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Disclaimer

This is a work of ctnio�. 
All names, characters, businesses, places, and incidents are either the 
products of the authors creativity or strictly meant to be used in a -cg
titious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, livin/ or dead, or 
actual events is purely coincidental andWor for entertainment purposes 

only. 
RANIGITgkhis story talws about tou/h topics that many people 

chose to avoid. khese scenes are not meant to do'nplay the dixculties 
of these topics, /lorify them, or mawe li/ht of them. khe reason they 
are bein/ addressed is because these thin/s do happen and pretendg
in/ that they donPt doesnPt prevent the situations from occurrin/. Gf 
anythin/, talwin/ about such thin/s openly 'ill hopefully oHer a bit 

of hope, and if nothin/ else, people 'ho have eCperienced similar 
situations 'ill wno' that others see them, and that they are not alone.  
Dlease be advised that by no means is the author tryin/ to oHer advice 
or counselin/, the only thin/ meant to be tawen a'ay from this story is 
that the Almi/hty can moveWhealWrestore anything if it is Yis 'ill, and 
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'e /ive it all to Yim. A/ain, this story is not real it 0ust speaws about 
real life thin/s and possible situations.

And once a/ain, this boow discusses alternative medical treatments, 
but in no means is the author tryin/ to dia/nose, treat, or hopin/ to 
convince others to do anythin/ in re/ard to themselves. As 'ith all 

situations in life, do 'hatPs best for you. Gf you have a health concern, 
seew the advice of your o'n trusted medical professionals.



Time for Wyatt

 LA with Mikey

“W hat’s your plan for today?” Mikey asked once we were on 
the road.

“I’m going to go to her place again. No one answered yesterday, 
any of the times I went there.” I supplied, feeling a little hopeless, but 
de—nitely not defeatedYyet. vou got some of the conjersation Mikey 
and I had on the way to the Tewelry store, but there was more. 'o saje 
you from hajing to rehash what you already know, ICm going to gije 
you the things he left out.

“xould she haje mojed? I mean, I know you said things didn’t 
eHactly end on a high note, so could she haje gone somewhere to get a 
new start?” Je pushed, and while I understood where he was coming 
from, Dackie, mojing would not be a good thing at all.

“I sure hope not. If she mojed, it’s a real dead end. Jer roommate 
wasn’t my biggest fan, so I am hoping she didn’t answer because Dackie 
wasn’t there. I Tust need her to open the door so I can tell her I loje her. 
If she still wants nothing to so with me, then I will respect that. I can’t 
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ejen call her because she either has me blocked or she got a new phone 
number. I am going to try the place I used to work after we go pick up 
your mom’s bling for your dad.”

“'ell me more about her. What does she look like? Jow old is 
she...I want all the pertinent information so I can help you look for 
her.” Mikey pressed, and I handed him my phone before I thought 
about how I would best answer.

“Jere. qhe’s my lock screen, and you can go into my photos and see 
more of her. 'here’s got to be at least a hundred of them, but she is 
Luietly beautiful. …ikeEyou can see it immediately, but as the seconds 
tick by, it becomes more and more objious. 'he way she smiles, the 
freckles on her nose. qhe has the slightest space between her two front 
teeth, that’s perfect. qhe has dark auburn hair. It’s dyed, as you can see, 
but that color suits her as if she was born with it. Jer eyes are the color 
of a storm, which makes sense because she demands a response, and 
she is capable of taking you out while leajing you utterly destroyed in 
what seems like no time at all. Mikey, she is so far out of my league, 
and she knows it, until ghosts from her past pull her away from reality. 
No one on this earth could ejer take her place. qhe is a terrible singer, 
but I loje listening to her belt out songs as if she has no idea what she 
sounds like.” 

“…ook at you. vou look so happy Tust talking about her, Wyatt. 
What the heck happened between you two?” My friend Luestioned, 
and that part I had the answer to, regardless of the fact that it didn’t 
make a lick of sense to me.

“qhe grew up working on a ranch that kept her and her mom poor. 
When she learned I wanted to go back to that life, that I actually missed 
it and was thinking about doing it here, ejen, she wanted no part of 
it. When I asked her to at least come and see what our ranch was like, 
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she started getting ugly. qhe said some things I would haje forgijen, 
but when she told me she regretted wasting her time on me, I let go. I 
—gured, if she really felt like that, then I certainly wouldn’t waste any 
more of it. vou know, for someone who chased tail as if it were a sport 
I could medal in, and not for a single second would haje thought I 
would want the one and only lifestyle, I wanted it with her. I could see 
myself lijing the rest of my life with her.”

“Well, I am going to say the jery thing I hated hearing, but mostly 
because of how true it is and thereCs not much you can do about it in 
the meantime. What’s meant to be, will always —nd a way. 'hat being 
said, —nding her seems like the logical —rst step. I mean, how will she 
ejen know how you feel, and that thereCs ejen a way, until you present 
it as an option?”

“I don’t belieje in that stuz, Mikey. I mean, sure, it worked for you 
and 5i, and I am real glad for it, too. Vut fate or the idea of there being 
some ultimate matchmaker up aboje that’s working things out for me 
seems a bit too good to be true. If I’m being honest, I think Je has 
pretty much done some cra6y matchmaking in qpring 7iew already, 
and while I will admit all of you make it hard not to want the same 
for myself, I Tust don’t see where there’s any ejidence that it’s going to 
work out for me that way. 5ight now, my plan is to apologi6e and beg 
her. If she wants no part of it, then so be it. It will suck, that much I 
know, but it is what it is, you know?”

“Not really. I belieje in vah, and I know Je is capable of doing the 
impossible for those in cojenant with Jim.”

“Well, there you haje it. I am not in cojenant with Jim. Mike, I 
appreciate you, but I’m not ready. Moreso, I’m not sure I ejen want to 
be. I loje lijing my life the way I see —t. 'his is the only life I haje, and 
I want to lije it up. I don’t want to worry about if I am ozending some 
being aboje, or worse, ejen breaking some rules that are so outdated 
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they aren’t ejen possible to keep. Onough about that. Jow does it 
feel to be married to your girl?” I changed the subTect because I didn’t 
want to debate whether or not there was a god. It was hard to miss that 
he noticed and wasn’t fully on board with me trying to change the 
subTect, but his smile showed he’d play along for my sake. I knew what 
he ozered was simply a pass. 'he topic, howejer, would come back 
up, and to be honest, if it didn’t, I wouldn’t think too highly of his 
conjictions. Oither that, or we werenCt the friends I thought we were.

“I don’t think there are words for me to answer how it truly feels. 
…isten, I wasn’t sure if we would ejer be again, and then, well. 'here 
are some di8culties. 'hey’re small, and on the grand scheme of things, 
the pros outweigh the cons by the millions. I know what she saw hurt 
her, but Wyatt, it’s always been 5iley for me, too.” Je confessed, and 
it was clear to see the pain that he was feeling in his admission.

“I don’t want to beat you up ojer it, and for me, it’s clear to see she is 
Tust trying to —gure out how to trust what she always beliejed was solid 
ground. I get it, you get it, ejen 5iley, I’m sure, gets it deep down, that 
what her eyes saw and what she made up in her mind are nothing more 
than heartbreak. vou two were nejer meant to be separated. What you 
haje is the stuz that only gets stronger each day because you are going 
to make it. Vumps and bruises, cuts and scars may be a result when 
you cross the —nish line, but you will cross it, and thatCs what counts. 
4nd maybe that’s really what it’s all about.”

“I feel like I’m betraying her when I want to know more. I —ght 
myself to keep from asking you for all the details of what she said that 
night. I want to know how to —H it all for her. I want to be us again. It’s 
like I haje my girl, but something is dizerent. I get that our time apart 
changed things, but it feels like there’s more to it. 4nd hey, when did 
you go and get all philosophical and full of wisdom?” Mikey added, 
clearly struggling.
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“Aor starters, I pretty much told you what was said. I’m sure she told 
you the rest herself. 'he two of you found something that most people 
don’t, especially when you factor in how old you were when you 
started to notice something was there. I’m sure there are things that 
when you both can trust that it’s real again, that you two are married. 
Mike, you are married to your girl, so when the dust settles, and it’s 
clear once again, it will come up, and you’ll work it out together. Dust 
don’t let her go. Fon’t let her push you away. qhe needs you to be the 
person she has always known you to be. qhe is doubting herself more 
than you, I promise. vou are 5iley’s ejerything. qhe really struggled 
without you, but she nejer for a second stopped beliejing in you. 4nd 
she nejer stopped lojing you.” I stated, hoping he would trust the 
reminder of the truth he already knew. Rnce I saw him nod his head, 
I added, “4nd I’je always been full of wisdom, you Tust thought I was 
your competition and wouldn’t listen,” which caused him to smirk 
before he agreed.

---

After the Pickup of Expensive Jewels
“4lyssa, please. I am literally begging you to Tust hear me out. I 

prefer talking to your face, but I will shout it through the door if I haje 
to. I loje her. I hajen’t for a second stopped lojing her. In fact, from 
the moment she walked out my door, I haje wanted to —H it, but I was 
so afraid of hearing I was in it alone that I didnCt chase after her and 
that is entirely on me. What she wanted was eHactly what I was trying 
to gije her, only it wasn’t here in …4. I will gije it all up and —gure 
out how to make it work if she would only gije me another chance. 
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Nothing about my life is okay without Dackie. 9lease, tell her I came 
back and make sure she knows that I will do anything if she gijes me 
a chance to tell her how I feel.” I begged Dackie’s roommate, who was 
nejer on team Wyatt. 

'he fact that they were roommates and not really friends made it 
a non issue when Dackie and I were together but knowing that any 
chance I had depended on 4lyssa gijing Dackie my message wasn’t 
—lling me with any warm and fu66ies. I knew 4lyssa was thereU that’s 
why I chose to plead my case through a closed door. I also knew that 
Dackie wasn’t. If she were there, she would haje opened the door ejen 
if it was to shut me down and tell me to go away.

“Aine, I will sit in my jehicle and wait for her to come home then. 
4lyssa, I’m not leajing until I get a chance to tell her how I feel.” I 
assured, and that got a groan.

“qhe doesn’t lije here anymore. qhe mojed out about a week after 
she found out you left. Wyatt, it was 1ing. qhe knew you were a player, 
and she wanted your skill for howejer long you’d gije it to her, but she 
always knew you’d moje on, and you did. …et her go. Oither way you 
look at it, someone is going to get hurt, so Tust cherish what you had, 
and stop trying to make it into something it was nejer meant to be.”

“I will do Tust that, when I hear it come from her and not from you 
through a door.” I conceded. If it were true that she mojed out, staying 
any longer would be of no use. Dust as I was about to get back in the 
jehicle, a person I jaguely remembered called out, ezectijely grabbing 
my attention.

“Wyatt, right? I’m xoleen. Dackie and I were washroom friends. We 
hung out in the laundry room where we aired out our laundry, so to 
speak, both literally and —guratijely, but she told me about you. I will 
make sure she knows you came looking for her.” 
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“Fo you haje her number? xan I gije you mine? 'hat’s dumb. qhe 
knows mine already. I’m sorry. I TustEnejer mind. 'hank you. I really 
appreciate it.” It all seemed to happen so fast. 'he look in the strangerCs 
eyes seemed to be one of genuine concern. I mean, why would she 
ozer me a bone if she had no dog in the —ght? 2qhe called herself a 
friend, and like I said, she did seem familiar enough that I somewhat 
recogni6ed her, so I had to trust that she would do as she said. 4fter 
all, she was the one to ozer. 

When she turned to walk away, I fought to not beg her to do it right 
then and there like some sort of sociopath. 'hankfully, I won that 
battle and got into the drijer’s seat, where Mikey ozered me a grim 
look he clearly hadn’t wanted to ozer, only he failed at prejenting it 
from showing up on his face. Je did manage to ozer an attempt of 
words of encouragement when he said, “I feel like you can trust her to 
tell Dackie.” 4ll I could say back was, “I don’t think I haje any other 
choice. qhe might be my last hope.”

---

 I’m Gonna Have to Catch the Next One
4s much as I wanted to be there for qiljer. No, 5iley. !m, that’s 

not right either now, is it? 'araEas much as I wanted to be there for 
Tara, I was sort of glad that VronH told Mikey he’d haje to hang back 
and watch things from the limo. I’m sure that seems a bit sel—sh, on 
my part. I mean, I could haje asked to hang out with xhris, seeing as 
I was pretty con—dent, he wouldn’t be hanging out with Mikey in the 
limo when qnow was the other half of the singing eLuation, but I was 
running out of time. 
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“I hope you —nd her,” Mikey ozered, and I was reliejed when it was 
clear he had meant it. I’m not sure why I thought he wouldn’t haje, 
I’m Tust saying it was nice to know that he did.

“Ojans, my man. vou looking to get your old Tob back?” Dulio, my 
one time boss, asked the moment he caught sight of me. I didn’t haje 
high hopes of —nding Dackie at the club we met in, but I wasn’t going 
to leaje xalifornia without looking ejery possible place I could think 
of. 

“I’m afraid not. I was around and —gured I’d drop by. Jow haje 
you been?” I returned, —guring I would leaje oz the real reason I was 
there, hoping he’d projide information without me hajing to come 
right out and ask him.

“'hings are good. Vusiness is steady. Jow’s Dackie?” 4nd Tust like 
that, that one Luestion turned him into another dead end. I ozered 
a little back and forth, so I didnCt come across as rude or distracted, 
without committing to too much. I nejer told him Dackie and I ended 
things, Tust as I left oz that I mojed back home. I didn’t lie to him, 
per se, I Tust left a whole lot unsaid on my part while allowing him to 
—ll in all the blanks for himself. Je assumed, and I didn’t make any 
corrections, so it was pretty conjenient when he was needed in the 
back, and I was able to take oz without wasting any more time in a 
place that had nothing to ozer.

4fter I left, I ended up drijing all ojer the place. 
I went up and down each road I could think of, and ones I had nejer 

been on before. 4nd then I droje down the ones that surrounded all 



'IMO AR5 Wv4'' 33

the ones ICd Tust been on. 'he more area I cojered, the less likely it 
seemed that I was going to —nd her. 

Rnce I started feeling as if whatejer hope I was holding onto was 
getting ready to throw itself out the window, I called my dad. I forgot 
all about the time dizerence, but he answered right after the second 
ring. 

“Wyatt?” was all he said, but it cojered ejerything while promising 
he had my back no matter what I said in return. I didnCt share too 
much about Dackie with the people back home, but my dad was one 
of the few I had told, about her.

“Fad, I can’t —nd her. I thoughtEfor Tust a freaking moment, I let 
myself belieje that I could haje it all, too. 'hat I could haje the fantasy 
with all of you, but it’s not in the cards for me, it seems. qo, tell me 
how to forget her. Jow do I scrub her out of my mind?” I got out, 
and as each word followed the neHt while I emotionally gutted myself, 
I didn’t ejen bother trying to —ght away the tears.

“Rh, qon. vouCre still in xalifornia, so I suggest you hold oz on 
scrubbing her away. Wyatt, you loje her, and I think that is a pretty 
signi—cant thing that you need to be grateful for. I get that it hurts, 
especially not knowing if you will get another chance, but don’t gije 
up.” I tried to absorb some of my dad’s go-get-um son motijational 
speech, but there was no way I was ready to be grateful for what we 
had if it meant I’d nejer get to see Dackie’s face again. Fon’t get it 
twisted either, I’m not saying that I’m ungrateful, I’m Tust saying that 
I couldn’t accept ejen the idea of me not —nding her. 

“Is there life after loje? Jas anyone ejer answered qhania yet?” I 
threw out teasingly. I meant it, but I wanted to pull myself out of the 
funk I found myself in before I became an o8cial bu66 kill.
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“I haje to belieje there is, but if I lost Momma, I don’t think ICd 
answer the same. Dust keep on searching, Wyatt. Ojen after you get 
back home, if it comes to that,” he tried to comfort, and I lojed him 
for it. We didn’t do the serious talks all too often. I knew I could, only 
I nejer really took him up on it until recently. I also knew I could haje 
Tust as easily called Mo. Jell, he’d understand Tust a little more, that 
much I knew. 

My dad had a tough go of things until he ended up mojing to 
qpring 7iew, but he nejer spread himself out as thin as I had. Je may 
haje broken a heart in his past, but my birth mother broke his when 
she said she nejer wanted to be a mom and left the two of us. 'he fact 
that he met …ily, and we found our place on the ranch, was the best 
thing that could haje ejer happened to either of us. 'he heartbreak 
part that I knew he dealt with, assured me that he had an idea of how 
I was feeling.

Rnce the call ended with my dad, I droje back around, hoping 
this time I’d —nd her after she had gotten oz of work or something. 
When my phone rang, a part of me wanted for it to be Dackie so much, 
thinking maybe the laundry girl kept her word and ejen got through, 
but instead, 5iley’s name popped up. 

“Jey, Wyatt. I Tust wanted to know if you were okay 1ying home 
tomorrow night or if you wanted to go home with Mike and me?” qhe 
got out the second I answered her call, and I couldn’t help but feel like 
I wasn’t the only one feeling things that didn’t make sense that night.

“I’m okay waiting. vou good, qiljer?” I asked, and when I heard her 
sigh, I pressed, “4h, you’re ready to see that house of yours, huh? Je 
did you right, 5i. vou’re going to loje it. qafe trajels, and teHt me when 
you’re on the ground. …oje you, qiljer~” 
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Jere’s the thing. I knew 5iley was up in her feels, Tust as I was. I also 
—gured that she was with her husband, and he could help her through 
whatejer it was she was dealing with, and that is why I pushed her ojer 
to the positije. 'he home Mikey had worked on for years was perfect 
for the two of them, so it wasn’t a lie. 4nd the fact that I felt like I 
was chasing insanity each time I came up empty on the Dackie front 
had me conjinced that I wanted no part of sharing the dets of what 
had me caught up in my feels while 5iley was in the midst of her own 
issues.

---

When Can I Flip the Switch?
I wasn’t upset that xhris bailed and spent all of his time with qnow. 

4ctually, a part of me was Tealous that he got the girl, but all along I 
knew he was the settling down type, no matter how hard he tried to 
conjince himself it wasn’t true. 

It all started with Marybeth, and while she had a completely dizer 
ent ezect on both of us, she was still in1uential or maybe the better 
word would be detrimental. Marybeth showed me a good time, and 
since she was Tust a girl I knew, I was more than okay with what she 
ozered freely without getting my heart broken in the process. 4fter 
messing around with her, I wanted more, so I started to chase seHual 
release like an animal, and the more ways I found there were to get 
me there, the more I wanted to master them all and ejen try to come 
up with new ideas altogether. I may not haje wanted a monogamous 
lifestyle, but I took care in making sure I wasnCt a sel—sh lojer either. 
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Veing young, dumb, and horny led me to break a few hearts in 
the beginning, but once the rumors of my tail chasing worked its way 
around our town, I made sure I didn’t tell lies Tust so I could score. I 
wanted the girl I was with, in the moment, to haje a good time, and 
I tried to make sure that whoejer it was understood that I wasn’t the 
relationship type. Veing honest didn’t always work, howejer. Aor some 
dumb reason, I became a challenge that far too many foolishly hoped 
theyCd be the one that would get me to change my mind. I fully blame 
all the mass produced, —ctional garbage of tales, where the right girl 
has this nearly supernatural ability to change the tortured soul of a 
womani6er into a one woman man. It’s stupid. It’s played out, and in 
my opinion, the girl should haje nejer gijen a single second of her time 
to the idiot from the beginning. 4nd while I fully admit Dackie found 
a way to make me want to forget ejeryone but her, it’s the eHception, 
nejer the rule, and it breaks way too many hearts with its ridiculous 
idea suggesting that thereCs always hope. 2

4nyway, enough of that. xhris, being preoccupied, ozered me 
alone time to gije myself a much needed pep talk, while creating a 
habit forming, brain transforming mantra to conjince myself that I 
was wrong. What I had was a case of delusional, misplaced feelings 
that were based solely on the fact that Dackie gaje me what no other 
person ejer had before. qhe played hard to get, and then she reTected 
me. I told myself that I wasn’t in loje with her, I was Tust hellbent on 
making her loje me. I understand how much that doesn’t make sense, 
but you need to understand that I had to do something, and in that 
moment, I chose to lije up to the man whore ICd always been. 4fter 
all, your brain ends up beliejing what you tell it, so I kept telling mine 
that Dackie was no one special. It would take time, but I —gured the 
more I repeated it, the faster I’d stop the pain. 5ight before my father 
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called, I thought about ripping my heart straight out of my chest, so I 
wouldn’t haje to feel myself dying inside. qure, that would make it a 
bit hard to keep on lijing, but it seems heartbreak has a funny way of 
turning you into an imbecile. 

“Fid you —nd her? I hoped not hearing from you meant you re 
connected.” Je asked, and knowing I didn’t want to punish him for 
caring, I answered, “Nah. Vut I’ll be home soon enough, and life will 
get back to normal, for good. I really think being here surrounded by 
loje sick people caused me to remember things a bit better than they 
were. Jey, Fad, thanks for calling and checking in, but they Tust called 
—rst class, so I haje to board. qee you later.”

“WyattEwait. Rh, nejer mind. QidETust know that I loje you, and 
I’ll see you when you get home. qafe trajels.” It was objious he had 
more that he wanted to say, but he knew me well enough to know it 
would only make things worse. Was I happy that somewhere along the 
line I became the one who would end up alone? Not in the moment, 
but I —gured if I got back into the game, I would learn to be again. 
4fter all, hajing something new whenejer you wanted had its perks. 
What I shojed away was Tust how incredible it was to really get to 
know someone while reali6ing in order to really do so, it would take a 
lifetime. 4 lifetime where I would haje happily studied, searched, and 
memori6ed each and ejery detail of her life while allowing her to see 
the me I had ignored until I found her. veah, I shojed all of that away, 
but when I took my seat, I thought I may haje understood the way 
5iley felt the night she thought her life with Mikey was ojer.

I planned on taking a car serjice home from the airport, only Mr. 
Furand already had someone waiting for me. I made sure I thanked 
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him for the whole trip and then I rested my head back and closed my 
eyes. I —gured a two hour ride with a stranger who wouldn’t say a word 
unless I made it clear I wanted him to, was far better than hajing to 
chitchat with one of the many people I lojed who meant well, but 
would only make things worse. 

4s we droje, I thought about the time Dackie and I spent with one 
another. 4t —rst, I tried to shut the memories out, only I decided to 
relije them instead, hoping if I did, I could let them go and moje on. 

---

Let’s Back Things Up a Bit, Shall We?

“Jey, 'rouble. vou’je got something you want to say, or are you 
Tust going to keep on staring?” Is what came out of the mouth of 
the incredibly intoHicating young woman who I’m conjinced stole my 
heart the moment she came into my —eld of jision.

“I’m sorry I’je kept you waiting. I was Tust admiring how beautiful 
you are, and as I took in each of your features, I reali6ed that you are the 
most stunning person I haje ejer met.” I answered, caught somewhere 
between wanting to take her right then and there, and wanting to 
play cat and mouse Tust long enough to make things between us ejen 
hotter, later. Vefore I —nished the last word, she rolled her eyes and 
shook her head as if she didn’t belieje a single syllable.

“We hajen’t met, and that line is lamer than the cliche ones I’je 
heard nonstop since I clocked in. Why don’t you Tust tell me what 
you’re drinking, and then you can go and try that line on one of the 
girls that might belieje it.” qhe pushed, and if I hadn’t caught her slip 
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as she begun to check me out after she looked ojer toward the group 
of girls she was referring to, I might haje beliejed she was a dead end. 

“Well, 4lyssa, my name is Wyatt. I haje 6ero interest in getting 
to know anyone other than you, and I’ll take a Dack and xoke,” I 
returned, and for some reason, I was hit with a sLuinted up facial 
eHpression that made more sense when she threw back, “What makes 
you think my name is Alyssa?”

I smiled as she stared, and I grinned ejen wider that she nearly 
1inched when I 1icked her name badge and then winked. Whatejer 
brajado I thought I was working with all but —66led out when she 
simply laughed and said, “veah, that’s right. I’m 4lyssa. I’ll be right 
back with your drink, ejen though something in me is telling me that 
if I carded you right now, I’d be spared hajing to spend any more time 
with you.”

qhe had a point. My IF was fake, but I was hoping that my neHt 
moje would be enough to throw her oz her game. I pulled out my 
license, looked her dead in the eye, and lied through my teeth.

“vou could check, but I haje a feeling you Tust want to —nd out 
where I lije,” I got out, and when she rolled her eyes again, I gaje 
her my address. It was dumb because it didn’t match the fake IF I 
was ozering up, but I was banking on her not calling my bluz as 
much as I was hoping she would remember where I told her I lijed. 
I seriously didnCt know what sheCd do neHt, but I was grateful when 
one of her coworkers walked up to her, causing her to break her part 
of our stare down, and unknowingly recti—ed a situation she had no 
idea was ejen a thing.

“Dackie, that weird dude from the other day is back and asking for 
you. :o take your break. I can take care of this one for ya.” Dackie, her 
name was Dackie. 4s I looked back and forth between the two I smirked 
when Jackie sighed as she shook her head, spun on her heels, and 
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ordered, “Fon’t ejen think about following me,” before she stopped, 
turned to look ojer her shoulder and added, “If you’re smart, you’ll be 
gone before I get back, or you’ll try your lines on Mandi here, and you 
might ejen get lucky. I mean, she is a sucker for the ones with accents.” 
When I looked at Mandi, I decided to see if I could get her to spill. 

“…et me hear it. I’ll try to guess where you’re from, and if I get it 
right, you will owe me some answers.” 'he blonde with a face full of 
makeup when she really didn’t need it asked, and when I lifted my 
brow and replied, “Now how in the world is that fair?” qhe tapped 
her chin, bit her lip, and guessed, “North xarolina, but I am sensing 
I may be oz a bit. Maybe :eorgia?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know 
how she —gured it out, but I decided to play along, hoping she would 
put in a good word.

“Well, I’ll be. Not bad. I’m not sure how one would acLuire such a 
talent, but good for you. qo, what’s your Luestion?”

“4re you looking for a one night stand, a few nights of fun, or 
something more? Vecause the —rst two options are not Dackie, and if 
you are dumb enough to try after I am being kind enough to warn 
you, then it’s your funeral.”

“Who said I was trying for any of the aboje? I think she is beautiful 
and I told her so.” 2

“vou are either super adorable or really good at playing a fool. 4ll 
heads turn when you walk in a room. 'hat being said, she, along with 
ejeryone else who works here, has seen you leaje with a new person 
ejery night. 'hat is a huge turn on for some of us, me, being one of 
the us,” she started, and paused to wink and gije me a look that made 
it clear she was ozering herself to me if I was interested, before she 
continued. “qo, reallyEwhat do you want with Dackie?”
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“I Tust told her she was beautiful, and now I am being made into a 
jillain. Jum. Well,” I tried to answer, only to be cut oz with a look of 
so not buying it.

“Jold up, you can saje that southern gentleman, false innocence 
for someone else. vou’je already been marked. vou don’t eHactly hide 
your player mojes, so, for real. Dust leaje Dackie alone.” Vefore I could 
ozer any more in my defense, the owner of the club called my name, 
and after I shook his hand, I turned back to the blond and winked. 
I may haje gone to the establishment a few nights ojer the past two 
weeks, but it wasn’t Tust to score. I wanted to know what I’d be work 
ing with if I got the Tob I applied for. I had hoped to be a bartender, 
ejen though I wasn’t old enough, but I knew I would get the bouncer 
position which I was more than —ne with. 

I tried to be on my best behajior when I landed the Tob at the same 
establishment Dackie worked. I was hired as part of security, but not 
a doorman. I was there to keep an eye on the place from the inside. I 
wasn’t armed securityU which they had, and they were pretty decent. 
My Tob was more of a dream than anything else. I was to stalk the place 
from the inside and interjene if necessary. I could dance, I could 1irt, I 
Tust had to keep mojing, and refrain from using any drugs or alcohol. 
'he rest of the Tob details were pretty laH. 

4fter my second week, Mandi started drilling me again. I haje to 
admit, I was tempted to take her up on her ozer a few times, but I 
really didn’t want to blow it with the one I was warned against. 'he 
more time I spent around Dackie, the more I wanted to know her. qhe 
was dizerent than all the women ICd met before, and she had no idea 
Tust how beautiful she was. I think the fact that I had turned down all 
of my co workers, repeatedly, helped her to no longer despise me as 
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much as she had. I didn’t do it Tust for her though. I am a —rm beliejer 
that you shouldn’t eat where you crap, so it wasn’t too hard for me to 
resist all the ozers from our co workers. 4s for working with Dackie, I 
would —gure something out if things ejer changed between us.

“I’m wondering if those girls you brought home were Tust damsels 
in distress and you, as a white knight, made sure they got home safely.” 
Mandi teased as we cleaned the place after closing. I couldn’t say 
anything, or I’d look like an ass, so I Tust lifted my brow and grinned. 
“4nd that grin. Wyatt, you are trouble, but that only makes me want 
you more. vou know, I feel a little oz my game. I mean, I pegged you 
for a player, and I still belieje you are, only now I’m not sure if ICje lost 
my touch. 'he only other thing ICje got is that maybe youCre afraid you 
won’t lije up to all the hype we built up around you?”

“I don’t miH business with pleasure. It makes for a hell of a time 
after. I am Tust minding my business so I can stay housed and fed. 
Nothing personal, Mandi.” I answered truthfully, and I noticed the 
slightest of a twitch in the corner of DackieCs lips from my peripheral 
jision, but wasn’t sure if it was merely my imagination, so I forced 
myself not to look too much into it.

( If I keep at this pace, you will get there ejentually. Vut if I stay 
inside the club, Dackie and I both worked, it won’t make sense how 
things went from nothing to something, Tust like that. 4nd it was sort 
of just like that, only a little spicier, and a whole lot funnierYin theory. 
It wasn’t actually funny, ha ha, but it was a night I will nejer forget. 
qo, letCs moje this story along, shall we?

---
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You Should Come Work with Me

My roommateCs personal life and eHtracurriculars made me look 
like a saint. 

Jis name was Mario, but the rest of the world called him Zeus. Je 
made a killing as an entertainer at a male strip club and wouldn’t need 
a roommate at all if he didn’t haje an insatiable appetite for eHpensije 
things. 4nyway, one night we were hanging out watching a mojie, 
which in itself was rare because he wasn’t home all too often and when 
he was, he was in his room either sleeping or thoroughly worshiping 
whichejer male or female he chose to entertainYsometimes one of 
each. …ike I said, I was nearly jirginal when in his presence, and I am 
not Tudging in the slightest. 4nyway, back to that night. 'he two of us 
were watching a mojie, and near the end, my mom jideo chatted me. 
'he fact that she was her sweet, lojing self caused Mario to literally 
blush beside me.

“Rh, my word. If I had a momma as sweet as you, I may be a whole 
dizerent man,) he let out, and my mom all but adopted him on the 
spot. qeriously, she ejen sent him care packages along with mine. 4fter 
the call ended, Mario looked at me and asked if I wanted to make some 
eHtra cash. I raised my brow and was ready to turn him down, only he 
held up his hands and —lled me in on the details.

“…isten, it’s nothing illegal, and while it may not make your mom 
ma happy, it is still pretty 9:3", well, that’s a lie simply because there’s 
an age limit. Maybe itCd be better if I compared it to the fact that you 
work in a club that is G3 and ojer, so what I am ozeringY you could 
use your real IF.” I knew he was a striper, but I wasn’t really sure 
what it fully entailed apart from the taking oz your clothes part, so 
I sLuinted my eyes and simply looked at him.
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“I work at classy place that has rules. It’s high end and reLuires 
a certain look and talent, which is what sets it apart from the trashy 
Toints. It pays a much higher rate than Tust your run of the mill strip 
club. You haje that good olC boy look that will kill if you are willing to 
go, full blown cowboy, while taking oz your clothes as your admirers 
all but throw themseljes at you. vou wonCt be doing anything more 
than serious grinding during prijate sets, and your bat and balls will 
technically be cojered. If you are worried about not being able to 
moje, I can and will teach you, but I don’t think you’ll need much 
help. I’je seen you in the clubs and know you like to score, so this ozers 
you bank, for what you already do for free.”

“It’s not the same,” I tried to protest, only Mario cut me oz before 
I could say another word.

“Jow isn’t it? I haje to work tonight. xome, see what I do, and 
then tell me why you can’t do it. It’s all about the promise of seH and 
being the obTect of their wildest dreams. vou are an actor playing a 
part, and as your roommate, I happen to know you play that part 
almost ejery night with a new female, so why not use it to your ad 
jantage?” I was about to tell him I wasn’t a prostitute when two things 
happened. Airst, I reali6ed that what I did was really no dizerent apart 
from the way I seemed to haje placed myself on a horse who happened 
to be Luite high, all because I didn’t get paid for the women, I freely 
gaje my body to. 4nd second was Mario, when he caught what I was 
thinking and called me out on it.

“vou don’t haje to sleep with them. In fact, it’s frowned upon for 
safety reasons as well as legal ones. vou Tust dance while they dream 
whatejer they want as they watch you and gije you more money than 
you could guess if you tried to right now. I don’t care what you say, 
you are coming with me tonight. 4nd stop looking at me with all that 
Tudgment on your face.”
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“I’m sorry. I really don’t mean to suggest I am better than you. 
I haje no clue what you do. We don’t haje establishments like that 
where I come from. veah, there are strip clubs in town, but its only 
woman and not really my thing. I will come, but I can’t promise you 
anything.” I returned, and he smirked before he slapped my leg and 
said, “When I let you count my money, I think you will be singing a 
whole dizerent tune.”

I donCt think I was fully prepared for Tust how right Mario wasE
We didn’t leaje the club until three hours past close because Zeus 

and a few of the other dancers helped me work on getting the mojes 
Tust right. My roommate got right up neHt to me and eHplained once 
again, “It’s seH. vou are selling them the promise or the illusion of seH, 
so treat them right, and you’ll be —ne. …et them belieje that they can 
ride you, cowboy, and then we’ll come up with your name, and you’ll 
be bringing in the dough in no time at all.”

“Jis name needs to be something cra6y like, Rutlaw xlint xash or 
'hunder 5olls.” Rne of the guys, Maverick, suggested while another, 
who went by Angel added, “It’s too bad your real name’s Wyatt, cause 
Wild Wyatt West —ts.”

“Nah, he is more of a Vuck Vronco or Fouble V if you can handle 
the ride and stay in the saddle.” Mario suggested, and the owner of 
the club simply yelled, )'hat’s eHactly who he is. 'hanks for the added 
handle. Welcome to the club. I think you will —nd the payout to be well 
worth it. 'he ends always Tustify the means as long as you are willing 
to put on a show. qell the fantasy. 'he guys will —ll you in, and we 
can work out all the details after your —rst run at amateur night later 
tonight.”
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---

I was eHpecting to feel some sort of nerjous energy the —rst time I 
took the stage as Buck Bronco, but I focused on the seductije part and 
fed oz the crowd as they screamed and threw money my way. I was 
gijen a &5 code that could be scanned by anyone wishing to pay me 
from their phone. My —rst dance felt as if it went by so fast, and while 
I made my way oz the stage as women begged me not to go, I knew I 
would be back. I counted out 3;K bucks after dancing for —je minutes, 
and I was in. 

'he rest of my sets would be a little longer, I would haje to pay 
)house fees), and my obligations after would jary in time depending 
on how many prijate reLuests were made, as well as photo ops and 
autographs. 4ll in all, I had the potential to make more money in a 
night than I made a week working at my current Tob. Voth options 
were less of Tobs then they were getting paid to play and I was all about 
making that work.

---

Is It Just Me, Or Is It Getting Hot in Here?
It was my —fth night working my second Tob when a few of my 

female coworkers from my —rst Tob showed up. xlearly, they didn’t 
know about my second source of income and they all but leapt from 
their seats catcalling the moment they recogni6ed me. I was glad none 
of them called me by my real name, and reliejed when I noticed Dackie 
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wasn’t with them. 4 part of me was curious how sheCd respond if she 
found out what I was doing for eHtra income, and there was another 
part that hoped she nejer would. 

Working with Dackie, spending time with her, left me wanting some 
sort of connection to build between us. I wanted something I nejer 
wanted before but learned Luickly that I would happily settle for 
whatejer she was willing to gije. qomehow, I —gured this part of me, 
if she found out, would ozer nothing more between us than work 
acLuaintances, and I wasn’t a fan of that thought in the slightest.

4fter I —nished on stage, I stood in the back talking to a few of 
my coworkers and was informed that a group of females had booked 
a prijate twenty minute session. Ojen though I was pretty sure who 
was behind it, I wished with all I had in me that when I got to the 
room, Dackie still wouldn’t be one of the ladies waiting. 4 slight smile 
worked its way across my face when I looked at the familiar people and 
found my wish had come true, only when Mandi winked and said, 
“qhe is on her way, …ojerboy, and she has no clue what’s in store,” my 
heartbeat Luickened. I couldn’t help but feel that once Dackie arrijed, 
there would be no chance of anything starting up between us in the 
future. I wasn’t happy with the idea, but I —gured I would ozer them 
the best show I could allowing the chips to fall where they may. 

Dackie sparked something inside that I had nejer felt before, but it 
wasn’t something that had the power to take me out yet. qo, I decided 
to do what I was hired toU I worked that room and had each of my 
coworkers practically begging me to take them home. 'he moment 
Dackie arrijed I locked eyes with her and walked right ojer to where 
she stood staring in objious shock. 4s soon as I was close enough, I 
took her by the hand and led her to a chair where I encouraged her to 
take a seat. 
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“qo, this is how you chose to spend your free time? 4nd here I 
thought I might haje misTudged you.” qhe got out Tust loud enough 
for me to hear ojer the music.

“Well, now, it isn’t nice to Tudge people based on things you know 
nothing about. I’m dancing, and you are clearly enToying it.” I pointed 
out, but Dackie tried her best to deny the objious.

“Jardly. I can’t say I’m surprised, though. I mean, you’re attractije, 
and you clearly know how to moje to make women fawn all ojer you, 
but that does nothing for me. I actually respect myself.” qhe tried to 
assert while tearing me down in the process.

“Jum, well, tell me why you begin to pant when I do this? Rr 
why you’re trying to make me feel bad about what I do when I am 
objiously azecting you? Rh, wait, is that it? 4re you upset that your 
body wants me when you haje been trying to ajoid me this whole 
time?” I replied as I mojed in ways she couldn’t ignore while clearly 
hitting a nerje. 

Jer breath caught right before she chose to play mean. 
“Jumans are merely animals, and we respond to the opposite seH. 

My body is doing what it was created to, but the thing that separates 
me from females in the wild is my brain being able to reTect what is 
only going to end in either disappointment or heartbreak, and I am 
not interested in either.” 

I chose to smile at her after she tried to shut me down, which only 
caused her to sneer, and then I licked my lips and threw back, “I can say 
with con—dence I will not disappoint, and if your heart gets broken, 
that would be on you. I am more inclined to belieje mine would be the 
one that is smashed, but what do I know?” 4nd before she could utter 
another word, I stood completely up, ran my hand down my chest, 
and walked back ojer to where the rest of our coworkers were seated. 
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Aor the rest of the session they eHtended, I didn’t so much as look at 
Dackie, but I knew each time she looked at me. 

4t work, Dackie tried gijing me the silent treatment, and I let her for 
two shifts. It didn’t make sense, but I was conjinced that she was ojer 
it until I caught her glaring at Mandi when she asked me if I was ejer 
going to take her up on her ozer. 

“I know your rules, so listen. I will Luit this Tob so there is no 
con1ict, and I will leaje the rest in your clearly capable hands. I mean, 
I haje a feeling that you will not only rock my world, but you may ruin 
all other men for me when you walk out my door.”

“4s nice as you are for saying that I nejer try to ruin anyone. I’m 
also not into making people Luit their Tobs. Vesides, I thought you 
had a boyfriend.” I answered the best I could without making things 
between Dackie and me any more uncomfortable than she insisted on 
making them. 

“I don’t do the boyfriend thing. I haje a Milo, and I haje a Dez,” she 
answered, and that’s when I caught Dackie rolling her eyes. I smiled at 
Mandi ejen though the cause of it was the girl standing behind her, 
pretending not to listen and, ejen more, not to care. 

I went back to work, and after the third time Dackie and I crossed 
paths that night, I ozered her the smile she so easily brought out of 
me. 

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were stalking me.” I 
teased, and was rendered speechless when she turned, gaje me a nasty 
little look, and Tust before she readied herself to turn back around to 
walk away, she mumbled an eHplicit phrase and pushed me against the 
wall. 'he funniest part about what she had done was that she was a 
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great deal shorter than me and ejen smaller framed. 'hat didn’t stop 
her from —sting my shirt, pulling me down, and claiming my mouth 
as if it belonged to her all along. 

Jer kiss was demanding and easy for me to sync with. Dust as I was 
about to grab her face and deepen the kiss so I could keep her right 
there in that moment, she pulled back, licked her lips, and said, “Not 
bad, but not all I imagined it would be either.” I licked my own lips in 
response and grinned from ear to ear. 'he only thing I said in return 
was, “qame.” 

qhe meant to throw me oz my game only she slipped when she 
admitted she spent time thinking of me. I wanted her to know I was 
thinking about her too. I agreed to her lying assessment so easily to 
keep the game she was playing alije. I would pretend nothing hap 
pened between us, and when I needed to, I would call her out on her 
Areudian slip. 

It was the jery same night that Dackie found she had something 
more to say. We were out in the parking lot, and I was Tust about to 
get in my jehicle when she called out, “vou going to your other Tob or 
meeting up with Mandi?”

I grinned with my back turned and threw back, “Neither. Why do 
you ask?” 4nd right before I asked the last part, I turned around and 
said, “vou Tealous?” qhe didn’t haje to answer because it 1ashed in her 
eyes. Why she had to play games when I would do whatejer she wanted 
if she’d Tust ask, I had no clue.

“Not ejen a little,” she tried to play, but I took three fast and wide 
strides toward her, closing the distance, and once I was close enough, I 
looked her dead in the eye and challenged, “Fon’t try to lie to me until 
you —gure out how to conjince yourself, —rst.” 



'IMO AR5 Wv4'' G0

When she had to —ght Tust to swallow, I took her face between my 
hands, bent down and kissed her right. 'his time, I was in full control, 
and the way she moaned into my mouth as she gasped for not only air 
but more of me changed ejerything. 'here was no way she would be 
able to deny that she felt something for me. I wasn’t delusional enough 
to think she wanted anything more than something physical, only I 
didn’t want that. WaitEI did, but what I meant was that wasn’t all I 
wanted from her.

“NowEthatCs more like how I imagined it to be,” I admitted, still 
eHtremely close after I broke our kiss. Dackie, with her eyes Tust barely 
opened, licked her lips and nodded before she admitted, “I feel like I 
am going to regret this. I nejer should haje kissed you. xan I take it 
back?”

“Nope. Fo you really think you will be able to pretend it nejer 
happened? Vecause I will nejer forget kissing you, either time.” I 
confessed.

“I bet you say that to all the girls,” she uttered 1atly, clearly both 
ered by her correct assumption that I was eHperienced. “What I don’t 
understand, is why you had to mess with me?” qhe added, and that 
didn’t sit well with me at all.

“What are you talking about. You drije me cra6y. I hajenCt stopped 
thinking about you since the —rst time I laid eyes on you. vou are 
gorgeous, and might I remind you that you kissed me? Now, I am 
nejer going to get you out of my brain,” I started, pausing to place 
my hands at the base of her neck where my thumbs brushed against 
her Tawline. Rnce she really looked at me, I pleaded, “Dackie, come 
with me. …et’s go somewhere and talk. Nothing else, TustEyou know 
whatETust get in, and we will sit and chat, but I don’t want to walk 
away from you like this. vou haje all of these ideas about me that 
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I want to address. I should get an opportunity to defend myself, at 
least.” 

It was clear she was unsure what to do, and when I ozered to get 
in her car instead, she nodded and unlocked it with her key fob. Dust 
before I was about to take my seat, I asked if it was okay if I mojed it 
back, and as soon as I made enough room, I sat down, turned as much 
as I could to face her, and went for it. 

“I’m not going to lie to you. 4ctually, I will nejer lie to you. It’s not 
my style and does nothing for me. I haje been with a lot of women. vou 
were right to draw that conclusion. Vut I don’t go around breaking 
hearts or being cruel,” I started, and when she closed her eyes and 
smirked, I asked her what was up.

“I haje a hard time beliejing that you hajen’t broken any hearts 
when you loje and leaje a new girl each night,” she accused, and 
turned her head to face me, hoping to —nd something, but I wasn’t 
eHactly sure as to what she was looking for in that moment. 2

“I can’t tell you that some girl, somewhere along the way, didn’t feel 
things that were heartbreaking. Vut I can tell you that ejen in  high 
school, I’je nejer led a person to belieje I was ozering more than a 
good time. If I ejen sensed they wanted more, I wouldn’t continue. I 
haje had a new woman each night, when I chose to, that is true, but 
not always, and not ejen one since I met you. I will not be made to 
feel sorry for the things I’je done in my past. Ojen if, for some reason, 
I tried, it wouldn’t change anything, so it’s a waste of time and energy. 
4s for this, I haje no idea what happened when I —rst saw you, but 
something in me felt dizerent.”

“'hat’s because I was the —rst person to tell you no,” she returned, 
so full of con—dence it was incredibly seHy, it made me bite down on 
my lower lip and grin before I addressed the 1aw in her reasoning.



'IMO AR5 Wv4'' "3

“vou knowEI actually thought about that but ejen that isnCt true. 
vou seem to think I had this master plan of trying to seduce you, but 
you’re wrong. 4nd Luite frankly, if that was my M.R., my game needs 
serious work. Dackie, I want to get to know you. I want to spend time 
with you and be the one who makes you laugh. Vecause when I see 
you smile, when you throw your head back and literally shake from 
the humor you allow yourself to feel fully, it reaches my soul. I don’t 
know what I am doing. Jell, I haje no idea what I am ejen saying. I 
Tust know, you are a person I want in my life always. Rr at the jery least, 
as long as you’ll haje me,” I defended, reali6ing I meant ejery word as 
they came out of my mouth.

“vou don’t ejen know me, though. Wyatt, it took me running away 
from what would haje been a bad life to learn who I was and that I 
wasn’t lacking. Ojen more, I learned I was worthy of goodness. vou 
walked in, and I’m not blind. I noticed that you look a lot like perfect. 
Vut so has ejery other person with eyesYmen included,” I smirked 
when she added the part about the men, which caused her to roll her 
eyes. “Fon’t do that. 'hat’s the look that made me kiss you, and I’m 
not sure what will happen if we kiss again.” 

“Woe. Dackie, I told you I am not going to lie to you. qo, I need to 
make something jery clear, ejery part of me wants to kiss you again. 
If you adamantly refuse, I will obey, but I jery much plan on tasting 
your lips again. !nderstood?” I declared, and while I admitted clearly 
how I was feeling, I ran my thumb across her lower lip and took in a 
deep breath the moment she sucked in a shaky one of her own.

“I know I am going to regret this, but the seHual tension is too 
much. I can’t ejen think straight, and at this point, I feel like ejen if 
you nejer speak to me again after I caje, I won’t regret it. Fo you think 
if we Tust go back to my place, we can get the elephant that’s hogging 
up all the room to step back enough so I can breathe?”
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“I will not haje any part in you wanting to get things ojer with. I 
also will not stop talking to you. Vesides, this tension between us is 
unlike any I haje ejer felt before. It will not go away simply because 
we haje seH. Rnce I get a taste of you, it’s only going to become more 
intense. I’m sure of it. I wantENo, I need you to be mine. It’s all I can 
think about, Dackie.” 

“4gain, you do things to me, and I want to belieje you, I really want 
to, but it’s so intense that I start second guessing myself. Wyatt, I am 
afraid this isnCt real. Ojen worse, I’m really no dizerent than Mandi 
because I don’t think I will be able to moje on after you. Which is 
insane because I barely know you, and yet I canCt stay away.” Jearing 
her say the jery things I felt yet couldn’t understand, had me lifting her 
chin so I could look deep into her eyes. 'he light from the streetlamp 
made them jisible but muted the beauty I knew was there. 4s she 
looked at me, I tried my best to make things clear.

“vou do reali6e that statistically speaking, the man is more likely 
to disappoint. Now that you Tust admitted that I assure you that I’m 
afraid, too. I haje this feeling that you are going to be the one who 
dejastates me. I ejen haje proof that my life has already changed. I 
hajenCt so much as looked at another woman since the minute I found 
you.” Dackie shook her head slowly while keeping her eyes locked on 
mine. I nodded silently to con—rm what I said was true, while leaning 
down to place the gentlest kiss on her lips that I could manage. Rur 
mouths barely touched, and yet she moaned, demanding more. Dackie 
threw her hands around me and deepened our kiss, and Tust like before, 
a —re, so intense, burned between us. In that moment, I was conjinced 
that she would annihilate me. Instead of trying to regain some sort of 
control, I added fuel to the 1ames, —guring I’d go out in a bla6e of glory, 
and I’d take Dackie right along with me.
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It’s the Little Things
“qo, we’je got the kissing part down, but I want to take you some 

where. I want you to tell me ejerything about yourself. What is your 
idea of a perfect day?” I asked Dackie, and when she looked at me and 
asked, “Fay, or date?” I pulled her into my arms before we sat down 
for our break, and answered, “Oither. I only said day because you still 
get spooked when I say anything that remotely injoljes the two of us 
getting to know one another beyond our lips touching.”

“Rnly because I am still not conjinced you aren’t going to take my 
heart and go home, leajing meE”

“Fead? vou’d be dead if I took your heart anywhere. …ucky for you, 
I like your heart beating inside of your chest, and I am in no rush to go 
home.” I redirected. It was still pretty new that we were ejen talking, 
but I was ojer her trying to shut us down ejery chance she got, ejen 
though it was already ejident we were both interested in one another.

“Was your home life bad, or Tust boring?” she asked, and clearly 
didn’t belieje me when I answered, “Neither. I don’t think any child 
pays attention to how good they haje it while it’s happening, but my 
life was pretty great.”

“If it was so great, why did you leaje?” qhe pressed before she took 
a bite of her sandwich.

“I wanted to —nd what was neHt for me. My hometown is pretty 
lightly populated,” I tried to eHplain to be cut oz with, “Fid you run 
out of women to seduce?”
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I knew if I Luestioned her or pushed back, she would deny that 
she meant anything about it and claim she was only Toking, so I chose 
instead to clarify the thing that bothered me most about what she said. 

“qeducing is suggesting that I trick or mislead people to get them 
into bed. 'hey knew what I was ozering, and they took me up on it 
willingly. 4re you Tealous of them, or upset that I hajen’t tried to sleep 
with you?” 

“vou don’t haje to be a Terk,” she tried to play, and when I lifted my 
brow, clearly Luestioning her claim, she corrected, “Maybe a little of 
both. Foes that make you happy? Vecause I am far from it. In fact, I 
feel like an ass.”

“Well, there’s no need for any of that,” I assured, reached across the 
table, took her hand into mine, and rubbed my thumbs ojer her soft 
skin. “None of them matter, and when it comes to you, it has nothing 
to do with me not wanting to, I promise. qo, will you let me know 
where I can take you so we can moje past this doubt and get you to 
stop resisting me all the time? I am not the big bad wolf, Dackie.” qhe 
may not haje been fully conjinced but she told me her idea of a perfect 
day, and the neHt one we both had oz, I brought her to the beach where 
I learned Tust how much I lojed spending time with her. 

Rne of the things that fascinated me most about Dackie was how she 
simply lijed her life in such a way as if she didnCt care what other people 
had to say or think about it. qhe danced when she felt like dancing. qhe 
sang when a song came on that she likedU ejen when she didn’t know 
the real lyrics. Dackie would belt out whatejer she thought they were 
saying with a con—dence that made you Luestion whether you were the 
one who got the words wrongYnot her. qhe was so unapologetically 
true to herself that Tust being with her —lled me with a true Toy that I 
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could feel throughout ejery part of my body. Vut there was something 
else inside of her as well. 4s con—dent as she was, something tripped 
her where I was concerned, and I couldn’t for the life of me —gure out 
what it was. Rn the night I —nally agreed to moje us to the lejel she 
had been close to begging me for, I came right out and asked. 

Ojerything about that day seemed nearly too good to be true, ejen 
for me. We were in sync in all things. Rur mood, the things we wanted 
to do, and the food we ate together all —t and made sense. 'hat in itself 
wasn’t the shocking part. 'he more time we spent together, the more 
we learned Tust how much we worked. 4nd for me, the more time I 
spent with Dackie, the more I knew I nejer wanted to lije without her. 2

We started our day with a hike. 'he weather was ideal, and when we 
stopped for a break, things got a little steamy. I didn’t want our —rst 
time together to be outside where people could stumble upon us. I also 
had made it a point not to moje things to the neHt lejel until I knew 
without a doubt that she was ready for reasons beyond being turned 
on in the moment. I nejer wanted her to regret sharing herself with 
me, and while the setting was magni—cent and could be something we 
might look back on fondly one day, I didn’t want to rush or worry 
about anything but her. qo, I pumped the breaks.

'he fact that she took it as well as she had when I told her I 
wanted to wait, surprised me. Normally, she would pout, complain, 
or sometimes she’d close herself oz when I wouldnCt go any further. I 
—gured those times she was held hostage by her hormones and being 
denied the release they were demanding in the heat of the moment. 
5egardless of her past response, that day she Tust nodded and smiled. 
I’m not kidding or ojereHaggerating when I say that ejerything about 
that day was like a dream. 
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qo, later, when we were —nished lojing one another thoroughly for 
the —rst time, and something shifted in her enough that I noticed, I 
tried to ozer her space to tell me what was on her mind on her own. 
Instead, she went to turn her back on me as she mumbled something 
that I couldn’t fully comprehend. I asked her what she said and tried 
to prejent her from pulling away from me. With my arm under her 
neck, I repositioned myself, so I was on my side, and I ran my —ngers 
through her hair as I waited for her to say something.

“'hat was unlike anything I haje ejer eHperienced before, and yet I 
haje these joices in my mind that are trying to ruin it.” qhe admitted 
before she closed her eyes, forced down a swallow, as a tear fell from 
her eye. 

I leaned ojer while I cradled her closer and kissed away her tear, 
then, I encouraged her to get it out. 

“If it’s there, you can’t ignore it. Dackie, that was unlike anything 
I haje ejer eHperienced, and if there is something trying to ruin this 
moment, then tell me so we can face it together.” I kissed her forehead 
and held my position as I waited for her to open up so we could chase 
away her demons.

“I can feel you ejerywhere, it’s like, and I know how stupid this is 
going to sound, but it’s like we Tust created bonds that are meant to 
last forejer, and yet, there’s this joice inside me telling me that it was 
one sided. I hear these Luestions in my mind that I don’t ejen want to 
think about, because you didn’t do anything to cause me to ask them.” 
I placed my —nger under DackieCs Taw, encouraged her to face me, and 
when she turned her head, I kissed her lips before I tucked her against 
my chest right underneath my chin, where I could feel her trying her 
best to relaH.

“I was taught that seH forms soul bonds that last a minimum of 
sejen years. I nejer paid attention to that because I didn’t feel anything 
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more than the release in the past, and I always mojed on. What Tust 
happened between us was nothing like I ejer felt before, so I am right 
there with you. Dust like I —gured, being with you has only made me 
want you more. Dackie, if I did something wrong, tell me, and I will 
—H it, but I think this has to do with someone else. I feel like there’s 
something more than me haunting you. 'hings seem to be simple 
between us sometimes, and then it’s like a joice from your past, rips 
you away from me. What did he do to you, Dackie? 'ell me, so I nejer 
do it. 'ell me so I can proje to you that I am not him.” 

“It wasn’t until you that I —gured out that what he did still lingers. 
Wyatt, I am terri—ed that we are going to haje an end, and I don’t want 
an end with you. vou’re right, things are so easy sometimes, and he is 
the one who made me belieje that ICm not enough. I don’t want to feel 
that way ejer again, because ejerything you do makes me feel as if I’m 
injincible. vou look at me likeE” I kissed the top of her head when her 
tears caught her words and stole away her breath.

“I’je known you for a millisecond. I knew him my entire life. Je 
made me belieje I was someone special, but once he got his way, he 
reminded me that I wasn’t good enough for anything more than to be 
his seH toy, or side piece.” It all made sense as she cried in my arms. I 
was her biggest fear because I reminded her of her heartbreak. qhe let 
me in enough so I could najigate things with caution. I kissed her, and 
when I was aboje her, I asked her to look me in my eyes. Rnce she did, 
I told her how beautiful she was, and then I kissed each and ejery inch 
of her body and made sure she knew that I wasn’t him. 

Ojerything that happened between the two of us from day one was 
all new to me, but I wanted more with Dackie and didn’t waste a single 
second fearing the unknown or worrying about the potential of sejere 
heartbreak ICd be hit with if things came to an end. 'he only thing 
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I wanted was to lije in the moment with her and let her know how 
much she meant to me while I hoped I would get the chance to ejery 
day for the rest of my life.

4fter Dackie fell asleep that night, I felt inspired to document my 
feelingYTust for me. ICd been keeping up with all of 5ileyCs posts 
where she shared her feelings for Mikey with the world, and I wanted 
to gije it a try, but not publicly. I decided to make a 'abRos post on 
a prijate account I created while I sat on a chair beside DackieCs bed. 
Oach time I looked at her I felt my heart pounding inside my chest, 
telling me that she was the one. I had no idea what or why I felt the 
need to talk to myself, but I knew my life changed that night, and I 
nejer wanted to forget it. I spoke as Luietly as I could, hoping not to 
wake her, knowing I wanted to remember eHactly how I was feeling.

“I am conjinced that I fell in loje with you the moment I looked 
at you. I haje no clue what I am supposed to do, I Tust know that I 
want you to be happy always. I look at you and —nd myself wishing I’ll 
be gijen the chance to look at you ejery single day and night forejer. 
vou need proof that I am not going to hurt you, and I will do my best 
to gije it to you. I will nejer get tired of showing you Tust how much 
you mean to me. :etting the chance to proje itYis a gift. No matter 
how many times you get spooked, I will be here, waiting and willing 
to chase away your fears. I will cherish each moment with you and 
hope that one day you will see Tust how much you mean to me. I want 
you forejer, Dackie. …ook how beautiful you are.” I declared, beginning 
with the camera on my face until the end when I 1ipped it so it would 
capture the most beautiful woman in the world as she slept soundly in 
her bed. Rnce I —nished, I climbed back in beside her and pulled her 
against my body, where I held her and fell asleep. 



'IMO AR5 Wv4'' "0

---

That Came Out Of Nowhere
'he night Dackie ozered Tust enough to understand that she was 

being haunted by her past, helped show me how to loje her. I did all 
that I could to proje to her that I was serious, and it was enough to 
keep things going for weeks at a time as if there wasnCt something from 
her past lurking within her. Oach time her ghosts would surface, I met 
her with patience, and I made sure she knew I lojed her. 'he days I 
focused all of my attention on her were the days she kept her footing. 
I tried my best to nejer to take her for granted, but when it was clear 
that some days, she still struggled, I did whatejer I could to remoje her 
doubt hoping she’d see that she was it for me. 4fter I Luit my Tob as 
a dancer, her self con—dence grew stronger, and her ghosts rarely ejen 
tried to bother. 

'he last night I performed as Vuck Vronco was monumental. Dackie 
was itching for a —ght all day, but I hated —ghting with her. It was 
conjenient that she droje me to work that night, because something 
was bugging her, and when she —nally cajed after I begged her to tell 
me what was up, she closed her eyes, sLuee6ed her steering wheel, and 
—nally confessed. 

“'here is a part of me that lojes that ejery person in that room, hell, 
Wyatt ejerywhere we go, fantasi6es about sleeping with you. It’s hot. 
I mean, I did the same thing, but now that you’re mine, I sort of want 
to stab them for the things I know they are thinking.” I didn’t mean 
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to laugh, but I couldn’t help it, and I apologi6ed when she told me it 
wasnCt funny. 

“Fo you want me to Luit? I will call right now, and I will happily 
make sure I take the time to proje to you that I don’t care or ejen 
think about anyone other than you.” I lifted her hand and kissed her 
knuckles when she shook her head and tried to conjince herself that I 
was lying.

“vou can’t Luit like that. I hate when I pull this Tealously crap. 4t 
some point, you are going to get sick of it, but I can’t help it,” she 
sulked out, and I got out of the car, walked ojer to her side, and opened 
her door. qhe looked up at me, and before she could say another word, 
I lifted her so her feet were on the frame of her car and I held her so 
we were eye to eye and let her know, “If you are feeling Tealous, then 
it’s my Tob to assure you that you are the only one I want. xome in 
tonight. I can refuse prijate shows, and itCs been the norm since you 
—nally gaje me a chance. I think you are in your head because this part 
of my life you ajoid. I haje nothing to hide, though.” 

While I knew she was worried about things that would nejer hap 
pen, it didn’t matter what came of the rest of the night. Dackie let me 
know she was Tealous, so I would be walking through those doors for 
the last time. I couldn’t control ejerything that tried to steal away her 
happiness, but thisEthis I had full control ojer. 

I held her hand, walked her to a booth up front near the stage, and 
had her take a seat.  I told my boss I would pay him for putting Dackie 
in a high demand spot, as well as whatejer she ate or drank while I 
was on stage. I also let him know that it would be my last set and cut 
him oz the moment he tried to get me to change my mind. I ended 
up gijing my best performance ejer that night, making sure what I 
ozered was top notch because I was fully putting on a show for one 
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woman. 5egardless of the number of faceless females who were taking 
it in, Dackie was the only one that mattered to me. 

“I haje nejer wanted you more than I do right now. vou can keep 
your Tob. I trust you. I’m still not sure how whenejer you look at me, 
you make me feel as if I’m all that matters.” Dackie got out, causing me 
to turn, lift her oz the ground, where I backed her against the wall, and 
kissed her. qhe wrapped her legs around me, and I held her in place. 
Vefore things progressed to a place beyond our control, I broke our 
kiss and said, “'hat was my last night. 4nd I look at you as if you are 
all that matters because, Dackie, you are all that matters. I loje you, and 
you need to know that a part of me wondered why you were okay with 
me dancing.” When she scrunched up her brow and asked, “5eally?” 
I placed her back on the ground, and eHplained, “veah. It was mostly 
—fty —fty. 4 part of me hoped you knew how much you meant to me 
and trusted I would nejer purposely do anything to hurt you, but the 
other part worried that you didn’t care enough for it to bother you.” 2

Ojery moment I spent with Dackie, I made sure I showed her how 
much she meant to me. I held nothing back. I can honestly say that I 
wasn’t looking for con—rmation or eHpecting tit for tat. Rur loje life 
was all I could haje hoped for, but that night, Dackie made it clear how 
she felt about me in ways that not only brought me to my knees, but 
as the night went on, what she was showing me almost rejealed how 
much closer she was to letting go of her past and placing her trust in 
our futureYtogether. 

---

Does Almost Even Count?
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vou already know that I kept in touch with 5iley, as well as ejeryone 
back home. I reached out to my sister in some way, either teHt, jideo 
chats, or phone calls, ejery day. I ejen found myself looking for things 
I thought she would like, and when I got enough of them gathered, I 
would send them to her. 4t —rst, I thought I was clinging to them so 
I could go home if things failed, but I learned pretty fast that I could 
go home no matter what and would always be welcomed back. I then 
found myself wanting to tell ejeryone about Dackie, but I Tust couldn’t 
get myself to do it.

I wanted to tell them ejerything about her. I ejen sat down and 
wrote letters to my mom and emails to 5iley because I knew they 
would loje Dackie, but I nejer sent them because Dackie pulled away 
and became a completely dizerent person whenejer I talked about my 
home. qhe would ask Luestions, Tust as most people would when they 
were seeing someone, but it was as if she thought I was lying to her, 
so I stopped talking about my life in North xarolina altogether. 'he 
few times when she would ask me something, ICd answer as jaguely as 
possible to satisfy her Luery and moje us beyond whatejer brought it 
up. Oach time I tried to —gure out what she was thinking, her behajior 
led me to belieje that what we had was all we ejer were going to be. I 
found myself lijing a life with her that was almost secretije, and I lojed 
her so much that I settled Tust so she would stay. 

We nejer mojed in with one another o8cially. I ended up mojing 
out of the room I rented in Mario’s condo and got myself a studio 
that I lojedU mostly because Dackie spent a lot of time there with me. 
Money wasn’t as abundant as it had been after I stopped stripping, 
but I had more than enough to get by, as well as a decent amount from 
working on the ranch that I could use if I needed it, only that money 
made me miss that lifestyle more than I —gured it would. ICm not sure 
why though, because I lojed ejerything about lijing on that ranch, 
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from the people to the ejeryday ins and outs. I missed it so much that 
I started looking for ways to get it back while I was on the other side 
of the country. 

I found a few ranches that were hiring, and I ejen agreed to go and 
check out the one that was the closest to …4, hoping that I could keep 
things going with Dackie if she refused to moje with me. I had no idea 
that when I brought it up, it would cause her to say some hateful things 
before walking out the door as if what we had for all of those months 
meant nothing to her. 

“What did you do with your day oz, Mr. 9erfect?” Dackie greeted, 
as she slipped her arms around my waist and kissed my shoulder blade 
while I —nished preparing dinner for the two of us. 'his was what had 
become the norm, and I lojed it. I gaje her a key to my place the day I 
mojed in, and she all but lijed there, but for some reason, she wouldn’t 
let go of the place she shared with her roommate, who despised me. 
9ushing her on the matter didn’t make sense since she barely went 
there. I —gured her actions projed she wanted to trust in us, but she 
was only able to do so if she felt as if she had a way out or a safety net, 
in case we blew up like a part of her, unfortunately, still beliejed we 
would.

“I went to see about getting a Tob on a ranch. It’s entry lejel, but I 
miss working outside so much, I am willing to start from the bottom 
and work my way up.” I answered, turned around so I could greet her 
properly, and asked, “Jow was your day?” after I kissed her on her 
forehead. 

qhe didn’t ejen try to —ll me in on her dayU she Tust stizened, glared 
into my eyes as if she was trying to see if I was Toking, and spat out, 
“Why in the world would you do that? 'here are no ranches around 
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here, and I am not leajing. Vesides, I already told you that life isn’t for 
me.”

“No, Dackie, you hajen’t. In fact, you tell me so little about your 
past that I feel like I knew more before you said anything.” I wanted 
to keep going and I was holding on for dear life so she couldnCt walk 
away, only she said, “Well, now you know. I hate that life, and I want 
no part of it. Ojen for you. qtop looking at me like that. 5anches are 
places where itCs made clear who you are and who you will nejer be. I 
am not less than anyone, and I won’t put myself in that position ejer 
again,” she —nished, hoping she put me in my place and shut me up, 
while trying her best to get away, but I held her tighter. 

“I haje no clue what you are talking about. I grew up on a ranch, 
and it didn’t separate anyoneYthat ranch brought us together. We 
were a family, and we worked together in all things,” I tried to eHplain, 
only I somehow made it worse. 'his time, when Dackie pushed against 
me, I let her go. Not because I wanted to, but because she made it clear 
she was feeling trapped.

“If you belieje that, then you were at the top, not the bottom. I 
can’t belieje I fell for it again. I am clearly an idiot,” she jehemently 
reTected what I tried to eHplain, and when she went to leaje, I mojed 
in front of her and begged her not to go. 

“9lease, tell me what happened to you. 4ll of it, Dackie. I can’t proje 
myself to you while you’re watching for things I know nothing about 
and using them against me as if my goal is to hurt you. I nejer want 
to hurt you, and each time you make it clear I haje, it dejastates me. 
I loje you, Dackie, with all I haje in me. 9lease, tell me why you can’t 
trust that.”

It was clear she was still planning on leajing, but she closed her 
eyes and, almost in a narratije joice, eHplained, )My mother was born 
because her mother beliejed the man who owned the ranch her and 
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her family worked on cared for her. 'hey kept things a secret because 
he had no intention of doing anything more than sleeping with her, 
only he claimed he was trying to keep her from gaining a reputation. 
When it had become objious, she was pregnant, he denied sleeping 
with her, and she was sent away to another ranch, labeled as easy. 

)Would you belieje it if I told you a similar thing happened to my 
mother, because it did. qhe fell for the wrong guy, only he strung her 
along ejen after he was married, so when she found out that I was 
hanging around the son of the rancher we ended up working for, she 
begged me to stop. I tried to conjince her that times had changed, 
because he didn’t seem to care who saw us together, and he would 
ejen come by and hang out with my mother and me sometimes. What 
I didn’t pay attention to was who he allowed to see us. It wasn’t his 
family or people he cared about. It was the hired help. Je wanted me 
to trust him so I would sleep with him, and I did. I thought we were 
actually together, but when I saw him out one night with his friends, 
he made it clear that I was his side piece and ejen ozered to share me 
as if I was nothing more than a whore.” 

I wrapped my arms around her as she cried. qhe didn’t hug me 
backU she Tust stood within my arms. What she went through was 
unforgijable, and I hated that she could ejen think I would treat her 
the same. I tried to assure her in a soft joice while making sure she 
understood, “I am not him. I would take you and tell the whole world 
how fortunate I am to haje you ejen look my way. I haje tried to bring 
you into my world, but you shut me down, so I stopped because I 
didn’t want you to run. I won’t take that Tob. I will stay here and do 
whatejer you want me to do, but I need you to see that thisEwhat we 
haje is not that.” qhe pushed herself away again, and when I begged her 
not to go. When I cried out, “9lease, stay. …et me loje you until you 
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learn to trust that I will nejer stop,” she grabbed her bag, and shook 
her head.

“No. Vecause I know how this ends, and I won’t take part in it. 
'hanks for rocking my world. vou were right, you did not disappoint, 
but your heart belongs on a ranch. It runs in your blood, and if we 
keep this up, you will grow to resent me for not wanting that life,” 
she began and held up her hand to stop me when I tried to close the 
distance she put between us. I wanted, with all I had in me, to keep on 
talking until she agreed to stay. 

“I’je wasted enough time pretending that I’m someone I’m not. 
'hat’s all this was. I mean, you didn’t ejen hide who you were when 
you performed for all of those women, Wyatt. 4ll along, it was there. I 
Tust got caught up in the illusion of it. :uess I’m part of a generational 
curse. Rne where we nejer learn our place. Fon’t follow me. If you 
loje me like you claim you do, then leaje me alone, and go back home 
since it’s so perfect there. Aorget we ejer met, because that is eHactly 
what I am going to do. I haje wasted way too much time on whatejer 
this is, and I will not waste any more.” she ordered, and then she left. 

'he way she reTected me while hiding all emotion is the only thing 
that stopped me from chasing after her. I didn’t want to let her goU 
I wanted to —ght for her but there was something in her eyes that 
matched what she was saying. I thought I would see heartbreak as she 
punched her hand through my chest and metaphorically ripped my 
heart out, but I saw resolje and belief that she was doing the right 
thing. It was as if she beliejed that by reTecting me, she would somehow 
heal the generational curse she Tust admitted she beliejed was true.

'he only thing that sajed me from myself that night was the fact 
that it was close to the time when 5iley and Mikey would be mojing 
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back to qpring 7iew. Oight months of my life, I spent lojing someone 
when I nejer thought it would be possible for me. It didnCt take long 
for me to —gure out that, without Dackie, I had no interest in staying in 
…4. Ojen though I knew I would nejer stop lojing her, staying would 
only make things worse. Vesides, I felt as if I was being called home. It 
didn’t make a lick of sense, but I felt it, nejertheless. 

If Dackie hadn’t Luit her Tob and refused to talk to me, I may haje 
stayed, but I had a month to month lease, and it was time to respect 
her wishes and let her go, no matter how that made me feel. I took with 
me the knowledge that I had it in me to loje another person with all 
of my being. I also knew I didn’t want to go back to lijing my life the 
way I had before I left. 4ll I wanted was to get back to work, where ICd 
be surrounded by people who lojed me. I wanted to be back with my 
family. 4nd while I knew it was going to hurt, I hoped that in time, 
the pain would dull. I put a lot of faith in manual labor being what I 
would need to get my head and heart out of the place that felt as if my 
life choices had —nally caught up to me. 

Vefore our town learned the 'ruth, my mom would haje called it 
karma. Now, I’m pretty sure my time Tust ran out. 

---

Are We Caught Up Now?
I’m pretty sure we are at the part where I —rst get home. I didn’t tell 

you about ejery single thing that Dackie and I did, because most of it 
was ejeryday stuz that could easily be considered mundane. 'hose lit 
tle things are pretty damn memorable when you loje someone though. 
4nd Tust being with them makes ejen getting gas or grocery shopping 
something to look forward to. Vesides, relijing those moments after I 
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lost the girlYyeah, not really feeling it. 'he fact that my family didn’t 
know about the girl who stole my heart was another thing I was hoping 
would moje me past the heartbreak faster. 

My sister was the —rst one to welcome me home. 'hey were all 
there, waiting for me, only 4bby ran and threw herself into my arms, 
and it felt good. It was the —rst time I wasn’t ojerwhelmed with 
thoughts of Dackie. My dad was neHt, and then !ncle Marcus, and so 
on. I didn’t skim ojer anything to be rude or ungratefulU itCs Tust that 
you know the rest of the people on the ranch already. I skipped the rest 
because it was my mom who made my heart feel as if she was the one 
who had been calling me home all along. 

“Wyatt. vou look so grown up. I know I saw you when we would 
jideo chat, but it’s not the same. I missed you so much. It’s good to 
haje you back home, qon,” she said while she held me in her arms as if 
she might haje beliejed I wasn’t going to come home. 

“It sure is good to haje you, back. Aeast, and —re tonight, and then 
back to the way I like itYwatching this ranch thrije because of all of 
you.” Vutch added, and I chose to focus on the sentiment, instead of 
the girl who reTected me ojer the jery thing that we were about to 
celebrate.

'he last person to say anything was xhris. I stayed in contact with 
him the best I could, but being away seemed to haje drijen a wedge 
between us. 'hat’s not entirely true. 'hings between xhris and me 
were oz long before I left. I’m not sure why, but I had my suspicions. 
Most of the time it was good. xhris was one of my best friends. It was 
him, Mikey, and me since what felt like always, but apart from sports 



'IMO AR5 Wv4'' S0

and work on the ranch, I couldn’t help but feel as if there was nothing 
else there for me. I felt like I was the odd one out.

Mikey only had eyes for 5iley, and while I knew he didn’t Tudge 
me for the way I lijed my life, we didn’t fully understand one another 
either. I also struggled a bit because I tried to keep tabs on ejeryone 
while I was away. I saw a post that a friend of his tagged him in, and it 
Tust didn’t sit well with me. I tried not to Tudge him, and a part of me 
ejen thought it was nice that he was lijing his life in New vork xity, 
but I was lijing mine in …4, and I still reached out. Mikey shut us all 
out when he left, and I knew how much it killed 5iley ejen though she 
tried to ajoid talking about it. I’m telling you, apart from one stupid 
drunk teHt he sent before he decided to forget his life here, it was as if 
Mikey no longer eHisted, and that sucked.

“Jey, man. It is good to haje you back, but I haje to warn you, 
the Morris boys are rather skilled at this ranch life. vou may haje to 
—ght for your Tob or do what I do, —nd a place to —sh, and ejen better, 
nap.” xhris welcomed, clearly hoping his cousins knew how much 
they were jalued. Jis accolades weren’t at all ojerkill. 'he Morris 
boys grew up on the ranch, and their father was a hell of a rancher. 
Veing surrounded by men like Dosh, Vutch, and my dadYactually, all 
the people on qtolt 5anch were skilled at something, and they helped 
wherejer they were needed. I knew what they taught us was far more 
jaluable than anything we learned in school.

“Is there anything that needs tending to still? I mean, there are 
a few hours before dinner. 9ut me to work.” I ozered meaning it. 
Rnly xhris doubled down, letting me know that ejerything was under 
control.

“vou want to go ojer to the stables? Vutch hired xolten Vlack to 
work with the new horses, but I know you were getting pretty good at 
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gentling them before you left. Vesides, I’m sure xhopper will be happy 
to see you. Je has been spoiled by your sister, but she is not you,” 
xhris redirected, but something was oz. I was about to say something, 
only he stopped walking and continued, “Wyatt, did you —nd what 
you were looking for?”

I turned to face him, and the second I made eye contact with him, 
he shifted his eyes away from mine. It was the same thing heCd done 
since Marybeth, and I hated it. I made myself a promise that whatejer 
was between us, I was going to —H one way or another. It wasn’t going 
to be easy, I was sure of that, but this was my home, and xhris was 
someone I wanted to do life with. Dust like what my dad had with his 
brothers for all intents and purposes, I wanted with my friends. 4nd 
hajing ghosts from the past building walls between us was not the way 
to achieje that goal.

“I thought so, but it turns out, this is home. I missed this place. I 
missed you and ejeryone here. I almost took a Tob on a ranch as an entry 
lejel.” I answered truthfully, and when he smirked at the last part, I 
asked him how things were for him while I was gone.

“Rh, you know. qame olC, same olC, and yet nothing much all at 
once. 'hanks for trying to keep in touch.” Je returned, but I knew 
something was up, so I called him out on it. 

“xhris, what’s up, man. vou know you can talk to me. I’m here. 
…ook at me, I’m sorry. 'here’s been something sinceE” I started, 
hoping if I Tust ripped the bandage oz, we could —nally work on setting 
things straight so we could heal whatejer it was that was between 
us, but he shook his head and grunted, “No. I’m not doing this. We 
don’t do this. We work together, and we played ball together, Wyatt. 
qometimes, I’d get your sloppy seconds, but we don’tYwe Tust don’t.” 
4nd that hurt something —erce. 4ll the things I suspected but ignored 
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because I didn’t know what to say Tust made themseljes undeniably 
clear, and I wasn’t okay with blowing it oz anymore. 

“Why the hell not, xhris. vou are one of my best friends. I loje you, 
man.” I assured but I wasn’t going to push him. It all —nally came to a 
head, but in no way did I want to make things worse. Marybeth was a 
wrecking ball that smashed something in our friendship —je years ago. 
I may not haje known what to do back then, but now that I chose to 
come home, it was time for me to pick up the pieces and rebuild what 
she broke. 

“Vecause there is no good that will come of it, that’s why. It’s clear 
my life is here, and I’m good with it. vou, apparently, decided the 
same thing, so we are good. I haje to swing by my house. I’m sure you 
remember where the stables are. xatch you later.”

---

I Guess There's Still Some Things to Address
I wasn’t the person who liked to talk things out when I was growing 

up. My dad and the guys tried to stress the importance of it, only I 
found other ways to deal. Rr, I suppose I didn’t dealU I Tust chased girls. 
Vut something in me was reliejed when I saw both my dad and Marcus 
in the stables when I turned the corner. If I wanted to make things 
better between xhris and me, I would need to —nd out all I could.

“Fad, !ncle Marcus, can we talk? If now isnCt good, can we set 
something up for later?” Voth of them looked at me and gaje me the 
go ahead. 

“Well, ICm —guring this is going to be more than whatejer time we 
got before dinner, so if you’re busy, we can table it.” I danced around, 
and my dad made me smile when he put his hand on my shoulder and 
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said, “Fancing around, whatejer it is, isn’t doing diddly apart from 
wasting time, so Tust get it out. Whatejer it is, weCll deal with it.”

I blew out a breath and started with what I hoped to be the easy 
part. )Jow was xhris while I was gone?”

Marcus and my dad looked at one another and then back at me, be 
fore Marcus answered, “Je was, xhris. Je started keeping to himself 
a while back, but you know that. Je doesn’t ozer much as far as his 
thoughts are concerned, but he shows up and does his thing. Why?”

“vou know I’m not one for talking, but there’s been something up 
since the summer before we started high school. I don’t know how to 
—H it, and I can’t ejen tell you all of it because it’s not my story to tell. 
Vut I’m back, I know I am meant to be here, and I want to —gure out 
what my life looks like on the ranch, or who knows where, but qpring 
7iew is my home. I thought that things would work themseljes out, 
but he still won’t ejen look me in the eye,” I began, knowing I would 
haje to gije them so much more for any of it to make sense, I Tust 
didn’t know how. 'hankfully, they worked on their communication 
skills ojer the years, and Marcus all but mastered them when he found 
his faith and began lijing his life for vah.

“Well, if you can —gure out how to gije us more without betraying 
him, that would be helpful. qon, there is nothing you can’t tell us. I 
hope you know that. I know I gaje you a hard time when you were 
growing up, but it’s Tust because I wanted more for you.” My dad 
tried to open the door, but Marcus shook his head at him and my dad 
nodded in returnU clearly, letting him know he understood, and then 
they waited patiently for me to open up.

“I am kind of glad you reminded me that you know what I was up 
to back then. 'he stuz between xhris and me, it starts with Marybeth. 
I’m not sure if you know that she was my —rst. 4s soon as we were 
—nished, she mojed on to xhris. I didn’t know that he cared about 
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her, and I was not her —rst, Tust to be clear. Not that that really makes 
any of this better. 'he whole thing is busted. I was fourteen, and xhris 
was thirteen. I’m not going to lie, it felt good, and I wanted to do 
it again, and as often as possible. Marybeth and I hooked up a few 
times. I —gured xhris was getting his as well, and he was, but she was 
playing some serious games. 'his is where things get messy. If I tell you 
only my part, it won’t make as much sense, but I feel like I am going 
back in time and hurting him all ojer again when I swear, it’s not my 
intention,” I shook my head, feeling as if somehow, telling them would 
drag me back to the place where I watched my best friend begin to die 
inside, ojer and ojer as Marybeth played with his heart as if it were 
nothing more than a cheap toy. I tried my best not to get caught up in 
the memories and decided to gloss ojer xhris’s part, the best I could. 

“4nyway, she would use his feelings for her against him, trying to 
get him to do things he clearly didn’t want to, I’m guessing to see how 
much she could get away with. qhe brought me into it, but the second 
I found out what she was doing, I nejer touched her again.” I didn’t 
get to answer Marcus when he asked how she brought me in because 
xhris, clearly misunderstanding what he ojerheard, 1ipped out. 

“vou told them? What gijes you the right to tell people my story, 
Wyatt? veah, I lojed her, and she wanted you. qo what? It’s old news. 
Vut you had no right,” he screamed before he turned to walk away. I 
closed the distance, and I reached for his shoulder to get him to stop. 

“I didn’t tell them your part fully because I don’t know it all, xhris. 
What she did was wrong, and I had no clue. I am sorry. I nejer meant 
to hurt you. qhe came between us, and I can’t lije with this hanging 
ojer us anymore. 9lease, talk to me.”

“qhe didn’t mess you up at all, Wyatt. vou are the superstar. vou 
are the one ejeryone wants, so why are you so worried about it now? 
It’s ancient history. Marybeth is long gone, and so are the other ones 
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you slept with and so graciously tossed aside for the rest of us,” xhris 
spat out, and while I knew there was something between us, I was 
completely oblijious to Tust how big it was.

My dad and Marcus stepped between us when I went to push him 
to go further, after he caught me oz guard. Marcus, who had xhris, 
while my father had me, suggested we take a minute, and he led xhris 
away while my dad brought me up to the loft. Rnce we were alone in 
the home, I lijed in the longest, my dad handed me one of the glasses 
of sweet tea that he poured for us, and nodded his head, so I knew to 
take a seat.

“…et’s haje it. 'ell me ejerything, but don’t worry about trying to 
—gure out the psychology of it all, Tust tell me what happened,” my 
dad encouraged, and I had to —ght back the ojerwhelming feeling that 
was trying to get me to shut down. 4pparently, he sensed my struggle 
because he pulled me into his arms and held the back of my head 
against him as if he was shielding me while he promised, “It’s okay. 
'here is nothing you can say that will change how I feel about you. 
vou are my son, and I loje you. I missed something big here, Wyatt, 
and I am sorry. …et me help you now.”

I went ojer what happened that night at Mikey’s party when 'ruth 
or Fare turned into xhris and me losing our jirginity. 4nd once I 
ozered him the details, I shared what I learned after that night. 

“xhris nejer said anything about liking her. qhe was Marybeth, 
and apart from making fun of 5iley all the time, she wasn’t someone 
I thought about more than the typical things a kid thinks when he 
notices girls. Fad, she knew more than she should haje, but I didn’t 
think about that in the moment. I didn’t think about how wrong it 
was that right after we —nished, she did the same thing with xhris. qhe 
ejen wanted Mikey, but he refused, and I know that she wanted that 
mostly to hurt 5iley.”
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“Was that the only time she messed with you and xhris?” My dad 
asked, and while I knew he needed more and I wouldn’t lie, I also knew 
that the last time was the time when ejerything blew up. I couldn’t tell 
him that part fully because that was xhris’s story to tell, so I answered, 
“No. qhe talked a lot, but I didn’t care what she had to say. qhe would 
tell me about the two of them, I think, hoping to make me Tealous, 
but I didn’t like her like that. I know how messed up that sounds, but 
I only cared about what she let me do to her, and what she did to me.

“It was wrong, I knew it, I remember feeling as if my body was 
telling me to stop, but it felt so good that I didn’t want to. xhris would 
ask me things about Marybeth, and I thought he was Tust comparing 
notes, but later, I learned,” I hesitated and closed my eyes, knowing 
this was the part I had to be careful with, but nearly feeling the disgust, 
along with all the emotions I felt the day the whole thing took place 
coming back to me. My dad sLuee6ed my shoulder and reminded me 
that it was okay. Rnce I looked into his eyes and saw he was telling the 
truth, I continued.

“qhe —gured out a way to haje xhris show up right when we were 
in the middle of it. When he saw what was happening, he went to 
leaje, only she called him ojer and told him to watch. In the moment, 
I didn’t care, but the second she tried to use his feelings for her to 
manipulate him, I stopped. I told her she was wrong and that I wanted 
no part of it from that moment on. I mumbled, I didn’t know to xhris, 
only I saw something in him break. When I walked away, I heard her 
messing with him ejen more, saying stuz that wasn’t right. I didn’t 
know what to do, and I didn’t know what to say to him, so I Tust made 
it clear that I wanted nothing to do with her. I tried to pretend that 
nothing happened, but it’s been there between us since that day.” I 
ended up crying and found myself in my father’s arms again, where I 
mumbled, “I didn’t know what to do, Fad, I didn’t know.”
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“Rf course you didn’t, son, you were a child. I am so sorry this 
happened to you,” he tried to comfort, but it struck something inside 
that caused me to pull back and reTect what he said entirely.

“Nothing happened to me. I Tust took what she ozered. xhris 
was the one who needed protecting. qhe ruined him. I learned that 
each girl, after her, opened me up to things that felt ejen better, and 
I learned how to make women feel good while they ozered me the 
release I crajed, but xhris has been busted since that day.”

“vou were too young for that type of lesson, Wyatt. We are made to 
feel those things, that passion, that release was meant for one person, 
not multiples. I know that sounds cra6y coming from me when I had 
more than one partner myself, but you know about soul ties,” my dad 
tried again to suggest I was a jictim, but I still wanted no part of it. 

“vou’je all said that, but not once did I feel any connection to 
any of them. If they did, that’s on them. I made it clear, and apart 
from Marybeth and one other person in my life, I nejer went back for 
seconds. Who knows, maybe that’s the key, or maybe I’m not meant to 
be one of the chosen. Oither way, I made a choice. I wasn’t some poor, 
helpless kid who was taken adjantage of. I knew what felt good, and 
I chased it.” I could see that he still had his thoughts, and they were 
far from mine. 'he fact that our time ran out when my sister came 
running up the steps was more than okay with me. 

I hoped talking would create some sort of path where xhris and I 
could —H whatejer was broken between us, but all I felt was regret for 
bringing any of it up. We had learned to be around one another, and 
the issue wasn’t with me in the —rst place. xhris was the one who was 
stuck in the past. 4s far as I was concerned, I should haje let him —gure 
it out on his own. …et him talk when he was ready. Aorcing him to, was 
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sel—sh of me, and I’m sure it had ejerything to do with me not liking 
how I felt without Dackie. 

'he distraction that dinner ozered was perfect. 'he —re, the food, 
and the people were eHactly what I needed. I —gured that out long 
before I took the —rst bite of my shredded beef sandwich, but lijing 
in the moment again helped take my mind oz of the heajy to where 
I could Tust be in the moment. It was pretty easy to do until I reali6ed 
xhris was nowhere to be found. 

I listened to my sister as she continued to —ll me in on all the things 
she felt I needed to be caught up on. Mind you, we talked the most out 
of all the people from home while I was away. I wasn’t complaining 
in the slightest. 'he fact that she wanted to tell me things and, ejen 
more, that she wanted to hang out with me, was something I knew was 
special. 4nd I made sure she knew how much it meant to me. When 
she went oz to hang out with her friends, I took a step back and looked 
out at ejeryone Tust so I could take it all in.

---

A Mother Knows
“Jey, WyattEdid you —nd what you were searching for when you 

left here?” my mother asked once ejeryone was busy with dessert. 
'hat was the second time I had been asked that eHact thing. I closed 
my eyes, dreading the direction the Luestion could go, coming from 
her. I wanted her adjice, yet something about hearing my mom’s 
thoughtsYespecially from the female perspectijeYleft me feeling 
both intrigued as well as anHious. 
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“I don’t get all this fuss. 'his could haje easily waited until the nor 
mal Ariday night —reside,) I began, stalling a bit before I answered her 
Luestion. )I missed ejeryone, but I don’t deserje any of the attention. 
4s far as your Luestion, I’m not sure how to answer it.” I ozered but 
looked away, not wanting to chance seeing anything other than loje in 
her eyes. 

Arom the moment my dad introduced me to …ily, I knew she would 
stay. I’m not sure how to eHplain it, especially since I was only —je 
when she came into my life, but I felt like I had a mom the moment 
she hugged me. I asked my dad that same night we —rst met if I could 
call her mom, and I’m conjinced that was one of the reasons they got 
married so Luickly, too. 

“While you take a moment to think about it, I am going to remind 
you that you are a big deal around here. Ojeryone lojes you, and we all 
missed hajing you around. vou’je been gone a while, and I think the 
people you leaje behind feel it a little harder because they notice your 
absence ejerywhere,” she eHplained, and I was about to cut her oz, 
only she placed her hand on my arm and sLuee6ed before she added, “I 
don’t mean to suggest anything more than you were somewhere new. 
I’m sure you missed parts of this place, too, but you needed to —nd 
what’s neHt for you. 'hat’s Tust a part of becoming an adult. No harm, 
no foul, I promise.” 

“MommaEI left because I hated how I felt here.” I started and 
immediately regretted my word choice when I noticed her wince. “I’m 
sorry. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. It wasn’t about you or the 
way people treated me. It was the fact that I was surrounded by loje, 
and the more time I spent here, the more it felt as if I would nejer 
—nd my person. I know that sounds ridiculous, the way I chased the 
physical all the time, but I knew those girls weren’t right. Well, I’ll be. 
I haje nejer felt like a tool up until I Tust admitted to my mom that I 
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was a man whore.” My mom wrapped her arm around me and laughed 
before she stated the objious.

“qon, you did not Tust admit something I knew nothing about. I 
knew. We all knew, Wyatt, I Tust hoped you would —gure out that you 
deserjed to be lojed one day.”

“'hat’s notEI did it because it felt good, and now I feel as if I should 
apologi6e for admitting that to you,” I defended, or maybe I Tust tried 
to ozer up the reason I told myself all my life because I didn’t really 
know why I did what I did. When she looked at me and frowned, I 
started to feel a bit julnerable.

“Jey, I’m a safe space. In no way am I Tudging you or trying to get 
you to freak out. It’s Tust, as your momma, it was hard watching you 
try so hard to make yourself unbreakable. I know Marybeth started it, 
and xhris got run ojer by her. 5iley and Mikey were always a thing, 
ejen when they weren’t, and sometimes it seemed like you forced 
yourself to callous ojer. I’m not saying you wanted either of them, Tust 
that you beliejed that you were the odd one out, and I saw it.”

“I don’t know if you are right or not, but I will say that I somehow 
conjinced myself that I was okay with chasing the release. I left because 
I needed something new. qince we are being honest, and airing out my 
dirty laundry, I think I slept with more than half this town, and the 
other half I haje no interest in. I look at 4bby, and I know I would 
destroy anyone who ejen tried to touch her, and yet I did that. I tried 
to be kind and respectful, but that was all a lie that I told myself was 
true so I could sleep at night,” I confessed, and when I looked at her, I 
didn’t see anything other than what had always been there. I saw loje.

“qo, it sounds like you learned a thing or two while you were away. 
'hat’s what matters. If it makes you feel any better, 4mber told me 
all about her time with you, and she made it clear that you were not a 
bad guy. 9eople don’t usually chase after seH the way you did without 
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an underlying cause. Well, I suppose they can, but it’s rare. 9eople are 
created to connect on a deeper lejel with othersU we aren’t meant to 
be alone, as much as we can —nd ourseljes wanting that at times. I do 
want to apologi6e for not knowing what to do when you were growing 
up. vou were a gift to me from the moment I met you. vour dad always 
made me feel as if I was your mom, and in ejery way, I felt as if you 
were mine. Vut I was afraid to step on toes,” she said, before she wiped 
away a tear that had fallen. 

“Momma, hindsight is always twenty twenty. Rr so I’je heard. I 
don’t think it would haje made a dizerence, but there’s also no way of 
knowing. What I want you to know is that it took me mojing across 
the country to fully reali6e Tust how good I had it here. I missed this 
place so much. I also learned that I no longer haje it in me to chase 
after women. I Tust want to get back to work, and if qpring 7iew gets 
some new blood, maybe, Tust maybe I’ll see if I’m interested.” I ozered 
and laughed to make sure she knew I was ojer the heajy. I wanted to 
tell her all about Dackie, but it serjed no purpose. Dackie made it clear 
that we were done, so the best thing for me to do was —gure out how 
to lije without her. 

“I can’t tell you how good it is to see your face around here again, 
Voy. I really did miss you, and I am glad youCre back.” My dad said as 
he patted my back, took a seat neHt to his wife, and kissed her. It was 
my sister who had me smiling for real once again, when she climbed 
on my lap and made me promise I was back for good. 

“4nd if you do leaje again, you haje to promise I can jisit, but ICd 
rather you Tust stay,” she said as she hugged me tightly. qhe remained 
right where she was until her best friend, Qalissa, and the Morris boys 
came to take her away.
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“Jey, are we good with the Morris boys? I mean, I know they are 
great kids, butE” I began, and was cut oz when supersonic hearing, 
Dosh yelled, “vou better watch it, Wyatt. My boys are great, and there is 
nothing you need to worry yourself about, ejen if one or two of them 
may be interested.” Dust like that, I had another reminder of Tust how 
good life was on the ranch. 

My mom was rightU people are meant to be surrounded by other 
people. I may haje missed the girl in …4, but in that moment, I knew 
I was home.

---

I Knew He Meant Well
“Wyatt. Fo you haje a minute?” !ncle Mo asked, stepping closer. 

I sensed that my mention of the past was about to cause trouble, and 
it wouldn’t fade until Marcus gaje an all clear to my father. I rolled 
my eyes, then turned around, forcing a wide and objiously fake grin. 
“Jey, you might want to try again, thatCs terrible. vou really know how 
to hurt a guy, Foofus.”

“I’m sure you’re all broken up, Mo,” I said, folding my arms ojer my 
chest. “I’ll talk if it gets you oz my back.” I ozered hesitantly, before 
glancing away. “I shouldn’t haje said anything. I think I was Tust trying 
to distract myself and —gured, why not dredge up the past?” I tried to 
eHcuse. Je wasn’t falling for it, though.

“'alking isn’t bad. 'rust me, I know how you feel, and it took me 
years to see that it helps. It may get a little heajy and feel awkward at 
—rst, but it’s the only way to truly —H things. vour dad and I were a 
mess when we were —rst adjised to talk about our feelings. I’m telling 
you, we were taught that only females did that stuz. :uys don’t cry, 
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they don’t talk about their feelings, they man up and moje on. vou 
weren’t, though, and yet it seems as if it was ingrained in your FN4 
regardless.” Marcus shared, and while I knew he was right, it didn’t 
help take away the feeling of dread I had at the thought of talking 
about the past anymore.

“…isten, I’m sure you’re thinking that your dad put me up to this, 
but I want to tell you thatCs not the case. I came to you because I was 
you. vou know I was a player before I met …eigh, and mojed here. 
4nd Tust like I know you belieje, I thought I was good until I reali6ed 
I wasn’t. I can’t say for sure why you hunted women, but I haje my 
suspicions. I can tell you that I was cocky, and I didn’t haje any role 
models to show me what loje looked like,” he shared, and while I knew 
his story for the most part, we nejer talked about it one on one. 

“vou grew up here, so that’s the only reason why I haje my suspi 
cions. Rnly you know the reasons, though. vou and xhris do haje to 
talk things out. I’m trying to get him to agree to sit down with you. 
I ejen ozered to be there, but he isn’t ready yet. Wyatt, apart from it 
feeling good, do you know why you chose to play the —eld?” Je asked, 
and I went on the defensije while reminding him that he was the pot 
calling the kettle black.

“Ja. What a Luestion. I had seH with them because they lined up 
begging me for it. It did feel good, but you know that already. …isten, 
I’m glad you found vah, and your wife, but seriously, nothing I say is 
going to take back what I’je done. I nejer disrespected any of them. I 
Tust took what they ozered and mojed on. If I could undo anything, 
it would be opening my mouth last night. xhris and I would haje 
—gured it out, Tust like we did —je years ago. Now, I’m the one that 
blew it up.” I smart mouthed him back, but I felt terrible as soon as I 
—nished. I didn’t do anything about it, but I still felt bad.
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Marcus made a sound when he puckered up his lips and sucked in 
some air, more than likely trying to —gure out what he was going to 
say neHt. It didn’t take him long at all when he looked me dead in the 
eye and grunted, “vou are more like me than I’d like to admit, I missed 
the cocky but here you are shojing it in my face. 'hat being said, I 
am going to try not to lose my patience. I get feeling uncomfortable, 
but this tough guy act is beneath you. vou want to be treated like 
someone who has a place here on this ranch, then man up and act 
like it. Whatejer happened between you and xhris is old news, but 
it clearly needs to be dealt with after what happened last night. vou 
can’t Tust shoje things back in the closet after you open the door and 
let them fall out in front of people. 4nd whatejer happened in …4 
clearly 1ew home with you. I may be the only one who can see that 
you came home with eHtra baggage, but trust, you can tell me, and I 
won’t say a word. 'he way you are looking at me tells me it was a girl.” 

Jow he did that, I haje no clue, but !ncle Mo could always see 
through me. I think a few of them could read me like a book, but Mo 
was the one who always read what was written on those pages out loud.

I wasn’t happy that he tore my baggage oz my back and ripped it 
open without my permission, so I kicked one of the empty buckets 
that were close and grunted out, “Isn’t it always a girl? It started with 
a girl. I got my face busted ojer a girl. 4nd Tust when I learned how 
to get what I wanted without hajing them mess with my mind and 
break my heart, one comes around and does Tust that. I don’t want to 
talk about her. I don’t want to talk about any of them. I Tust want to 
forget about anything other than what needs to get done on this ranch 
and making sure that no one goes near my sister or Qalissa ejer. I may 
not be able to change the things I’je done, but I got what was coming 
to me. 'o make up for it, to right the wrongs, I will do whatejer I can 
to protect the girls around here.” 2
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“Well, at least we are on the same page with the last part. 'he rest, 
I’m afraid, are things you can’t outrun or Tust wish away. It will always 
come back to mess with you until you —gure out how to deal with it,” 
Marcus pushed.

“'here’s nothing to deal with as far as what came with me from …4. 
qhe wants nothing to do with me, so diggin’ up bones will only get me 
messy for nothing. 'he other stuz, I don’t know how to —H, and if I 
were xhris, I’d be pissed, too, that the past was thrown at me without 
my consent,” I partially conceded. I didn’t want to be the Terk I was 
being, so I made sure to —H my tone at least.

“It may haje hit him out of nowhere, but you did the right thing. 
Je needs to face the things he’s been holding on to. It might get worse 
at —rst, but I promise, if you two talk about it, it will get better, and 
I honestly belieje, you’ll mend what was broken and ejen end up 
stronger because of it.” Marcus put his hand on my shoulder before he 
added, “4s far as losing the girl, I am truly sorry. 'hat’s a pain I wish 
on no one. I may haje gotten mine, but the heartache I felt when I 
thought I lost her was some neHt lejel torture. I will be lifting you and 
hoping you —nd a way to heal, no matter what that entails. 'ry not to 
shut people out. 4nd whatejer you do, always remember, you are not 
alone.” 4ll I could do was nod. I wasn’t happy that Marcus confronted 
me at —rst, but as I walked away, I knew it was for the best. 

!ncle Mo nejer told anyone about our conjersation. I was so con 
jinced my dad had sent him to check on me, but he was Tust a person 
who cared and wanted me to know he saw me. 

---

Confusing You Was Never My Intention
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'o clarify the timelineR I began recounting ejents Tust as I was 
heading home for the second time. 'hen, I went back to describe my 
—rst homecoming. While this might haje seemed out of order, I did it 
for a reason. 

'he reason for this seLuence is simpleR to make sense of ejerything, 
you needed to know more about Dackie than Tust the fact that she 
eHisted. Vecause she didn’t want to share her perspectije, I had to —ll 
you in. 'hat’s why, after starting with my second trip home, I circled 
back to the —rst. What happened between xhris and me was maTor, so 
I let you in on it. 

'here was a three week period before all the cra6y happened with 
little Miss qpider Monkey, Mike Odwards, and 5iley Sor in my case, 
SilverT. I don’t think the timeline was made clear when Mikey and 
5iley shared their story, but the brother sister bonding trip lasted 
nearly three months. I already know some of you want to hear my side 
of kissing 5iley, and I get that, but apart from learning what I already 
—gured out before she asked me to kiss her, I was handed proof that I 
didn’t loje her like that. 

Now that I’je gotten that out of the way, I feel as if we need to go 
ojer what took place while Mikey was left behind. I understood his 
pain, but I knew they had a decent chance they’d end up together. 
I honestly belieje that no matter what happened in life, they would 
always come back to one another because their souls were bound 
together when they were children, and soul ties that are meant to be 
will always —nd a way. 

)Wyatt, ICm about to drop my end. Jold up.) Vig Mike, called out 
as the wooden swing he was holding the other end of began to slip. 
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I prepared myself for the weight to shift more on me as Fr. Odwards 
adTusted his grip. 

'he three of us spent as much time as we could making sure things 
were perfect for 5iley. We had other things to do, of course, but each 
day, after we —nished the things that needed —nishing we brought all 
of 5iley and Mikey’s things ojer so they could —nally start their lijes in 
the house he had been gutting and re—nishing since they mojed across 
the street from the ranch.

It was true that she was refusing to talk to him. Jeck, both she and 
xhris had ejeryone blocked but their parents, and as much as it hurt 
Mikey, I knew the siblings both needed the time they had with one 
another to —H what had been broken between them for way too long. 
'he sel—sh part of me hoped that maybe 5iley would be able to help 
her brother get ojer his hurdle. Ojen though I wasn’t the actual cause 
of it, it still injoljed me, as you already learned. 

Side note time~it took a lot longer than I thought it would, before 
Chris and I had the talk we needed to have. Unfortunately, you are going 
to have to wait to see how it panned out. And even though I wish none of 
it had happened, it goes to show that we are who we are because of the 
things we go through. Even the bad stuff builds character if we choose to 
grow from whatever life hits us with. 

Rkay. Vack to it. 
“What am I going to do if she doesn’t come back?” Mike asked 

when it was Tust the two of us, after we had Tust —nished hanging up 
the balloon lights for his girl. Vefore I let him step any further into 
his puddle of hopelessness, I answered, “qhe will. qhe Tust needs time, 
Mike. 4ctually, they both need this. I messed up and brought up the 
past.” 'he last part of what I had to say had him sucking in a breath 
and taking a seat on the porch steps before he weighed in.
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“I know it’s not my business, but I knew there was something 
between you two after hurricane MV. qhe really packed a wallop of a 
punch, didn’t she?” Je began, but turned to look at me before adding, 
“qometimes, the messy things we ajoid need to be dragged out so we 
can —nd order. I don’t think you bringing things up was a bad thing. 
It would haje come up ejentually, and waiting isn’t always the best 
option.”

“I hear you there, but Mike, he was not ready, and the way it 
happened made it so much worse. I thought he went home, but he 
didn’t. 4nd then he ojerheard me talking to my dad and Mo. I tried 
to leaje out his parts, but let’s be real, we were in it together, and 
separating things isn’t as easy as it should haje been. We learned how 
to work together again, but that’s mostly because my dad found ways 
to keep us separated.”

“I know you don’t come to me with things like this, so I Tust 
want to say, thanks for letting me in now. I may haje lijed my life 
dizerently, but I was there, you know. I saw things, and I drew my own 
conclusions. 4lso, Marybeth liked to tell stories, and I knew what was 
really going on and could see through her lies. I was there the day she 
—rst made her mark and began to rip you two apart. I know you think 
I donCt get it, and ICm ridiculous because I wanted to wait, but I’m not 
ignorant.” Mike got out, and while it was true, I didn’t go to him with 
things like thatU he was wrong as to why.

“I nejer thought you were ridiculous. I didn’t talk about it with 
anyone, and I de—nitely didn’t with you because I didn’t want you to 
Tudge me. I knew you didn’t, because you nejer changed how things 
were between us. Mike, I was so afraid that if I talked to you about any 
of it, things would change, and I already had that with xhris. I couldn’t 
chance losing you, too.” I admitted, and it was easy to see something 
was working itself around in Mike’s mind. 
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“I didn’t know. I really thought it was me. I thought you felt as if 
in some ways you outgrew me, or Tust kept me around because I’je 
always been there.” Mike confessed, and while it was clear he was still 
trying to process what I told him, I could see a part of him felt reliejed.

“vou haje a real bad habit of selling yourself short. vou are solid, 
and you knew what you wanted and were able to wait for it. 'hat’s 
not a weakness or ridiculous in any way. qo, now that you haje left 
and returned with all sorts of wisdom, you want to tell me what your 
thoughts are on xhris and me? What conclusions did you draw, and 
how do I —H it?” Je smiled, but it was clear it was more about the 
things I told him that he needed to hear. I really wasnCt aware that I 
had more than xhris and me to work on. 'urns out, not talking does 
end up causing more harm than good. 

“I wasn’t sure what caused you two to shift. I knew you were Tust 
looking to score, and Marybeth ozered. I didn’t blame you or think 
anything of it. Ospecially not that night. I was so lost trying to —gure 
out how to talk to 5iley and —H the space between us that I really didn’t 
pay it too much attention. I also was hoping that neither of my parents 
came downstairs,” he began and paused to ozer a knowing look that 
had us both widened our eyes at the meaning, before he continued.

“xhris, on the other hand, I suspected he was into her. Mostly 
because of the way he became a 1at out ass to his sister. !p until he 
set his sights on Marybeth, he was Tust being the brother who had a 
tag along, but her hatred of 5iley had him upping his game.”

“vou’re right. I thought it was because he found out that you like 
her ejen after you swore you wouldn’t, but that tracks,” I thought out 
loud and found myself hoping that Mikey would —gure out a way to 
help ozer me a new perspectije.

“I also ojerheard him talking to her once, right before that night. 
Je pretty much told her he liked her, and she acted as if he had Tust 
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told her the sky was blue. I remember wishing I could get up the same 
nerje he had to tell her, and then when she dissed him, I remember 
being afraid that 5iley would do the same thing.

“'hat night, though. 4s far as the two of you and what happened, 
I remember two things. When you came out and asked me if I was 
going to go in after xhris —nished, I felt as if I already was guilty of 
something I had no interest in. When I told you I didn’t like her like 
that, you looked at me as if there was something wrong with me and 
said,” I thought I knew what I said to him, but I let him tell me his side 

as I tried to see things through a wider lens. 
“I don’t like her like that either, but it still felt good. I nejer under 

stood how that could be until I met 4manda. I still had those same 
feelings I had in my basement when Marybeth kissed me the —rst time. 
I felt guilty. 4nd while I had intentions, and those intentions were to 
force 5iley out of my mind, I learned what you meant. It can feel good 
when you —gure out how to let your body do the thinking for once. 
'he fact that you learned to separate your mind and soul from the 
physical, I’ll nejer understand. I couldn’t —gure out how to, no matter 
how hard I tried. 

“Marybeth had a lot to say that night, after you left. xhris was still 
there, and it was as if he had to force himself to make eye contact with 
me when she kept trying to get me to caje. qhe said some degrading 
things to him, and when he closed his eyes, she laughed and said she 
should haje known he was too young. I let her know I thought you 
were all too young, and then she laughed at me and called me a pathetic 
loser for liking 5iley. I don’t think I fully knew what it felt like to pity 
someone back then, but when I think back on it, that’s what I felt. 
I ended up teHting my mom and asking if she could bring Marybeth 
home because xhris and I were spent. Rnce she was gone, xhris had 
so much on his mind that he paced the room. When I tried to get him 
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to talk, he said he needed to go. I think the only thing that kept us from 
blowing up was that I didn’t haje seH with Marybeth. I knew he wasn’t 
happy that I liked his sister, but he was so up in his head he couldn’t 
go there.”

“Mike, I swear to you, I had no clue he liked her. 'he way she took 
control of my body and pretty much showed me what to do, I can’t say 
I would haje been able to deny her, but I may haje prejented myself 
from being brought into the situation. I will say, she was no good for 
him. qhe messed him up ejen more as he kept trying to loje her. I can’t 
say whether or not it’s possible or what it feels like when you’re young, 
but you know that. Fo you Tust know you loje someone when you 
barely understand how you feel about anything yet?” I pushed, trying 
to —gure out things I knew jery little about. !p until Dackie, loje was 
Tust a far oz notion of that’d be nice one day. 

“I don’t know how to answer that. I always knew I felt something 
for 5i, but when it was happening, I couldn’t say for sure that I knew it 
was loje. When I look back on it now, I know it was, but then there was 
so much confusion, doubt, hormones, distractions from life itself that 
were a bit challenging to najigate with certainty. I mean, certainty isn’t 
ejen really certainty at all. I nejer, for a second, would haje pictured 
the two of us apart or that we wouldYthat I would see someone other 
than her. Whether xhris was truly in loje with her or Tust ojertaken by 
what she made him feel may nejer be known, not Tust to us, but ejen to 
him. Jindsight has a funny way of making you see things dizerently. 
'he only thing I am sure of now, as I sit here with you, is that the bonds 
we haje between us are strong. 'hings will work out. I Tust know it.” 
Mikey —nished ozering his take on things, and for the life of me, I 
couldn’t —gure out why he couldn’t work some of the hope he had for 
xhris and me into something he could hold onto for him and 5iley. 
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Who knows, maybe it was the guilt he admitted to hajing. Rr maybe 
it was the fact that he still sold himself short. 

---

Whoever Said, Boys Don’t Cry, Lied!
I’m not sure what brought me to the place where I ended up grab 

bing all the letters I wrote for my mom, the ones where I told her all 
about Dackie, and made my way ojer to —nd my dad, but something 
did. I reckon if I sat with it long enough, I would haje —gured out what 
I later learned, that it was the talk I had with Mikey. 'hat hashing out 
stuz from the past made me feel things for myself that I was still trying 
to ignore. 4ll I knew was that I wanted someone to know about the 
girl I lojed, and my dad felt like the right choice. 

I hung back and waited for him to —nish up with Dose, and when 
he was walking back to the loft, I called out for him to wait. 

“What’s up, qon?” Je asked and stood in place, clearly waiting for 
my cue.

“Well, I’m not sure. 'his goes against ejerything in me, but I feel 
like I need to do it regardless. 4ctually, I want to do it,” I halfheartedly 
tried to set things up and looked oz to the side so I could get the rest 
out. “When I was away, I wrote letters to Momma telling her all about 
a girl I met there. I can’t gije them to her now, but I want to share 
the person I fell in loje with with someone, and I want it to be you. 
I promise you, I will tell you to gije them to Momma at some point, 
but please, don’t do it until I’m ready. I don’t ejen know, Fad, what 
good gijing these to you will do, but I suppose it’s so that at least one 
person I care about gets to know her the way I did. I’m trying so hard to 
moje on, and maybe the key isn’t in forgetting what we had. Maybe it’s 
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found by facing what was there and learning to remember the happy 
times. Whatejer the reason, I want to share these with you.” I got out 
before I was able to look him in the eye and hand him the letters. 

When he took them from my hand and placed them on his heart. I 
knew I made the right decision. 

“I don’t think I can talk about her, at least not for a while, but I still 
want you to know her.” I tried to warn, but as I continued to look at 
my father, I felt the hot sting of the tears that were building in my eyes. 
qomewhere between the millisecond it took before my dad pulled me 
into his arms, I went from wanting to push him away to hanging on 
to him for dear life.

“It’s okay, qon. I’je got you. I will wait for you to tell me what’s 
neHt. Vut Wyatt, thank you for trusting me with this. I know how 
hard this must be for you, and I promise, I will keep her protected,” 
he assured, and I knew he meant it. 

4 part of me felt like a child as my dad held me. qomewhere on this 
ranch, my dad learned how to feel his feelings, and so I saw him cry 
many times. I think I saw all of the men I knew, at some point, shed 
tearsU be them happy, sad, or both at the same time, ejen, and I nejer 
Tudged them for it. If anything, I was grateful I grew up around people 
who lijed their lijes authentically. qo, why was it so hard for me to Tust 
allow myself the same freedom? I couldn’t —gure it out. …etting my 
tears fall while my father held me felt like it may haje been a good time 
and place to start.

'hat happened the afternoon before I made a mess planning 
MikeyCs hunting trip. qo, letCs go there why donCt we. 

Mikey —lled you in on what happened when 5iley left him to go 
to her parents’ house after she learned that I didnCt include her to go 
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out hunting. We could talk about that, but it’s pretty much a waste 
of time. I truly meant no harm, and it wasn’t about being Tealous of 
her. qiljer and I may haje had the tightest friendship I had going for 
me at the time, but there was something apart from the main reason 
as to why I didn’t include her that I nejer admitted to. I Tust handed 
my dad a stack of letters so he could read about a girl I lostEI was in 
no way ready to spend the day hajing to witness the loje that 5iley 
and Mikey had, and that was honestly only a part of it. 'he rest truly 
was about spending time with my friend before their reception. 'hey 
were already married, so ejerything was backward anyway.

What he left for me to tell was the maTor stuz that set things into 
play, which I nejer thought would be possible. Mikey and I were the 
last ones sitting by the —re when he asked what caused me to walk away 
from vahuah. I would haje thrown something out to appease him, like 
I would whenejer I was asked about my faith, or lack thereof, only he 
didn’t bring it up out of the blue.

4gain, you knew there was more to the reason Mikey came ojer to 
the ranch that night, so vah had already been a topic that had been 
brought up. Vefore I answered, I looked at him and let him know I 
was thinking about how to answer him honestly. Je waited patiently 
for me to —nd my words or reason. Oither way, I appreciated him for 
it.

“I don’t know. I remember when ejerything changed back then. 
When we were all trying to —gure things out. I think a part of me will 
always cherish those times, but something happened, and I felt like I 
needed to try things on my own. I haje tried, recently, ejen to —gure 
out what it was, but I don’t think it was only one thing, but more of 
a bunch of little things. 
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“I felt something in me, the night I lost my jirginity, asking me 
to stop. .It was like I was led to a fork in the road where I was being 
asked to choose. I can almost feel as if there was a joice in my mind 
telling me not to go down the path I went down, and the second I 
picked my body and what felt good in that moment, the joice went 
away. I used to feel as if vah was up there looking down on us all, but 
when I left your basement and walked home, all I saw were stars when 
I looked up at the sky. 4fter that, all I could think about was how I 
could feel the way I felt that night. 'he more times I messed around 
with Marybeth, the more I wanted to be the one in control of my life. 
'he way things went after I refused to be with her anymore, had me 
—nding other things to do with my time, and seeking Jim, wasn’t on 
my agenda anymore.” I confessed, surprised at how much I admitted 
when I purposely tried not to think about it too much ojer the years.

“'hat makes sense, actually. I’m sure telling you that Je is still there 
isn’t going to get you to go back to Jim, but it’s still true.” Mikey 
supplied, more in such a way as to say he heard me, but still needed to 
share what he beliejed to be true. 

Not trying to be mean, but wanting to prejent us from dijing any 
deeper into things, I reminded, “Je’s only for those who walk in Jis 
ways, Mikey. I am so far oz Jis path, I don’t think Je ejen looks my 
way anymore. If I am wrong, then Je will shake things up and leaje 
me no other choice.” 

“What would it take for you to turn back? What does a miracle 
look like to you, Wyatt?” Mikey encouraged me to answer. 'he way he 
asked is the only reason why I ozered him anything at all. Je wasn’t 
preaching, he wasn’t trying to force me into anythingU he was simply 
asking because he cared about me and wanted to know. 

“'he only thing that would make me ejen consider it would be 
Dackie coming back to me. I say that beliejing she is my blessing as 
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well as my curse. qhe humbled me in such a way that it changed how 
I feel about women altogether. qhe showed me what it means to loje 
someone so much that I would haje done anything for her, and yet she 
left me as if what we hadYmeant nothing to her. It’s like Je —nally 
had enough of me going from one bed to the neHt, that Je sent Dackie 
to remoje the desire for it. I deserje my punishment, though, that 
much I know.”

“I’m not sure I see things the same way as you, but I am glad you 
had an answer. I hope I get to meet her one day, Wyatt. 4nd Tust so 
you know, I get what you were trying to do with the hunting day 
tomorrow. Isn’t it something how she was always the one who knew 
who she was, and now it seems as if she got a little lost along the way.” 
Jearing him say all of what he said before he walked back ojer to his 
parents really got to me. I wasn’t ejen aware that I was hoping for 
some sort of backup or agreement from one of my best friends until 
he ozered it. 

'he fact that he said he was lifting me and hoping to one day 
meet Dackie was something I may not haje beliejed I deserjed, yet I 
was beyond grateful for his willingness to do so. 4nd I found myself 
hoping he would get to meet her too as I readied myself to sleep for 
the night. 

---

Well, That was Fast, and I am Not Complaining
I managed not only to get up but also to function after getting little 

to no sleep after Mikey left the night before. 'he fact that we agreed to 
meet at the main house helped, seeing as I’d been crashing in one of the 
rooms upstairs as my own, since I got back. My sister o8cially mojed 
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into my old room when I left for …4, and I had no interest in taking 
it away from her when I got back. qhe spent far too long in the little 
room my parents set up for her, and while I knew she didn’t care, I was 
glad she made the space her own. Vedrooms didn’t matter so much on 
the ranch. In my opinion, they were for sleeping only, and ejen that 
depended on the day. 

I spent more time sleeping outdoors, in the treehouse, ojer Mikey’s 
or xhris’s. In fact, for a while there, I think I spent the least amount 
of my time in my room. It wasn’t for any other reason than itCs where 
I ended up crashing after a long day. I admit that things changed a bit 
when I got back, and I appreciated lijing in the main house with !ncle 
Vutch and 4unt Vetsy, and I knew they were happy to haje me. 

When we went out hunting, and I found myself saying things that 
were easily taken out of conteHt, but you know that already. I wasn’t 
Tealous of 5iley anymore. I gaje that up when I learned it was better to 
haje her on my side than to try to compete with her. :ranted, it took 
us hajing to moje away for me to learn the lesson, but I was grateful I 
had. I didn’t want to look too much into the situation, and yet a part 
of me felt oz. I was doing something I enToyed with people I cared 
about, and yet, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was a bigger Terk than 
I remembered being before I left. 

I grew up around sarcasm. I was 1uent in it to say the least, and yet 
while I was away, I rarely used it. When I was in …4, I found myself 
listening more and learned that when I used sarcasm the way I would 
on the ranch, people rarely found it humorous and instead found me 
to be fake. I tried to push things oz, beliejing in this case, actions 
would speak louder than words, and made a mental note to work on 
myself to better each of my relationships. 
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We were a good distance from the ranch when, by the grace of vah, 
Mikey’s phone rang. We had been in that location before, and couldn’t 
get a single bar, and yet his phone got a call from 5iley, and he told 
me I was needed back at the ranch. I took oz and made it about half 
an hour before I reached for my phone and prayed for a signal. Not 
knowing what I was rushing home to was making things worse, and 
xhopper was feeling ejery bit of my nerjous energy.

'he second I knew my call connected, I said, “What’s up, qiljer? I 
am on my way,” trying my best to keep calm. “Wyatt, Dackie is here, 
and your mom is helping her,” I heard her say, only I didn’t belieje 
her. 'he moment I heard her say Dackie’s name, I thought no way, and 
then I remembered what Mikey and I had Tust talked about the night 
before, and still thought, no way.

5iley said that my mom was helping her, and before I could gije 
too much thought to why that would be, I turned and saw 5iley. I still 
hadn’t said anything, and I still wasn’t sure I beliejed her, so I asked, 
“4re you seriously telling me that Dackie is inside and this isn’t some 
really bad payback for me not injiting you?” holding eye contact with 
5iley, as I disconnected, tied xhopper up, and waited for her to tell 
me one way or the other if Dackie was really there. 

“Wyatt, look at me. 'his is your daughter, and I will gladly hand 
her ojer to you once you wash up. Vut yes, her mother is inside in 
my guestroom, and she probably could use you right now.” 5iley 
a8rmed, and the fact that she said she was holding my daughter didn’t 
fully register. It did, howejer, make its way into my ears, where my 
brain was trying to decide what to do with it. I was conjinced in that 
moment that it was asking for proof that the woman I lojed was inside 
before it ejen allowed itself to further delje into the baby in 5iley’s 
arms. 
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I made my way into the kitchen, took my shirt oz and scrubbed 
myself without saying a single word. My mind was in complete dis 
array, but the moment I heard my mom ask a Luestion and the joice 
I would nejer forget answer, I went into that room, still halfway 
beliejing that it was all some sort of a sick Toke, until I saw her. 'he 
moment she looked my way she cried out and I was there, falling to 
my knees beside her saying things I don’t ejen know what they were. 

I kept looking at her as if it were a dream and noticed things that had 
changed in her appearance in the time that we’d been apart. Jer hair 
was blonde and it somehow made her look innocent. qhe had always 
been petite, but when she reached for me, she looked frail, almost. Jer 
eyes were the jery same ones that at one time haunted my dreams for 
fear I’d nejer get to look into them again. vet, there she was, looking at 
me, and I pulled her the best I could, into my arms as she kept repeating 
how sorry she was.

“Wyatt, I loje you. I was an ass, and I hope you will forgije me. I 
will do whatejer it takes to try and make up for how I treated you,” 
she got out before a part of her past that haunted her tried to get her 
to trip like it used to. 

'hat was the —rst time Dackie ejer said that she lojed me. I told 
her, but she nejer said it back. Vefore I readied myself to —ght oz her 
demons, I took her face between my hands and told her I lojed her, 
too, and Tust before I went to kiss her, she rejealed what I had sensed. 
“If you Tust want to get to know your daughter, I get it, but I needed 
to tell you I lojed you. If you mojed on,” she started backtracking, 
almost as if she was preparing herself for me to shut her down, projing 
she didn’t hear what I said. 

Words didn’t seem to work, so I kissed her, and when I pulled back, 
I told her again, “I loje you. I haje lojed you since the second I looked 
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into your eyes, and I will nejer stop lojing you, do you hear me?” qhe 
nodded as tears fell down her cheeks. 2 

My mom handed me a shirt and let us know that she was going to 
gije us a moment. I nodded and smiled, and before I did anything else, 
I pulled my phone out and sent my dad a teHt asking him to gije my 
mom the letters. I already knew that ejeryone was going to loje Dackie, 
but I didn’t want any time to be wasted when they could haje been 
lojing her already. 

5ight after I sent the teHt to my dad, I drafted an email to 5iley 
that said, “I knew the moment I fell in love with Jackie that you and her 
would be friends. I wrote to you while I was away, sharing everything 
about her as I was falling in love with her. I so easily could see that she 
would be the best friend you always deserved to have. I love you, Silver, 
and I can’t wait to do life with you and that husband of yours. I’ve gotta 
run (even though I am literally in your guest bedroom as I type this)” 
Rnce I hit send, I lifted Dackie up, cradled her against my chest, and sat 
back down on the bed where I held her. 

“qo, what’s wrong? I am going to ask you all about our daughter as 
soon as you tell me why my mom was in here with her worried face 
on,” I asked calmly, and placed a kiss on her head as I stroked her hair. 
Vefore she could answer, I added, “I’m not sure what I thought your 
hair would look like under the red, but I had no clue it was so curly. 
vou always had it straight or cojered. 4nyway, I know I like it. vou are 
so incredibly beautiful. I can’t belieje you are here.”

Dackie took in a breath and tilted her head so she could look at me. I 
smiled as I waited for her to answer.  I ran my —ngers through her hair 
again and brushed my knuckles down the soft skin of her cheek while 
she gathered her thoughts.
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“I’m bleeding a lot. It started getting worse about an hour or two 
ago. vour mom wants me to go to a clinic, the place she works, I think, 
but I wanted to see you. I needed to —H what I broke.” 'he fact that my 
mom hadn’t said anything to me yet about taking Dackie to the clinic 
meant that we could talk. qhe actually alluded to it when she ozered 
to gije us time before she left the room. 

I didn’t want to focus on the heartbreak now that she was in my 
arms, but I had something on my mind that I needed the answer 
to, so I asked, “Fid you know you were pregnant when you left my 
place the night you ended things?” I wasn’t sure what I would do or 
how I would feel if she said she did, which caused my heart to pound 
nerjously as I waited for her to answer.

“I didn’t. I suspected a few days later, and when I —nally took the 
test, it was too late. vou already left. 4lyssa had some terrible adjice. 
I’m sure you could —gure that out on your own, but I wanted no part 
of ejen thinking about what she suggested. I knew I wanted our baby, 
ejen if I nejer saw you again. I know I haje no right for you to belieje 
me, but it wasn’t you, it was me. IEyou, you were so patient with me, 
and all you did was loje me, and I,” she broke down and curled herself 
into my chest. 

I placed her beside me and mojed to be neHt to her on my side, so 
we were facing one another. I positioned her head, so she was looking 
at me and told her, “It’s okay. ICm glad you —gured out that you loje 
me, but I promise, it’s a good thing. 'he past has no power ojer us. It 
may haje caused some detours, but I Tust want to loje you and be lojed 
by you. I want to show you that the things you feared haje nothing to 
do with the home I want to build with you.” Dackie smiled at me, but 
something wasn’t right. When I lifted myself up to see if she was okay, 
it was clear she was weak, so I called out to my mom, who rushed in.
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“Wyatt, I would feel much better if I could get her to the wellness 
center. I’je called Vig Mike and 4ndrea, who will be on standby if I 
need them, but please, let me —nd out how to help her.” My mother 
pleaded. I looked back at Dackie and said, “vou hear that? My mom 
wants to make sure you’re okay. We are good. We are better than good, 
in fact. vou are here, and we’je got forejer to work things out, but I 
need you to let my mom do her thing. Dackie, the only thing I need 
from you right now is for you to promise me that you will nejer leaje 
me again. vou can get all sassy and stubborn if you need to, but we need 
to be —ghting for us no matter what. We are forejer. vou hear me? I 
will not let you go again.” Rnce she nodded to let me know she agreed, 
I lifted her into my arms and carried her out into the lijing room.

I sat Dackie down because I wanted to meet my daughter. When I 
looked at qiljer as she held the tiniest little bundle in her arms, I all 
but melted. I couldn’t see her face yet, and my eyes were tearing up, 
making things blurry, but I knew with all I had in me that she was 
going to be the most beautiful little girl I had ejer seen. I was not only 
right, but when I asked 5iley if I could hold her and she handed her to 
me, I knew I already lojed her. qhe was adorable, and she was so little, 
sort of like her mom. 4s I looked at her precious little face and said 
her name in my head, something clicked. I looked at Dackie and asked, 
“…4? Was that intentional?” 

'he slight smile Dackie ozered con—rmed my suspicion before she 
answered, “veah. I wasn’t sure if I would ejer see you again, Wyatt,” 
which had my heart beating ojertime. 4ll this time, I thought she was 
my punishment for the way I lijed my lifeU only to —nd she was the gift 
I beliejed her to be. 

I smiled back when she continued, “Vut I nejer wanted to forget 
about the time we spent there, together. I should haje chased after 
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you. I shouldn’t haje let you go. I haje been miserable since the day we 
fought, and I said those terrible things to you. ICm so sorry. I don’t care 
if we are poor. I Tust want her to know you and to be lojed by both of 
us.” Jearing her admit that our time apart was Tust as hard on her as it 
was on me led me back to where I sat her down. With our daughter in 
my arms, I told her again Tust how much I lojed her. 4nd the moment 
I knelt before her, I let her know, “We aren’t poor, but if you want to 
lije like it, then I’m game. I mean, ask qiljer, shoes are ojerrated, and 
well, I’m all about throwing away my clothes.” 

---

It Didn't Matter What Came Next, I Had All I Needed to Start 
Living

I carried Dackie into the wellness center, and the way she clung to 
me when Vig Mike and Fr. Rlsen started talking with my mom in 
medical speak as we all walked together showed how afraid she was. 
Joping to calm her down as much as possible, I looked into her eyes 
and promised her that I wasn’t going anywhere and that she’d be —ne. 

“I’m scared, Wyatt. I know something is wrong.” qhe cried out, and 
while I heard what was being said, I brought Dackie into one of the 
treatment rooms on my momCs side of the building. 

“4nd these people here are going to help you,” I tried to comfort, 
but Dackie moaned, ojertaken by pain.

“Jer pain, she stated, is constant, with more sejere cramp like peri 
ods that she relates to feeling like her contractions while in childbirth. 
I want to get in and see if my suspicions are correct,” my mother in 
formed her colleagues, and I decided to ask Dackie Luestions to distract 
her as Fr. Odwards and Fr. Rlsen —gured things out with my mom. 
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My phone rang, and when I saw it was Veth, I answered right 
away, knowing she was one of the people helping at 5ileyCs with our 
daughter. 

“Wyatt, I won’t keep you, but I need to know if Dackie has any 
milk. …ena is hungry, and I don’t want to do anything that her mother 
won’t be happy with,” she asked, and Dackie shook her head and let 
us know she didn’t haje any milk, and then she completely broke 
down. I pulled her into my arms, and my mother brought herself 
closer and asked, “Dackie, Joney. It’s okay. Veth and 4shley are both 
still producing. I am sure Veth would be happy to help you you Tust 
haje to let us know what you want. If you would rather use formula we 
can,” at that, Dackie shook her head, and answered, “No. I don’t want 
her to haje formula. I don’t think my milk is helping her, though. I 
don’t know what to do.”

“Rkay. Fon’t worry, Dackie, we will take care of your little girl, no 
problem.” Veth assured and disconnected.

“I didn’t ejen know that was a thing. Why is this happening? What 
did I do wrong?” Dackie asked, and I was surprised when the man who 
had been like another dad to me answered her. 

“'his isn’t your fault. vou haje what is referred to as a retained 
placenta. Which Tust means that some things that should haje left after 
you delijered are hanging out in your uterus.” Vig Mike focused on 
Dackie, and yet it was clear he was still listening to what my mom and 
4ndrea were discussing as they eHamined her. “We are going to try 
to be as minimally injasije as possible as we take care of things for 
you. Dackie, would you like me to gije you something to help with the 
pain?” 

“No. I don’t want anything to mess with my milk. I want to feed 
my daughter.” Fr. Odwards smiled and then turned his head slightly 
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to address 4ndrea, and asked, “Fo you want me to start Misoprostol, 
or are you going to perform a FUx?”

“Neither. I think a Jysteroscopy will do the trick. Dackie, once 
we get this taken care of for you, I belieje you will —nd that your 
breastfeeding will be more productije. 4nd let me tell you something, 
Momma, you are doing great. 'he fact that you made it here from 
xalifornia is proof that you are one tough cookie.” I may not haje 
understood what was going on fully, but I knew without a doubt that 
Dackie was tough.

'hey ended up gijing Dackie a mild sedatije, mostly due to her pain. 
'hey assured her that she would be able to pump and keep her milk 
for other purposes and then be able to feed …ena without any issues, 
which is what led her to agree. My mom left the room and let me know 
she was going to go and talk with my dad, and once they were ready 
for the procedure, I stepped outside and —nally took a breath. 

qo much had happened in what felt like no time at all. I don’t ejen 
belieje I fully processed all that had taken place, but I found myself 
reaching out to vah and thanking Jim for all of it. 'he oddest thing 
happened the moment I felt as if Je had turned Jis ear toward me to 
listen, I knew without hajing to ask that Dackie was going to be okay, 
so I thanked Jim for that as well. 

Jajing that peace that all was good, led me to go out to the waiting 
room so I could be with my parents. 'he moment I walked through 
the door, my dad was making his way toward me where he pulled me 
into his arms. Je then congratulated me and told me how much he 
lojed me.

“Wyatt, if I am wrong, I am sorry, but I need to tell you how much 
reading your letters allowed me to feel as if I’je known her through it 
all. vour loje brought her to life, and each word I read felt as if I were 
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there beside you and her. 'he fact that you wrote them for Momma 
made me cry. I loje you so much, qon. 'his is good. I Tust know it. 
'his is real real good.” 

I wiped a tear away from my cheek, and agreed, “veah. veah, it is,” 
and then I laughed as my tears Tust poured like someone forgot to turn 
oz the faucet. I looked ojer to where my mom was sitting, and smiled 
when I noticed she was nearly —nished reading one of the letters. 

“I didn’t reali6e I was talking to vah for so long. I thought I Tust 
left Dackie maybe —je, at the most, ten minutes ago.” I mumbled to 
my dad, who let me know it had been closer to thirty minutes since 
my mom came out and he gaje her my letters. “Momma, should I be 
worried? Foes it always take this long?” I asked, but I already knew 
Dackie would be okay.

My mom stood up, assured me it would be —nished soon, and 
that Dackie would be —ne. 4nd then she hugged me Tust like my dad 
had, only with her, it was tenderhearted in the way that comes with a 
mother’s lojing embrace.

“'hank you. I hajen’t —nished but thank you for wanting me to 
know her. 4nd the fact that she showed up, oh baby, I am so happy 
for you. vou deserje this, Wyatt. I hope you not only know it, but you 
belieje with all of your heart, that you deserje to be lojed. I am so glad 
Dackie has come here, and you can —nally start your life together right 
here at home.”

---

How Long Until the Meds Wear O.?
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Dackie’s eyes focused on my mother when she —rst started to come 
around. qhe smiled before she blurted out how pretty she was, and 
then she started talking, and man, did she ejer haje stories to tell. 

“Momma Ojans, I’m sorry I hurt your son. I really hope you will 
forgije me, because I really loje him, and I don’t want to hurt him 
anymore.” My mom smiled and glanced at me before she answered 
Dackie.

“'hat’s sweet of you to say. I’m glad you loje him, because I know 
he lojes you, too.” 

“I really think he might. Je was so good to me, but he’s so beau 
tiful. 'oo beautiful ejen. I was afraid he was going to hurt me, so I 
was a Terk, but I Tust ended up hurting myself, though.” Dackie further 
eHplained, clearly missing that I was sitting there holding her hand. 
Jer surprised look and huge smile when she turned after I kissed her 
hand had me —ghting to hold back a laugh. 

“Woe. vou are like an angel. vou are gorgeous. Wait, are you really 
here? I thought I saw you before but thought I was Tust dreaming.”

“I’m here, Farlin’, and I loje you, too.” I let Dackie know, and then 
I asked my mother how long she’d be whacked out of her pretty little 
mind for.

“I can’t answer that. It jaries so much. 'hey didn’t gije her much, 
but she said that was her —rst time, so.” My mother answered Tust as 
my dad snuck in to let her know he was going to pick up food and 
head back to the ranch, while !ncle Mo stood in the doorway. When 
Dackie started looking back and forth between my mother and father 
as if she were lost, I introduced her to my dad. 

“Dackie, this is my dad, Fanny Ojans. Fad, this is Dackie.” Vefore he 
could say a word. Dackie looked hard at my mom, and in the loudest 
whisper ejer, she asked, “Momma Ojans, does Wyatt know? Je has to 
know, right?” 4nd then she looked at me. 2
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“What are you asking, Dackie?” I pressed, —guring I might know 
where she was going, and when I looked at my dad, who was already 
smirking, I —gured he was thinking the same thing. Dackie glanced ojer 
at Marcus in such a way as if she was trying not to let anyone see, and 
then she looked back at my mom, and in the same joice, she pointed 
out what she thought to be objious. 

“4re you sure he’s not the dad?” 'o make it ejen funnier, she 
pointed Luickly as her eyes darted between the three adults she was 
calling into Luestion. 

When ejeryone laughed, Dackie looked at me, so I let her know, 
“'hat’s !ncle Marcus,” which only made her widen her eyes again, 
but she kept them focused on me. I smiled at her and eHplained the 
situation, and once it was clear, it began to resonateU she looked at all 
of them again and blushed.

“I like her, she is a keeper, Wyatt. Welcome to the family, Dackie.” 
!ncle Mo said, and Dackie turned her face into my arm and said, 
“'hanks. It’s nice to meet you,” clearly feeling embarrassed.

---

Okayb We Will Stay at the Edwards
)Rh, great. vou are back. I Tust changed her and was going to reach 

out to see how you’re doing. Dackie, I’m Veth. ItCs so good to meet 
you, o8cially.” Veth started, and once she handed …ena to me, Dackie 
wrapped her arms around her and thanked her while her emotions 
took ojer.

“'hank you. 'hank you so much for taking care of my daughter. I 
don’t know how I will ejer be able to repay you.”
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“Well, there is no need for that. I’m Tust glad I was able to help. 
vou are part of this family now, so anything I can do to help, let me 
know. I do want to tell you something. We tried to get her to take 
a bottle, but she Tust wouldn’t. I ended up feeding her, and I know 
that I should haje gotten truly informed consent, but I acted in what 
I hoped would be her best interest,” Veth eHplained, and Dackie Tust 
pulled her in again, and thanked her. “vou gaje her what she needed. I 
appreciate that. In truth, I nejer thought about it, but how incredibly 
generous of you.” Dackie returned, and things immediately shifted, 
lightening the mood I hadn’t fully reali6ed was tense until it was gone.

“…ena is hungry again. Ojerything is set up in Mikey’s old room, 
and it might be more comfortable for you in there, but wherejer you 
think is best.” Momma 4pril suggested, and I made introductions as 
we made our way to the bedroom. Veth followed and asked, “Jow’s 
your cramping?” 

Dackie started chewing her top lip and said it was so so, which led 
Veth to ozer her adjice. “I know they had you pump at the center, 
and the best part of the way we were created is when you are able to 
produce milk, you can make more when your baby needs it. I looked 
up what was going on with you and what to eHpect while you recojer, 
and it seems as if it will be similar to the cramping that comes right 
after childbirth. 'hat, for me, was uncomfortable, but my husband 
was able to help a lot.” Veth took …ena from my arms and instructed 
me to get on the bed so Dackie could sit between my legs, where I could 
hold her.

Rnce Dackie was up against me, Miss 4pril put a pillow on DackieCs 
lap, and Veth placed …ena in her arms. 'he fact that they were helping 
Dackie with things they learned from their own trial and error, hoping 
to spare Dackie from hajing to go through her own, really meant a lot to 
me. Veth’s instructions were helpful. I ejen found that being injoljed 
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the way she showed us allowed me to feel as if I was a part of the feeding 
process. 

“Wyatt, your main Tob is to help keep Dackie calm. It makes a huge 
dizerence when we can relaH,” Veth eHplained, and Dackie agreed, 
“'his is so much better than before. I couldn’t —gure out why it was so 
hard, or why she had such a hard time. Vut, these cramps are kicking 
things up.”

“I thought that might be the case.” Veth sighed, and Miss 4pril let 
us know she was going to go fetch a hot water bottle for Dackie to use 
after the feeding. 

“If you are upset, she knows, and she won’t be able to settle. qhe has 
good suction, and I think you will both be Tust —ne in no time at all.” 
Veth ozered, before she said goodnight, and let us know we could call 
her anytime if we needed her.

4fter Dackie —nished feeding, I asked her how she was feeling. 
“I’m wide awake and nowhere near ready for bed. 'here are some 

faces I don’t know yet,” Dackie answered. I smiled before I told her I 
would happily rectify the situation for her. qhe turned and leaned her 
head back so I could kiss her, and Tust as I had a hundred times or more 
since I reali6ed she was there, I thanked vah. Rnce I was able to stand 
up, I took …ena in my arms and helped Dackie up. 

4ll eyes were on the three of us when we walked out into the 
lijing room. “Rkay, that’s not awkward,” I pointed out, and then 
made introductions, hoping they would stop staring. S'his is where 
I handed my daughter to Mikey, and we sorted out the drama 5iley 
tried to bring ojer her husband and mine’s prearranged marital plans 
for our children.T
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Most of the people who were there had long since left when Foc 
Odwards stole my daughter and wouldn’t let her go. Dackie looked ojer 
at me, and I noticed her eyes were watery, so I pulled her into my side 
and Luietly asked if she was okay before I kissed her temple and held 
my lips there while I waited for her to answer.

“veah,” she got out before her breath caught, and I pulled back to 
see what was going on with her. “It’s Tust ojerwhelming. 'he loje here 
is cra6y. vou tried to tell me, but now that I am here, wow. I almost,” 
she started to eHplain, but I cut her oz hoping to reassure her, and said, 
“'hat’s in the past, Farlin. It’s yours. 'his is your family. 'his loje is 
for you both, and it will go hard and nejer gije up. vou may forget you 
haje a child with all the people who will be spoiling her.”

“Oh, that’s jalid, but not for a little while at least. qhe is the milk 
lady after all.” Vig Mike teased, and Miss 4pril added, “'his family 
lijes out it takes a village in all possible ways. vou and …ena are not 
alone, Dackie,” and I couldn’t help but get choked up at the truth of 
what was being said, as well as the fact that I was holding the loje of my 
life, who gaje me a daughter. I kissed Dackie’s lips and closed my eyes 
in a moment of complete content when she curled herself into me and 
—t right inYboth at my side as well as with my family.

---

A Lot Happened in One Day
When it was —nally time to lie down together, Dackie curled up 

against me, and that ojerused saying, ejerything was right in my world, 
I felt only that there were some things I knew I had to work on. I 
promised, twenty four hours earlier, that if the jery thing I was feeling 
thankful for happened, I would return to cojenant lijing. 'here were 
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also things I wanted to ask Dackie about. I wasn’t surprised when she 
had Luestions for me as well, and Tust as I was about to start, she 
blurted out, “xan I ask you something?”

“I was going to ask you a few things myself, so how about we take 
turns? vou can go —rst,” I ozered while I ran the back of my —ngertips 
across her Tawline like I would whenejer she curled against me and 
rested her head on my chest.

“I am going to ask the Luestion that matters more —rst. 4nd I’m 
not ejen sure it’s a real Luestion, but more of wanting clari—cation on 
things that were said, that I know I heard,” she started, and I encour 
aged her to continue when she hesitated. “'here were so many options 
for us for tonight. 4nd then there were ejen more for whatejer comes 
neHt. Jow? Where do you lije, or I guess I should ask, where did you 
lije before I showed up here with a plus one?” 2

“Vest surprise ejer. Rnly thing I would change was the condition 
you were in, but in a way, I see it was all 2part of a much bigger plan.” 
Dackie asked me to go deeper into what I had said before I answered 
her Luestion, so I eHplained, “I belieje that trust bonds were formed 
and strengthened much faster when my mom, Fr. Odwards, and Fr. 
Rlsen stepped in to help you medically, as well as the ones with the 
people who were back here taking care of …ena.”

“I didn’t ejen think of that, but something in me knows I can trust 
all of the people who helped me at the center, and I feel the same about 
Veth. 'he others, I suppose, I feel what would haje taken place if there 
hadn’t been an emergency, so you are right. Now the lijing situation, 
if you will,” she thought her agreement out loud, and she began to rub 
my left pec with her hand in random patterns while she waited for me 
to answer her original Luestion.

“Miss 4pril summed it up Luite nicely. We are one big jillage, or 
family here. We take care of one another. I haje been staying in the 
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main house with the qtolts since I came back from xalifornia. My 
parents gaje my room to my sister, and while I knew I was welcomed 
there, and would haje no problem staying in the area they created for 
her, I also knew that Vetsy lojed whenejer people would stay with 
them. 4s for what was ozered to us. 'hat’s nothing. 'here are so many 
options, I think you will —nd something that will suit all of your needs 
as well as dreams, and if notYwe build. I personally would like to do 
that, as you heard me ask Mikey how he felt about it already. In the 
meantime, we can stay wherejer you feel most comfortable.”

“vou know, as nice as ejeryone was, I feel bad picking. vou Tust said 
that the place youCre staying, the owners like hajing your company. 
I can feel that Miss 4pril would let us stay right here, and I like Fr. 
Odwards,” Dackie started working things out, and I stopped her Tust 
long enough to tell her that she should tell Vig Mike that, and she sat 
up, smiled, and faced me, clearly hoping to really talk things out. I 
eHplained the options we were going to check out, and once ejerything 
was sorted, the best they could be without physically showing Dackie 
each place, she curled back into my side.

“I am a little torn about something, and I hope you don’t get 
upset,” Dackie said, in a joice that was drenched in uncertainty.

“Farlin’, you can tell or ask me anything. I loje you, and nothing 
is going to change that,” I assured, and she started shaking her foot 
before she began.

“I’m not sure how to ejen eHplain this part, so Tust hang tight. I’m 
going to start from the beginning and tell you ejerything, and then we 
can see what’s up. 5iley, who you call qiljer. When I —rst met her, she 
was so kind it was unreal. Wyatt, at one point, I thought she was luring 
me into the woods to kill me or something, that’s how oddly polite she 
was. Vut there’s something there. 4 part of me feels like she and I are 
going to be something, and I suppose that sort of goes hand in hand 
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with lijing the way you do here. Which, if I am being honest, a part 
of me is also still worried this might be a cult and all if it is too good 
to be true, because wellEanyway, I digress. 'here’s something I sensed 
with 5iley, too. Fo you two haje a history or something?” I blew out 
a breath trying to —gure out where to start, and smiled as I tried my 
best to eHplain 5iley and life on the ranch.

“Airst, I would like to assure you that we haje a history, but it 
doesn’t injolje the two of us being together. I was sort of a Terk to 
5iley. It was more teasing since her twin is one of my best friends, but 
it was a lot worse than I thought.” I began and eHplained how things 
changed a lot when I was gone, as well as what happened after her 
and Mikey’s drama when they came back and nearly ended things ojer 
a huge misunderstanding. “'hings are still on the mend, and there’s 
tension between Vig Mike and 5iley since he was part of the reason 
they broke up. Farlin’, this place is full of drama, like a reality show 
that no one cares to watch but end up losing hours sucked into it 
anyway.) I teased, and she laughed beside me, clearly waiting for me 
to tell her more. qee. 9oint projen.

“I don’t think you’ll belieje me, so I am going to show you. I knew 
after the —rst day we hung out that you and 5iley would get along. 
I won’t tell you all about her life, because thatCs her story to tell, but 
she went through some things. 5iley is one of the most —ercely loyal 
people you will ejer meet, but she nejer really had a girlfriend. 5ight 
now, she thinks she has found something in someone I wish would 
leaje both her and her brother alone, but she is only going to end 
up hurt, I feel it. 4nyway, nothing I can do about that, but I typed 
out emails to 5iley, I Tust nejer sent them until tonight.” I started 
eHplaining before I reached ojer, grabbed my phone, pulled up the 
—rst one, and handed it to her. “!ntil I sent them, I suppose they were 
more like me writing ejerything down so I would nejer forget. I knew 
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I wanted you in my life, but you wouldn’t let me in. 4s much as I 
wanted ejeryone I cared about to know you, I knew it would kill me 
if I came back without you.” Dackie read the —rst email I had written, 
and I could hear her sniVe. 

“Rh, Wyatt. 'he way you speak of me, oh. Jow could I haje been 
so blind? I mean, ejerything you said about our day is true. I had the 
best time with you each time. vou nejer hid the way you felt. I Tust 
refused to see it. I don’t want to do it ejer again, but I am afraid I don’t 
know how.” qhe cried out, and I mojed so I could pull her into me, 
where I assured her she wasn’t alone.

“vou were trying to protect yourself, but I loje you, and Tust like 
then, I will always be patient with you. I Tust need you to promise, as 
I said before, to nejer leaje me. I will wait and work on whatejer it 
is that has you thinking about pushing me away, only I wonCt let you 
actually do it. I don’t care how long it takes, I will loje you completely 
until you trust it’s for real.”

“I really loje the way you talk to her. qure, it’s about me, and that 
part is strangely beautiful, but I can almost see the bond you haje. It’s 
like you are siblings.” Dackie ozered and all but thought I was Toking 
when I told her about learning that lesson for real when we kissed in 
the lake. 

“vou know, there’s a part of me that wants to say something snide 
like I used to,) she teased, and I knew where her mind went, so I 
answered her anyway. “In all truth, a part of me always wondered. I’m 
sure my promiscuity had to do with it more than anything else, and of 
course, my pride. Vut I always knew she was Mikey’s. I’m telling you, 
Farlin’, the loje the people haje around here is something —erce, and 
has you wanting the same kind of loje for yourself. vou’ll see.”

“'hat may be true, but the only loje I want is the loje you tried to 
gije. I Tust want to learn how to accept it. 4nd I want to loje you back 
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this time because I do. Wyatt, I really loje you.” Jearing her say that 
was the perfect way to end our —rst day back together, as well as begin 
the rest of our lijes —nally on the same page. Rf course, I kissed her 
and kept it as controlled as possible while her body healed, and then 
we drifted to sleep. 

---

Looks Like We Are on the Same Page
vou already know most of what happened at the party to celebrate 

Mikey and 5i, but what you don’t know is what happened while xhris 
and Mikey were talking outside. vou know about when xhris was 
sharing that he and qnow were in the middle of somethingU howejer, 
Dackie wasn’t hajing any of it. 4fter xhris got up, Dackie looked at 
qnow but asked 5iley, “Fid I miss something? Isn’t that your brother, 
and isn’t this a gathering to celebrate the two of you?” and then she 
looked qnow dead in the eye and said, “I was nejer a fan of your ojerly 
produced sound but I am ejen less impressed with the way you treat 
a person who is clearly in loje with you.” qhe then got up, addressed 
5iley one more time, “I’m sorry that was rude of me to do here, but I 
am sick of people who think they are better than others simply because 
they haje money. 9lease, forgije me,” and she walked oz. 

I followed her, and we ended up going outside. 'he moment Dackie 
saw xhris, she wanted to go ojer and make sure that he was okay, only 
I pulled her into my arms when it was clear he and Mikey were talking.

“I didn’t mean to act like that. Well, I did Tust not in front of 
ejeryone,” she apologi6ed, but there was no need to. 
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“Dackie, you did the right thing, and you were the best person to do 
it. vou do not need to apologi6e for sticking up for xhris.” 

We tried not to eajesdrop and did a pretty decent Tob, but Dackie 
made sure to go up to xhris and introduce herself the moment he was 
close enough. 

“vou may want to hang out here for a bit longer. 'here’s some really 
bad singing going on in there at the moment,” she teased, but then 
she held her hand out and introduced herself. I wasn’t sure what I 
eHpected her to say and Tust stood beside her and watched as things 
played out.

4t —rst, xhris smiled, took her hand, and said, “It’s nice to o8cially 
meet you, Dackie. I am xhris, but I am sure you knew that already.” 
'hen he looked at me and smirked Sif that’s what you call the face he 
madeT, and added, “Fon’t belieje all the things you hear about me, if 
you hear anything at all. Now, if you’ll eHcuse me. I need to get back 
in there before one of the women in my life starts complaining.” Je 
nodded at me as if I went around talking about him in the hope of 
destroying his reputation or something, and he found out about it. 
Wait, I supposed from where he was standing, that was eHactly what 
happened after the —rst time I had come home, and he ojerheard me 
talking at the ranch. I seriously hated that we couldn’t Tust talk things 
out, but xhris wanted no part of it, so instead, he would act like I was 
the bad guy. I wish I could tell you that I let it slide, and I did sort of. 
I rolled my eyes and shook my head, but I didn’t say a word.

“What was that about?” Dackie asked once xhris was inside, and we 
were alone in the parking lot. 

“We haje a history, and I’m not sure how to —H it. We are good for 
the most part, but ejery now and then it’s as if he is saying, Cin theoryC. I 
hate it, though.” I eHplained but lacked the ability to ozer her anything 
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more. I really had no clue what it was because he wouldn’t tell me, but 
I knew at some point, I would haje to address it once and for all, or it 
would destroy the little we had left.

“Well, I will help anyway I can so you can —H that. I will also nejer 
tolerate that phony passije aggressije bs that qnow was pulling, and I 
will always say something. qo, that may make it harder for you to mend 
things.” Dackie warned after she ozered to help. 

“I’m not so sure you will make things any worse. 4nd I really want 
you to know, I am glad you said something.”

5ight before we agreed to go back in, 5iley came out, walked 
right up to Dackie, and hugged her. “'hank you. I haje wanted to say 
something about the way qnow has been treating my brother, but he 
and I just made up, and I was so afraid of losing what we worked so 
hard to get back.”

Dackie smiled and let 5iley know, “4nytime. I really was afraid that 
I blew it. I mean, the timing was,” 

“9erfect. I nejer know what to do or say around qnow. I used to 
enjy her, but now I seriously Tust hope she —nds peace, and that the 
spell she has ojer my brother is broken. Je deserjes so much better.” 
5iley amended, and when she looked at me, clearly ready to break 
down, I took her with one of my arms into my chest while I held 
DackieCs hand. 

“I’m proud of you, qiljer. vou Tust saw qnow for who she really is 
instead of feeling less than in her presence. 'hat’s huge.” I encouraged, 
but 5iley saw things from a perspectije most people didn’t. I knew 
when she tried to make eHcuses and eHplain her reasoning, she still 
wasn’t fully ready to embrace lojing people from afar. 'hat was a 
tough lesson we all haje to learn at some point, but not in the parking 
lot outside a party that was meant to celebrate loje. 
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Dackie may haje Tust met ejeryone, but she was already projing that 
she had no problem standing up for what is right. qhe did so in such 
a way that the only people who really knew were sitting at our table, 
and the one who would nejer forget was 5iley. 

---

Life Turned Out Even Better Than I Could Have Dreamt
Dackie had …ena strapped to her chest in one of the carriers, which 

was Tust a large piece of material, tied in a way that held the baby 
securely while allowing the person holding the child to use their hands. 
Dackie watched me work with one of the new geldings, and knowing 
she was there had me feeling as if I was on top of the world. 

“Jey, Farlin’. Jow was your morning?” I asked as I made my way 
toward her, so I could hear her answer. 

“Informatije. I’m going to head back ojer to the main house. Will 
I see you at lunch?” 2qhe asked, and I smiled because I lojed hearing 
her say things that showed she was starting to feel as if she —t in. 5ight 
before she walked away, she added, “It makes sense.”

“What does?” I pressed, knowing the look on her face was one that 
had my heart kicking its pace up a notch.

“Why were you always so patient with me. vou seem to know how 
to handle the wild ones.” qhe answered with a 1irty grin.

“It’s not about handling them, it’s about respecting who they are 
and waiting for them to trust me enough to want me around.” I 
returned and threw her a wink to which she simply said, “veah, you 
do, and you look mighty —ne while you are doing it, too.” I Tust shook 
my head and tipped my hat while my face lit up with a smile that her 
words brought to life.
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I spotted Dackie the moment I walked into the main house for 
lunch. qhe was laughing with Vetsy as if they had known one another 
for years and not a few weeks. My heart was beating with approjal as 
I mojed closer to her, smiling as each of my steps had me anticipating 
the kiss I was about to place on her lips. 5ight before I reached out 
to touch her elbow, she gasped, and all signs of her laughter ended, 
causing me to hesitate, hoping I’d be able to —nd whatejer it was that 
caused the sudden change in her behajior. 

“Wait,” Dackie warned when her eyes met mine, and before she said 
another word, she scanned the room. !nsure of what she was looking 
for, I Tust stared at her, waiting to —nd out what was going on. Dackie 
looked at me and then asked ejeryone if she could haje their attention 
for a minute. qhe nodded and ozered a strange half smile to a few of 
the ranch hands before she began.

“Wyatt told me about all of you, well, he tried to, only I dismissed 
him, beliejing he was romantici6ing his life. When I came here, you 
were all so welcoming and ejen treated me like family,” Dackie paused, 
clearly choked up by whatejer it was she intended to say, causing me 
to haje to —ght to remain where I was to allow her to continue.

“I was afraid that what was being ozered was done because of who 
Wyatt is, and I want to apologi6e to each one of you for thinking such 
terrible things when you gaje me no reason to. I went and spoke with 
some of the wonderful people who work here, and each one of them 
had nothing but good things to say. Not one of them feels as though 
they are treated less than, and more than one of them ejen claims to 
feel as if they are a part of this family. It was nearly impossible for me 
to trust something that was completely dizerent from all I ejer knew. 
I’m not sure how you managed to create such a lojing enjironment, 
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but I am grateful you haje allowed me an opportunity to be a part of 
it.” 'ears were falling as she spoke to the people before her, and when 
I went to moje closer to her, her breath caught, and she began to truly 
cry. 

I mojed purposefully, needing to close the space between us, and 
pulled her into my arms, where I cradled her against me. I told her I 
lojed her, but she pulled back Tust enough to look up at me and said, 
“Wyatt. I loje you. 'hank you for gijing our daughter and me a chance 
to share this incredible life with you.” I had nothing to say, so I leaned 
down and kissed her. I heard the people around us murmuring, and I 
caught a few sniVes from some of the women in my life who meant 
the world to me.

Dackie was correct, life on the ranch was almost too good to be true, 
only it was true, and it was undeniably a gift. I lifted Dackie into my 
arms, breaking our kiss momentarily. I looked around the room, and 
when I saw our daughter in 5iley’s arms, I carried Dackie out of the 
kitchen and made my way toward the stairs. I grew up on the ranch, 
witnessing each of the couples so caught up in their loje that they 
snuck away, so I knew they’d get ojer it if they chose to gije me a hard 
time at all. 

4s I brought us further away from the crowded kitchen to some 
place more prijate, I ojerheard what I eHpected I might, and that was 
approjal. Dackie pointed out Tust how fortunate we all were, and each 
of the people she had Tust addressed were caught up in the truth of it. I 
did chuckle when Vutch playfully let out, “I am supposed to pretend 
that they are discussing the menu upstairs?” Which caused Dackie to 
widen her eyes and smack my chest, objiously feeling embarrassed. 

“Rh, please. It’s not as if they don’t deserje to haje this moment. 
4s I recall, dear, I had to agree to ozering you an o8cial IR! Tust so 
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you wouldn’t be late for your morning meeting. qhe is his wife, and it’s 
Luite a miracle that he —nally found the one meant to care for his heart 
forejer.” Vetsy retorted as she playfully reprimanded her husband. 

---

Apparently, It Was Time for Me to Make a Decision
Rne look at Dackie rejealed that the moment we had been caught 

up in was lost. When she wiggled in my arms, I reluctantly shifted so I 
could put her down. Not wanting to let her go, I held her close to me, 
and before I could say or do anything, Dackie asked, “'hey know we 
aren’t married, right?” ezectijely causing a smile to work itself onto 
my lips. I had to think about what I was going to say neHt, seeing as it 
was all new to me as well. 

!p until 5iley and Mikey, no one had been married since learning 
the truth about vah. I was working my way back into cojenant lijing, 
and I ejen began sharing Jim with Dackie, but we were still in the 
beginning phases. Dackie had begun reading qcripture on her own and 
was bringing all of her Luestions to Marcus, Mikey, 5iley, and …ucas, 
when I wasn’t sure how to answer her. With her staring at me, still 
waiting for me to answer the Luestion she had Tust asked about the 
two of us, I looked at her and ozered the best eHplanation I could.

“4re you opposed to being my wife, because I am Luite sure they 
belieje we are married. 4t least in the eyes of vah, that is.” Dackie 
scrunched her face into a look of confusion and then pushed, “Wait. 
Is it because of …ena?” 

I’m not sure why her Luestion bothered me as much as it did. I 
assume that my hormones miHed with the ojerwhelming loje I had 
been feeling for her only seconds before Vutch’s joice cut through the 
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air and became a metaphorical door that was slammed in front of me, 
prejenting what was about to take place, might haje had something to 
do with it. Whatejer it was, hearing Dackie’s Luestion while choosing 
to ignore whether or not marrying me was something she would be 
okay with led me to simply answer her. I pulled back, making it clear 
I understood the moment we had Tust been caught up in was ojer.

“Wyatt, what happened Tust now? Why do I feel as if you are mad at 
me?” Dackie asked, and I stizened, blinked my eyes a few times, hoping 
to —H my face, and dismissed, “Nothing happened. …et’s go haje lunch 
before it’s gone. We can talk later.” 

I didn’t wait for her when I began to walk back into the kitchen, and 
I wasn’t in the mood for the teasing that came the second I stepped 
inside either. I forced my face into a tight lipped grin, hoping they 
would Luickly hit me with whatejer they thought they needed to say, 
so I could get back to work. 

Aunny how walking in the room and spotting Dackie had gone from 
good to great to wanting to forget the food entirely so I could get back 
to work. 

Dackie fought so hard, hoping to keep me from gaining the ability to 
hurt her. Ainally witnessing the moment she reali6ed I wanted no part 
in causing her any pain was eHhilarating until the moment I caught 
something in her eyes that rejealed hesitation, or doubt, ejen, at Tust 
the idea of the two of us being married. 

I spent all of my time begging Dackie not to run from me, and yet I 
was the one who needed to get away. I Tust wanted to hop on xhopper 
and put some space between myself and, well, ejeryone. I wasn’t really 
running away as much as I was hoping to —nd a place where I could 
spend some time with my Maker. I knew I hadn’t been doing things 
the way I was supposed to, and the reason for it was that I wasn’t 
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sure if Dackie would want to lije her life the way vahuah instructs Jis 
children to.

---

Woeb That's One Horse That Was Never Supposed to Leave the 
Sta4le

Jajing babysitters all around was Luite handy. Dackie and I got to 
spend plenty of time together without hajing to worry about who was 
going to care for …ena. 'he older she got, the longer she slept at night, 
which led to a weekly double date night at Venny’s. 

Rne of the nights when 5iley was about halfway through her preg 
nancy with the twins, the four of us were hanging out doing our thing, 
when Dackie caught the eyes of some of the girls I had a history with. It 
wasn’t the —rst time, and Dackie was usually pretty good at paying it no 
mind, only that particular night, the girls hoping to get my attention 
seemed to haje had a bit too much to drink. 

“I can’t belieje he married her. What can she possibly haje that 
I don’t?” Was clearly ojerheard, causing 5i to place her hand ojer 
Dackie’s, where she asked, “I may cause a scene when this belly of mine 
takes up the entire 1oor, but I feel like dancing. Dackie, what do you 
say we go and show this place what we’je got? I mean, that is, if you 
think our men can keep up.” 

I smiled, knowing what qiljer was doing only I waited to see what 
Dackie was going to say before I went to make a moje. Dackie had 
no problem standing up for herself, and she cared ejen less about 
making a scene, but this was the —rst time she was put in a position 
that injoljed me so boldly. qure, people talked because that’s what 
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small minded people who haje nothing better to do with themseljes 
do when they are bored, but that doesn’t make it okay. 

When I looked at Dackie, I noticed what looked a lot like embold 
ened mischief in her eye that not only assured me she was going to 
dance, but she was also going to put the talkers in their proper place, 
and I couldn’t wait to see what she had in store. 

“Jey,” she directed my way as she pushed her chair back, getting 
ready to stand. When I locked eyes with her, she asked, “Fo you think 
you could let Vuck take me out on that dance 1oor. I really miss the 
way he mojes.” Without a single ounce of ezort on my part, she man 
aged to pull a wide grin right out of me. I answered her reLuest with a 
Yee-Haw, lifted my hat, and played right along, when I assured, “vour 
wish is my command, Farlin’, but I’m afraid I will haje to 9: 3" your 
reLuest. I wouldn’t want to get arrested for indecent eHposure.” 

Dackie laughed out when I lifted her up and tossed her ojer my 
shoulder, where I playfully swatted her backside and walked us to the 
center of the small dance 1oor. 

5iley asked, “Who in the world is Vuck? Fo I ejen want to know?” 
and Dackie answered her friends with, “vou may not, but ejeryone in 
…4 wanted all he had to ozer,” and then she slid down my body and 
we danced with one another in such a way that projed we belonged to 
one another and no one would ejer be able to come between us. 

'he con—dence that Dackie eHuded as she staked her claim on me 
was hotter than any dance, I ejer performed. When we —nished and 
went to sit back down, she mumbled, “I almost forgot how hot Vuck 
Vronco is. xan I haje the Fouble V eHperience when we get home?” 
Tust loud enough to cause 5iley to admit she must haje missed some 
thing. 2

'he second we were about to sit back down at our table, Dackie 
turned toward the girls sitting at the table who had set the whole thing 
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oz and declared, “'he thing that separates me from you is that I know 
how to stay in the saddle and I am all the woman he will ejer need,” 
and then she winked, clearly to add a little salt to the wound she Tust 
in1icted. 

Mikey, 5iley, and I weren’t the only ones who caught Dackie’s dis 
play of con—dently staking her claim. It turned out that my parents, 
Marcus and …eighton, and Dosh and Veth walked up at the same time, 
Dackie hopped on my back and pretended to swing a lasso. 

“What do we haje here?” Marcus and my father said in unison 
while ejeryone else Tust greeted the four of us like normal people.

“Rh. My. :oodness. I don’t know why I looked. I can’t unsee it, 
and yet it makes sense. vou couldn’t keep your clothes on no matter 
what the temperature was andE” 5iley blurted out, somehow missing 
that we had company. Vut the moment she reali6ed her mistakeU her 
eyes nearly bulged right out of her head. qhe smiled and went to shoje 
her phone into her purse, only Dackie caught her hand and lifted it so 
she could see what she found. 

“Jey, Vuck. xan you belieje they still haje posters for sale? Why 
don’t I haje one of those?” Dackie asked, feigning her heartbreak as she 
Tutted her bottom lip out, ozering me a full blown pout. I was torn 
between wanting to hide because my mother was there and my dad 
and uncles would nejer let me lije it down once they learned about 
my short lijed alter ego, and wanting to make my wife happy. I chose 
my wife.

“Well, they’re going to —nd out anyway.” I admitted to myself out 
loud, and then I turned to Dackie and answered, “If you want a poster, 
I will get you a poster. Wait, why are they charging so much when I 
hajen’t worked there in way too long to be relejant?” I got out and 
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was truly shocked at the twenty —je dollar price tag for a poster of me 
from when I worked at The Man Cave. 

My dad and Mo walked behind us, beliejing they wanted to know 
what we were talking about, only to learn real fast how much they 
probably wouldn’t.

“Wyatt~” My dad uttered, and Marcus Tust choked as his eyes 
widened while he shook his head. 'he moment he caught his breathU 
Marcus took 5iley’s phone and clicked on one of the jideos that he 
found when he did his own search. 'he second I heard the recording 
of the house emceeCs joice as he called me to the stage, I dropped my 
head, knowing full blown that I was blushing.

“…adies andElet me see, yup, there are a few of youY gentlemenEI 
suggest you hold on to your boots and lock your stables because we 
haje a jisitor from the wild, wild west here with us tonight. Je is ready 
to show you how a real cowboy rides, and I assure youYthis is not his 
—rst rodeo~ Fouble V is packing a whole lot of horsepower, and he is 
rearing to go, so get your hands ready and your boots a stompinC for the 
stallion of the stageYV!!!!xxQQ V5555RRRNxxRR~” 

Dackie was giggling beside me, and 5iley was doing her best to hold 
in a laugh. Rnly when I looked at her, she tilted her head and mouthed, 
“I am so sorry,” and I knew she meant it. 'hankfully, Marcus decided 
he did not want to watch me take my clothes oz, so he stopped the 
jideo and handed 5iley back her phone, where he then pretended like 
he needed to wash his hands.

I stole 5iley’s words when I looked at my momma and ozered a 
sincere apology. “I am so sorry. 'here are some things I nejer wanted 
you to know, and that was one of my top three.” My mom nodded and 
smiled, letting me know it was okay.

“Marcus, why do I feel as if you missed your boat? I know you could 
haje pulled oz the male rejiew thing. I am telling you, the two of you 
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are so alike sometimes that if I didn’t know any better, I would be 
conjinced you were related.” …eighton teased her husband. 

Dackie leaned in so only I could hear and let me know that she, too, 
was sorry, only she added, “I nejer thought I would miss that part of 
you, and yet I —nd myself growing rather impatient for what’s to come 
when we go home.” 

I turned my head and lifted my brow as if to ask her if she wanted to 
go right then and there, only to be disappointed when she reminded 
me that we droje to Venny’s in Mikey’s Furango. 

'JO ONF
'hank you for coming along and allowing me to share Dackie with 

you. I assure you that this is not the end and youCll be reading more 
from xhrisCs perspectije as well as ojer in The Awakening. 

Ve well, and keep on keeping on, for vahuah~~


