?’ | said, my voice full of doubt.
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“I’m serious.” He nodded. “And | can tell you from experience that the most precious
thing we have istime. There’'s never going to be enough of it.”

“Areyou going to tell me to carpe diem or some shit?’

“Yes,” Amos said. “I am. You have time, Cam. Don't waste it. Stop letting your past
hold you back.” | understood what Amos was saying, | really did. But Dusty and |
had history that informed who we were now—even if we didn't want it to. | had
pushed it so far down, so | wouldn’t have to remember it, or how so much of what
went wrong was my fault. | had never talked about it with anyone. But with
everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours, in the past weeks and
months, if | was being honest, | could fedl it rising to the surface, churning the soil
and threatening to burst through to the light.

“Amos—" | said, but the door opened, and | heard Riley’s feet running across the
hardwood floors, and within afew seconds, | felt her arms around one of mine.

“Hi, Sunshine,” | said and pressed a kiss to the side of her head. She gave my arm
another squeeze before jumping into Amos's lap. Next to her grandpa, | was chopped

liver, and | didn't mind at all.

“Hey,” Ada said as she walked into the kitchen. She was wearing a long black wool
coat over black jeans and black Doc Martens. She always looked so cool.

“Hey,” | said. “Thanks for watching her last night.”

“No problem,” Ada said. “Can’t wait to hear al about it.” She raised one of her dark



brows suggestively at me, and | rolled my eyes, but | was trying not to smile. I'd
never really had this—someone to talk to the morning after, to debrief and giggle.

“Mom, look at my shoes,” Riley said. | turned back to her on Amos's lap and looked
at her feet, which had little Doc Martens on them.

“Oh my god,” | said, looking back at Ada. “I love them.”

Ada grinned. “Aren’'t they perfect? I've decided I’'m going to have to get her a pair
every time her feet grow.”

“Did you say thank you, Sunshine?’

Riley nodded. “A lot of times,” she said matter-of-factly.

“What arey’all up to today?’ Amos asked.

“Well,” Ada said, “Riley thinks that Cam’s plates are boring, and I’ ve got nothing to
do, so | was thinking we could hit the antique store?’ She looked over at me.

“First of al,” | said lifting a finger, “my plates are not boring. Second of all: What do
you think, Sunshine? Does that sound fun?”’

Riley nodded eagerly.

“All right, let’sdo it.”

The antiques store in Meadowlark was surprisingly well stocked for a small
town—probably because it was the only one in the county; the next closest one was



nearly two hours away in Sweetwater Peak.

Being in the glassware section did make me alittle nervous. Riley was tornado-esque,
so | kept a close eye on her as we perused and made sure that she didn’t pick things
up without help from Ada or me.

“So how did things go last night?’ Ada asked as she pushed a small cart next to me.
“Good,” | said, trying to play it cool.

“How good?’

“Thereisachild present, Ada Hart.”

Adagiggled. “ That good, huh?’

| blew out a puff of air. “Y eah. That good.”

“1 knew it,” Ada muttered. “Y ou don’t have a neck tattoo and a nose piercing and not
be good. And don’t even get me started on his little cropped T-shirts.”

“Oh my god,” | said. “You and Emmy need a spray bottle. Y ou're both feral cats.”
“Because we have eyes,” Ada said. “He's a beautiful man—not as beautiful as Wes,

obvioudly, but beautiful. That’s just a fact. His face is like perfectly proportioned and
almost too symmetrical. I'm an interior designer—I notice those things.”
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“He does have aniceface,” | said. “Among other things.”

“Oh, fuck, yeah,” Adasaid quietly, making sure Riley didn’t hear probably. Riley and
the F-word had a complicatedhistory, thanks to Gus. We were working on it. “That’'s
what I’ m talking about.”

A laugh escaped me. “You're ridiculous,” | said as | picked up a pair of chicken-
shaped salt and pepper shakers—trying to will the blush off my cheeks. “Last night
was good,” | said with a shrug. It was universes beyond good, but it felt too vast to
even put into words.

“Okay...so what happens now?’ Ada asked.

“l1...really don't know.” | sighed as | set the salt and pepper shakers down. It was
true, but | saw Ada clock the hesitation in my answer.

“Cam.” Adanodded. “If you don’t start talking about you and Dusty soon, everything
about the two of you that you keep just below the surface is going to bubble over.”

Damn. Ada was perceptive, and she had me pegged, but | tried to play it off. “Oh
yeah? What exactly do you think I’m keeping below the surface?’ | asked.

“You tell me,” she said. “I’'ll make it easier by starting with what | already know.” |
nodded for her to keep going and then looked around for Riley. She was occupied

with a bunch of throw pillows.

“You and Dusty dated in high school,” Ada said. “No one can give me a straight



answer on when or how or where it ended, which is odd, considering everyone knows
everything about everyone in this town.”

| looked down at my feet. Ada was already treading dangerously toward the exact
thing | didn’t want to talk about.

“And I’ ve been watching the two of you—"

“Creepy,” | butted in.

“Concerned,” Ada argued. “There aways seems to be this weird tension on the
surface whenever you two are together.But then, it’'s easy to see the familiarity. Like
at Christmas. The two of you looked like you'd rather be sitting anywhere else than
next to each other, but then two seconds later, you're gazing into each other’s eyes
and smiling like there’ s nowhere else you' d rather be.”

“There was no gazing,” | said with an eyerall.

“There was gazing. And longing—especially from him.”

| scoffed. “ Since when did you become such a hopel ess romantic?’

“Since Wes, duh.” Ada shrugged.

“l don't know, Ada,” | said quietly. “We were each other’s first everything. That
familiarity is always going to be there.” After last night, | believed it even more now.

“So was last night just two old flames, stuck with only one bed, giving in to that
familiar feeling, or was it something more?’

“Have you been reading Teddy’ s romance novels, too, now?’



Adajust looked at me, waiting.

| sighed. There wasn’'t any reason for meto lie. It wastimeto let this out. “More.”
“That’'s what | thought,” she said. She looked smug. “So why don’t you seem
happier? You had a great night and great sex with a great guy, who seemsvery al in

on you, at least from the outside, but it feelslike...you re fighting it so hard.”

She was right, of course. And | was so tired of fighting. | took a deep breath. “I’'m
scared,” | said.

“Of Dusty?’

| shook my head. “Of what happens if it doesn’t work out again.” Because it's my
fault it didn’t work out the first time.

“Cam...” Ada said quietly. “Please...] know you haven'twanted to talk about it.
But...what exactly happened between you guys?’

| hesitated for a second, trying to find the words. “We had sort of a...traumatic
ending, | guess.”

Ada nodded. She understood those. “I mean, from what | know about Dusty, he
seemed to bounce around alot. Did he just disappear one day?’

“No,” | said quietly and swallowed hard. “1 did.”
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Ada’s eyes widened, and she waited for me to keep going.

“Dusty and | were more, even back then. | thought we were going to be together
forever. So when he went to guide school in Montana, | went with him.”

“You ran away together?’
“Yeah,” | said.
“That doesn’t...sound like you,” Adasaid.

“Itisn't like me” | said. “But with Dusty, | was...l don’t know...a bolder version of
myself. Carefree.” He is still the only person who has ever gotten me out of my
head—the only person who made me want to live outside of it.

“So when | think about him or when I’'m near him, | think of that girl—that ferocious
and courageous girl who decided to set her own expectations and who wanted her
own life.” It was hard to swallow. “And when | think of her, | think about how
disappointed she would be in the woman | became—the woman who came crawling
back to a life she didn’t want.” | thought back to what it was like coming back to
Meadowlark. When | got home, my mother was barely surprised to see me, and my
dad looked at me with disgust. I'll never forget what he said: “If you do anything like
that again, you're out. Y ou're done.”

| remember wanting to break down and cry. | rememberwanting them to comfort me
and tell me everything was going to be okay and that they were happy | was home,
but they didn’t. But | still felt...indebted to them somehow? They gave me a second



chance to do what they thought was the right thing, and I'd never known my parents
to give second chances, so | became so focused on not screwing it up that | barely
even noticed that | was losing parts of myself that 1I’d come to love because Dusty
loved them first.

I’m still ashamed of how easy it was for me to fall back into their expectations—how
relieved | was when | realized how easy my life could be as long as | sacrificed
myself and real happiness.

“And honestly, | can't handle that. It breaks my heart. | mourn that girl constantly,
and when Dusty is around, the grief is almost...overwhelming. Because it becomes so
obvious she' stoo far gone and that she can’t come back.”

“Oh,” Adasaid softly.

| gave her ahalf laugh. “ That’s probably more than you were asking for.”

“No,” Ada said. “More than | was expecting, but it's exactly what | asked for.” She
was quiet for a second after that, and | dragged my finger over some old coffee mugs.
“l don’t think you need to be scared of Dusty,” she said. “And | still think you're

ferocious and courageous and all of those other things.” | shrugged. “You are. You
really are. | mean, Cam, look at the life you’ re building right now.”

“What do you mean?’ | asked.
“You took the bull by the horns after the wedding, and | know you didn’t really have
a choice, but it's still impressive. You found your dream home for you and your

daughter, and you created a new life for the two of you, all on your own.”

“lI mean, | had alittle help.”



“We all need a little help to get where we're going, you know. What matters is that
the end result is yours. And | think that if things had gone differently in your past,
with Dusty, with your parents, with Graham, you wouldn’t have ended up here. You
were so young. You had alot of discovering to do...and maybe you still do. But you
deserve everything you have and everything you want—including Dusty. | get you
saying you're scared of him and what could happen, but it seems to me like you're
just scared that all of this is too good to be true, but it isn't. It's real and it's
happening, and | think you should just...let it.”

Ada' s words made me fedl...lighter. I’d spent years building a wall, brick by brick,
inside my head and my heart, trying to block out everything having to do with Dusty.
It wasn't until recently that | realized how heavy those bricks were.

Chapter 34

Dusty

Greer:Any update on Alaska? Interested?

Dusty:Honestly, thanks, but I'm happy where | am.

Greer:What about who you' re with?

Dusty:That, too.

Greer:Happy for you, T. Love you.

Dusty:Love you.

| opened Cam’s back door without thinking about it—maybe | should’ve knocked,
but | was excited to see her.



Riley was going to be at Gus's, and we were going to have a date tonight.

Cam turned to me when she heard the door open. “Hey,” | said. Her eyes were wide,
even though she was expecting me. | didn’t waste any time in setting the grocery bag
and bottle of red wine on the counter, walking toward her, and pulling her mouth to
mine.

She seemed...tense for a minute before she melted into me. | savored the feeling of
her arms wrapping around my neck and her fingers knotting in my hair.



Page 81

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 3:24 pm

| didn’t know how long we stayed like that, but suddenly there was a deep “ahem,”
from the direction of the hallway. Cam jumped back immediately, and | saw Gus
standing in the kitchen. Oh, shit. He and Riley must not have | eft yet.

“Hey, man,” | said. | felt like a teenager who had just gotten caught making out with
his girlfriend in his car—which had happened to me. With Cam. The memory of it

made a laugh bubble out of me.

Gus definitely wasn't as scary as Cam’s mom, but damn, the look he was shooting
me could cut glass. | tried to care, but | just...didn’t. All I cared about was Cam.

Both Cam and Gus looked at me. Cam burst into laughter afew seconds after me. She
slapped her hand over her mouth and kept laughing. “I’m sorry,” she said. “This was
not supposed to happen.”

“The kissing or me walking in on you guys?’

“Youwalking in,” | said. “ The kissing was definitely supposed to happen.” Cam gave
me awarning look, but | just winked at her.

Gus folded his arms across his chest, like he was about to start lecturing someone.
Well, me.

Riley appeared behind him before he could with a bubbly “Ready!” She had changed
her clothes and was holding her cleats.

“Let’sroll, Sunshine,” Gus said, smiling down at her, then he looked back at Cam. “I



wanted to talk to you about some of these forms | need to fill out to register part of
Rebel Blue as a nonprofit. Can | send them to you?”’

“Of course,” she said. “So the horse sanctuary is happening?’

“Depends on him,” Gus said, nodding toward me. | didn'tlike the way he said
that—like he was waiting for me to tell him | couldn’t commit and was out. Fuck
that. | was in this—all of this. Cam looked up at me. There was a question in her

eyes.

“It's happening,” | said, trying hard not to let my frustration show. “I told you, I'm
here for the long haul.”

| felt Cam relax beside me. Did she think | was going to leave? The thought made it
hard to swallow. | didn’t know what else | could do to convince her that | was in this
with her.

“1 hope so,” Gus said. His voice wasn't as harsh, but there was still an edge there.
Protective motherfucker. “Go tell your mom bye,” he said to Riley.

Riley ran over to Cam, who lifted her into her arms and gave her a squeeze. “1 love
you, Sunshine. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Love you,” Riley said and then kissed her palm and pressed it to Cam’'s cheek.
When she set her down, instead of going back to Gus, she threw her little arms
around my waist. | looked at Cam—the shock probably evident in my face. | didn’t
know what to do, so | gave her back a pat.

“Are you coming to my soccer game on Saturday?’ Riley asked hopefully.

“Oh, um,” | stammered and looked over at Cam again.Could | go?’d like to. Would



that be okay?Cam nodded.

| always wondered what it would be like for me to know Riley, and now | did. She
was amazing—ijust like her mom.

Riley beamed up at me before running back to her dad and heading out the front door.

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” Cam said when the door closed. She
was giving me away out now that Riley was gone, but | didn’t want it.

| wrapped both of my arms around her waist and looked down at her. “I want to,” |
said as earnestly as | could. “There snowhere else I’ d rather be.”

Cam laid her head on my chest, and | took the chance to breathe her in.

Chapter 35

Cam

“Thank you for dinner,” | said a little while later. Dusty and | were sitting on the bar
stools at my kitchen counter.

He smiled at me. “I’ve been waiting for us to have something like this for a long
time.”

“Falafel?’ | asked, confused.
“No, weirdo.” Dusty reached over and flicked my nose. | smiled at him. “Time.” He

kissed me then. Softly. “I didn’t know if we'd ever get it, but | hoped for it. | hoped
for you.”



| felt so many things at once, but not all of it was good. “I'm sorry,” | said quietly.
“That | was the reason our time got cut short last time.”
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Dusty lifted his hand, and | felt his fingers curl around the back of my neck. “I need
you to know that | don’'t blame you, angel—for leaving me in Montana. | don’t blame
you at all.”

| squeezed my eyes shut for a second. Thinking about that hurt. “Y ou don’t?’

“Not at all. | mean, | was heartbroken for along time, butwith every year that passed,
| realized that even if you'd stayed, that didn't mean we would’ ve made it. Maybe
things would’ve gotten so bad we couldn’'t fix them. | knew you weren’'t happy. |
knew that the life | longed for then wasn’t the life you saw for yourself.”

“l saw alife with you,” | said. “And...I think that was kind of the problem. | didn’t
really see me or what | wanted. | just saw you, and then | realized | was living your
life instead of mine or even ours,” | said honestly. | didn’'t leave Dusty because |
didn’t love him or want to be with him. | left him because | wanted something for
myself, too. | didn't know that then, but | knew that now. The problem, | realized
once | got home, was | didn’t know how to go for it, so | ended up living the life my
parents wanted instead.

“1 think...l think that you choosing to leave—even being brave enough to—is what
makes right now possible,” Dusty said as his thumb moved back and forth along my
cheek.

“How do you mean?’

“We were young, Cam. And that doesn’'t mean our relationship wasn't rea or
substantial or all of the things that we know were true.” He paused for a second. “We



werein love, and as much as | wanted that to be enough then, | don’t think it was.
“There s all of these things we can’'t control that push on us—timing, dreams, stress,
hopes—and it makes sense to me that two eighteen-year-olds couldn’t handle that
heat. We went in two separate directions, but roads that go in opposite directions
come back together all the time.”

“Isthat what we' re doing now?’ | asked. “Coming back together?’

“l hope so,” he said. “That’swhat | want. Do you?’

“You've always been so...forthcoming,” | said with a smalllaugh. “It used to make
me nervous. | felt like | wasn’t worthy of someone so...sure about me.”

“And now?’

“It till makes me nervous,” | said honestly. “But it also makes me feel more secure
in where we' ve been and where we're at and...where we' re going.”

“And where are we going, angel ?’

“Forward? How does that sound—" Dusty kissed me before | could finish. | let
everything around us fall away. It was just me and him and all the things we felt for
each other. Three words got stuck in the back of my throat, and even though | didn’t
say them, | think Dusty knew.

Chapter 36

Dusty

Cam and | went to Riley’s soccer game together on Saturday morning. | didn’t want



to not show up the first time Riley asked me to do something—even if that something
was at the Meadowlark Rec Center on a Saturday morning.

When Cam and | walked in, my first thought was that | had no idea there were this
many seven-year-oldsin thistown.

The place was packed.

| wanted to grab Cam’s hand as we walked in, but | didn’t. | let my hand brush hers,
though, and she didn’t pull away, so | did that a couple more times before | saw Gus,
Teddy, and Riley sitting on the bleachers. My mom and Hank were there, too.

Gus was putting—well, trying to put—Riley’s curly hair into a ponytail. She looked
fucking adorable in her purple soccer uniform. She told me last year her uniform was

pink, but this year it was purple because she was on the seven-year-olds team.

A grin stretched across Teddy’ s face when she saw me, and she immediately |ooked
at our hands.

“I like this view,” Teddy called as Cam and | got closer. When | glanced at Cam, she
was blushing.

My mom looked up then. A wide grin stretched across her face. She stood when we
got closer. “Good morning, you two,” she said.

“Hey, Mom,” | said.

When she hugged me, she whispered in my ear. “Do you have something to tell me,
Dusty?’

“We can talk about it later,” | whispered back. When | pulled out of her hug, my



mom gave me alook that said there was no way we were not talking about it |ater.

“Hi, swesetie,” she said to Cam, and Cam hugged her, too.

“Cam,” Gus said. “Can you help me with this?’
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Cam laughed. “Riley’s curls: eight thousand. Gus Ryder: zero.” Cam took the seat
behind Riley and kissed her on the cheek. “Y our dad never gets better at this, does
he?’

Riley shook her head, but she didn’t verbally respond. She was bouncing on the balls
of her feet—qgetting her head in the game, | was sure. Cam used to do the same thing
before a soccer game. Go quiet and keep her eye on the prize.

“1 am getting better at managing them, though,” Gus said. “Me and wash day are best
friends now.”

Cam laughed. “It only took seven years.”

“Okay, to be fair, she didn’t have that much hair for like four of them.” He dlid next
to Teddy on the bleachers and gave her a quick peck on the mouth before he looked
at me. “Hey, Dusty. You came.” He sounded disappointed.

“Riley asked me to,” | said, and | looked over at her. “I can’'t wait to see you play,
kid.” That got a smile out of her, and | felt like I’d won the lottery. “You know,” |
said, “I used to watch your mom play.”

Riley perked up as Cam pulled her hair back. “Readly?’ she asked, and | sat on the
bleacher bench in front of her, so we were eye to eye.

“Yeah,” | said. “I bet you're just as good as her,” | said. “Maybe even better.” Riley
looked bashful.



“All right, Sunshine,” Cam said. “You’'re good to go. Go warm up.” Riley stood up
and gave each of us a high-five before she ran out onto the court with the other purple

jerseys.

“S0,” Teddy said, looking between Cam and me as | sat down beside her, “anything
new and noteworthy to report, you two?”’

“Theodora,” Gus said in warning.

“What?’ she asked.

“I’d dso like to know,” my mom chimed in, and | gave her alook.

Cam was dtiff next to me, not ready to take on Teddy’s teasing. “I got bucked off a
horse thisweek,” | said. “Little asshole got spooked, and | went flying.”

“It'strue,” Gussaid. “l saw it.”

Teddy pouted. “You guys are no fun,” but when | looked at Cam, she mouthed
“Thank you” just as somebody blew awhistle.

“Looks like the gameis starting,” Gus said.

| don’'t know if you've ever seen seven-year-olds play soccer,but it's equa parts
adorable, confusing, and frustratingas hell. There are like two kids who kind of know
what they’re doing, and then the rest of them are just there for the vibes.

Riley actually had possession of the ball a decent amount. At one point, she got
fouled, so she got to throw it in. Truly, | didn't know anything about soccer. Cam
tried to educate mewhen she used to play, but every time she started talking about it
and trying to explain the rules, we just started making out...



But at least | knew when to cheer.

While the game was going on, all of us chatted. Well, Teddy chatted, mostly. She
tried (and failed) to convince me to get a cat she saw on the animal shelter’ s website.

“You know I'm allergic to cats, Ted,” | said.

She rolled her eyes. “1 don't know why you can’'t just grow up and pop a Benadryl
like an adult.”

“l can't take care of a cat if I'm unconscious,” | said. Benadryl took meout.| heard
Cam giggle next to me, and she pressed the side of her leg against mine for a second.

“How are you liking the house, Cam? Settling in okay?’ my mom asked.

“Yeah,” shesaid. “I can’'t think about the fact that | might haveto leaveit in ayear. It
feelslike mine.”

“And Riley? Does she like it?’

“Lovesit,” Cam said. “I’'m going to have to keep an eye on her when it gets warmer.
She's itching to start climbing trees, and | don’t want any broken bones on my
hands.”

Riley’s age group played a shortened version of a game, with each half only being
fifteen minutes. At halftime, Riley congregated with her team around a cooler with
juice boxes and clementines. When she looked over at al of us, we waved.

| didn’t miss all the glances that came our way from the rest of the town. | didn’t care.
| loved being here with Cam and being here for Riley.
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Near the end of the game, Riley got her hands (feet?) on the ball, and | stood so |
could see. She dribbled it between her feet like a pro.

She was able to break away from the little amoeba that was following the ball and
started heading toward the goal.

“Oh, shit, she'sgoing,” | said louder than | intended. Gus, who was next to me, stood,
too.

“That's my girl!” Gus yelled. “Go, Sunshine, GO!” There was one player who was
gaining some ground on her, but Riley was gearing up to try for the goal. | watched
her take a big step and swing her right leg back before letting it rip.

The ball went straight into the goal.

“Let’sfucking go!” | yelled and heard Gus's victory cry next to me. Without thinking
we grabbed each other’s hands and did one of those sports bro hugs. | don’t know
what came over me. | heard Cam and Teddy laugh.

“Are they okay, do we think?’ Teddy asked, but Cam never got a chance to answer
because | pulled her close to me and kissed her temple. | heard my mom squeal
behind me.

“Terrance Tucker!” she yelled. “Have you been keeping this from me?!”

| went still when | heard my full name and looked down at Cam, ready to apologize
for not thinking, but she was smiling. She laced her fingers through the hand of the



arm that was hanging over her shoulder—keeping me there. When our eyes met, she
shrugged.

“Wait a second,” Teddy chimed in. “Y our real name isTerrance?’

Oh my fucking god.

Cam burst into laughter next to me, and my mom joined in—hugging both of us over
and over again.

| didn’t have a chance to bask in the moment because Riley came tearing toward us.
She went directly to Gus, and then to Cam. Her parentswere both beaming. Cam
shrugged out of my arms to hug her daughter, and my mom took another chance to
hug me.

“Don’t screw this up, Dusty,” she said in my ear. “Not everyone gets a second chance
at their first love.” | was about to tell her that | didn’t have any intention of that, but
then Riley called my name.

She was blushing under everyone's attention. Teddy gave her a squeeze, and when it
was my turn, Riley threw her arms around my neck. She held out her wrist to show
me that she was wearing her bracelet—I didn’t notice it when we got here.

“Do you think it's good luck?’ she asked me.

| grinned. “Y eah, kid. | do.”

Chapter 37

Cam



Eight Years Ago

Ash,

Every time | write one of these notes, | feel so stupid. What's the point of writing to
you when you're never going to read it? | don’t know. But | think it helps. | don't
think it makes me miss you less, and | don’t know if it makes me feel closer to you,
but for some reason, it does make me feel closer to home. And today, | just wish |
could be home.

My dad died. He went peacefully in his sleep. My mom is heartbroken. I'm
heartbroken. | feel guilty. | haven’t seen him in over ayear. | canceled my last visit. |
told my parents | would fly them and Greer out to the next place | landed, but | never
got around to it.

| wish we were in a different place—where | could call you on the phone, and you'd
answer. | wish | could talk to you about him. About me. About all of it.

My dad loved you, you know. He' d keep me updated onyou. He told me you grocery
shopped on Thursdays, so every Thursday, he made sure the Pink Lady apples were
stocked. | think he wanted me to know that you were okay—that you had people
taking care of you and that he would always be one of them.

| haven’t written this down in a while because when | write it down, | remember how
real it is. But | missyou. | missyou al the time. | don’t even know what it feels like
not to miss you.

| miss my dad, too.

Dusty



Ididn’t even know why | was at the Devil’s Boot—especially on a night like tonight.
It was busy. People were packed in here like sardines. Five minutes ago | saw Teddy
Andersen try to pick afight with a guy who looked like he was closely related to the

Jolly Green Giant.
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But | wanted adrink. | wanted to be surrounded by people. | liked people watching. It
made me feel less alone, and today, | felt alone.

Today was the first day that | existed in a world without Renny Tucker, which was
enough to make me want to lie on the floor and not get up. It wasn't like Renny and |
talked al the time—especially since things between Dusty and me ended. But | liked
knowing that the Tucker family was still here. Some piece of Dusty was still here.

I’d only been back here a few months. After four years at college, a gap year spent
abroad, and the internship my father secured for me before | took the LSAT,
everything about this place felt the same.

It was comforting, actually.

And while | looked around the Devil’s Boot, my mind did the same thing it had done
for the last seven years: wandered back to Dusty. | didn’t normally let it stay there for
very long, but tonight, | did.

Because even though we hadn’t actually spoken in years, my chest ached for him
tonight. | wished | could call him. | wished | could offer him something—comfort,
someone to talk to, anything.

| pulled out my phone and scrolled through it until | found Dusty’s contact. | felt my
heartbeat in my ears as my thumb hovered over it. A text wouldn’t hurt, right? It was
normal for me to send my condolences. After al, | loved his dad, too. | tapped the
message icon and typed out a few lines before | deleted them. | did this at least ten
times until | settled on something simple—surface level but still kind.



Cam:Hey. It's Cam. I’'m sorry about your dad. Thinking of you.

My thumb hovered over the send arrow. | took a deep breath, but before | could bring
it down and commit, someone bumped into me, and my phone fell to the middle of
the bar.

“Oh, shit,” aman’svoice said. “I’m so sorry. It’s crazy in here tonight.”

When | looked up, | was met with striking green eyes and a frown. Gus Ryder. He
looked flustered, keyed up, kind of, and he was breathing heavily like he had run
from somewhere.

“It'sokay,” | said, reaching across the bar for my phone. When | picked it up and saw
the message was still unsent on the screen, | felt my courage from a few seconds ago
evaporate. “Y ou probably just saved me from doing something stupid.”

| saw Gus glance down at my phone. Could he read the name on the screen?

“I wish | could stop myself from doing stupid things,” he said with a humorless
laugh.

“Rough night?’ | asked, interested. | didn’t know Gus very well, though | had been
friendly with Wes in school. But | knew he didn’t tend to get his feathers ruffled.

He dragged a large hand down his face. “Weird night,” he said. “You're Cam
Ashwood, right?’

| nodded.

“Gus Ryder.” He held his hand out for me to shake. | took it.



“1 know,” | said. “So, what stupid thing did you do tonight?’ Gus let out along sigh,
and | laughed alittle. “That bad, huh?’

“That bad.” He nodded.

“Do you, um, want to talk about it?" | asked. | didn’t know why—I barely knew this
guy. He just looked like he needed a friend, and Gus's best friend, Luke Brooks,
seemed to be occupied. | could see him by the jukebox. He had his arms around two
older men, and all of them were singing along to “Family Tradition” by Hank
Williams Jr. very loudly and very poorly.

“Maybe after | get you arefill?” Gus looked at my almost empty vodka soda. One of
the corners of his mouth tilted up just alittle, and it occurred to me that most people
would probably find him handsome. | guess | did, too. | just had a thing for blonds.

“Sure,” | said, maintaining eye contact with him. Were we...flirting? Gus waved
down the bartender and asked for a beer and turned to me.

“Vodkasoda,” | said.

“On my tab,” Gus said. “And kick Brooks off of it while you're at it.” The bartender
gave Gus anod.

After that, Gus and | fell into easy conversation. From what | knew about him, Gus
wasn't really a talker, but our conversation was easy. He talked about Rebel Blue. |
talked about prepping for the LSAT and going to law school. Both of us laughed
when one of the bar patrons did the worm in the middle of the floor without a shirt.

And, a couple hours later, when Gus asked me if | wanted to head somewhere elsg, |
said yes without thinking twice about it.



The next morning, my phone buzzed, and when | saw the name on the screen, my
heart took off like arocket. Dusty Tucker. It was a response to the text | typed out last
night. | didn’t know when | had sent it. Maybe in Gus's truck? Maybe later?

Dusty: Thank you. It means alot.
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Chapter 38
Cam
When | heard a knock on my front door, | found Gus standing in the porch light.

“Riley realized she didn't have her blanket in her bag for her slegpover with the
soccer team.”

“Oh, shoot. It's in the laundry. It should be aimost dry.” She probably could' ve
survived without it if she was just staying at Gus's, but when she went to sleepovers,
she liked to have a piece of home with her.

“Do you want to come in while | grab it?’
“Sure,” he said. “How’ s your night going?”

“1 was just getting some work done.” When | shut the door behind him, | noticed his
truck was still running. “Is Teddy out there? Does she want to come in?”’

“She's okay,” Gus said. “Speaking of work, | actually wanted to talk to you about
something.” Gus and | walked back toward the kitchen, and he sat at the table with
me.

“l swear I'm amost done with the nonprofit forms,” | said.“And I'll file them for
you, so you don’'t have to worry about it. Do you want some water or anything?’



Gus shook his head. “I’m not worried about it,” he said. “But thank you.”

“Oh. Then what’s up?’

“Rebel Blue is big, you know. We've got a lot going on—normal cattle ranch shit,
Baby Blue, and getting the sanctuary off the ground.” | nodded. “My dad has gotten
really good at the legal part of things for the cattle ranch during his lifetime. He
knows what to look for in contracts and can decipher most things. Me? Not so much.”

“You know I’'m always happy to look at things for you.”

“I know. And | was wondering if you would want to do that in a more officia
capacity.”

| tilted my head in confusion. “Y ou want meto be your lawyer?’ | asked.

“1 want you to be Rebel Blue's lawyer,” he said. “I trust you, Cam. | don’t have the
same knowledge and experience as my dad, and someday, it's going to fall to me. |
want to set Rebel Blue up for success before that happens.”

“And your dad?’

“He'sal for it.” Gussmiled alittle. “He lovesit when | delegate.”

“Thisis, um...wow.” | shook my head. This seemed too good to be true.

“1 don’'t know what you make at your firm, and | don’t know if I can matchit, but I’ll
comeascloseas| can.”

“I"d do it for free,” | said honestly. “Maybe | could do both?” My phone buzzed on
the table, and | looked down. Dusty was on his way home.



Gus looked down, too, and | watched him clock the name on the screen.

“Just think about it. | know you could and would. But | want your full time and full
attention, and | don’t think you should be trying to do two jobs. | know what happens
when you spread yourself too thin. Especially when you seem to have alot going on.”
He tilted his chin toward my phone. “So the two of you arein it, then?’

| sighed. “Honestly, Gus, | don’t know if either of us have ever been out.”

“And you're happy?’

“Yeah,” | said honestly. | tried to pinpoint it—the moment that my old feelings for
Dusty became new, or the moment that | stopped pushing him away and started
pulling him closer, but | really couldn’t. For the second time in my life, | fell into
Dusty—I let him sweep me away, and | had no regrets about it.

“When the wedding didn't work out, | felt like my life had been turned upside
down—Ilike al of the pieces of it that |I'd picked out so carefully were just shaken up
and thrown in the air, left to fall where they may. But now...I think they were all
falling together.

“1 have this beautiful house to raise our daughter in. | have our family. | have alife
that’s mine, and | have somebody who...cares about me. Deeply.”

“Cares about you deeply?’ Gus asked. His smile was poking through. “I’m not sure,
but | think there’'saword for that.”



Page 87

Source Creation Date: July 19, 2025, 3:24 pm

“I know,” | said. “And we're there.” Permanent.

“You deserve thati—to be happy—and you deserve a partner, Cam. A rea one.
Someone who can support you and getyou gas and help you with Riley, and can love
her the same way we do.

“l didn’t realize how much | needed and wanted something like that until Teddy, and
| just...I’m really happy for you if you've found it, too. | know | can be a bit of an
ass, but | guess what I’'m saying is that you have my approval—even though you
don’t need it. | just know how much it meant to me when you gave me yours.”

“Gus...” My voice was alittle shaky. “That was a hell of a speech.”
Gus laughed. “Yeah, | practiced it afew times. Teddy gave me some notes.”
“I’'m sure she did.”

“But, really. Cam, Dusty is agood man. He's a hard worker. He' sloyal and kind, and
he's been looking at you the same way for fifteen years—like he would do anything
for you. | know that if he got the chance, he would extend that to our daughter, too.”
Gus reached out and grabbed my hand. “I can't even imagine what he felt when he
found out you were pregnant. It probably almost killed him, but he shows up for our
daughter anyway.” Tears pricked at the back of my eyes. “He was ready to throw
down for her at the soccer game.”

| laughed at that. “Y eah, you two made proper fools out of yourselves.” But then |
took a deep breath. “This means alot to me, Gus. Thank you,” | said. Who knew that



when | got knocked up, | would get a damn good friend out of it, too?

“Dusty Tucker is a good man,” Gus said again. “And you're one of the best people
I’ve ever known. It sounds silly now, but I’'m grateful for the night that brought us
together because getting to spend my life parenting Riley aongside you
andTeddy...and Dusty...is going to be one of my greatest accomplishments.”

| threw my arms around Gus's neck, and he wrapped an arm around me. “Did Teddy
help you with that part, too?’

Gus laughed. “That part was all me. And it’sall true.”

| squeezed him alittle tighter before pulling back. The buzzer to the dryer went off.

“I"ll getit,” Gussaid as he stood from the table. “Let me know about the job, okay?’

“I will,” | said. “Thank you.”
Chapter 39
Dusty

When | got home later that night, | sat in my car for a second after | cut the engine. |
did this every night when I got home—took a second to be still.

| loved nighttime. | think | loved mornings more—probably because | had to learn to
love them because of my job, but still, | loved the night. I think | loved them both
because those were the times when the world was quiet. | liked the quiet. | liked the
stillness. | liked the weird sense of calm and stability they evoked in me. No matter
where you were in the world, there were always going to be mornings, and there were
always going to be nights.



So | sat in my truck with my eyes closed in the dark. | thought about this morning at
the soccer game—about how much | loved being there with Cam, and how she didn’t
shy away when confronted with telling people about us.

Something slammed on the hood of my car, and | startled. | think | yelped. When |
looked up, Teddy Andersen was grinning outside my driver’ s-side window. So much

for quiet.

“What the hell is wrong with you?’ | said loudly, so shecould hear me through the
glass. Shetossed her head back in laughter before yanking the door open.

“Scoot over,” she said. “It’s cold as shit out here.”

| moved across the bench seat, and Teddy climbed in the cab.

“What are you doing here?’ | asked.

“Riley has a team slegpover tonight, but she forgot her blanket. We came here to get
it, so we could drop it off to her.”

“That doesn’t explain why you're sitting in my car,” | said.

Teddy shrugged. “1 wanted to talk to you.”

“About?’

“Everything,” she said. “We haven't really had a chance to debrief lately.”

“What are we debriefing?’
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“Well, you and Cam is the obvious topic of conversation,” she said. “But after this
morning, | wanted to talk to you about Riley. Y ou showed up for her today.”

“She asked me to come.” | shrugged.

“And you nearly blew everyone's eardrums with how loud you were cheering for

her.
“1 think that was your fiancé,” | said.

“It was both of you,” Teddy said. “Anyway, | wanted to see how you were feeling
about it al. If you' re with Cam, you’ ve gotta love them both,” she said.

“1 do,” | said without thinking.
| thought about Riley alot. Just like her mom, she was so easy for meto love.

She was funny and smart and tenacious. | found myself wondering about her more
often these days—curious about what she was learning in school or how her day was
or if shefelt off-kilter in her saddle that wasn't quite sized right.

| thought about the life that Cam had built for Riley—not the life that she’d built with
the help of Gus and his family, but the parts of Riley’s life that Cam had built on her
own. When Riley was at Gus's, she had a seemingly never-ending group of people
who wanted to see her and jumped at the chance to take care of her. When she was
with Cam, it was just the two of them. Both of those dynamics were special, but |
wondered if Cam ever felt pressure to be...more. | would, if it was me.



Even though it was impossible for Cam to be more than she already was.

“Good,” Teddy said. “Because it's a special thing—to be part of this little unit Cam
and Gus have created. Riley has no shortage of people who love her, but it’s different
being the other half of one of her parents. It can be alot, but it'sworth it.”

“Of courseitis,” | said and then paused for a second. “Do you ever...worry about it?
About how you fit into Riley’s life? | want to be there for her—I want to be part of it

al, but | don’t want to overstep or anything.”

“All the time,” Teddy said. “But we have the easy way out. We get to take our cues
from Cam and Gus. It’ s their partnership that makes Riley’s life so special.”

| nodded. “Any advice?’

Teddy thought about that for a second. “Don’t put pressure on yourself to ‘fit’ into
their lives. The Ryders—and I'm including Cam in that family tree—are experts at
making room for people exactly asthey are.”

“You'revery wise, Theodora,” | said after | let her words sink in.

“1 know, Terrance.” She grinned.

| rubbed my hand down my face. “I can’'t believe my mom blew my secret.”

“That's why she’s my favorite Tucker,” Teddy said. A car horn honked, and she
opened my driver’ s-side door. “That’s my cue. I'll seeyou later.”

“Thank you, Teddy. You're agood friend.”

“1 know,” she said, and then she was gone. | sat in my truck a little longer, thinking



about Cam and Riley and families and futures and love—all of it.

I’d never fallen out of love with Cam—not in all the time we were apart. Cam taught
me what it was like to love and be loved. | took that with me around the world. | built
upon it and every type of love I’ d felt was compared to it, and nothing had ever come
close—it was always her. It was always going to be her.

When | got out of my truck, | saw the soft, warm glow that was coming from Cam'’s
kitchen.

| started walking toward it—like a moth to a flame. | paused when | saw Cam
through her kitchen window. She had papers spread all over the kitchen counter and
the cap of a highlighter in her mouth. Her laptop and iPad were set up near her, too.
Working. Always working. Always worrying.

| walked a few more steps to her back door and tapped on it with my knuckles. She
had music playing, so | couldn’t hear it when she got up from the table, but a few
seconds later, her back door cracked open.

“Hey,” she said. “Everything okay?’

| nodded. “It isnow. Can | comein?”’

Her eyes widened for a second. “Um,” she said. “Yeah, but | feel like | should warn
you that I'm not wearing any pants.”

| barked out alaugh. “Wasn't Gus just in here?’

“Whipped them off as soon as he left,” she said.
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“I think | can handleit,” | said.
She pointed a pink highlighter at me. “No funny business.”
“Me?’ | said with faux shock. “Never.”
Cam opened the door a little wider, making room for me to step in, and sure enough,
her bare legs were on display from her feet all the way up to her thighs until they
disappeared under an oversize Blink-182 T-shirt.
“How was the rest of your day?’ she asked as she shut the door and made her way
back to her seat and all of her papers. | sat in the seat next to her and draped my arm
over the back of her chair.

“It was good,” | said. “Ran into Teddy outside. She pulled the full name out on me.”

Cam'’s eyes gleamed. “Well, Terrance,” she said. Her tone was amused. “I think it’s
safe to say you’'ll never live that down now.”

| reached over and flicked her nose. “Little shit,” | said. “You wouldn’t be happy if
Teddy Andersen had her hands on ammunition about you, either.”

“Fair,” Cam said. “But | don’t think your name is that much ammunition if I’'m being
honest.”

“Should | start going by Terrance then?’



Cam laughed. “I don’t think so—Dusty is definitely hotter.” | raised an eyebrow at
her and watched a blush color her cheeks. Fuck, | loved it when she blushed.

“How do you fedl after Riley’s soccer game this morning? And everyone
knowing...about us?’

Cam bit her bottom lip and nodded. “I’m glad.”

Pride rushed through me. “Really?’ | asked. “ There are no take-backs in thistown.”

“l know,” Cam said. “I’m not worried about it. Are you?’

| shook my head. “Not even alittle bit. Thisfeels—wefed...”

“Permanent?’ Cam said with asmile.

“Permanent,” | agreed.

Cam leaned over to me and pressed her lips against mine. “I’m happy you're here,”
she said. “That we're here, together.” | felt her words like the sun on my face.

“Me too,” | said and then kissed her again. Longer. Slower, this time. | pulled Cam
closer to me until she moved off of her chair and into my lap with her arms around
my neck—all without taking her mouth off mine.

When she pulled away, | sighed, and she laughed alittle. “You're a good kisser,” she
said. “I like kissing you.”

“Then why are we stopping?’ | asked and tried to bring her mouth to mine again, but
she smiled and pushed at my chest, so | stopped.



“1 just need to say this one thing, before | start kissing you again and the world stops
and the likelihood that clothes end up on the floor gets higher.” | gave her an amused
smirk. “l don't want us to waste any more time. We' ve already spent years apart,
growing up and becoming our own people. | think the fact that we still fit together is
kind of amiracle, and | don’'t want to miss another moment.”

“No more missing,” | said with agrin. “You got it.”

This time, when she brought her mouth back down on mine, neither of us pulled
away. Her hands roamed up and down my torso. They held my face and grabbed at
my shirt—Ilike no matter where they were, it wasn't enough.

Cam kissed her way down the column of my throat until she found my tattoo, then
she bit down hard and sucked. My head fell back on a groan. “Trying to leave a mark,
angel?’

“Yeah,” she said against my skin. “That was the whole point of this tattoo,
remember? A mark that doesn’'t fade?’ She sucked at it again.

“Fuck,” | breathed. “I love you being territorial.”

Cam’s lips moved up the column of my neck again before she lifted her head and
said, “Show me.”

| gripped her waist hard as | stood up, and | set her down for half a second only so |
could pick her up again in a way that would allow her to wrap her legs around me.
My hold on her was firm as | walked us toward the couch.
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“1 like this,” she said against my mouth. “I don’t get picked up very often—tall girl
problems.”

“That’s the last time you're ever going to say that,” | said. “I'll pick you up all you
want—toss you around a bit, too.”

When we got to the front of the couch, | held Cam close as | lay down, so she would
end up on top of me. “Smooth,” she said against my mouth. “That was very smooth.”
| smiled.

| let my hands roam all over her body—very aware now that she wasn’'t wearing any
pants and that | was getting uncomfortably hard in mine. God, her skin was so
fucking soft. And she smelled so good. It was like everything about her was
specifically designed to lure me in and make me want her.

And | wanted her so fucking bad.

Cam sat up, and | went with her, helping her pull her T-shirt over her head. She
wasn’'t wearing a bra underneath it. “Fuck,” | groaned. “You’ ve just been bare under
there the whole time?’

| kissed my way down her chest and drew one of her nipplesinto my mouth.

She inhaled sharply. “It's not my fault you didn’t notice | wasn't wearing a bra.” Her
voice was shaky. | loved it.

“l was focused on you,” | said. “Like a goddamn gentleman.” | switched to her other



nipple and felt my cock jerk when she tugged on my hair.

“Isthisyou being a gentleman?’ she asked.

“Not anymore,” | said as | pushed her back and covered her body with mine. “1 want
to do distinctly ungentlemanly thingsto you.”

“Like what?' Cam breathed.

| kissed her hard and pushed my tongue into her mouth, wanting to taste every corner
of her. When | pulled back, | slipped one of my fingers into her mouth and let her
suck on it before | dragged it down her neck, chest, and abdomen until | got to her
black panties. | brushed my knuckle over the top of them. “In alittle while, I'm going
to bend you over this couch and fuck you from behind, but right now”—I moved her
underwear to one side, and dlid a finger inside of her—*I want to feel how fucking
soaked you are for me.”

Cam’s back arched, and her eyes rolled back as | pushed my finger in and out of her.
Fuck, the noises. “Needy girl,” | said softly, and Cam nodded desperately.

“More, please,” she gasped.

“More what, angel? Another finger? Or do you want my tongue?’

“Either. Both,” she said. “| want it all.”

| kissed her again and pulled her panties down her legs, but | didn’t throw them
across the room. | sat back on my knees and brought the finger that was inside of
Cam up to my mouth. Just a little taste. “You're in charge here. Show me what you

want me to do,” | said as | licked her off my finger. “Show me how you touch
yourself when you' re thinking of me.”



Cam looked up at me with hooded lids, but she did what Isaid. My mouth watered as
| watched her drag her fingers down her abdomen before they slipped inside of her. |
moaned at the sight of it. | unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them and my briefs down
enough that | could pull my dick out. While | watched her, | wrapped her underwear
around my dick and gave myself afew hard strokes.

Both of us were breathing heavily, and | could hear my heartbeat in my ears. “Oh my
god,” Cam said. As she watched me use her panties to stroke my length, her fingers
sped up on her clit and her hipsjerked.

Before she could get much further, | grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand away. She
let out a frustrated moan. “Dusty,” she moaned, but she didn’t look at me—her eyes
were still on my dick, and they were heated as hell.

“You don't get to come unlessit’'sonme,” | said.

“Then get inside of me,” she said. “I’'m ready. | want you.”

| stopped what | was doing and crawled my way up her body, and leaned down like |
was going to kiss her. When she closed her eyes to meet me hafway, | did her
panties into her mouth instead. Her eyes opened immediately. “Remember what | said
about rushing me?’

Cam’s eyelids went heavy as she nodded, and | slid my finger back inside of her, and
she moaned around her panties. “Then don’'t rush me. | like taking my time with you,
angel. | like watching your eyes get heavy and your chest heave. | like watching
goosebumps rise on your skin.” | brought my thumb to her clit and pressed down.
Cam jerked underneath me.

| started working her with my hand—fast, like she was doing to herself, and putting
pressure on her clit. Her hips bucked, and muffled cries came from her mouth. “God,



you're so needy,” | said. “You're going to come already, aren’'t you? Ican feel your
pussy tightening around my fingers.” | brought my other hand to the bottom of her
abdomen and pushed down. Cam’s entire body snapped, and her eyes went wide. |
felt her pussy constrict. “Atta girl,” | said. “Come all over my fingers.” Her body
jerked over and over again as she rode the wave of her orgasm, and | took in the
view.

God, she was stunning.

When her body went boneless, | reached up and took her panties out of her mouth
and tossed them across the room before | brought my mouth down hard on hers. She
immediately opened for me, and our tongues tangled together.

“You did so good, baby,” | said.

“God,” Cam moaned. “I can’'t handle it when you talk to me like that.”
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“Likewhat?’ | asked. | was grinning against her mouth.

“You know,” she said. “You know exactly what you're doing.” | got up onto my
knees and brought Cam with me.

“Remember what | said about bending you over the couch?’ | asked, and Cam
nodded. “1 want to do that now, if that’s okay with you.”

She laughed, and the sound was like fresh air in my lungs. “I’d like that,” she said,
and then she grabbed one of my hands and kissed my palm. “I like these—the
tattoos.” The hand she was holding had a rose on the back of it.

“You know where they look best?’ | asked, and Cam tilted her head and nodded. |
brought my hand up to her neck. “Right here.” | felt her swallow under my touch. |
squeezed and hauled her mouth to mine. “I’'m about to jump over the back of this
couch,” I said. “And it’s not going to be smooth or sexy.”

“We'll see,” Cam said with a grin. | kissed her one moretime before | put a hand on
the back of the couch and pushed myself over—the same way | would hop a fence.
“Hmmmm, I’d give it a seven out of ten,” she said.

“Brat,” | sad as | wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her over the back of
the couch to join me. She wobbled when her feet hit the ground. “Feeling a little
unsteady, angel ?’

She gave me a playful slap on the arm. “Maybe if you didn’t feel the need to show off
all thetime, I’d be able to stand.”



“Don’'t worry,” | said. “I’ve got you.” | kissed her then, and she brought one of her
hands to my aching cock. | gasped when she wrapped her hand around it and stroked
me hard. “Fuck,” | gritted out. | clutched her face in my hands and licked the side of
her mouth as she did it afew more times.

“1 want this inside of me,” she said. “I want to feel you stretch me and fuck me from
behind.” Cam bit my bottom lip. “Please.”

| brought my hands down to her waist and flipped her around. The front of her body
fell over the couch as she gasped. | dropped to my knees behind her and licked up her

center. “| just need ataste of your perfect cunt first,” | said.

Cam moaned as my tongue went between her legs. “I think you like being on your
knees for me,” she said breathily.

“You're wrong, angel, | fuckinglovebeing on my knees for you,” | said as | stood. |
sunk my teeth into one of her ass cheeks on the way. | felt her shocked gasp rocket
through her body. “Are you ready for me?’

“Yes, god, Dusty, please.”

| gripped one side of her ass and started to ease my cock into her. “I'll go slow,” |
whispered in her ear. “It’s going to feeldeep like this, so | need you to tell me if it

gets too intense, okay?’

Her body went rigid as | got farther inside of her. “Relax, angel. I’ve got you,” |
crooned and kissed her neck. “I’ ve got you. Y ou can take it, can’t you?”’

“Yes,” Cam moaned.

“That'smy girl,” | said. “My perfect fucking girl.” | looked down at where our bodies



joined and cursed under my breath. | was the luckiest man alive—by along shot.

My breath went ragged as | seated myself fully inside her. “Fuck, you feel so good.” |
started to move my hips, and | couldn’t help the moan that came out of me.

“Louder,” Cam said.

“Y ou want to hear what you do to me, angel?’ | said as my strokes got alittle harder.

“Yes,” Cam moaned. “I like it when you're loud.”

“Fuck, baby,” | moaned.

Cam backed her ass into me in time with my thrusts, and the strangled noise that
came out of my throat was barely human. “That’s right—fuck me back, | know you

can.

After that, we devolved into moans and movements and sounds. Both of our gasps
got quicker and higher as we raced toward the edge, ready to fall over at any moment.

| had enough consciousness to reach around to Cam’s clit and put some pressure
there—didn’t want to leave my girl hanging.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Cam chanted, and | felt the base of my spine tense. Cam tightened
around my dick, and my vision started to go black at the sides.

“Fuck, angel, I’'m going to come,” | ground out. Her bodywent rigid under my hands.
She gripped me so fucking tight, and | ailmost didn’t remember to pull out, but | came

to at the last minute and liquid spilled all over her back.

“Shit,” | breathed. “Holy shit.”



Cam’s body heaved. “How does it get better every single time?’ she asked.
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“Becauseit’sus,” | said. | leaned down and kissed her shoulder.

After we got cleaned up, | pulled Cam down on the couch with me and held her
closer. “Dusty...” Shetrailed off.

“Tak to me, angel,” | whispered with my lipsin her hair.

“Will you stay over tonight?’ she asked. “| want to wake up with you. | don’t want to
say goodbye.”

“Me neither,” | sad.
Chapter 40
Cam

When | woke up the next morning, Dusty’s arm was draped over my waist, so | slid
out from under it as carefully as | could before getting out of bed. | didn't want to
wake him. Yeah, we did get some sleegp together, but only after weslepttogether one
more time and took a shower before going to bed.

| moved Dusty’s blond hair away from his face as he dlept. In the quiet of the
morning, everything | felt about Dusty almost overwhelmed me. | couldn’t believe
we did it—that we made it back to each other, that we made it back to each other
ready—Dbetter, even.

| walked out to the kitchen and turned the coffee maker on. | looked around the house



that had quickly become a home over the past few months. Even though it
wasn' ttechnicallymine, it felt like it was. | couldn’t imagine letting it go. Maybe |
could buy it from whoever Anne left it to—maybe if they knew that someone was
building alife here, they would let them stay.

Because | really wanted to live here. The truth of it in my gut was clear, after so many
years of being unable to hear my own instincts. And another thing was clear, too: |
wanted to work at Rebel Blue. | wanted to have my own piece of it like the rest of the
people in my life did. | didn’t want to stay in a job just because it offered security.
Because the truth was, Rebel Blue had always offered me the most security, in al the
ways that actually mattered. | wanted to give back to the place that had given so
much to me. It had given me afamily.

Once | had a cup of coffee, | pulled out my phone and checked the time. It was just
after seven, which meant Gus would definitely be awake.

“Hello?’” He picked up on thefirst ring.

“I'll doit,” | said. “I'll take the job.”

“Areyou sure?’ Gus asked.

“I'msure,” | said. “I’ll call my firm tomorrow and put in my notice, and once | finish
out my caseload, I’'m al yours.”

“Fuck yeah,” Gus said. “ Thank you, Cam.”

“Thank you,” | said. “I really needed this.”

“I'll tell my dad, and we'll make things official as soon as we can. Do you want to
come to the Big House for breakfast and celebrate?’



“1’ve got some thingsto do here, but I'll talk to you later, okay?’

“Okay, bye.”

After Gus hung up the phone, | couldn't stop grinning. When did my life get
S0...good?

| didn’t know how much time had passed when | heard my bedroom door open and
Dusty’s bare feet against the hardwood floors as he made his way out to the kitchen.
He was justin his briefs, his hair was a disaster, and he was rubbing the sleep out of
one of hiseyes.

Beautiful.

Every time | saw more of him, | tried to catalog his tattoos and make note of my
favorites—the dagger in the middle of his chest, the bee on his thigh, and the

scorpion on hisribs. And, of course, the“A.”

“Morning,” he said when he saw me. A grin stretched across his face. “It broke my
heart when you weren't there when | woke up, you know.”

He walked behind me and draped his arms over my shoulders and pulled my back to
his chest. “Y ou were out cold, and | didn’t want to wake you, and | had to call Gus.”

| felt Dusty stiffen just slightly. “Is Riley okay?”’

| nodded. “She’s fine. Probably still asleep—she hates mornings—I had to call him
about ajob.” | smiled.

Dusty kissed the side of my neck. “What kind of job?’
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“A job at Rebel Blue. For me,” | said.

Dusty lifted his head and looked at me, confused. | took a deep breath and started to
explain. “Last night, Gus asked me to be Rebel Blue's lawyer—full-time—not just
looking over stuff when they need it, but actually working for them.

“Gus only talked about a couple of things, but | know there’s a million things | could
do there. All the little things that dlip through the cracks, like the liability waivers for
guests at Baby Blue. The sanctuary is going to need someone's full attention when it
comes to the back-end stuff, and | think I’ d be really good at it.”

“You would be,” Dusty said.
“And you’ d be okay with that? We' d probably work together alot.”

Dusty’s lips stretched into a smile. “I can’t imagine anything better, angel,” he said
with another kiss to my neck. “So did you accept?’

| turned around on my stool so | could wrap my arms around Dusty’s waist. | liked
him here in the morning—Iliked seeing what he looked like when he woke up. “1 did,”
| said and laid my head on his chest—right over the top of the dagger. “And I'm
going to talk to Anne about the house—see if there's any way | can buy it from her
buyer or stay longer. This place just...means so much. It's finally something that
feelslike...my own. And | want to find away to hold ontoit.”

“Oh.” Dusty sounded surprised.



“Yeah, oh.” | looked up at him, and he looked like he was about to say something,
but then he yawned. “Need some coffee?’ | asked.

He let out a puff of air. “Yeah, | had this woman wringing me dry all night.”

| kissed his chest. “Sounds like you need to work on your stamina—build up that
endurance.”

“Isthat so?"

“Yeah,” | said. “Especially because she'd really like to do it again tonight, or you
know...now.” | licked up his chest and heard him inhale sharply.

“Now isgood,” he said. “Now isreally good.”

A little over an hour later, Dusty and | were at the grocery store. Neither of usreally
wanted to leave the other. | had thingsto do, so Dusty just decided to tag along.

“Y ou buy name-brand cereal?’ he asked as | pulled a box of Frosted Mini-Wheats off
the shelf. “Fancy as hell.”

“1 think they taste different,” | said with a shrug.

“That’s because you' ve got that sophisticated palate, Ash.” We went through every
aisle in the grocery store, even though | didn't need to—I had a list—but | liked
doing it. | liked every moment of us rediscovering each other—hearing all about his
favorite snacks and preferred foods or whether or not he got the ick from eggs every
oncein awhile.



When | grabbed a plastic container of pickles from the refrigerated section, Dusty did
adramatic gag. “ Still not afan?’

“No, pickles are rank, Ash.”

“Morefor me.” | shrugged and put them in the cart.

“Cam?’ A woman’s voice came from in front of us—her hair was darker than it used
to be and cut short. She was wearing black jeans, black boots, and a white knit

sweater.

“Chloe?’ | said. My old high school teammate and Ann€e's granddaughter. That was
ironic. “Oh my god, hi.”

She walked toward me and pulled me into a hug, which was unexpected. | was
awkward about it, but |1 hoped she didn’t notice. “How are you?’ | asked when she

pulled back.

“Good,” she said. “Hi, Dusty,” she said, shifting her gaze to the man next to me, who
seemed kind of...nervous.

“Hey, Chloe,” he said. “Good to see you.”

“What are you in town for?’ | asked.

“Just a pit stop on my way to New York to see my mom. How are you liking the
house?’ Chloe asked me, but it looked like she was talking to both of us.

“It’ s perfect, really. It's such a great house, as you well know.”
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Chloe smiled warmly. “I love seeing you two together still,” she said. “1 always knew
you’ d make it. How long have you been married? Like five years now?’

My eyes widened. “ Sorry?’ | choked out.

“Oh.” Chloe motioned between the two of us. “Sorry, | just assumed that you guys
were married when Dusty bought the house.”

“Bought the...house?’
| looked over at Dusty, who was looking at his boots.

“Oh, sorry, one sec.” Chloe pulled out her phone. “It's my mom. I’ ve gottago. I’ ll be
in town until Monday—maybe we can get coffee or something!”

“Yeah,” | said, feeling dlightly dazed. My voice felt far away. “Sure.” Chloe gave
both Dusty and me another quick hug and walked away, unknowingly leaving chaos
in her wake.

| turned to Dusty slowly. “You...own my house?’ There was hurt in my voice.

“Ash...” Dusty was looking a me like I’d just kicked him in the stomach. “I was
going to tell you.”

“When?' | asked. “When you made me fall in love with you again? What if | didn’t?
Were you going to kick me out?’



“Can | explain, please?’ Dusty said. “Let’s get your groceries, and we can talk about
it at home.”

“Whose home?’ | asked. “Because apparently you own mine.”

“It'snot like that. It's never been like that.”

“Well, | wouldn’t know that, would |7’ | spat. “Because you never told me.”

“Please,” he begged. “I don’t want to do this here.”

“Fine,” | said and then pushed my cart to the front of the store to check out. | walked
ahead of him and didn’'t look at him—not while we were checking out, not while we
walked to the car or when he opened my door for me, and not for the entire drive

back to my—sorry, his—house.

The silence was tense and heavy, until finaly he spoke. “I bought the house five
years ago.” He sighed.

| folded my arms across my chest. “I got that part.”

“Anne’s kids wanted her to put it on the market because she couldn’t take care of it.
They had a buyer lined up who wanted to try and get the permits to tear the house
down and develop on it—condos or some shit—and when my mom told me, | knew |
didn’t want that to happen.”

“Why?’
“Because it was your dream house,” he said. “Because every time | came home and |

passed the turn that took me up the drive or when | parked here for a hike, | thought
about you, and | didn’t want to lose that. But also because I’ ve watched places like



this disappear around the world, and | didn’t want that to happen to this house.

“So | called Anne, and told her | would buy it—that | would pay for someone to
come and do the maintenance that she couldn’t do anymore and that she could live
here as long as she wanted.”

“And she said yes?’ | asked.

“And she said yes. She didn’t realy want to sell, but her kids and grandkids had
moved all over the country, and they couldn’'t help her, so selling was the
compromise. Me buying the house worked for her, and it worked for me. When |
decided to come home, | knew I’d have the cabin to go to, and | would get a chance
to do alot of the maintenance myself.”

“Why did you rent it to me when Anne moved into the assisted living facility, instead
of moving into it yourself?’

“I couldn’t imagine living in it without you,” he said softly, rubbing his
neck—rubbing the “A.” “I don't know, Cam. | justwanted you to have it, | guess. |
wanted you to have something that was your own.”

“But thisisn't mine.” | gestured around the house. “1 just went from being trapped in
one situation with a man to another.”

“That’s not...” Dusty’s nostrils flared. “That’s not fair, Cam. | wasn't trying to trick
you or trap you, | was trying to help without being weird and invasive. | didn’t know
we were going to rekindle things. | mean, | hoped that we could maybe try, but that
wasn’'t the point of me renting you the house.”

“Were you ever going to tell me?’



“Of course | was.” He ran a hand through his loose blond hair. “I just didn’t know
when or how. | was going to do it earlier, but then we started picking things up, and |
just wanted us to be stable—whether that was as friends or more.”
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“So when | asked you how you ended up in the cabin, you didn’t think that was a
good time to bring it up?’

“No,” Dusty said. “I really didn’t.”

| felt overwhelmed. | felt mad and sad and frustrated, and | didn’t want him here. |
didn’t want to be around him. | needed space.

“1 need you to go,” | said calmly.

“Cam...” Dusty tried to reach for me.

“Y ou should go. Just leave. That’swhat you do, isn't it?”
“Please don’t say that, Ash. | came back...for you.”

That's when | delivered the landing blow. “Y es, you did. But you should have stayed
gone.”

Chapter 41
Cam
When | got in my car, | banged on the steering wheel a few times in frustration.

Goddammit.| turned my car on and drove straight for Rebel Blue. | needed to talk to
someone. How did things get so messed up?



Y esterday, | thought Dusty and | had a guaranteed future. Today, | wasn’'t so sure.
And it wasn't just about the house. Maybe | was wrong—maybe what | felt for him
wasn't something new, built to last. Maybe these were the same feelings of that
seventeen-year-old girl, so desperate to be loved, ricocheting back on me, and |
couldn’t see theredlity in front of my face.

The thought made my stomach turn, and | started to question everything.

My thoughts blazed like a wildfire through my brain as | drove until | ended up on
Wes and Ada’ s doorstep.

| probably should’ve called or texted first, but oh, well. | knocked on the door.

Wes opened it a few seconds later, wearing jeans and awhite T-shirt. His feet were
bare, and his dog, Waylon, was at his side—like always.

“Cam?’ There was worry in his voice. | could only imagine what | looked like.
“What's wrong?’ He stepped out onto the porch and put his hands on my shoulders,
steadying me.

“Is Adahome?’ | asked.

“She had a client meeting—I can call her. Find out when she’ll be back?’

“No,” | said, deflating alittle. “It’s, um, it’sfine. I'll just talk to her later.”

Wes's eyes were brimming with concern. “Do you want to come in? I’'m no Ada, but
I’m agood placeholder until she gets here.”

| chewed on my bottom lip for a second before | nodded. Wes led me inside, and
Waylon licked my hands on the way in. Ada and Wes had slowly been remodeling



this house on Wes's slab of Rebel Blue. They weren’'t done yet, but every time | came
here, there was something new to explore.

Wes led me toward the couch, and | couldn’t help but flop down on it. He sat in the
big comfy chair across from me and pulled out his phone. “I’ll text Ada and tell her
you're here,” he said.

“Sorry for barging in,” | responded, suddenly self-conscious.

“Don’'t apologize,” Wes said. “What’s going on?’

| grabbed one of the pillows off the couch and hugged it over my face. “Dusty,” | said
into the pillow.

“Sorry,” Wes said. “I didn’'t quite catch that, but | think you might have said Dusty?’
| nodded. “Ah, | heard you two were canoodling.”

| took the pillow off my face and glared at him. “Canoodling, really?’

Wes smiled, dimples on display—my daughter got those, too—and shrugged. “You
are, though, aren’t you?’

“Maybe,” | said. “But a'so maybe not anymore.”
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“Ah,” Wes said like he understood. “I see. Wannatalk about it?’
| let out along sigh and nodded. “I don’t know. Things were going well—I thought
we were going to make it this time. But then today, | got this bomb dropped on me,
and I’'m not handling it well.”

“What kind of bomb?’ Wes asked.

“A big, destructive, and out-of-the-blue bomb that is making me wonder if everything
was too good to be true.”

“Does he have afamily in Connecticut or Australia or something?’ Wes asked.
| shook my head. “Nothing like that.”

“But it's gotta be pretty bad for you to be second-guessing, right? From what I’ve
heard, things seem to be going pretty well.”

“What have you heard?’ | asked, raising my eyebrows.

Wes shrugged. “Ada says you' re happy. Riley wouldn’t shut up about him when she
slept over afew weeks ago. | don’t know—it makes sense to me that you guys found
your way back to each other. | always envied you guys' friendship in high school and

then you started kissing and shit, and | thought you’ d be together forever.”

“Wes, you had more friends than anyone | knew.”



“But | didn't really have a best friend like you and Dusty or Teddy and Emmy or
Brooks and Gus. | wanted that. | alwaysthought you guys were lucky to have it. And
now | do have abest friend, and | know | was right to want it.”

My heart softened for him. Wes loved Ada so loudly and so much.

“Well,” | said, “it’s not really going well anymore. | found out this morning that he
bought the house I'm living in like five years ago, and he didn’t tell me.”

Wes blinked slowly. “And thisis a bad thing because?’

“Because he lied about it. Because that means it’s not really mine, and | truly still
don’t have anything of my own, and the house that was supposed to be my fresh start
actually came with its own baggage.”

“Okay...” Wes replied slowly. “But you're renting it anyway, so it wouldn’t have
been yours either way, right?’

| worried my bottom lip. “That’s not the point. The point is that he let me believe that
Anne owned it this whole time even though he did. Plus, he knew how much | loved
the house, so | don’t like that he bought it with mein mind.”

“Do you know he did?’

“He said that wasn't the only reason but that it was one of them. He said he didn’t
move in because he didn’t want to live there without me.”

Wes nodded again, and it looked like he was fighting a smile. “So you're mad
because your high school slash current boyfriend bought you a house and let you live
in it when you needed a place to go?”’



“That's amajor oversimplification, Weston,” | asserted.

“ Sometimes these thingsaresimple, Cam.” He shrugged. “Obvioudly, | don’'t have the
whole story from either of you, but, | don’'t know, this feels like a hiccup, not a
relationship altering or ending situation.

“Should he have told you about the house? Definitely. | think it would’ ve been better
for him to be up front when he agreed to let you rent it. But if he did tell you, would
you have moved in?’ | didn’t know the answer to that—probably not. | was so afraid
of getting close to him then. Wes must’ ve seen the look on my face because he kept
talking.

“l get wanting to have something to call your own—I really do, Cam. And | know
there’s alot of other stuff wrapped up in that feeling—especially after what you went
through. But I’'ve also been the person who's just trying to show the scared and
fiercely independent woman how much he loves her. And sometimes’—he
smiled—"it doesn't go according to plan and you end up scaring her instead of
winning her over.”

“I"'m not scared,” | said. “I’'m mad.”

“So you can tell me with one hundred percent certainty that the combination of Dusty
buying that house because of you, then spending more time with him again, and the
potential of a future where you’ re together and happy doesn’t scare you even alittle
bit? It just makes you mad?’

“You're taking a lot of liberties with this little advice column you’ve got going on,
Wes,” | said with an eyerall.

“Cam.” His face was thoughtful, his voice earnest. “I love you. You're like another
sister to me. When everything happened on your wedding day, | was sad for you, but



| aso kind of felt...relieved. Like | didn’t have to pretend that | was okay with you
settling for less than you deserved anymore.” | swallowed hard. “But the thought of
you and Dusty finally finding your way back to each other after all this time and
letting this get in the way of that breaks my heart intwo.

“1 think you need to talk to Dusty about the house thing—tell him that secrets like
that won't fly in the future. Talk about what it means for your relationship right now
and in the future, but | don’t think you need to use this as an excuse to leave him
first.”

My head snapped toward him. “What did you say?’
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“It’'s easier to be the one that leaves than be the one that gets left. | think you and Ada
think similarly that way, but both of you have the same problem: You wait for the
other shoe to drop, even though that’s never going to happen. Dusty’s putting down
roots. You have roots aready, and now both of you finally have a chance to let those
roots grow together, to get so fucking tangled up in each other that you can’'t possibly
part again, and that’s a beautiful thing.”

“It'sascary thing,” | whispered.
“See? | told you that you were scared.”

“How did you know?’ Wes held his phone up for me to see. It was the message
exchange between him and Ada.

Wes.Cam ishere. | think it’s about Dusty.

Ada:l’m on my way home. Don't let her talk herself out of him because she’s scared.
The front door to their house opened then, and Ada stormed in. She was breathing
heavily, and her hair was mussed. “Don’t you dare fucking give up on you and Dusty,

Cam, | swear to god” were the first words out of her mouth.

“Wes did a good job at talking me down.” Ada smiled. She walked over to where
Wes was sitting on the chair and kissed him on the temple.

“Good,” she said. “I knew | could count on him. He knows a thing or two about
skittish women.”



Wes smiled up at Ada, and my heart ached.

“So what should | do?’ | asked.

“1 think you already know what you want to do. | think you just need to say it.”

“1 want to be with Dusty,” | said.

“That’sour girl,” Adasaid. “Now go get him.”

Chapter 42

Dusty

There was a knock at my door. It couldn’t be her, could it? | let out a sigh and
dragged my feet over to my door. It wasn't her. Cam had a long cooling-off
period—who knew when she’ d be ready to talk to me.

God, | didn't know how things went so wrong so fast. We were having such a good
day. | amost told her | loved her over a container of pickles, for god's sake. Maybe |
should' ve. Maybe if I'd said it, things would be different.

Maybe she' d be able to see the future that | saw with her.

There were alot of people I’d be shocked to find at my door on a Saturday afternoon,
but | was never expecting to find Amos Ryder standing there.

“Uh, hi,” | said.

“Hey, Dusty. Want to go for awak with me?”’



| couldn’t say no. Could 1?

No, | couldn’t.

“Uh, sure,” | said. “Let me put some shoes on.” | grabbed the pair of boots closer to
the door and dlid them over mysocks. | stumbled a little bit, nervous about what was
about to happen on thislittle stroll.

| had a leather jacket hanging by the door, so | dlid that on, too, before meeting Amos
on my stoop.

“Nice day,” he said with asmile at me. He had the kindest eyes.
| nodded. It was a nice day. There was still plenty of that winter chill in the air, but it
was nice and warm when you stood in the sun. | loved being outside. | was like a

sunflower; | always turned to face the sun and bask in it for just a second.

“There’sanice walking trail off the big trailhead,” | said. “It’slow and thereisn’'t any
elevation gain.”

“Sounds good,” Amos said, and we started walking. The earth crunched under our
feet. “| was happy to see that you’ ve taken a couple Saturdays off.”
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Usually, | worked at Rebel Blue every day. Gus insisted | have some sort of break
day, but | normally took that on Wednesdays or Thursdays. Until recently, | didn’t
mind working the whole weekend if it meant someone else didn't have to. Now, |
wanted to be at soccer games or sleeping in with Cam.

“Yeah,” | said. “Thanksfor letting me.”

“1 was wondering what might’ ve inspired that change in routine,” Amos said next to
me. The tone in hisvoice told me he aready knew.

“Are you here to talk to me about Cam?’ | asked and then muttered, “Word sure
travels fast around here.”

Amos chuckled. “I didn’'t plan on stopping by, but | was visiting with Anne when her
granddaughter stopped by, so | heard a very interesting story about home ownership.”

“Ah,” | said. “I didn’t know you and Anne were close.”

“I’ve known her a long time,” he said. “She was my babysitter if you can believe
that.” God, this town was so complicated.

“l actually can,” | said. “I don’'t think there’'s much you could tell me about the
relationships in Meadowlark that | wouldn’t believe.”

“But you still came back,” Amos said.

| shrugged. “Well, that was thanks to Gus.” Which was true, but his job offer was just



the catalyst. I'd wanted to come home for a long time. | finally wanted a chance to
settle into alife. But now | didn’t know if the life | had always dreamed about finding
when | returned home was just that: a dream.

“Rebel Blue wouldn’t run the way it does without you, and you' ve already put in so
much work on the sanctuary. | appreciate you. I'm glad we have you for the long
haul .”

“Thank you, sir,” | said. | didn’t know | needed Amos's reassurance about my work,
my commitment, until he gave it to me. But with hiswords, | felt my shoulders relax.

“You're agood man, Dusty. Y our dad would be proud of you, you know.”

My head filled with memories of my dad, how much | wished he was here. He would
know what to do and what to say, but | couldn’t say much after that, so we walked in
silence for a bit. | listened to the noises in the trees and focused on the cool air filling
my lungs.

After a while, when we had made it to the actual walking path, Amos broke the
silence. “Cam is like a daughter to me. | love her like one, and | worry about her like
one. It killed me to watch her go through what happened on her wedding day, and
she’ s been even heavier on my mind since then.”

| nodded. “I know.”

“And so when something happens to her, it takes up alot of space in this old head. |
think about it all the time. | wonder what | can do to help without being an
overbearing old man.” | was about to tell him he wasn’t that old, but he kept going.
“Usually, | settle on talking—trying to pull out some sage advice that might turn on a
lightbulb or open a new door. And most of the time, it works. They find their way,
whatever that way might be.



“And Cam is no different. | gave her advice about you last month—told her that it
was okay to go after it—go after the future she realy wants.” | swallowed. | didn’'t
know Amos was invested in this—in us. “I’m hoping | wasn’t wrong in saying that.”

Okay, ouch.

“No, sir,” | said. “I want afuture with her. |—I love her. I’ ve loved her forever.”

“That’s what | thought,” Amos said. | could hear a smile in his voice. “Isit okay if |
giveyou alittle advice, then?’

“Please,” | said honestly. | trusted Amos—I valued his thoughts and opinions, and |
knew he did his best to look out for everyone. Cam, my mom, and now me,

apparently.

“Be careful how much space you give her,” Amos said. “ She needs some, but at the
end of the day, it’s more important for Cam to know that she’'s loved.”

“| understand, sir,” | said.

“Something else I’ve learned? There is a time to let things go, but you aso have to
know when to hold on to something tightly. There's value in clinging to it and not
letting it get away from you. The bravest thing you can do when you lovesomeone is
work hard to keep them—to hold on to them with everything you' ve got—and even
when you loosen your grip, you don’t let go.”

| let hiswords sink in. | had told Cam that she was right to leave all those years ago,
and | still believed that. But this felt different. It felt all sorts of wrong.Even when
you loosen your grip, you don't let go.How could | show Cam that | wanted to be her
anchor, her steady shelter in the storm, but | was never going to drag her down? | just
wanted to be her true north, just like she had aways been mine, the light that guided



me home.

“1 know you're a hard worker, Dusty, | seeit every day, so what are you going to do
to make sure Cam doesn’t get away again?’

Chapter 43

Cam

When | woke up the next morning, my bed felt empty without Dusty in it, and he'd
only stayed over one night.
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Adaand Wes were mostly right. | had aright to be mad at Dusty, but the whole house
situation didn’t need to be the thing that did us in because | was too stubborn to talk
aboutit.

The orange glow coming in my window told me it was early. | glanced over at the
clock next to my bed. Six-thirty. | sighed and rolled out of bed. Half of me hoped that
when | went out to my kitchen, Dusty would be there, drinking some coffee and
ready to call me out on my bullshit.

But he wasn't.

When | looked out my back window, normally | could see his house, but this
morning, it looked like there was something taped there.

What the hell?

| slipped on a pair of shoes and walked out the back door and to the outside of the
window. In black Sharpie, inhandwriting | would know anywhere, “Ash” was written
on the back of the envelope.

| tore it off the window and opened it immediately. | didn’t even care that it was cold
and that | wasn’'t wearing anything but my pajamas. The first thing | saw was a note
and then a stack of papers that were tri-folded together.

| went for the note first.

Ash,



| know | should’ve told you about the house. I'm sorry | made you feel like it
couldn’t be yours because of me. | hope this makes up for it. The box isfor you.

| love you.

Dusty

| looked down and saw the box from Dusty’s coffee table at my feet. | felt tears well
up behind my eyes.| love you.l focused on those three words until my vision got
blurry. Then | picked up the box and brought it back inside. | set it on the kitchen
table and sat down. | thought | would have to work up some courage to open it, but |

didn’t; | doverightin.

When | opened it, | noticed that all the notes had been unfolded and stacked nestly,
making it easy for me to flip through them.

Ash,

I’m at aranch in Northern California right now. The cook asked me what the A tattoo
on my neck meant. | told her it stood for “adulterer,” but she didn’t get the joke.

Thinking of you,

Dusty

| smiled, and my hand found the spot on my hip where my tattoo was. | kept it there
as | kept reading.

Ash,

“Dashboard Confessional” came on the radio today. | sang every word.



Dusty

The next one | read was written on a postcard from Mexico.

Ash,

I’m at a horse rescue this winter. It's owned and run by women, and they don’t take
any shit. The owner, Paola, is what | think you'll be like in your sixties—fierce as
hell. I wish you could meet her.

Dusty

Ash,

Every once in a while, | have a day where | miss you so much it actualy hurts to
breathe. Today was one of those days. | hope you' re okay.

Dusty

Ash,
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| went to a farmers market in Calgary this morning. | was this close to sending you a
box of the most beautiful heirloom tomatoes I’'ve ever seen. The other shoppers
probably thought | was insane because | was just grinning at tomatoes like an idiot.
Dusty

Ash,

Today, | saw a woman in the airport with hair like yours. For a second, | thought it
was you. Sometimes, missing you doesn’'t hurt. Today isn’t one of those days.

Dusty
Ash,

I’m so mad at you for leaving, but | hope you found your home. | haven’'t found mine
yet.

Dusty

| pulled note after note out of the box. There had to be hundredsin here.

Eventualy, | saw the words “change of property ownership,” on a paper near the
bottom. | tore it out of the box. It also had the address to my house, and “deed,” and |

thought | was going to fall to the ground. Did he...did he just give me this house?

| looked over at Dusty’s house, and without thinking, started making my way to it.



When | got to hisdoor, | pounded on it harder than | meant to.

He opened the door within a second. He looked shocked to see me. “What the hell is
this?’ | asked, holding up the stack of papers—the note that was taped to my door
included.

“1 think the technical term is alove declaration or grand gesture,” he said. “And also
adeed.”

“What the hell is wrong with you?’ | asked. “Y ou think you can just give me a house
and tell me you loveme and al isforgiven?’

“No,” he said. “But | thought it could be a good start.” He moved to the side of the
door, inviting me in, but | didn't move.He was wearing a leather jacket but shrugged
it off and brought it around my shoulders. The action brought us closer together, but |
still didn’t move.

“Cam,” he breathed. “I’'m sorry | didn’t tell you about the house. | know | should’ve.
| know it was crazy for me to buy it five years ago with you in mind. | know the fact
that I’ ve been in love with you since | was seventeen is kind of ridiculous, and | know
you're mad at me, and you have every right to be. But, god, you are everything to me.
Y ou always have been, you always will be.

“1 don't even remember what my life was like before you were in it—I don’t even
think | want to. It killed me when you left, but | don’t know, | just felt like it was the
right thing to let you go, but | never let go of hope—hope that we'd find our way
back to each other after it all and hope that I’ d have the opportunity to never let you
go. | feel like I've spent fifteen years preparing for this moment, when | could tell
you that, without a doubt, | want to be with you forever. | want to wake up with you
every day. And that means that | also want to be part of Riley’slife.



“1 want to go to Riley’s soccer games and carry her to bed when she falls asleep on
the couch.”

My breath was shaky as | exhaled.

“I’ve always wanted everything with you, and I’'m sorry that | got so many steps
ahead, but | promise, I'll give you as much time as you need. The house is yours. No
strings. I'll move out of here if you want me to. | want to do this on your terms,
Cam.”

“This note says you love me,” | whispered.

Dusty brought his hands up to my face and forced me to look at him. “I do love you,”
he said. “I love you madly anddeeply. | love you in ways that people don’t believe
exist in red life. | love you for who you've been and who you are and who you're
going to be, Ash.”

My throat tightened, and it got even harder for me to speak.

“I—I love you, t0o,” | stammered out as tears started to cascade down my cheeks. “In
all the same ways.”

Dusty smiled softly. “That feels like cheating,” he said. “Like you're just copying off
my paper on the love confession thing.”

“Well,” | said, “it'sthe only time | ever have, and the only time | ever will, so soak it

in.”
“Smartass,” he said, and then brought his mouth down on mine. We kissed in the

light of dawn. A new day in Meadowlark—a new beginning—the promise of bigger
things yet to come.



It was a new beginning for us, too.

Epilogue

Dusty
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Six Months Later

Cam had set up her office for the day on the picnic table right outside the back door
of the Big House. She was on her laptop, totally focused on what she was doing, so
she didn’t hear or see me walk up to her. A few months ago, Cam left her firm in
Jackson Hole and started running the administrative and logistics back end of Rebel
Blue Ranch’s new horse sanctuary. Her legal background made her a godsend with
al the nonprofit forms and requirements. She was great at fielding rescue requests
and fundraising for veterinary care. Plus, since | did the actual horse parts of the
horse sanctuary—taking care of them once they got here—I got the best co-worker
out of the deal.

“Hey,” | said with akiss on top of her head. She jumped alittle, surprised.
“Hi,” she said, looking up at me with asmile. “What are you doing here already?’
“It’ sthree-thirty, angel. We gotta go.”

Her brown eyes widened, and she checked the clock in the corner of her Iaptop. “Oh
my god,” she said. “How did that happen?”

“What are you working on?’ | nodded toward her laptop.

“There’'s a bunch of old rodeo horses from Cody that ended up in a kill pen. Amos
wants them, so I’ m trying to figure out how to get them here.”

“Do we need to postpone?’ | asked, rubbing the back of her neck with one of my



hands. | felt her relax and lean into my touch.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Give me a few minutes, and I’ [l meet you at the
truck.”

| nodded. | leaned down to kiss her. | still couldn’t believe | got to do thisall the time,
after all these years. “You got it, wife.” | kissed her again, and | felt her smile against
my mouth.

“I loveyou,” | said when | pulled myself away.

“1 love you, too.”

Cam and | got married at the courthouse last week—just the two of us and Riley. |
asked her a million times if she wanted a big wedding, or any sort of wedding at all,
and she said no every time. | asked her again last week, and she said that she wanted
to get married right then.

I’d been waiting to marry her for fifteen years, so | said hell yeah. Every part of it
was simple and intimate and perfect. We hadn’t told anyone yet, and luckily, the
clerk at the courthouse was new in town, so he probably didn't know about his
unofficial duty to keep the ladies at the post office informed of everything inside the
court walls.

Emmy and Luke were getting married—finally—next week, so we would tell them
after. Or they would probably figure it out after we completed the task we were
headed to do today.

When we walked through the front door of the tattoo parlor, Shannon was waiting for
us. “You're late,” he said, but he was smiling.



Every time | walked in to this place, | was catapulted back to that hot summer day,
when two kids who loved each other made a stupid but badass decision together. And
lucky for them, it ended up working out. It only took a few years, an unexpected
pregnancy, afailed wedding, and traveling to five continents for it to do so.

“We're two minutes late,” | said with an eyerall.

“Still late,” he said, but then crossed the lobby to hug each of us. “Y ou guys ready?’
“So ready,” Cam said, then she looked over at me. “Areyou?’

“1’ve been ready for fifteen years, angel.” | leaned over and kissed her temple. Every
time | touched her, she leaned into me like there was some sort of magnetic pull
between us. It pulled us together through time and space. It brought us here, and it
would take us through the rest of our lives.

When Cam’s eyes were on me, all | wanted to do waskissher. So | did.

Shannon cleared his throat. “Y’all are worse now than you were when you were
teenagers,” he grumbled. “Whoever’sfirst go sit in the chair. | don’'t have all day.”

Cam laughed when | pulled away. Her cheeks were red. | wanted to kiss those, too.
“I"ll go first,” she said, and | raised my eyebrows at her. “What?’ she asked. “Y ou
went first last time.”

Hand in hand, we walked toward Shannon'’s tattoo booth. Cam took the tattoo chair,
and | took the one next to it on her right side, so | could still hold on to her.

Shannon got his stencil ready—a simple black line—and wrapped it around Cam’s
ring finger. When he pulled off the stencil, | had a hard time swallowing. There it
was, the thing that would be the physical manifestation of my promise to Cam.



A reminder that | was lucky enough that my first love also got to be my last.

Shannon turned on his tattoo gun, and Cam squeezed my hand she was holding when
it met her skin.

“I’ve got you, Ash,” | said softly.

“Permanent?’ she asked.

“Permanent,” | agreed. Then she pulled me toward her, so she could kiss the “A”
tattoo on my neck, and my heart was filled to the brim with everything | felt for her.

Camille Ashwood was the love of my life. | loved her with every part of me.

“l love you,” | said. Was | about to cry? From the way my eyes were welling up, |
would say yes. “I'll love you until we're dust.”

“Until we're dust,” Cam said back, and | kissed her again. God, | never wanted to
stop kissing her.

“And even after.”



