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            PROLOGUE

          

          GRAYSON

        

      

    

    
      “You have to get out of the house,” Jack said, flicking on my bedroom light.

      I winced at the brightness, lying amongst rumpled bedcovers while he stepped into my room doing God knows what. I scrubbed my hand over my face with several days of stubble, eyes still burning as they adjusted to the light. “I can’t go out,” I replied, my voice scratchy from disuse.

      I’d held it together through the end.

      Through the funeral and the days after until the kids were back in school from winter break.

      And I just couldn’t anymore.

      I knew I was the world’s shittiest dad and wished more than once that I had been the one to die instead of Maya. But no, my five boys, who were currently at school with fully functioning adults, were left with me.

      Through the grief-induced haze that seemed to cover every waking moment, I could see my oldest son stepping up. While I went through the motions of simply breathing, he got his brothers out the door to meet the school bus. I could tell how angry my second eldest, Knox, was with me. Ford was constantly on a run or practicing football passes in the backyard, had been since Maya’s diagnosis. Hayes threw tantrums more often than not, tossed in waves of grief like me. And Bryce clung to me and his brothers, not really knowing what was going on or how incapable I was as a dad right now.

      It felt wrong to get up and go on with life, even with sons who needed me, while my wife lay six feet under.

      But my friend Jack, who ran the next farm over, was already digging through my dresser, opening and shutting drawers. He grabbed the last pair of clean jeans and a T-shirt, then closed the drawer. “At this point, you don’t have a choice.” He passed me my clothes and said, “Get in the shower, and for God’s sake, shave your face.”

      I glared at him, but he wasn’t budging. “Go,” he ordered. His voice was firm, but there was a kindness in his eyes that nearly broke me. I didn’t have it in me to argue.

      My muscles protested with each step as I walked to the bathroom. When I reached for my razor in the medicine cabinet, all of Maya’s medications and ointments stared back at me. There were refill dates on them.

      I let out a choked sound at the sight. I used to resent that she needed so much medicine, that the cancer was ravaging her body so. At the end, death was a gift while life was a curse. But with her alive, at least I had hope for a miracle. Now that hope was gone with my wife.

      “You good?” Jack called through the bathroom door, making me jump out of my thoughts.

      I clenched my eyes shut to block out my view and forced a ragged breath into my lungs. “Fine.”

      I counted down from five and then opened my eyes again. Muscle memory took over as I got my razor and shut the mirror. I went through the motions of shaving my face and then stepped into the shower. If only muscle memory could train my brain to stop thinking of all the horrific moments since Maya’s diagnosis.

      But those memories would stay with me forever, flashing through my mind uninvited no matter how much it hurt.

      With my body washed, I got out of the shower, dried off, and tugged on my clothes. Underwear from a six-pack. Jeans Maya bought me. A T-shirt gifted to me on Father’s Day that said WORLD’S BEST DAD.

      What a joke.

      But there wasn’t enough clean laundry for me to be picky.

      So I ran a comb through my graying, too-long hair, and walked out of the bathroom to find Jack waiting for me in my bedroom. He’d made my bed with fresh sheets and sprayed something that smelled like lavender that Maya probably kept with the linens.

      As I managed a choked-up thank you, he put his arm around my shoulders and said, “Come on. We’re getting lunch.”

      I crumpled at the thought of seeing people in town and all their pitying looks. But Jack shook his head, giving me a no-nonsense look as he half-guided, half-dragged me out of the bedroom. “I know it’s uncomfortable, but you gotta put yourself back in the world. If your boys have to get up and go to school, you can get up and eat a meal.”

      That tugged at my gut, making me feel even more guilty. The boys were already better men than I’d ever be. But Jack was right. That’s why we were friends—we told each things like they were. There was no tiptoeing around each other.

      When we stepped out of the bedroom, I could hear the sink running. My eyebrows drew together as I started toward the kitchen and found his wife at my sink. I looked between my two friends. “You don’t have to do this,” I said weakly.

      Deidre blew a curly lock of hair out of her face and said, “She was my friend, too.”

      I shrugged on my brown Carhartt coat and walked to Jack’s red truck waiting in the driveway.

      We didn’t talk as I climbed into the passenger seat and he started driving toward Cottonwood Falls, the small town just ten minutes away from my country home.

      There wasn’t much in the way of dining options there, so I wasn’t surprised when he pulled up to Woody’s Diner. And since it was the middle of the afternoon, the parking lot was mostly empty.

      Another stroke of gratitude passed through me for my friend. He’d made this as easy on me as he could.

      Still, when we walked inside, I caught the pitying looks of the few people in the diner. An older couple sipping coffee in a booth near the entrance. The guy who managed the diner leaning against the counter up front. Even the haggard, eternally single farmer sitting at a table near the back gave me a sad smile before quickly averting his eyes.

      Ignoring them, Jack led the way, sliding into a swivel chair at the counter near the coffee pot, and I sat next to him.

      A waitress came from the back, carrying a swaying stack of Styrofoam cups. I could just see her face through the parting stacks—wide brown eyes, dark brown hair, and dark golden skin.

      “Oh no, oh no,” she whined, moving to stop the swaying but overcorrecting and hurrying to move the other way.

      Instinct took over and I got up from my chair, rushing around the counter to help her steady the stacks. I made it there just in time. “Here you go,” I said, taking one long pile of cups from her. She grabbed the other one and stepped back.

      “Thank you!” she said. Then she glanced toward the register where the guy was back to leaning his head on his hand as he flipped through a magazine. She lowered her voice and added, “My boss would have killed me if we had to throw all these cups away.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me,” I whispered back as I set the stack on the counter by the coffee pot.

      She gave me a grateful smile that squinted her eyes and made the apples of her cheeks rise. It felt good to have someone smiling at me when it felt like all I’d done lately was screw things up.

      Once her stack was set down, she held out her hand and said, “I’m Agatha.”

      I shook her hand. “Gray.”
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        * * *

      

      Agatha

      The cute, older cowboy with the sad eyes came in a couple more times that week and ordered the same thing—a burger, fries, and a glass of iced tea. His outfit was always the same, too—jeans, a T-shirt, and a plain gold wedding band on his left hand. And even though he always sat at the counter, he didn’t hit on me or insist on telling me his life story like some of the regulars did.

      In fact, the one time a guy got too pushy asking for my number, Gray cut in and told the guy he could have Gray’s number instead.

      That’s when I realized it was the first time a man had made me feel safe without expecting anything in return.

      My stepdad treated me like a piece of gum stuck under his shoe until the day he died. My ex acted like I was keeping him from his dreams. Guys in the diner just saw me as someone to help them pass the time.

      But not Gray.

      At least not yet.

      I could tell there was something going on in his personal life, but we didn’t talk about it. Just like we didn’t talk about how my deadbeat ex said he was going to grab diapers and hadn’t been back in a month. Or that I now had to work fifty hours a week at the diner to make it as a nineteen-year-old single mom with my two babies.

      Instead, we talked about the cold winter weather. The diner shifting from Folgers brand coffee to Maxwell House. Who was better, Garth Brooks or Tim McGraw. (Gray said Garth Brooks, but he was wrong. Tim McGraw sang about love and life like a man who understood. But I told Gray we could still be friends even with his taste in music.)

      Friday afternoon, when Gray left the diner, the cook went outside for one of his smoke breaks. I brought the dishes to the dishwasher and wiped down the counter with a cold, soapy rag. Owen, the owner’s twenty-five-year-old son with pale, freckled skin and an eternally bored expression, got up from his seat at the register and said, “Need some lemons cut?”

      I eyed him skeptically. Last time he’d gotten up from that seat, a pretty girl had sat down at the counter. But it was just him and me here in the deadest part of the afternoon. “Sure?” I finally said. I wondered what he wanted.

      Owen shuffled past me to the small fridge under the counter and pulled out a tray of lemons, then got a cutting board and a knife while I pulled out the big salt container to fill all the shakers. I liked having small tasks like that to keep me busy. Sitting still just made the day drag on.

      “Gray’s been coming in a lot,” Owen commented, slicing through a lemon.

      “Uh huh.” I pulled a saltshaker over and twisted off the dented silver lid.

      “His wife just died, you know.”

      My hand stalled, and I nearly spilled the salt. Setting it down so I wouldn’t make a mess, I glanced over at him. “What?” It felt like my heart was frozen, like I was learning more than I had permission to yet desperately wanting to know more.

      Owen nodded sadly and dumped a few wedges of lemon into a silver tray. “Cancer. She’d been sick a couple years. You didn’t hear about it?”

      I shook my head. Now the sad look in Gray’s eyes and the wedding band made sense. My heart sank for him. He was a good guy—he didn’t deserve a tragedy like that.

      Numbly, I finished filling the saltshaker and twisted the lid back on. Then I moved farther down the counter to fill the next one.

      “I wouldn’t go out with him ‘til he’s had some time to move on,” Owen suggested.

      I looked up at him in surprise. “What makes you say that?”

      Owen gave me a look. “He’s been in more this week than all of last year. Why else would he come in and sit right across the counter from you every time?”

      My stomach felt unsettled at the thought of some guy checking me out right after losing his wife. Had I read the situation wrong? After all, I hadn’t been the best judge of character with my ex. He always promised he’d do better for us, and he always let me down. I needed to stop believing in people so much, giving them chance after chance.

      “Maybe he just needs a friend,” I said. I hoped that was it. I hoped the first guy it seemed like I could trust wasn’t a dirtbag after all.

      Owen harrumphed and dropped another cut lemon into the silver bucket.

      But I shook my head, frustrated. Not just at Owen, but at men in general, and since Owen was an XY representative standing right here, I let him have it. “Are you saying that’s all I’m good for, Owen? A quick lay?” I arched an eyebrow.

      He stumbled over his words, backtracking so fast he could have won some kind of record. “All’s I’m saying is you’re a pretty girl and he’s a desperate man. Don’t want you getting hurt.”

      If I weren’t so upset, I might have found it funny to see sullen Owen stutter so quickly. But I was too disappointed. So I just shook my head and said, “Maybe it’s best if we stick to conversations about work.”

      He set the knife down and shuffled back toward the register, heels of his boots slipping across the floor. I wanted to tell him to pick up his feet, but I was done mothering men.

      My stepdad had acted like a helpless baby who needed Mom and me to wait on him until he died of a heart attack. Now my mom was working her fingers to the bone as a CNA since he didn’t have life insurance. She’d never get to retire at this rate.

      But I wouldn’t end up the same way. I didn’t need a man. I had a job. One that paid the bills. I got government assistance with the kids’ daycare so I could afford to work and rent a one-bedroom apartment in town. There was food in the fridge and fresh diapers on Enzo’s bottom. Clean clothes on Isabella’s back. They would grow up knowing their worth and get chances I never had.

      And right there, filling the saltshakers in Woody’s Diner, I made a promise to myself.

      I’d never put my kids through what I’d been through—losing my dad and then growing up with a terrible stepdad. Men could be friends, they could be customers at the diner, but I promised myself I wouldn’t date a man until my kids were grown up and out of the house. Then I could focus on my heart. But now? My babies were my heart. They were my everything.
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        Seventeen years later

      

      

      Why are teenage boys so damn difficult?

      I have been stressing about the details of Enzo’s high school graduation for months. Everything from making sure he submitted the measurements for his graduation gown to paying for a library book he lost three years ago has been on my mind when I’m not working or taking care of our home.

      Being a single mom of toddlers was hard, but Enzo was really showing me how challenging mothering a teen could be these days.

      We were supposed to leave for the ceremony two minutes ago, and he just walked out of his bedroom wearing wrinkled khaki pants, a plain white button-down, and... bright red sneakers.

      I cringed. “I thought I told you to iron your pants?”

      “No one’s ironed anything since the 1950s,” he retorted, brushing back his long dark hair. Too bad he’d be shaving it all soon in preparation for basic training. He had the prettiest hair. And the wrinkliest pants.

      “Guess we’re going back to the fifties. Take them off and hand them over,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “Mom,” he protested.

      “Hurry, we don’t have much time. And I will not look at these pictures for the rest of my life and be mad at those pants. Or those shoes.”

      He kicked off his shoes, then shimmied out of his pants and used his foot to launch them at me. I rolled my eyes at him as I grabbed them. “Find some brown shoes,” I told him. “You have dress shoes in the bottom of your closet.”

      “But these are a look.”

      “A bad one,” I retorted, adding, “You can change them as soon as we’re done with pictures. Promise.”

      He grunted, but turned back toward his bedroom. Without much time left, I hurried to grab the iron from the cleaning cabinet, grabbed a bath towel, and quickly ironed the pants at the kitchen table.

      It was older than me, and my mind did a little cartwheel at the idea of replacing it with something new. With Isabella’s college scholarship and Enzo joining the military, my pocketbook was about to get a little boost.

      All this hard work was paying off.

      “Mom, we’re gonna be late,” Enzo complained from behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder at him, arching an eyebrow. “Now you care about the details?”

      He rolled his eyes at me, and I set down the iron. The pants were perfect… from the knees down. I tossed them his way, and he caught them, slipping them on and then his dress shoes.

      He started toward the front door, sneakers in hand, but I said, “Wait!”

      When he turned back, there was a confused expression on his face, but my lips settled into a smile. I took his face in my hands. I swear just yesterday he was my squishy little baby with dimples in his cheeks and the prettiest almond-brown eyes.

      Now he was well on his way to becoming a man. A high school graduate. “I’m so proud of you,” I said softly. “You did it.”

      He smiled back, giving me a quick hug, and then we really had to leave.

      When we reached the school, the parking lot was starting to fill up, as well as all the spaces lining the street. I dropped Enzo by the entrance and then circled for a bit until I could find an empty space. As I walked down the block, seeing all the guests heading toward the building, a twang of sadness hit my stomach.

      All these moms walked with their husbands, getting to celebrate their child together. But I held my head high and walked into the building alone as I had done for over a decade. My eyes stung as I realized I’d done what my mom couldn’t. I’d gotten both my children across the graduation stage. It had been hard put my needs on the back burner while prioritizing their success, but I’d done it. Even though my feelings for my mom were complicated, I wished she could have been here to see it.
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      Thank goodness for tissues. I used multiple travel packs throughout the ceremony and a few more at the reception afterward while Enzo greeted people in the community. So many were celebrating him and handing him gifts. I stood off to the side, watching my boy get showered in love and congratulations. Even though I was a single mom, Enzo had a whole village that loved him. His sister had even made it to the ceremony despite having to turn right around to work her summer internship in Dallas.

      “Big day,” a low voice said to my left, surprising me.

      I glanced over to see my friend Gray smiling over at me, making his blue eyes crinkle around the corners. Instead of his usual uniform of blue jeans and T-shirts, he had on black denim pants, dress boots, and a striped button-down that accentuated his broad shoulders.

      For the millionth time, I shoved down my attraction to him and smiled back. “You could have warned me I’d be crying this much. I thought I’d gotten all my tears out at Isa’s graduation.”

      His chuckle rumbled, barely audible over the dull roar of voices in the gymnasium. “Nothing can prepare you for watching them leave the nest.” He’d know. All five of his children had graduated from this high school, his youngest just the year before.

      I brushed the fresh tears away, hoping I didn’t have any mascara left on my cheeks. “Any tips for empty nesting?” I asked. The concept was strange to me... For the first time in my life, I’d be living alone.

      “Find some good friends.” He winked at me, making my heart flutter faster.

      I took a deep breath and placed a playful smile on my lips through the butterflies dancing in my stomach. Being a waitress for my whole adult life had taught me how to have the world’s best poker face. “Know where I would find one of those?” I teased.

      Gray chuckled again. “I’ll let you know when I figure it out.”

      I gently shoved his shoulder, laughing. We both knew where we stood. If I needed anything, Gray was just a call away. And I was always here to listen to his worries about his boys and give advice when I could. We’d brought each other gallons of chicken soup through all the flu seasons. He and his boys helped me move into my mom’s house after she passed. He even made sure my car got oil changes on time and the filters in my house got updated. We were just there for each other, simple as that.

      Gray said, “Looks like there’s an opening. Better give E his gift.”

      I nodded and watched him walk to my son, handing over a white envelope while having a conversation I couldn’t quite hear.

      Now that Enzo was graduated and leaving soon, I couldn’t help but wonder if things would change between Gray and me. He was the most reliable man in my life, and didn’t all the romance movies say the best love stories were built on friendship?

      I knew what wild, passionate, reckless love led to—it’s why I was a single mom to two. That’s why I wanted something steady. Something that would last like our friendship had.
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      Jack and Deidre invited me over for dinner that evening, so instead of driving home from Enzo’s graduation, I passed by the Madigan Ranch sign hanging over my driveway and went a little farther to the Griffen Farms sign.

      Aggie’s pretty face was in the back of my mind as I drove—her eyes had been puffy and red from crying, but even with tear stains on her cheeks, she managed the brightest smile in the room. It hadn’t dimmed one bit in the years since I’d met her.

      Back then, we were both newly single parents with young children just trying to keep our heads above water. Now, hundreds of meals and cups of coffee later, we were seasoned veterans on the other side of that chapter of our lives.

      What would that new chapter be? I was still trying to figure it out, even though my youngest, Bryce, graduated last year.

      The winding dirt road took me to a two-story farmhouse that looked pretty similar to mine. White clapboard siding, dark-blue shutters, and a white wooden fence wrapping around the yard to protect it from grazing cattle during the calving season.

      A few vehicles were already parked in the driveway—a silver minivan, Jack’s candy cane pickup truck with a red body and white doors, and his newer black pickup to replace the old one.

      Farther away from the house, farming equipment sat amongst growing green grass. There was a barn, too, with an empty corral.

      I parked behind his black truck and cut the engine. This time of year, the sun was still high in the sky around suppertime. It heated my skin as I let myself through their gate, going to the front door. I knocked a couple times and went inside like usual. We’d been friends too long to feel like anything less than family.

      Inside the house, I could smell dinner cooking—something with garlic and pepper—and hear the sizzle of something in a pan. But I couldn’t see the kitchen from the living room.

      “Back here!” Jack called, and I followed his voice over to the space where the kitchen adjoined the dining area. He and Deirdre worked in the kitchen, his wife’s curly hair growing in the humidity from the boiling pot in front of her.

      Jack had a stack of plates in his arms. “Hope you’re good with spaghetti.”

      “Always,” I replied, going to grab the plates from him. While I set them on the table, he filled a few glasses with ice water and put them in front of the plates. Deidre brought the pans to the table for us to serve ourselves.

      “Bon appetit,” she said happily, sitting across from her husband at the table.

      I sat on the end between them, reaching for the garlic bread. “Thank you,” I said. “It’s nice to have a fresh meal.”

      “You know what else would be nice?” she said casually while serving herself pasta.

      “Deidre,” Jack sighed. He was losing his hair and had just as many wrinkles as I did these days, but his exasperated look reminded me of our youth.

      An amused smile tipped my lips while I waited for Deidre to explain. “Go on,” I said.

      Jack gave a roll of his hazel eyes and rolled up his shirt sleeves. “You’re gonna regret it.”

      Deidre responded to him with a playful glare and then turned a scheming smile on me. “Your boys are all out of the house, and I hate to think of you alone on that farm all the time, no one to keep you company but this old ass.” She gave a pointed look at her husband.

      Jack made a braying sound that had us all laughing.

      But Deidre shook her head. “Don’t you think Maya would have wanted you to find someone to spend your sunset years with?”

      “Jeez, D,” Jack said, putting a heaping pile of pasta sauce on his spaghetti. “You’re acting like we’re eighty or something.”

      “We’re in the AARP,” she deadpanned.

      He grunted.

      And my stomach tightened at where this was going. We’d had this conversation a few years before, and when I told her I wasn’t dating until the kids were out of the house, at least, I thought we were done having it. “I promised Maya forever,” I reminded Deidre. “It wouldn’t be right to move on like I never made that vow.”

      “But you didn’t make that promise,” Deidre argued.

      I raised my eyebrows while Jack kept his mouth full of spaghetti. The perfect excuse not to talk.

      Deidre said, “I was there, and you said ‘till death do us part.’”

      Jack frowned and gave me an apologetic look, but Deidre kept going, tucking a lock of curly hair behind her ear. “Maya was my best friend, and I know she loved you more than the sun, the moon, and all the stars.” My throat got tight, but Deidre continued. “She wouldn’t want you to be lonely. She’d want you to be happy, to show her boys that there can be love after loss.” Her eyes were starting to get red, and her lips trembled. I was on the verge of tears myself.

      Jack stayed silent, but he dipped his head in a nod like she was saying all the words he was thinking.

      “What if I’m not ready?” I finally asked, leveling a look at her. “Loving again sounds nice until you realize it also means losing again.”

      Jack shoveled another bite of food in his mouth. But Deidre said, “You’re getting ahead of yourself, Gray.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her, twirling my own fork through pasta. “Is that so?” I took a bite, trying to calm myself. Failing to calm myself.

      “Why not date casually? Why not have a friendship and see where it goes? It’s not all or nothing, you know.” She shook Parmesan over her pasta like a little snowstorm. “Asking someone out to dinner isn’t the same as asking them to marry you.”

      I frowned because she had a point. I was jumping ahead. Who knew if my heart could even love like that after losing Maya. So I decided to humor her. “Who do you propose I date?”

      Now both she and Jack gave me annoyed looks.

      “What?” I asked, surprised at their reactions.

      Maya shook her head with an exasperated smile. “He’s helpless,” she muttered to Jack. He swallowed down a lump of spaghetti and said, “Agatha, you dumbass.”

      My gut dropped to the woven rug on the floor below thinking of my friend. “She’s twenty years younger than me,” I reminded them as much as myself. No matter how pretty Aggie was or how much I enjoyed her company, I couldn’t be with someone so young. It wouldn’t be appropriate.

      Jack waggled his eyebrows. “You say it like it’s a bad thing.”

      Deidre shot him a look. “Dirty old man.”

      I had to laugh at the exchange, but Deidre said, “It’s not like she’s twenty anymore. You’re both adults and have been for some time. At our age, it really is just a number.”

      “Tell that to everyone else in town,” I mumbled. “She’s just a few years older than Fletcher.”

      “She has grown children of her own,” Deidre argued. “Your kids would understand.”

      I swung my gaze to Jack, silently begging for help. But he tilted his head. “You know, it’s not a bad idea to ease yourself into dating. You see each other at the diner all the time. Why not just see her somewhere else too?”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but... I couldn’t. “Okay,” I finally said. “I’ll ask her to spend some time together away from the diner. That’s all.”

      Deidre shimmied happily in her seat, and Jack gave her a look. “Happy now?” he said.

      She grinned. “Overjoyed.”
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      I dipped a rag in hot, soapy water and ran it over the counter, weaving in and out of the stools to make sure the bar would be nice and clean for the dinner rush here in a couple of hours.

      The bell over the door rang, and I glanced up to see Deidre Griffen coming into the diner. She was one of the best teachers my kids had at Cottonwood Falls Elementary. So caring and understanding but also disciplined and fair. Exactly what they both needed at that time in their lives. I gave her a genuine smile and a wave. “Hi there.”

      “Agatha, great to see you,” she said, sidling up to the counter and putting her purse on the swivel stood beside her.

      I put my wet rag back in the bucket and said, “Let me dry that off for you.” I wiped it off quickly with a dry rag, and she uttered her thanks, reaching for a menu.

      “What’s good today?” she asked.

      “Fresh cinnamon rolls,” I replied, gesturing at the glass display tower nearby. The cook had made them this morning, and they were delicious. “I had one for lunch,” I whispered even though Owen’s son, Max, and the cook, Jalen, were outside smoking. Some things never changed.

      She smiled back at me. “I’ll have that heated up and a coffee.”

      “Perfect afternoon snack,” I replied, turning to take care of her order. A burst of purpose mixed with contentment washed through me like it always did when a customer put in a request. I liked taking care of people, making their day a little better with a smile and some good food. Plus, getting to talk to so many different people throughout the day meant I rarely felt lonely.

      A couple minutes later, I had the cinnamon roll with soft cream cheese frosting sitting in front of her alongside a steaming mug of coffee. The smell made my mouth water at the memory of how good it tasted.

      I made to give her space for her meal, but Deidre asked, “Have a few minutes to chat?”

      It was just us in here, so I shrugged. “Sure.” I poured myself a mug of coffee and walked around the counter to sit with her. “How have you been?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Great. Rhett’s high school girlfriend moved back to town, and I’m so happy for him. She was the one who got away, you know.”

      I nodded, remembering the two of them on dates at the diner. “They were inseparable back then.” I hadn’t seen them in the diner here lately though. Maybe soon.

      “He proposed after she graduated. They were just so young...” Deidre pierced her fork through the soft cinnamon roll and dragged a piece away. When she lifted it to her lips, she moaned. “So good. And so bad.”

      I chuckled at the comment. We were both bigger women, so I felt comfortable saying, “Those skinny girls don’t know what they’re missing.”

      Deidre chuckled and wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. “Amen.”

      I took a sip of my coffee.

      “What about you?” she asked. “Now that Enzo’s graduated, have you thought about what’s next for you?”

      I twisted my lips into a wry smile and gestured at the diner. “This, I guess. Isabella wants me to move to Dallas to be a little closer while she’s in college, but I love it here. Cottonwood Falls, Woody’s Diner–it’s home. I can still remember the kids playing hopscotch on the black and white tiles when I couldn’t find a sitter.”

      Deidre smiled in an understanding way only another mother could. “What about dating? Has anyone caught your eye?”

      My cheeks instantly felt hot because I’d been thinking of dating more and more these days. Too bad the man I was interested in hadn’t made a move in over a decade. “I’m not sure,” I hedged, taking a sip of my coffee.

      “Plenty of handsome men in this town...” She named off a few who didn’t catch my interest at all and then added, “Gray Madigan.”

      I nearly choked. I had to take another sip to get the coffee stuck in my throat to go down.

      “He is a bit older than you,” Deidre said, a sparkle in her eye. “Although I don’t think that’s a big deal. Plenty of women like the George Clooney thing he has going.”

      “He’s a great friend,” I settled on saying while feeling irrationally angry at the nameless, faceless women she mentioned. Then the bell over the door rang.

      Saved by the bell.

      I glanced up to see an older man with a cane holding the door open for his wife.

      “I’ll be right there,” I said, hurrying over to help them inside.

      But even as I got them settled into a booth near the door and took their order, I couldn’t get Deidre’s words off my mind.

      She and her husband were close friends with Gray. Was there a reason she’d added his name to the list of potential dates? Or was it just idle, midday chitchat? It was hard to tell, especially with my thoughts all frazzled.

      I got the couple a glass of tea along with a spare empty glass since they were “sharing” and went outside to tell the cook and cashier they needed to end their thirty-minute smoke break. Ignoring their grumbles, I came back in to see Deidre finishing up her cinnamon roll.

      “Can I get you a refill on coffee?” I asked her, already reaching for the pot.

      “One to-go would be great,” she said. “Actually, make it three. I’ll bring one to Maggie at the salon and Fletcher at the doctor’s office while I’m in town.”

      “Sweet mama-in-law,” I told her with a smile and reached for some extra to-go cups. I loved how she cared for her children’s partners as much as her own children.

      “Gotta stay in their good graces.” She winked, standing up from her chair and hooking her purse over her elbow. “Especially with grandbabies in the picture.”

      Max shuffled inside through the back door, reminding me of his dad at that age. Deidre met him at the register, and I busied myself refilling condiment bottles, trying not to think of Gray Madigan.

      Something that proved futile when I saw his pickup pull into the parking lot. I watched through the window as he got out, all long, strong legs, chiseled jaw, and perfect gray hair under his cream-colored cowboy hat.

      When he caught me staring, he sent me a smile that felt as warm as the coffee I’d had earlier.

      Maybe Deidre was on to something.

      Was there any chance that Gray agreed?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            GRAY

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been over thirty years since I’d asked a woman on a date. Even so, I remembered it like yesterday.

      For the first time in two months, I had a day off, thanks to a heavy midsummer rain. Working on a wheat harvesting crew was not for the faint of heart. So the other guys on the crew were bedraggled yet excited as we headed into town for some drinks at the bar.

      On our way down Main Street, though, I saw the worst thing ever.

      Maya, the woman I’d kept my eye on for years, talking with some guy outside the movie theater. He had a cigarette dangling from his lip and enough grease in his hair to keep a combine lubed up all summer.

      My arm couldn’t work the window crank fast enough.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Jack said from the driver’s seat.

      “Slow down,” I told him before sticking myself out the window. I called over to Maya, “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?”

      Jack slowed the truck to a crawl, and I heard him chuckle. The guys in the back seat were laughing, too.

      Maya and that guy looked back at me. A small smile tugged at her lips, even though she was trying to fight it. “Thought you were holed up in a combine for the summer,” she called back.

      Jack slowed the truck to a stop, and the person behind us honked. I looked back at them and yelled, “Go around!” The cop was probably parked at Woody’s Diner anyway.

      A glance at Maya showed she was laughing now.

      “Come out with us?” I asked her.

      The guy she was with said, “What the fuck, man?”

      She glanced at the guy and back to me. “A little busy here.”

      I shrugged apologetically and then said, “When won’t you be busy?”

      “Try five thousand years,” she retorted, folding her arms across her chest. But that didn’t deter me. Something in my gut said she was the one and now was the time. And I trusted my gut.

      “How ‘bout next Saturday? Dinner,” I said. “I’m buying.”

      She shrugged, bored.

      Another car behind the truck honked. And then police lights flashed. Guess I was wrong about that. Sheriff Maxton called out his window, “Get goin’, boys.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, saluting him.

      He rolled his eyes at me.

      Then I grinned at Maya. “I’ll pick you up at six on Saturday.”

      Before she could reply, I ducked back into the truck. Jack sped off while the other two guys we were with told me what an ass I’d made of myself. That didn’t matter though. I was taking Maya out for dinner next Saturday night.

      The memory left a small smile on my lips as I walked into the diner. Back then, I’d been fearless–young and untainted by the tragedies of life. Now?

      Deidre was right. I did get lonely out on the farm. My boys were grown and building lives of their own. Turns out when you dedicate all of yourself to raising kids, there’s a lot of time left over when that job’s done.

      The Richardsons sitting up front greeted me as I walked past, and I gave them a smile. They came to the diner even more often than I did.

      I slid into my usual seat across from the coffee pot. Aggie walked over, carrying a giant container of ketchup.

      “Hi, Ags,” I said to her with a smile. Hopefully she couldn’t tell how nervous I was.

      “I was starting to think you wouldn’t come in today,” she replied as she tucked the ketchup jug under the counter.

      I chuckled. “Hell hasn’t frozen over quite yet.”

      Her little laugh warmed my chest, and I felt a bit more at peace.

      “What were you up to?” she asked.

      I picked up the menu, glancing it over. “Took my granddaughter horseback riding earlier. Good way to kick off her summer break.”

      “How fun,” she replied. “I’ve always loved horses.”

      “Is that so?” There was my opening. My heart rate kicked up again as I tried building up some courage. Why was this so hard?

      She nodded. “Horses are so pretty. I would always get more excited than the kids when we saw them alongside the road.”

      I chuckled at the mental image that brought up. Aggie pointing out the window while her kids were busy on their phones or with their noses buried in a book. I knew that feeling well. “Why don’t you come over this weekend and I’ll take you for a horseback ride?” I suggested. It sounded nice, the more I thought about it. Atop a horse in the middle of a pasture was the best place to be. Sharing it with Aggie sounded even better.

      Her brown eyes lit up, wide and happy. “Really?”

      A sense of contentment washed over me at being the one to make her smile like that. I nodded, thinking Deidre was really on to something.

      But a sad look replaced her smile and she shook her head, turning away from me to fill a cup with ice. “Actually, that might not be the best idea. I’m pretty heavy. My stepdad wouldn’t let me ride even when I was younger.”

      I couldn’t see her face, but I could hear the sadness in her voice. It made me want to go back in time and throttle that mean old bastard. Everyone in town knew her stepdad wasn’t a good guy.

      But as kids, it’s hard to believe the people who are supposed to know us best can be wrong.

      When she turned back, handing me a glass of iced tea with a lemon on the rim, there was a forced smile on her lips. She might be able to fool other people in the diner, but not me.

      “The horses are strong, Ags. It’ll be okay,” I said gently.

      She gave me a skeptical look.

      “If I can carry you on my back, the horses can too,” I countered, bolder this time.

      She snort-laughed, making me smile. “That remains to be seen.”

      “Shall we test it?” I countered with a smirk. I got up, squatting down in the gap between the counter and the walkway.

      “Oh, Gray.” She swatted a dry rag at me, making me laugh.

      “So this weekend—when are you free?” I asked once I stood back up.

      She twisted her lips to the side, thinking, as I got back in my chair. “I’m scheduled for doubles the next two weekends, but the Sunday after that I’m free. In the morning.”

      I took a sip of my tea and smiled back at her, feeling more excited than I probably should. Especially considering our outing was still a few weeks away. “Great. Just in time for my kind of church. Do you remember where I live?”

      She’d brought chicken soup to the farm a few times over the years when the family got knocked down by the flu or some other virus. “Sure do,” she confirmed.

      “Perfect. I’ll see you then.”
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      I must have tried on half a dozen pairs of jeans for my horseback riding... date? with Gray this morning. Picking pants shouldn’t have been so hard, but they had to look good without being too low cut as to show my crack on the back of the horse. I also didn’t want a high waistline digging into my stomach. The legs had to stretch to get my foot up into the stirrup but couldn’t be too worn between my thighs because I’d die of embarrassment if they ripped.

      Truly, I was the Goldilocks of denim.

      Finally, I settled on a pair of jeggings with plenty of stretch, along with a flowy blouse. Looking at myself in the full-length mirror… I frowned.

      In all these years of momming and working, I’d lost so much of my femininity. When I was younger, I’d spend hours getting ready for the day, making sure my hair and makeup were perfectly done.

      Now, I just tossed my hair in a ponytail, swiped on some mascara, and called it good.

      But now that I was looking at myself, really looking... I didn’t recognize myself as Aggie. I saw a mom and an employee. I didn’t see me.

      Determined to get some of my flair back, I went to the hallway bathroom the kids and I shared and dug through the drawers. Surely, Isabella had left some of her makeup behind on one of her visits.

      After a little digging, I found a used eye shadow pallet with various neutral shades.

      I felt a little nervous as I took out the little sponge and dabbed some shimmery brown powder on my upper lids.

      Looking at myself in the mirror and seeing that shimmer, a twinge of confidence lightened my chest. It was like giving myself some of the care I’d shown to my kids over the years, and it only took a couple minutes.

      Maybe going out with Gray wasn’t just about seeing if this friendship could be more—it could also be about reclaiming a life that was just for me.

      If my mom was alive to see me, she’d probably make some dismissive comment about my looks or my size. I loved her to death, but she could be my harshest critic. She especially liked to judge me for being friends with Grayson. Like other people in town, she couldn’t accept that a man and a woman could just be friends.

      And despite her passing several years ago, I could still hear her judgmental voice in my head.

      Older men are always looking for young tail.

      Don’t get your hopes up.

      Why would a man like that go for a single mom? He’s already got kids to care for.

      I shook my head to clear the thoughts, wishing I could grow out of wanting my mother’s approval.

      When I walked out of the house, the warm morning air brushed over my skin, and I focused on that feeling to dissolve my worries. I loved summertime. A little sunshine could always change my mood.

      I got into my car and drove out of town, taking it slow on the dirt roads. Every big rock under the treads sent a jolt through the car. Despite my turtlesque speed, dust lifted behind me in the rearview mirror. Eventually, I made it to the turnoff with a big metal sign that said Madigan Ranch.

      Turning down the driveway revealed a cute white farmhouse surrounded by wild sunflowers. The same kind that lined the ditches this time of year. I smiled at the sight, hoping it was a good sign of things to come.

      When I reached the house, I saw Gray farther down the drive, waving at me from beside the big red barn. He had on a T-shirt and jeans like usual, and when he lifted his arm up like that, I could see a sliver of his strong abdomen.

      He didn’t have six-pack abs, not at his age, but he was solid and strong without a beer belly like most older men around here.

      I grinned at him through the windshield as I pulled up and parked beside the barn, then got out of the car.

      “Hi, Aggie,” he said warmly enough to match the sunshine.

      I loved the way he said my name—especially since he was the only one to call me by that nickname. It felt special and private, just for us.

      “Thanks for having me out,” I said, rubbing my hand nervously over my arm. I could see two horses wearing saddles inside the corral, and my stepdad’s words echoed through my mind.

      You’re not going riding. You’re too fat for a horse to carry you.

      Sissy can ride because she won’t break its back.

      I angrily shoved down the words of that bitter man and followed Gray as he led me to the corral. He opened the metal gate for us, and then the ground underfoot changed from gravel to a softer, dry mix of mud and manure. My feet sank in with every step, and I was glad to have on boots.

      “This is my horse, Blister,” Gray said, gesturing at a gorgeous white-speckled horse. As I drew closer, I could see the flecks were a mix of gray and cinnamon colors.

      “He’s gorgeous,” I gushed. “Why give such a pretty horse an ugly name?” I patted the animal’s meaty shoulder. It cast its big, dark eyes at me then looked ahead again.

      Gray patted the horse’s cheek and said, “’Cause I worked so long to break him that I got blisters. Seemed fair after what he put me through.” There was a small, playful smile on his lips that had my stomach flipping.

      The chestnut horse on the other side of Blister let out a snort like it wasn’t getting enough attention, so I said, “What’s this one’s name? Hemorrhoid?”

      Gray’s chuckle floated through the air, making me smile too. “This one is Acres,” he said.

      I smiled. “Much better.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, Gray gave me a quick lesson about horses, warning me not to walk too close behind them or make loud and sudden noises. Then he went over the parts of a saddle, where to hold when riding, and how to keep your feet safely in the stirrups so you wouldn’t get hung up if you lost your seat for whatever reason. He made it all sound so easy.

      “It’s a lot to remember,” I said, impressed. “Where did you learn all of this?”

      “My dad... and a lot of trial and error,” he added, a nostalgic look to his face.

      “Were you and your dad close?” I asked him, patting Acres’s neck now. He had the prettiest chestnut mane falling over his soft coat.

      Gray nodded. “My dad was a good man. Taught me everything I know.”

      I twisted my lips to the side, wishing the same could be true for my experience with father figures in my life. But maybe Gray could teach me what I hadn’t yet learned.

      “Ready to get started?” he asked.

      My heart fluttered with nerves. “After you warned me about getting kicked and strung up in the stirrups?” Not to mention, I still worried I’d be too big and Gray would have to witness it all.

      He covered my hand with his on Acres’s neck. “Like I’d let you fall.”

      My stomach swooped.

      Maybe that was the problem—I’d been falling for twenty years.

      So the better question was, would he catch me before I hit the ground?
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      Aggie grabbed the saddle horn like I showed her and lifted her leg to put her foot in the stirrup, but she was short enough that she still had a good six inches to go. After trying a couple times, she gave me an embarrassed look.

      “Guess that dream died,” she muttered. “Sorry you got them all saddled up for me.”

      I hated the shame in her eyes as much as the smile she tried to use to cover it. She didn’t need to hide her feelings or put on a front around me. Especially since this was a problem easily solved. “Let me give you a leg up,” I said, hooking my hands into a makeshift stirrup for her to step into.

      I waited for her to put her foot in my grip, but she didn’t. I looked up at her to see her giving me a skeptical look, hands on her womanly hips. “You’re joking, right?”

      “What?” I asked, straightening up.

      “I’ll break your back, that’s what,” she half laughed, half cried.

      My son Hayes would have made a comment about that not being a bad thing. And my son Fletcher would have given me his most doctorly look and reminded me to lift with my legs. But it was all me when I said, “No more arguing. Put your foot in my hands and step up.”

      “Bossy,” she grumbled.

      But I simply bent back over, linking my hands and refusing to move until she did as I asked.

      “Really?” She waited a moment. And when I didn’t speak, she huffed out a sigh. “Fine. Fine. But this was all your decision, okay?” Carefully, her fingers landed featherlight on my shoulder. It was just her fingertips… so why was my heart pounding like this?

      I hadn’t felt a woman’s touch in years; that had to be it. My body was getting ideas.

      Tightening my core muscles, I said, “Step up and grab the saddle horn. I’ll boost you.”

      She made a protesting noise, even as she pushed her foot into my hand. I made sure to use all my strength so she felt supported. I lifted her up to the saddle and she grabbed on, swinging her leg over the top.

      Her eyes were wide as she looked down to me. “Are you broken? Did I break you?”

      I huffed out a laugh. “It’ll take a lot more than that.”

      Her lips slowly spread as she looked around at the horse underneath her. “Oh my gosh!” she whispered, almost to herself. “I’m on a horse!”

      The look of pride in her eyes had me grinning right along with her. “Hell yeah, you are.”

      Like all her worries were forgotten, she smiled down at me, eyes shining. “What now?”

      I chuckled, my eager girl. “Hang on to the saddle horn, and I’ll lead the horse so you can get used to the feel of riding.”

      Her hands reached for the knob at the front of the saddle, and she squeezed it tightly. Smiling to myself, I untied the reins from the hitching post and steered the horse away from the barn into the corral. Aggie made a little squeaky sound at the movement, making my lips twitch again.

      This was a great idea—spending time with her away from the diner, away from the smell of frying food and prying, nosy people who liked to start rumors based on suspicions alone.

      I glanced back over my shoulder to see Acres easily moving behind me, and Aggie swaying with his every step. There was focus and determination in her eyes as she squeezed the saddle horn, her lips in a tight line.

      “What do you think?” I asked, worried she’d hate riding before we ever really got started.

      Her lips spread into a tentative smile. “It’s higher up than I thought it would be.”

      That had a low chuckle falling past my lips. “Not a great time to mention you’re afraid of heights.”

      “I’m not afraid,” she rebutted too quickly. “Just… commenting on my surroundings.”

      “Uh huh.”

      She stuck her tongue out at me.

      Smiling, I led the horse in a few more circles around the corral, and when it seemed like Aggie was less stiff and nervous, I suggested she try holding the reins herself. Acres stopped, tail slashing back and forth as I extended the worn leather straps to her.

      “That’s okay,” she rushed out, looking at the reins like they were a pair of snakes. “You can just walk me around. No need to push it.”

      My gut sank because I really wanted to ride through the pasture with her, show her a piece of my life out here. “I believe in you, Aggie,” I encouraged. It was all I’d say, I decided. If she insisted on sticking with this today, it would be okay. We just had more practice to look forward to.

      Her chest rose as she took a deep breath, and then she nodded. “I’ll try it. But will you walk with me?”

      Pride swelled within me. That’s my girl. “Of course,” I said, passing her the reins. I gave her a quick explanation of how to guide the horse and stepped just to the left of Acres’s shoulder while she gently nudged his sides with her heels.

      He slowly started walking, and I kept pace beside them. Then when we got to the end of the corral, she steered him right. He reacted to the leather rein against his neck and turned.

      I grinned proudly. “Hell yeah, Aggie!”

      There was a blush on her cheeks as she smiled, and then she turned him again.

      A few more rounds in the corral and I said, “I think we’re ready to hit the pasture. Are you in?”

      It took her a second, but then she nodded with a brave smile. “Let’s do it.”

      Half an hour later, we were well into the grassy field adjacent to the house, and Aggie looked right at home on horseback. The easy sway of her curvy body had my mind going places it shouldn’t. And her smile? It warmed me more than the sun could ever hope to.

      We explored the pasture side by side, horses walking in the twin ruts formed by hundreds of trips in pickups and thousands of hoofbeats.

      “It’s peaceful out here,” Aggie said, glancing my way. “I bet it clears your mind to go on a ride.”

      I nodded, feeling seen. Aggie always understood me in a way other people didn’t.  “I used to ride a lot after my wife—after Maya passed.” It still hurt to mention her, but I took a breath and continued. “Especially when the kids were struggling with something, I’d come out here to problem solve.”

      Aggie smirked. “I’d always pace the living room, but this seems better for the carpet.”

      “Whatever works,” I said, surprised by how easy it felt to be alone with her without the safety blanket of other diners in the restaurant or kids always underfoot. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I wondered what Maya would think about me being out here with Aggie, showing her the place that had been our home.

      “It’s so beautiful out here,” Aggie commented. “And I’m obsessed with the sunflowers outside of your house. I don’t think I’ve ever been by when they’re blooming. It’s a really nice touch.”

      My throat clenched tight, getting lost in a memory.

      “Stop! Stop!” Maya yelled.

      “What?” I asked, my heart pounding as I slammed on the brakes.

      Dust rose around the truck, billowing in through open windows and making me cough as I scanned our surroundings for danger.

      “The sunflowers.” She opened her truck door, grinning and oblivious to the dust that would add to the layer already covering my dashboard. “Let’s dig them up.”

      “What?” I followed her to the bed of my truck, where she scanned the items lying in the bed.

      “You have a shovel back here, right?”

      “Yeah, but–”

      She climbed up on the tire—in her dress—and grabbed the shovel. “I want some sunflowers for my apartment. It’s so bland.”

      I gawked at her from across the bed. “You screamed like that for some damn weeds?”

      “The difference between a weed and a flower is judgment,” she rebutted before turning and walking into the ditch.

      I shook my head, chasing after her to get the shovel. “You’re not digging out flowers in those shoes.” They were cute, strappy sandals. And my dad had warned me enough about chopping off toes to know she wasn’t dressed for the chore.

      “I know.” She smirked, watching as I sliced into the dirt around the weeds. A little butterfly flew off the leaves. “You have a bucket somewhere, right?”

      I shook my head, digging some more. “And here I thought we were going to a movie.”

      I couldn’t speak, washed under a surprising wave of grief, and just kept walking alongside Agatha.

      All of a sudden, this date didn’t seem so easy anymore. Because how could I move forward with Aggie when Maya was always on my mind, even all these years later?

      Aggie deserved the best… What if that wasn’t me?
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      Something changed in Gray after I commented on the flowers. I could see it in the distant look in his eyes. The way his shoulders straightened and his grip grew tight on the reins.

      I watched for a moment, trying to figure out what I’d done wrong. Why had he withdrawn? Or was he noticing something about the horse I wasn’t seeing? Maybe it was struggling under my weight after all.

      I bent forward, listening to its breath. It didn’t seem to be struggling, although we had gone at least a mile at this point. I would be tired after a mile without a human on my shoulders.

      “Should we turn back?” I asked Gray across the five feet that separated us. It suddenly felt more like a chasm with rocks crumbling in.

      His eyes snapped back to life, regaining that light he usually had. “Are you feeling sore?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “No?”

      “Okay, I thought I’d show you the creek.”

      My lips twitched into an unsteady smile, but I followed him as he guided his horse off the trail toward a stand of trees. Now Blister and Acres picked their hooves through waving prairie grass. I appreciated how the longer I spent in the saddle, the more it felt like Acres and I were a team, adjusting to each other’s movements.

      Gray was still quiet as we approached the trees. Close to the edge of the copse, he got down and tied Blister to a thick branch. Then he helped me down. My legs felt unsteady and strange as I walked on solid land again. “Why does it feel like I have sea legs?” I asked him, kicking out one leg and then the other.

      He chuckled. “It takes some getting used to.”

      I nodded in agreement, following him through the trees. In the shadows, it was much cooler. And the breeze pricked over the bit of sweat gathering at the base of my neck.

      The soft babble of water over rocks reached my ears just before I saw the stream, about ten or fifteen feet wide, sluicing slowly across the ground. I could see to the bottom toward the edges, but in the middle, the water grew dark.

      “I can’t believe you’ve been hiding this,” I accused. I’d much prefer days spent here to the crowded swimming pool.

      He lifted a finger to his full lips and said, “It’s our secret now.”

      I lowered myself to the ground, taking off my boots and socks. Dipping my toes in the water sounded like a luxury on par with a shiatsu massage or a deep dish of ice cream.

      He stood at the edge of the water for a moment, thumbs in his pockets, breathing deep. When my socks were off, I tucked them in my boots and walked to the water’s edge. It was cool against my skin but not too cold.

      I breathed a happy sigh.

      After eyeing me for a moment, Gray followed suit. “Don’t look at my feet,” he warned. “They’re ugly.”

      I laughed at that. “Clearly you haven’t seen mine.”

      He stepped into the water, and I glanced at his feet. Hairy and white. But at least he didn’t have fungus on his toenails.

      “Hey! I told you not to look!” He gently splashed some water my way, and it fell short.

      “Sue me,” I teased with a smile.

      We quieted again, looking at the stream. I felt safe with him. Safe enough to say, “What happened earlier? You got all quiet. Did I do something wrong?”

      Gray sent me a pained look and slowly shook his head. “It’s not you, Aggie.”

      That made me feel a little better. But the tightness in my chest was still there because I could tell something was off. “What is it, then?”

      His lips pressed together for a moment like he had to piece his words together as building blocks into a tower. One wrong word would send it tumbling down.

      Finally, he said, “This is the first time I’ve been alone with a woman who wasn’t family since my wife died.”

      My lips parted as I processed the words. I almost couldn’t understand them. “The first time in…”

      “Seventeen years? Yeah.” He rubbed the back of his neck, embarrassment clear in the deflection of his gaze.

      But instead of making things feel weird, I was relieved. “It’s been that long for me, too.”

      Shock replaced embarrassment on his face as he stared at me. I gazed down at the water rippling around my unpainted toes before saying, “I promised myself that I wouldn’t bring a man around my kids while they were growing up. Too many horror stories.” Some worse than my own verbally abusive stepdad.

      Gray nodded. He wasn’t smiling, not quite, but there was a lift to his lips. “I respect the hell out of you, Aggie.”

      My chest lifted with pride I rarely felt. I wasn’t quite sure how to take the compliment, so I dipped my head in an acknowledging nod. I toed a rock free and watched it tumble down the slope underwater.

      And then Gray said, “So it’s okay with you if we take things slow?”

      “Slow as those turtles on the road,” I said with a tentative smile.

      He managed a small one in return before looking back to the water.
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      After Aggie went back into town, I picked up the phone and called Jack. He was the only one I could talk to about my date with Aggie—other than my boys. And I wasn’t quite ready to cross that bridge yet.

      He said he’d come over to chat once he was done putting a temp fence around his cornfield. And since I didn’t want to wait, I met him where he was pounding T-posts into the ground around waist-high corn stalks.

      We took turns, alternating posts, while I told him about my morning with Aggie.

      He pulled a leather glove from his hand and wiped sweat from his forehead, leaving a small smear of dirt. “Sounds like it went well.”

      I frowned, using extra force to get the post in the rest of the way. “Did you miss the part where I was thinking of Maya the whole damn time?”

      “Isn’t that normal?” He tugged his glove back on and then drove the Polaris a dozen feet farther.

      “Normal?”

      He shrugged, hopping out and grabbing the post driver and a straight post. “Maya’s your only frame of reference for a real relationship. Your brain’s reaching for the file cabinets on what to do.” He lined up the post and started pounding it down. Over the clink of metal and his breathing, I thought that over.

      What if he was right? This wasn’t a sign of something wrong. Just a normal part of being out of the game. Not that I wanted to date like I used to when I was sowing my wild oats. I didn’t have the energy or desire for that anymore.

      Jack got back in, and I drove us to the next spot, switching off. “But what if Maya stays on my mind?”

      He glanced over at me from the passenger seat. “You want her out of your mind?”

      I frowned. Not really, if I was being honest. I wanted to remember it all. Even the hard parts. Because that’s all I had left of her. My memories.

      Aggie was stronger than me–deciding to be single for the safety of her children. I hadn’t so much decided as I’d turned away from dating and relationships. There were a million excuses but only one conviction. Maya had my heart, even in the grave, and I didn’t want to suffer that kind of pain again. “I don’t know how to do this,” I admitted, going to get the next post.

      When I finished driving the post, Jack said, “You didn’t know how to use a toilet when you were a baby, but I don’t see you walking around in a shitty diaper.” A smirk crossed his face. “Yet.”

      I got in and shoved his shoulder. “You’re the same age as me, dumbass.”

      “Oh, I forgot.” He stifled a laugh. “Guess that’s my old age.”

      I rolled my eyes, but a smile tugged at my lips, too. This was just what I needed. Time with a friend who reminded me not to take everything so damn seriously and that even though I had lived a lot of life, I still had room to learn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next week, I walked into the diner for a late lunch. I liked going in when things were slow. Sure, I didn’t have to wait as long for my food. But I was coming around to admitting–at least to myself–that I liked not having to share Aggie with the other diners.

      When I walked through the heavy swinging door and the bell sounded overhead, she looked up from wiping the counters, and when she recognized me, a smile spread on her lips, crinkling her pretty brown eyes.

      My heart nearly stalled at the sight, taken aback by that smile mixed with her luscious curves. By my reaction to her.

      Nervous energy fizzed through me, but I reminded myself this was all new. Of course I’d get jitters just like I was young again. I took a breath, sending her a tentative smile back and continued over the black-and-white tile floor.

      All the chairs along the counter had regulars’ names painted on the back. Most of them gone now. But my name should have been on this one for as often as I was here.

      “Hey, Ags,” I said as she put the rag away. I noticed her body as she bent over, and my heart stopped all over again.

      It was like the floodgates were open now that I’d given myself permission to really notice her. And I wondered how I’d been able to close off that part of myself for so long.

      “Good to see you.” She turned to pass me a glass of iced tea. When she handed it to me, our fingers met. A jolt of energy went up my arm. And damn.

      How was I supposed to get through the day when just managing my feelings near her was like fielding a lightning storm?

      I took a sip to cool my nerves and then asked how her son was doing at basic training. Her children were her favorite subject, so it was easy to talk about Enzo. She said they were allowed to send letters, and he was actually writing her back.

      “Having raised five boys, that’s a miracle,” I said. “You must have done something right.”

      She laughed. “You should see his grammar.”

      That made me chuckle. “Take a win where you can get one; that’s my strategy.”

      Leaning up against the counter behind the bar, she bit her bottom lip. So damn distracting. “Should we call horseback riding a win?”

      I could feel her eyes reading me like not many other people could. And I didn’t want to make the wrong move. Measuring out my words, I said, “I’d say so. I’m not a gambling man, but want to try double or nothing?”

      There was that crinkle to her eyes again. Her intoxicating smile. “What did you have in mind?”

      It had been so long since I’d dated, so my mind pulled up the filing cabinets from way back when. All blank. “Let’s make it a surprise,” I suggested, instantly worried that sounded lame.

      But she got out her phone. “Let me check my calendar… I’m scheduled evenings this week except for Friday.”

      I frowned. “I told Fletcher I’d babysit Maya. Are you free this weekend?”

      She shook her head. “How about next weekend? I’m off Saturday night.” Her brown eyes lifted to meet mine. A glance of sunlight coming through the windows caught them, casting a golden sun-ray within the irises, and it took me a moment to realize she was waiting for my answer.

      I dipped my head in a nod. “I’ll see you then.”
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      My cart was loaded with groceries as I steered by the small makeup section in the local grocery store early the next morning. Usually, I ignored it, so used to saving my money to spend on my kids or put into their college savings accounts.

      Then, an idea struck me. If I could get a new lipstick or eye shadow pallet or something each week with my groceries, I could build up my collection over time as a small way to get used to investing in me. It had been so long since I’d put me first.

      Since Enzo had left for basic training, I’d realized just how empty my life was without my kids. Work was all I had. That and obsessing about every interaction with Gray. I needed… more.

      I took out a tube of lipstick and held it against my arm to see if it would look good with my complexion. The dark nude color seemed to blend with my skin tone. I sighed as I put it back. Finding what makeup I liked without feeling like it was too much was harder than I thought it would be.

      I picked up another shade of lipstick, holding it against my arm.

      Another dud.

      My stepdad’s words ran through my mind. It was the night of my junior prom. The night I got pregnant with Isabella.

      Mom was helping me curl my hair when he came home from work and saw all the makeup and hairstyling tools spread out in our living-room-turned-salon. He frowned at her and groused, “Shouldn’t you be picking up extra shifts?”

      Mom replied saying, “It’s her prom. I want her to look pretty.”

      His lips curled in a sneer. “Give up.”

      The heavy weight of his judgment and my mother’s resulting silence settled over me as I grabbed a mud mask and continued to the checkout line.

      Another mom I knew from Isabella’s class was leaning against the register counter, waiting for customers. She perked up when I came by, sending me a smile. Her perfect teeth contrasted her dark skin and gorgeous dark eyes. She had a silk scarf over her hair that matched the green T-shirt all the employees wore.

      “Hey, Etta,” I said as I began loading the cold items onto the conveyor. The bags were already sweating, and I wiped my hands on my jeans before moving on to the canned food.

      Each piece beeped as she expertly moved it across the scanner. “How’s it going?” she asked.

      I twisted my lips to the side, not completely sure how to answer. I was good, but there were doubts creeping up in my mind. I was a single mom spending yet another evening alone. It brought up feelings of my life and how I might have done it differently given another chance, something moms were never supposed to question. “It’s been a day,” I finally said.

      She chuffed. “I hear you.”

      “Yeah?” I asked, loading up the rest of my things.

      “Mhmm.” She weighed a bunch of bananas on the built-in scale. “Our AC busted last week, and it’s too much to replace right now. We have window units at home, and they’re working hard, but not as hard as my sweat glands, if you know what I mean.”

      “Sounds like torture.” Which had a thought crossing my mind. “Why don’t you grab one of those mud masks and come over Friday night? We’ll watch a movie in my AC.”

      Her eyes widened in excitement. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. It had been so long since I’d had a true girlfriend. Working as much as I did at the diner, I spent all day socializing and was just ready to be with my kids when my shift ended. But now that the kids were gone, I realized how much I was missing adult friendship. Maybe I was lonely after all.

      “I’ll bring a snack and some wine with that mask,” she said with a wink. “What time?”

      “How about eight?” I suggested. I hoped it wasn’t too late, but I had to finish the dinner shift.

      “Sounds great.” She read off the total, and I paid with my debit card, feeling excited. “See you then.”

      I pushed my cart out of the grocery store just in time to see a familiar face haloed by a cream cowboy hat.

      Gray cast me an easy smile that always made my knees feel weak. “Is this my lucky day?”

      Laughing, I replied, “Guess, if you consider grocery shopping fun.” I pushed my cart out of the way of the front sliding door, and he stepped aside with me. “Wish I could chat longer, but I don’t want this food to go bad.”

      “Let me help you load up,” he offered.

      It was a simple gesture, but I appreciated it, nonetheless. Usually I was the one waiting on others. “If you have time.”

      “For you? Always.”

      He said it casually, but the words held meaning to me.

      He helped push my cart off the curb and around to the trunk of my car that was facing Main Street. While I handed him items, he placed them in the trunk. We worked like a team, which made the task go faster.

      I reached to push the cart back to the store, but his hand covered mine. His warm palm encapsulating the back of my hand sent a swoop through my stomach. Years of no touch had left me extra sensitive to this man and the callouses that trailed the ridges of his hand. I wondered how they would feel traveling over other parts of my body.

      “I’ll get that,” he offered. And it was just what I needed to let go and take a step back.

      Apparently, my heart and body didn’t get the message that we were taking it slow.
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      My oldest son insisted I come into his medical practice every quarter so he could run blood tests on me, check my skin for iffy-looking spots, and berate me for eating too much bacon. And since he was the only doctor in a thirty-mile radius, he was good to treat me.

      I shrugged on my shirt once he was done examining my skin and muttered, “I feel like a damn lab rat.”

      “Your hair’s the same color,” he teased.

      I turned, raising my eyebrows at him. “Is that a joke? Not a lecture on the importance of skin checks?”

      He shrugged. “Guess you caught me in a good mood.” He started pulling drawers open and gathering supplies for blood collection.

      “Why’s that?” I asked, settling in on the exam table.

      He turned back to face me, a smile brightening his whole face. He looked so much like his mother it made my chest ache. It was hard to grieve someone you saw echoes of daily.

      “What is it?” I asked, curious at what could have my serious son smiling so big.

      “Liv’s expecting.” He rushed out. “She’s pregnant.”

      My jaw dropped. Fletcher had confided that Liv suffered from endometriosis, something that made conceiving even more difficult. “She is?”

      He nodded, eyes shining. “The laparoscopy worked.”

      I got up from the exam table, hugging him tight. Happy tears burned, mixed with the knee-jerk thought, Maya should be here. I wondered if Fletch thought it too, but I didn’t want to bring it up in case he wasn’t.

      “Keep it between us,” Fletcher said as he stepped back. “Liv doesn’t want to tell everyone until she’s a little further along.”

      I mimed zipping my lips. Although, I’d tell the cows and all the horses right away. I was so over the moon.

      Fletcher reached under the sink into a different storage bin. “Let’s get you tested for STDs as well.”

      “Fletcher, I told you I’m not–”

      “Seeing anyone,” Fletcher finished and stood up with the urine collection cup. “I’ve heard you say that before. But I don’t know that you’d tell me if you were. So this makes it easy for me to feel good about your health while you to maintain your privacy.”

      “Privacy?” I echoed. “You saw my scrotum.”

      Fletcher gave me a look. “I also know that you manscape. Which one doesn’t do unless they’re considering it.”

      I frowned. “It’s just good hygiene.”

      “Uh huh.” He smirked.

      I grunted. “Give me the damn cup.”

      Once he handed it over, I brought the cup to the bathroom, filling it up. It was then I realized that Fletcher had casually brought up me having sex with someone who wasn’t his mom. And he’d been around to know her the longest.

      I brought the cup back, and while he labeled it, I said, “Do I get doctor-patient confidentiality, or is that just for non-family members?”

      Fletcher glanced back at me, eyebrows drawn together. “Of course. Why do you ask?”

      “Earlier, you said you wanted me to be tested if I’m sexually active, like you didn’t have a problem with it… Would you have a problem with it?”

      He reached for the hand sanitizer, rubbing it over his palms as he leaned his hips back against the sink counter. “Why would I have a problem with it?”

      “Why are you answering questions with questions?” I huffed. Embarrassed. Frustrated. Out of my depths.

      Fletcher let out a small chuckle. I noticed a new fine line across his forehead and realized how much older he was getting. In just a few years, he’d be older than Maya ever was. “Man to man, I don’t know how you’ve lasted this long. You should be studied.”

      My cheeks flamed hot.

      “As your physician, you’re cleared for sexual activities.”

      “And as my son?" I asked, the only answer I really cared for.

      One corner of his lips lifted. “As your son, I really don’t want to think about you having sex.”

      A surprise laugh barked past my lips, and he laughed with me. But soon, I sobered again. “Fletcher, I’m serious. What do you think about it?”

      “Dad…” He put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re trying so hard to respect your relationship with Mom and spare our feelings about it that you’re taking your wants and needs out of the equation. All us kids are grown, and if we have issues with what you’re doing, it’s on us to work through, not you, okay?”

      I looked down at my scuffed work boots, trying to believe him. I felt like I failed so much as a dad, especially in the first couple years after Maya’s death. I never wanted to disappoint my boys again, no matter the cost.
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      Etta came over with a bottle of wine, as promised. Things were a little awkward at first since we’d never hung out alone before, but soon we were wearing face masks, drinking wine, and watching her favorite movie—Something’s Gotta Give.

      Secretly, I loved watching the older people fall in love on screen. All these years living on my own, I filled my romantic fantasies with movies and audiobooks and watching couples interact at the diner. (And a drawer full of toys.)

      It was fun to imagine I could be the main character, living my own happily ever after, even if I was waiting for my kids to graduate to put myself out there.

      After all those years of waiting, of seeing couples come into the diner and fall in love, I felt like I could finally be the star of the romance… I had a date with Gray Madigan next weekend.

      As the show ended, Etta sat back, a smile on her lips. “It never gets old.”

      “That’s When Harry Met Sally for me,” I told her, leaning back against the arm of the couch, my legs crossed in front of me. “Billy Crystal might not be your typical heartthrob, but he was so perfect in that one.”

      Etta nodded in agreement. “We should watch it next week.” Her eyes widened, and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry, I shouldn’t invite myself. That was rude.”

      I shook my head, smiling at her. “Don’t be sorry. I was about to ask. This was really fun.”

      “It’s a date,” she said, reaching for the bottle of wine. Holding the greenish bottle in her hand, she poured some into her glass and then put the rest in mine. “Gotta finish the bottle, right?”

      I smiled, picking up my glass and holding it out. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.” She clinked her glass to mine. Once she took a sip, she said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you more… when our girls were in school.” Her gaze flicked down toward her hands, and a heavy feeling settled over my shoulders.

      “Why are you apologizing?” I asked.

      She looked back at me, head tilted. “We all knew you were a single mom. And it was hard being a mom with a husband.”

      I took a drink of wine, thinking back to that time. It was hard. I cried a lot. But I couldn’t remember most of that. “You know what I think of when I look back on that time?”

      “What?” she asked, adjusting the thin throw blanket on her lap.

      I took a deep breath. “I think of how Bella and Enzo always wanted me to lie with them before bed. And since there was only one of me, I’d scooch their beds together so I could lie in one bed and hold the other’s hand. We traded off every night so they’d get time with their momma.” My eyes stung at the memory. “I wish I would have savored it more, you know? It went by so fast.”

      A gentle smile lifted Etta’s full lips. “You’re a better mom than me. I shut the door and turned the lights out at the end of the night.” She chuckled. “Those little heathens always had excuses for wanting to stay up later.”

      “True,” I said, remembering all their extra trips to the bathroom sink for water or to the fridge because they were starving “to death.” I drained the rest of my glass of wine. “I wouldn’t change a thing,” I said. Not about how I raised my babies. Not about tonight.

      She reached across the couch, squeezing my hand. “If you ever need anything, just ask. I can’t offer an air-conditioned room, but I got some good almost-expired stuff at the store.”

      That drew an easy laugh from my lips. “I’ll be calling you, for sure.”

      “And if you ever need to talk about a certain man who helped you with your groceries last week…” She winked.

      My cheeks heated, realizing someone had noticed. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have something to tell.”

      Hopefully that would be on Saturday night.
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      I hadn’t gotten dressed for a date since Maya passed. But I had gone to a few weddings and funerals over the years, so dressing for them couldn’t be all that different… right?

      I hoped so.

      I finished buttoning up my light blue shirt with little navy-blue diamonds on it and tucked it in the waist of my newer dark-wash Wranglers. Then I buckled my belt into place and lifted my arms to even out the tuck.

      My eyes stared back at me in the full-length mirror hanging over my bedroom door. I scrubbed my hand over my face, wondering how in the hell all these wrinkles snuck up on me, and then went to the bathroom in search of cologne.

      My granddaughter Maya got me a bottle for my last birthday, so I dabbed a bit on my neck and wrists.

      There was no more stalling. No more primping to be done or excuses to be late.

      But there was still a worried look in my eyes returning my gaze in the medicine cabinet mirror.

      This was my first date since Maya.

      The realization had my chest tightening and breath coming shallow.

      Shit. Fletcher had taught me how to recognize the signs of a heart attack.

      Shortness of breath? Check. Chest pain? Check. Cold sweat? Yep. Lightheadedness? I needed to sit down.

      I stumbled out of the bathroom and sat on the edge of the bed, grabbing my phone from the nightstand. After a couple of rings, my son picked up. “Hey, Dad, what’s up?”

      “I think I’m having a heart attack,” I rushed out.

      In the background of the phone, Fletcher called out something, and I heard the commotion of doors opening and closing. “Don’t try to drive. I’m on my way. What symptoms are you experiencing?”

      I rattled off the list I remembered, and he followed up with a question.

      “What were you doing when these came on?” he asked. I could hear his engine fire up. He was on his way to me.

      I closed my eyes tight, about to answer his question. And that’s when I realized… I was getting ready for a date. Was I ready to tell my son?

      “Dad?” There was an edge of panic to his voice. “Are you there?”

      “I’m here,” I said tightly. Breathing was still hard to come by. So I lay back on my bed, still holding the phone to my ear.

      “You sound like you’re in pain. What were you doing when you noticed something was off?”

      “I was getting ready to go out,” I said while staring at the stationary ceiling fan. It wasn’t a lie. But it wasn’t the full truth either.

      “No heavy physical activity?” he asked.

      “No,” I answered. “Unless you count putting on my pants.”

      Fletcher chuckled. Then he said, “Don’t make me laugh when I’m freaking out, Dad.”

      “You’re not supposed to freak out,” I argued, keeping a hand pressed to my chest. “You’re a doctor.”

      “I’m also your son.”

      My eyes stung with tears, and the realization washed over me that I could be having a heart attack. I would love to be reunited with Maya, but I didn’t want to leave my kids behind, my grandkids. I’d never get to meet Fletcher’s baby that’s on the way.

      “Dad, hanging in there?” he asked. “I’m just five minutes away.”

      “Don’t drive too fast,” I warned.

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” he retorted.

      I shook my head, trying to make my breathing deeper. “You’re such an oldest child.”

      Fletcher let out a huff. We were silent for a moment while we waited for him to get to me. I wondered if I’d die here in this bed. In the same place where Maya had passed years ago.

      “I’m at the turnoff,” he said. “Stay where you are.”

      “I’m in my room,” I told him. “Not going anywhere.

      “Good. Just hang on.” The noise in the background of his phone quieted while I could hear the sound of his engine outside. It cut off when he parked in the driveway, and just seconds later, the front door banged open.

      Soon, Fletcher was in my room, ripping open his doctor’s bag and pulling out a stethoscope.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked me.

      “Tired,” I admitted.

      His face blanched as he pressed the stethoscope to my chest. His dark eyes were serious while he focused all his energy on listening. Then he moved the stethoscope to other spots, the metal cold against my skin.

      “Take a breath,” he ordered. “Again.”

      I did as he asked. When he tugged his stethoscope from his ears, he said, “I’m going to do an ECG. It’ll measure your heart rhythms.”

      I nodded. He started unbuttoning my shirt, but I said, “I can do it.”

      He looked doubtful but eventually agreed. My fingers shook as I undid the buttons. He busied himself with the machine, setting it up and plugging it into the wall. Then he stuck pieces to my chest, making a comment about my manscaping being helpful. I rolled my eyes.

      He watched the screen for a few seconds. And for all the years that screens just like this monitored my wife, I still had no idea what all the numbers and patterns meant.

      Fletcher’s eyebrows tugged together as he studied it.

      “Is it bad?” I asked him. “Should we call an ambulance?”

      Fletcher started tugging off the attachments, making me flinch. “Your heart looks good, Dad.”

      My eyebrows rose. “It does?” Why was there this tight knot there, then?

      He nodded, continuing to pack things up. “Your bloodwork looked good too. You’re healthy as a horse.”

      “Then what the hell happened?” I asked, pressing myself up. My shirt was still splayed open, so I started buttoning it back up.

      “I think you had a panic attack. Have you had one before?” I was checking for a hint of a joke on his face, but found nothing but concern as he sat across from me on the bed. The same bedroom set Maya’s dad had crafted for us as a wedding gift.

      “A panic attack? No, I haven’t.” I’d been sad, depressed, worried, but never felt like I couldn’t get blood to my body or oxygen to my brain.

      “Did something change?”

      The question hung between us as reality hit me.

      Something had changed.

      I had a date with Aggie, and I was already late.
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      I hadn’t spent this much time on my hair since prom.

      And this time, when my stepdad’s judgment came up in my mind… I continued caring for myself. I continued taking small sections of hair and wrapping them around the curling iron.

      I was determined to pour more into me after years of abandoning myself to take care of everyone else’s needs.

      I did my makeup using a new eye shadow and a tinted lip gloss I’d gotten from the grocery store. I wore a pair of jeans and a nice shirt Isabella left behind on her last trip (with her permission, of course.)

      When I finished getting ready, I looked at myself in the mirror. Usually, my eyes would go to my flaws first, like the bulge of my stomach visible through high-waisted jeans or the jowls beginning to form at my cheeks. But tonight? I had a hard time finding them.

      I felt more like myself than I had in a long time.

      I grinned at myself, practicing how I’d greet Gray when he arrived. I still didn’t know where we were going, but we could go to Woody’s Diner again for all I cared. I just wanted him to know me as Aggie. Not Aggie from the diner or Aggie, Isa and Enzo’s mom. Just me.

      The alarm on my phone went off, letting me know Gray should be arriving any minute. So I sprayed on a bit of perfume and went to the front window to see if he was here. He seemed like the kind of guy who always showed up on time.

      But when I checked the dirt driveway cutting through the grass between mine and my neighbor’s yards, his truck wasn’t parked behind mine.

      A nervous twinge flicked through my stomach, but I pushed it down.

      After all, the last time I’d waited on a man to come here, Porter was supposed to be getting diapers. My mind went back to that night, because it felt like yesterday.

      Enzo wrapped in a blanket because he’d gotten a stomach bug at day care and ran through all his extra diapers faster than we thought once we were home. We’d thought we could make it till the morning, but babies were rarely predictable.

      Isabella slept in her room, her stuffed animal playing a lullaby while I held Enzo in my lap as he snoozed, praying we wouldn’t have a reenactment of Pompeii before Porter got back. The Game Show Network played low on the TV, and I tried distracting myself by taking guesses at the answers.

      But at the end of the episode, Porter still wasn’t back.

      We shared a cell phone because we couldn’t afford two, and he’d taken it with him in case he got an emergency call for work. He was apprenticing a plumber and was supposed to make good money for us one day.

      Since Enzo was sleeping and I didn’t want to wake him, I stayed seated, hoping Porter had gotten caught up somehow. Maybe he got called into a job.

      But two episodes later, my eyelids were drooping, and I knew we were closing in on Enzo’s typical waking time during the night. So I carefully, slowly, got up and carried him to his crib. Luckily, he didn’t wake.

      I tiptoed to the kitchen, where the landline hung on the wall. I pulled the corded phone down and tapped out our cell number.

      Straight to voicemail.

      My stomach clenched, and I pressed out the number again.

      “You have reached…”

      My eyes stung as I hung up the phone. Something was wrong, and I didn’t know what.

      And that’s when I heard the baby start to cry.

      I blinked out of the memory, finding the drive still empty. A similar heavy feeling settled over my gut as I tried to remind myself that Gray wasn’t Porter. He would be here.

      But soon, five minutes passed. And then ten. And it was getting harder and harder to believe that he was coming at all.

      My fingers shook as I unlocked my cell phone screen for the fifth time to see if there were any messages from Gray with an explanation.

      An engine sounded outside, too close for a car to just be driving by, and my heart fluttered as I hurried to the window and found Gray’s truck pulling up. I couldn’t read his expression, not from here. But my stomach was sinking. Something felt off about tonight.

      I’d been imagining this day for so long, and now that it was here, it didn’t feel like it should.

      As Gray got out of his truck, I went to the door and stepped outside onto the small cement porch. He sent me a smile that didn’t quite meet his eyes as he walked up the step to join me–or maybe I was reading into it.

      “Hey,” I said softly.

      “Hey,” he replied. “You look beautiful, Ags.”

      My heart flopped painfully in my chest. I’d done hard things before, but saying these words to Gray felt just as hard. Especially standing this close to him–seeing how handsome he looked dressed up for our date, getting the masculine scent of his cologne.

      “I don’t think I can do this,” I rushed out before I became too afraid.

      A hurt look crossed his face as he studied me. “I’m sorry I’m late. I had–”

      I shook my head quickly, not wanting him to feel guilty. “It’s not about that. Well, it kind of is. Did I ever tell you what happened with Porter?” I asked.

      Gray slowly shook his head. “I heard things, but…” I’d never told him. Got it.

      I nodded. “He went to get diapers one night and never came back. Never called to explain. Nothing. One day he was there, and then he wasn’t. And all of a sudden, I was a single mom figuring it out all on my own. I dedicated the last twenty years to raising my kids. I gave everything to them. And I’m realizing how little I left for myself.” My voice cracked.

      Gray reached out, comforting me with a rub over my arm.

      Which made this harder, because I knew deep down he was a good man.

      “Since Enzo left, I’m realizing how little I have outside of my kids and my job. You’re my only friend.” My voice broke again, and I took a ragged breath. Tears fell over my lids, and I hurriedly brushed them away.

      “Aggie…” He said softly, like he was at a loss for words. But that was fine because words kept tumbling from my mouth.

      “Waiting here tonight, I realized that if something went wrong between us… I’d have nothing left.” I brushed at the tears, but fresh tears just came after. “I can’t risk losing you as a friend, Gray. Not when you’re the only true friend I have.”

      He reached out, cupping my face in his calloused hand. His thumb brushed away a tear, and then he pulled me closer, hugging me with his chin rested atop my head and breathing deep.

      For a moment, I borrowed his calm, using the rhythm of his breaths to steady my own. And when the crying stopped, I pulled back, knowing I probably looked a mess despite all the effort I’d put in earlier.

      “I don’t want to lose you either,” he said, voice rough with emotion.

      A smile attempted to twitch my lips and failed. “So what does that mean for us?”

      “It means we’re friends,” he said, a faltering smile on his lips. “And you’ll tell me when you’re ready for more.”
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      It was too easy, going to Aggie’s house and hearing her say she just wanted to be friends.

      Sure, part of me was disappointed. But a bigger part was relieved. That panic attack had shaken me to the core. My body had protested the idea of being with someone new in a way I’d never seen before.

      It had Fletcher worried too.

      He asked if I would come into the office the next week for a follow-up appointment, just to make sure everything really was okay.

      So now I sat in the exam room with him while he read through my blood work and ran another ECG on the machine in his office. He even did a chest X-ray just to double check but came to the same conclusion.

      He pulled up a spinney chair–the kind he and his brothers loved to play on as kids–and sat across from me with a look in his eyes that said we need to talk.

      I braced myself for his words.

      “I’m worried about your mental health.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “My mental health?” I echoed.

      “Yes.” He nodded slowly. “Dad, I know people from your generation have a lot of opinions about mental healthcare–”

      I waved my hand at him. “I get it, son, it’s a different time.”

      Fletcher nodded, seeming relieved. “After such a strong episode, and knowing that you probably have untreated PTSD from Mom’s passing, I think you should consider some type of intervention.”

      My mind flashed to the interventions you saw on TV, the ones where they forced addicts to get help. “You’re gonna get your brothers to gang up on me?”

      Fletcher chuckled a little. “No, patient confidentiality, remember?”

      “Right.” I mulled over his words. “So what were you thinking?”

      “I’m going to prescribe you some anxiety medication. I don’t think you need something to take every day, just when you have another episode that strong.”

      My stomach turned at the idea of a drug that addled my mind. It scared me, if I was being honest. So I asked him about the side effects, told him what I was worried about. And he helped me understand it would be like a Band-Aid for when I was bleeding, not something to prevent the cut.

      So I agreed to pick up the meds, knowing I could choose to take them or not, depending on how I felt. At the memory of a panic attack, some help didn’t seem too bad.

      “And I think you should start talking to someone, regularly.”

      “I talk to you all the time.”

      Fletcher gave me an admonishing look. “A counselor, Dad. And Jack doesn’t count.”

      I chuckled at that. “He could have been a good one in another life.”

      Fletcher didn’t disagree. He just said, “There are some great online options so you don’t have to worry about driving to Roderdale. You can talk to them on your phone or your computer.”

      I never got my laptop out, but my phone was pretty handy. “Really? That would have been great for when you boys were kids.”

      Fletcher nodded in agreement. “It’s helping a lot of people. And I think it could help you too. I went ahead and scheduled your first appointment with an older man I think you’d like. Can you do it? For me?” he asked.

      “And I could just do it on my phone?”

      “Yep. You’ll get a link to the video call, and that’s it. Easy.”

      And even though he was damn near forty, I couldn’t say no to his puppy-dog eyes. Especially because part of me knew I needed it. I didn’t want to burden my boys or my friend with my worries. At least this guy wouldn’t be able to tell anyone.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, instantly worried about some stranger picking through my most painful thoughts. But if it meant no more panic attacks, if I wouldn’t let Aggie down when it came time to trying a relationship…  If I’d feel less guilty for wanting a relationship with Aggie, I’d do whatever it took.
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      For the next couple months, Gray and I went back to “normal.” At least as normal as things could feel after backing out on a date. Which basically meant I saw him at the diner and nowhere else.

      But that was fine because I meant it when I said I needed a life outside of him and my kids and the diner. So when Etta continued to come over for movie nights, I did my best to make it count and open up to her.

      I tried some new hobbies, too, starting with embroidery and quickly changing tracks to painting and then trying out new makeup looks from YouTube videos.

      On my way to Dallas to get Enzo from the airport, I realized just how different things were. When my kids asked me how I was doing, I wouldn’t just tell them “busy at work.”

      Before going to the airport, I stopped to grab Isabella from campus. She lived in the dorms as a resident advisor, which meant her room and board were covered. With her academic scholarships, college was free for her now. I was so proud of her for making her own way.

      I parked in the front drive of the eight-story brick building where she lived, taking in the sights. There were flyers in the windows, students walking along the sidewalk with backpacks slung over their shoulders, a couple at the bus stop kissing like no one was around.

      A bittersweet twinge hit my stomach. I was happy Isabella was getting to experience college life and at the same time sad that I never got to.

      I reached for my phone to text her and let her know I had arrived, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw her coming out the front metal door. Her long, straight black hair fell over her shoulder. She wore leggings with an orange T-shirt that had the university name splashed across the front.

      She was so beautiful and had a big smile on her face as she walked toward me. She climbed into the car, saying, “Hi, Mama!” And it felt like a piece of my heart was finally back in place.

      “Hi, baby.” I hugged her across the console, breathing in her sweet perfume. Wasn’t it just yesterday she had soft, wispy hair atop her head with that beautiful baby smell? And just the other day she was experimenting with cotton candy perfume and glittery lip gloss?

      “Did you bring the sign?” she asked, ignorant of my nostalgia.

      I gestured toward the back seat where it rested and put the car into gear. “Do you mind putting in directions to the airport?”

      “Sure thing,” she replied, tapping on her phone. Once the robotic voice was bossing me to our destination, she said, “So, what’s new, Mom?”

      My lips tugged up at the question and the answer I had ready. “Etta has been coming over to watch movies. Remember Aiyana’s mom?”

      Isabella nodded. “That sounds fun. Anything else?”

      “Gray Madigan asked me out, but I told him I wasn’t ready yet…” I watched out the corner of my eye to see her reaction.

      Her jaw dropped open, just like I expected. “You told him you weren’t ready? Why? You two have been doing the will-they/won’t-they thing forever!”

      Now my mouth opened wide in shock. Did she really see it that way? “No, we haven’t!” I argued. “I told you and your brother I wouldn’t date until you were both graduated.”

      “Well, we’re both graduated, so why aren’t you ready?” she asked.

      I bit my lip, considering how to explain this. I was close with my kids, but I also didn’t want them to feel like a burden. “This is the first time in my life I’m living on my own and doing my own thing. It feels wrong to jump into a relationship. That’s why I always tell you there’s nothing wrong with casual dating. There’s no need–”

      “I know, I know, there’s no need to get serious about a guy. I need to be serious about myself and my career,” Isabella said like she’d heard it a million times. Maybe she had.

      I smiled, because I had taught her well. “Anyway, I want to hear all about you. Tell me everything.”

      And since Isa was never short on words, she spent the half-hour drive filling me in on her classes, silly things the freshman dorm residents did, and a guy she was talking to “just casually.” I loved hearing about the life she was building for herself. “I’m proud of you,” I finally said as I parked in the airport’s parking garage. I hoped she never lost herself like I had in motherhood. But I couldn’t turn back time either.

      “Thanks, Mama,” she said with a smile.

      My heart raced as we walked through the garage and into the airport, toting a sign I’d painted the day before that said WELCOME HOME, CADET.

      Isabella and I stopped in the lobby, waiting near the base of the escalators. Passengers moved past like we didn’t exist as they collected their baggage, arranged rides, and met with their families.

      “I think that’s him,” Isabella whispered.

      I followed her gaze up the escalators, and my mouth fell open. That was my baby in his uniform. His hair wasn’t long anymore; it was cropped close. And the training had hardened his features, taking away the last vestiges of his boyhood and making him look more like a man.

      My eyes stung as I croaked, “Enzo.”

      Isabella yelled and waved, “Enzo!”

      He caught sight of us, lips spreading into a lopsided grin that was so him.

      Other people were noticing us now, smiling between the sign and Enzo. It felt like we had to wait forever for the escalator to lower him to the bottom, but as soon as it did, he ran toward us, dropping his bag on the floor and nearly knocking me over with the force of his hug. “Mom, I missed you.”

      I couldn’t help it; I cried against his uniform as I stroked his back. “I’m so glad to have you home, my son.” Tears streamed down my cheeks at having him in my arms again. Now both pieces of my heart were here at last.

      When he pulled back to hug his sister, I took in his profile up close. He was still my son, even with the uniform and short hair and less baby fat in his face.

      Isabella grinned, rubbing his arms. “Since when did you get buff?”

      He brushed her off, laughing. “I’ve always been buff, Isa.”

      His sister made an exaggerated point of spinning her finger around her ear, and he laughed in response.

      The feeling of warmth spread through me. All was right in the world. I picked up Enzo’s rucksack, heavy with stuff, and said, “Let’s get some food in you.”

      Tugging the bag from me with a chiding look, he said, “Can’t wait.”

      We walked out to the car in the parking garage, and I pulled out my phone to set directions to Enzo’s favorite place in the city. That’s when I realized I had a new text message... from Gray.

      It was a picture of his horse, Blister.

      
        
        Gray: He says he misses you. Up for another ride sometime?

      

      

      My heart did an excited little dance as I read the text. Gray was thinking of me. He hadn’t given up on me. I still had my friend.

      I thought about what to type, but I could feel my kids watching me.

      “Is that Gray?” Isa asked, a curious look to her eyes.

      Enzo tried to look over my shoulder–apparently the Marines hadn’t gotten the nosiness out of him–but I hurriedly put my phone face down.

      “Today isn’t about that.” I smiled at both of my kids. “It’s about finally having our family together again.”
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      I instantly felt nervous after sending that text. Which was wild, considering I’d handled angry thousand-pound animals on the daily. According to my counselor, Dr. Benson, my body didn’t know the difference between the two “threats.” So I practiced box breathing like he taught me and tucked my phone back into my pocket so I could finish saddling Blister for a ride.

      At first it felt strange to change something I’d been doing all my life, but the breathing exercises really worked for me, releasing some of the tension in my chest. I wished I’d had the tool years ago, not just for me, but for my boys as well. It certainly would have helped Hayes and Knox, who seemed to struggle the most after their mom’s passing.

      Once the cinch was tightened around Blister’s midsection, I gathered the reins and walked him out of the corral, going for a ride to check the cattle. Some people thought I was old-fashioned for checking them this way, but I didn’t mind.

      Blister and I had just made it into the main pasture when I heard my phone ping from its spot, buttoned into my western shirt pocket. I gently tugged the reins to get Blister to stop and fumbled with the button, eager to get my phone out and see if the message was a response from Aggie.

      
        
        Aggie: Enzo leaves in ten days. A horseback ride after that sounds amazing. Tell Blister I miss him too. And that I’m still sorry about his name.

      

      

      I chuckled at the message, feeling a little lighter thanks to her response. Then I buttoned my phone back into place, not wanting to lose it on the ride. Maybe we could be just friends despite our false start a couple months ago. I sure hoped so.

      Even though I panicked about my date with Aggie, I still cared for her deeply. I wanted the best for her. And maybe I needed time to become the man she deserved.

      My phone rang again, and I fumbled with the button all over again, cursing along the way. Jack had a clip that attached to his belt for his phone that made things easier, but it looked so damn dorky. I’d made enough fun of him that I could never get one myself.

      I barely got it out in time to answer a call from Deidre. She hardly ever called me, so that worried feeling came back. Ranching and farming weren’t exactly safe occupations. “D? Everything okay?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she replied over background music. “We’re testing out a DJ for Rhett and Maggie’s wedding, and I remembered I haven’t gotten your RSVP yet.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I have to do that? You know I’ll come.”

      Diedre muttered something about old cowboys and then said, a little too hopefully, “Do you have a plus-one?”

      I was about to pop her hopes like a pen to a balloon, but then an idea crossed my mind. Aggie and I could go to a wedding together as friends, right? “I’ll get back to you on that,” I said.

      “Wonderful,” Deidre said and hung up the phone.
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        * * *

      

      The little over a week later, when Enzo had flown to his first station in Hawaii, Aggie came out for a ride through the country. And instead of worrying about a romantic relationship or anything like that, we just talked. In fact, we talked about more than we ever had.

      She told me about meeting her ex, Porter, for the first time and how she’d been so charmed by him in the beginning. He was in his twenties while she was still a junior in high school. My heart ached for her teenage self, not seeing this man’s red flags and how he preyed on a teenager. I was angry at him, too, for letting Agatha and their children down.

      Then I told Aggie about my wild younger years and how settling down with Maya felt like settling into a warm bath. How we loved having and raising babies together before she got sick.

      She told me what Isabella was like as a baby, and I told her about Fletcher. How nervous I was to change that first diaper and how small he seemed when I could hold him in a single hand.

      And then, when we got back to the ranch to unsaddle the horses, I realized I had a question to ask.

      “You heard Rhett and Magnolia are getting married, right?” I asked her as I undid the cinch for Blister’s saddle.

      “Yeah, already RSVP’d,” she said as she gave a wide berth on her path around the horses’ backsides to join me. “It’s exciting. Them tying the knot after all these years.” There was something wistful in her gaze.

      “Well, I was wondering if you might want to ride together? As friends?” I felt all of fifteen again, getting some girl to head to the dance with me. But I wanted to spend the evening with Aggie and be with her outside of the diner and the ranch. We’d never been anywhere in public together when she wasn’t on the clock.

      Aggie tipped her head to the side, sending her ponytail cascading over her shoulder. The way the strands caught the evening sun was entirely distracting. “As friends?”

      I swallowed. Nodded. Took a breath to ease that knot in my chest.

      “That sounds fun,” she said. “You’ll be my first wedding date I didn’t give birth to.”

      A surprised laugh fell from my lips. “I’ll pick you up half an hour before it starts. It’s a date. Kind of.”

      She laughed at my awkwardness. “Kind of,” she agreed.
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      For the second time, I was getting ready for a date with Gray. But this time, we were going out “as friends.”

      The little caveat he added had been a sweet way to honor my request while still showing he wanted to spend time with me.

      People always say, “If he wanted to, he would,” and I felt like Gray was the definition of that phrase.

      He wanted to respect my wishes.

      He wanted to be my friend.

      He wanted to support my role as a mom first.

      He wanted to spend time with me.

      I smiled to myself before leveling my expression to add a strip of lip liner around my upper lip. YouTube had taught me so many things, and I loved this little hack to balance out my lips without the need for expensive injections.

      Even though I usually wore my hair up, I let it down tonight and straightened it so the ends fell above my breasts. Looking in the mirror, my stepdad’s voice echoed through my mind.

      You can put lipstick on a pig, but it’s still a pig.

      My eyes pricked with tears for younger Agatha. Someone who desperately craved love and approval but couldn’t seem to get it at home. Someone who was beautiful despite the judgments of a miserable man.

      “You look great,” I said to woman looking at me in the mirror, something I wish I had told my younger self all those years ago, then gave myself a wobbly smile.

      Etta had asked me to send her a picture of my outfit, so I picked up my phone and snapped one in the mirror. As soon as I sent it, her reply was lighting up my phone.

      
        
        Etta: GORGEOUS

      

      

      
        
        Aggie: Thanks, friend. <3

      

      

      I smiled to myself and closed my phone. Gray was set to arrive in five minutes, and this time, I wasn’t going to stare out the window waiting. Instead, I went online and found an affirmation video. If my kids were around, I might have been too embarrassed, but I was all alone. No one to impress.

      I leaned back on the couch, careful not to mess up my hair, and listened to the affirmations spoken in a woman’s soft, comforting tone.

      You are safe.

      You are worthy.

      You can handle anything life brings your way.

      I moved my lips, silently echoing each phrase and willing myself to believe it could be true. Some were easier than others.

      But when I heard a knock on my door, I wasn’t stressed about who would or wouldn’t show up; I felt steady, ready to handle a wedding with my best friend.

      When I pulled open the door, the setting sun shone around the halo of Gray’s cream-colored Stetson. I noticed his soft blue eyes first. Then the button-down he paired with black jeans and dress boots.

      I was so busy admiring this tall drink of water and reminding myself that we were just friends right now, I didn’t realize he was sizing me up, too.

      “Wow, Aggie. You look…”

      “Gorgeous?” I suggested, stealing Etta’s word.

      His grin was warm. “Exactly.” He held his arm out for me. “We have a wedding to get to.”

      I slipped my arm through his, noticing for the millionth time how good his cologne smelled and how solid his muscles were under my hand. My heart sped up, oblivious to my need to be just friends.

      He held the door open for me, making sure I was safely in the truck before closing the door, and that's when I thought… A wedding might have been a really bad idea.
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        * * *

      

      Rhett and Maggie’s wedding was at the small acreage ten minutes outside of town where they’d built a home for themselves. It was a beautiful drive there, especially this time of day, with the evening sun slanting over light-green blades of grass waving in the prairies. Rolling hills added something for my eyes to play with like a gentle slide on a playground.

      And Gray next to me, with a country song playing softly on the speakers? It was like something out of a painting. I wished I could paint this moment and hold it close forever, regardless of what came to pass between Gray and me.

      Of course, the moment couldn’t last as long as a painting, and soon, we were parking alongside the dirt road to walk to the wedding set up in Rhett and Maggie’s backyard.

      Gray let me hold on to his arm again, a necessity when walking in heels on a dirt road.

      “Do you like weddings?” I asked him.

      His lips lifted slightly, and he dipped his head to the side. “Not as much as I like marriages.”

      “What do you mean?”  I asked. I’d never heard someone phrase it that way.

      He sidestepped a hole in the road, probably made by some animal, and then explained, “Weddings are about a promise–to love and be there for your partner… forever.” There was a slight shake to his voice, and he swallowed. “I’m more excited about the life two people can build together than a party with a buffet.”

      I chuckled at the last line.

      “Do you like weddings?” he returned as we turned off the dirt road and onto the gravel drive to Rhett and Maggie’s house.

      “It’s… complicated,” I admitted.

      “What do you mean?”

      I glanced around. There were people approaching ahead of us and behind us, but none close enough to hear. “It was always a reminder of something I couldn’t have.” My voice nearly blended with the soft breeze, but I could tell Gray heard me because he stopped, leaving both of us standing still. A guitar started playing softly near the chairs set up for guests, but he didn’t move. Instead, he turned, facing me and holding my face in his hand.

      “Aggie, if you hear one thing tonight, I want you to hear this.”

      I looked up, searching his blue eyes. They were more intense than I’d ever seen them.

      He brushed his thumb over the curve of my cheekbone. “The man who gets to experience this with you will be the luckiest in the world.”

      But what he didn’t say was just as clear.

      It won’t be me.
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      Aggie nodded slightly, her gaze flicking away from mine. “Thank you,” she choked out, as if her emotions were keeping the words in her throat.

      I understood needing time to process, so I held my arm out for her, and she easily looped her hand through the crook of my elbow.

      The guitarist started thumbing out a new song, and my mind was thrown back to another wedding, with a different wedding date.

      Maya hummed along to the song as she sat beside me. We could hardly see the front of the church where the groom stood, hands linked awkwardly in front of him, along with the pastor who wore an amicable smile.

      The wooden pews were hard. Not like those cushy chairs at the Methodist church. And even though it was a beautiful day outside, inside the building was stuffy, like all the stained-glass windows turned the place into a greenhouse.

      “I want this song to play at our wedding,” she whispered to me. Her hand was soft on my bicep, just like her breath on my ear.

      “Whatever you want, you’ll have,” I promised, my discomfort immediately forgotten as I listened to the notes.

      I recognized the song, “Red River Valley.” One of those old country songs that warbled from diner jukeboxes in the middle of the day. I think my mom used to play it on the radio, too, when I was really little. I could almost hear the fuzz.

      “Isn’t it sad?” I asked her, remembering the chorus.

      “Not to me,” she replied.

      I arched a brow in question. “It’s about a woman leaving.” My throat got tight just thinking about the minor possibility of Maya walking out on me before our wedding day.

      Her dark brown eyes had a wistful glint to them. “It’s about a man saying he’ll love her no matter where she goes and reminding her that she’ll always have a place at his side.”

      My chest swelled at her words, and I put my arm around her. “Don’t even think of leaving.”

      Her soft giggle landed on my shoulder just before her cheek. “I’m not going anywhere when I have you here.”

      “Gray?” Aggie said. “I think Jack and Deidre are waving us up.”

      I blinked, wondering how long Aggie had been vying for my attention and feeling a little guilty. My mind shouldn’t be on my late wife, not with Aggie’s hands wrapped around my arm.

      “Right,” I said, voice rough, and then walked down the aisle to the second row, where they’d saved seats for us.

      Aggie let go of my arm, just in time for me to see a couple of my boys were already there–Bryce and Knox. Hayes would probably be late or opt to flirt with bridesmaids at the after party and skip the ceremony altogether. Ford couldn’t come since football season was starting up, but Fletcher and his wife arrived shortly after, my granddaughter Maya demanding a seat on my other side.

      As I told Maya how pretty she looked in her sundress, I wondered if Aggie pulling away had to do with my boys watching. And maybe I was grateful too, because I hadn’t thought to warn them I’d be bringing a date to the wedding.

      My mind was a big, jumbled mess by the time the music changed and everyone stood to see Maggie coming down the aisle.

      Aggie covered her mouth with her hands, a muffled, “She’s so pretty,” breaking through.

      I could hardly tear my eyes away from Aggie to look at the bride. Not when her dark-brown hair fell around her face, framing her full cheeks and complementing her brown eyes reflecting a golden hue in the sunset.

      Good thing I had an appointment with Dr. Benson Monday morning because it wasn’t right to be so transfixed on the woman in my present when all my brain could think about was the woman I promised forever to.

      The pastor must have asked everyone to sit down, so I followed suit. Maya climbed into my lap, and at nine years old, I wondered how much longer I had of these moments. She’d be a teenager soon, too cool for her grandpa, just like her dad and uncles were.

      Aggie smiled over at us, giving Maya a wink.

      It felt… right.

      And guilt washed over me again, because I should have been sharing moments like these with my wife. A divorce would have been easier because I’d know where we stood.

      I’d know she was no longer my wife.

      No longer mine to love.

      And maybe moving on would be easier with that closure. Ironic, considering death was the ultimate end.

      Soft fingertips brushed the back of my hand, and when I glanced over, I saw Aggie reaching for my hand

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          
            AGGIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d known Gray long enough to tell when he was hurting. So when tears started to fall during the wedding, I knew he needed me. I reached for his hand, and he squeezed mine back. Tears fell down his cheeks, which he wiped away with his other hand.

      And at the end of the ceremony, when Maya ran back to her parents and people were shuffling by to go to the reception in the metal shop building nearby, I pulled Gray aside.

      “Is everything okay?” I whispered, looking up at him. The tears were gone, but there was a heavy look in his eyes, like he was bearing a weight he just couldn’t shake.

      He rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “It’s hard, being here without Maya. She was in the room when Rhett was born, you know. And I babysat all the kids so Jack could be there too.” He took a heavy breath. “I just wish she could be here.”

      I wish she could be here instead of you. It might not be what he meant, but that’s what I heard. And it sliced me to the core, because all I’d ever wanted was for someone to love me like that–indefinitely and ineffably.

      And yet…

      Here I was at a wedding with a man who was still in love with his late wife nearly twenty years later. I’d been trying to give myself time to get ready for a serious relationship, and now I was wondering… Would Gray be ready when I was? Could he give me what I had longed for all my life? To be chosen and loved without reservation?

      Knowing it wasn’t fair to him, especially since we’d only come as friends, I excused myself to the bathroom.

      I ducked into the house, hiding out in the powder room off the kitchen. One con of wearing makeup was that I couldn’t splash water on my face. But I dampened a rag and dabbed it over my neck, taking deep breaths.

      I had been the one to ask him to put a pause on romance, I reminded myself. The fact that Gray could be open with me–that was a gift, a testament to our friendship.

      A knock sounded on the bathroom door, and I said, “One second.”

      I flushed the toilet to make it seem like I had an actual reason to be hogging the room and sprayed Febreze for good measure. Then I quickly washed my hands and opened the door to see Deidre waiting in the hallway.

      “How’s it going?” I asked her with a smile that I hoped was convincing. “Big day.”

      Deidre let out a sigh, shaking her head with exasperation. “The biggest day. Of course Rhett and Maggie would sneak off while we’re all waiting to take photos with them!”

      I chuckled like I could understand, but I really couldn’t. I’d never had a wedding day of my own, never even been a bridesmaid. Maybe I’d never get the chance.

      I must have drifted off in thought because Deidre said, “Agatha?”

      Focusing back in on her, I said, “Sorry, what did I miss?”

      She smiled at me. “I said I need to go check on the catering. Would you mind peeking around and telling Rhett and Maggie to speed it up if you see them? I’m sure they just stole a few moments for themselves.”

      I chuckled. “Sure thing.”

      Grateful for a mission, I walked farther into Rhett and Magnolia’s newly built house. It was so much nicer than the little house I lived in. It used to be my mom’s. The same house I grew up in, and probably the house I’d die in. (Something I didn’t much want to think about.)

      I checked around the kitchen and the living room, treading softly over hardwood floors, but when I didn’t see the bride and groom, I started upstairs. A few stairs up, I saw someone in a suit; well, his legs at least. This low on the steps, I couldn’t see his face.

      “Is that you, Rhett?” I called, continuing up the stairs.

      But the man who greeted me was Gray Madigan.

      All those minutes in the bathroom had been useless. My heart instantly started beating faster.

      He said, “Sorry, Jack sent me up here to look for the happy couple.”

      A loud moan echoed through an upstairs bedroom farther down the hall, and both our cheeks flushed red.

      “Maybe we should...” He stepped down the stairs, but I moved up, trying to get out of his way, and now we were in the stairwell, chest to chest.

      With the sounds coming from upstairs and having Gray this close, abandoned and neglected parts of me fired back to life. My lips parted, but no words came out.

      “I—” I swore his eyes flicked down… to my chest, my lips.

      Heat pooled to my core, begging me to forget logic and take whatever scraps of Gray’s heart and body he could give me.

      But just as I was about to give in, he seemed to realize we were both still standing there and stepped past me. “Why don’t we turn back and say we tried?”

      I smiled, barely catching my breath as I gained some space. “That sounds like a plan to me.”

      When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he turned back to me. “Will you add a dance with me to your evening plan? I’d love to spin you around the dance floor.”

      The roller coaster ride my heart was on with this man? I wasn’t sure I could take it. But he stood there waiting for my answer, and I had to decide… Stay on the roller coaster with him or step off like I’d wanted to and say we’re better off as friends.
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      Her dark-red painted lips parted as she considered my question.

      I knew my admission earlier, about missing Maya, had affected her feelings. It was clear by how quickly she’d run off to the bathroom. I’d followed her as soon as I could. And then there was that unmistakable heat between us…

      I thought she wanted to be just friends for a while, but maybe I read the situation wrong.

      Maybe Hayes was right to swear off relationships–this was so damn confusing. I didn’t know what to do. How to make her happy.

      “What kind of dance?” she finally asked as we walked to the back door.

      My chest tightened in response. Was a dance pushing too far for her comfort?

      Not wanting to disrespect her boundaries, I finally said, “I’ll take whatever dance makes you smile.”

      She looked down as her lips twitched into a shy smile I loved. “You’re a charmer, Gray Madigan.”

      “If you say so.” We exited the back door, and I extended my arm for her. She had on heels, and I knew the ground was uneven from here to the shop. With the sun fully disappeared over the horizon and only a floodlight casting a golden glow over the grounds, a steadying hand would be helpful.

      Never mind that I liked the feel of her touch.

      Never mind that my body ached for more, regardless of the guilt and confused feelings battling within me.

      Aggie studied my proffered arm for a moment before slipping hers through mine and lacing her fingers at the crook of my elbow. Something about it felt so natural.

      She stumbled over a rough spot in the ground and held tighter on to my arm. I reached out with my free hand, giving her a little extra support at her shoulder. An embarrassed smile tugged at her lips as she stood back up. “Sorry about that.”

      “No worries,” I said, regretfully bringing my hand away from her shoulder. I wanted to touch more parts of her, see if they were just as soft.

      We were getting closer to the open door of the shop building, country music and golden light spilling out the raised garage door. Tables were lined up on either side of the dance floor and a big line of food laid out buffet style.

      As soon as we stepped on the level cement driveway to the shop, Aggie removed her hand from my arm. Suddenly, I felt cold despite the evening air still being plenty warm.

      “I’m going to get some food before we dance,” she said, patting her stomach.

      I thought about offering to join her, but something told me she wanted some space. So I simply replied, “I’ll see you for that dance.”

      “Hey, Dad,” my youngest, Bryce, said as I watched Aggie retreat to the tables bowing with food. He handed me a can of soda, and I took it, noticing the Coke in his own hand. I was glad he wasn’t taking advantage of the coolers filled with beer–even though I suspected it was for my benefit.

      “Thanks,” I said, cracking it open. “What did you think of the wedding?” I asked him.

      A joyful squeal interrupted his answer, and we both looked to see a bubble machine coming to life near the DJ stand. A little girl toddled toward it, Maya chasing after her.

      I smiled to myself, thinking what a good big sister she’ll be.

      Bryce clapped my shoulder and said, “Ask me what I think of Maggie’s cousin.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      I laughed. “You’re starting to sound like Hayes.” He had been girl crazy since he noticed the opposite sex existed.

      Bryce shrugged, a playful smile on his lips. “We are related." His smile reminded me of his younger years. It was hard, seeing the boyhood slip from his face more and more each time he returned from college for a visit.

      He went off to find Maggie’s cousin, and while Aggie ate, I mingled with the guests I knew, along with my other sons in attendance.

      No matter what conversation I was in, it was as if my body had been programmed somehow to notice her. I could always tell where she was. Sitting at a table and eating her meal, chatting with Deidre, talking with people she knew from the diner. She was so close in proximity but so damn far away in the ways that mattered.

      It might as well have been an eternity until the traditional wedding dances were done and I could approach her for a dance of our own.

      Her empty plate sat in front of her, napkins wadded atop her plastic dinnerware. She cast a warm gaze toward the couples on the dance floor, watching with such rapture, I almost paused in my approach to appreciate it through her eyes.

      But then her gaze flicked toward mine.

      The sweat at my lower back had less to do with the heat than it did with my nerves. The thought of having Aggie so close for the duration of a song, her eyes on me, her hands on my shoulders, her chest to mine... it had my heart racing. Not with anxiety, but excitement.

      “I’m calling in that dance,” I said when I was within earshot.

      Her own smile crinkled her eyes at the corners in that way that made me feel like I was finally doing something right. My heart settled a little as she stood up and offered me her hand.

      I took it, surprised at how soft it felt under my own calloused palm. How it somehow anchored me to this moment, letting everything else fall away.

      I led her toward the open space where everyone was dancing to “Just to See You Smile” by Tim McGraw. It had my lips twitching because it perfectly covered how I felt about her and reminded me of arguing with her about Tim McGraw and Garth Brooks all those years ago.

      A lot of the young bucks around here liked to dance junior prom style, but I kept one of Aggie’s hands in mine and a hand curled around her waist.

      We fell into step with the music’s beat, and for a moment, I just took in the feelings. The soft vanilla sent of her perfume, the teasing brush of her chest against mine. The cautious grip of her hand.

      I realized something then. “Almost twenty years of knowing you, and this is our first dance.”

      She tilted her head to the side, considering it with a puzzled look. “You’re right.”

      I squeezed her hand a little bit. “Can’t believe it took me this long to ask.”

      Her smile was as warm as the blush on her cheeks as she swayed with me to the beat. “Hard to find a lot of time to dance when we only see each other at my place of work. They might not like it if their waitress danced with anything other than a broom.”

      That had me scoffing. “Call it a smoke break and you’re free to do what you like.”

      “True.” She chuckled a bit, then she lifted her chin, looking up at me. “Are you saying you want me to dance at work with you?”

      It was a bold statement, and I wanted to say, Yes, I want you to dance with me. I want to earn more of your smiles. I want to hold you like this and just be in the moment with you because my thoughts are usually running wild, but when I’m with you, it feels like everything is okay.

      So I simply said, “If it makes you happy.” I did want her to be happy. I wanted her to have everything she wanted. No matter how long I had to wait. No matter how many sessions it took with Dr. Benson to be at peace with the idea of moving on.

      The song faded to an end, and her smile faltered. “Thanks for the dance, Gray.” Then she turned to walk away.

      I stood still for a moment, knowing I’d messed up somehow. And no matter what happened romantically, I couldn’t lose her as a friend. “Aggie, wait.” I reached out to touch her wrist, and she paused, looking down at the connection.

      I wondered if she felt the warmth there like I did. But either way, I pulled my hand back. She wasn’t mine to touch.

      She gazed up at me, a questioning look in her eyes.

      “Can we step outside for a moment? I’d like to talk.”

      The way she hesitated nearly gutted me.

      “Please?” I added.

      She let out a small, resigned sigh, saying, “Okay.”
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      My heart felt heavy as I followed Gray out of the shop and around the side where the flood lights didn’t reach. I knew I’d pulled back from him since seeing him lost in his memories during the ceremony. The truth was, I didn’t know how to love someone who didn’t love me first. But how could you say that to a friend? The lines were all blurred, and I had no way of bringing them back into focus.

      Gray stopped when we were bathed in shadows, but somehow his eyes still caught the little light from the moon and all the stars.

      It was hard to look away.

      Hard to hide the overwhelming desire that he’d brought me out here to kiss my breath away. My lips could almost feel the ghost of his touch with how desperately I wanted it. Desperation had never served me well. So I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin, knowing this conversation had the power to make me fly or make me fall.

      “Aggie, I feel like I did something wrong,” he began. “If I stepped over the line in any way, please let me know so I can make it right.”

      My eyes unexpectedly began to sting. Because he was such a good man. The kind I’d always wanted. “When you were crying at the wedding… I…”

      Gray waited patiently for me to find my words, and when I did, I said, “I know I said I needed time before we pursued a relationship, but I’m wondering if you might not be ready either.” It hurt to say, and even though I didn’t want it to, it sounded a little accusatory. “I’m wondering if you’ll ever be able to love me like you loved her.”

      He reached out, brushing calloused fingertips over my arm, and it took all I had not to shiver. “Ags, you know you’re my best friend.”

      Somewhere deep down, I knew it. But hearing it hit different. Now, I felt like he saw me... as more than someone to refill drinks or take an order. As more than a mom to make dinners and solve problems. And more than someone to shoot the breeze with and fill the day. He saw me and valued me.

      And if I was being honest? “You’re my best friend, too.” It came out a barely audible whisper. So why was my heart aching so damn much? Like I was sitting on the couch with my baby and watching him walk out the door?

      There was a soft smile on his lips as he drew his fingertips from my arm and cupped my face, only for a moment. Then he lowered his hands and linked them in front of his waist. I mourned the absence of his touch, my gaze lingering on his weathered hands catching all the shadows of the night.

      “I’m interested in more than friendship with you.”

      My heart lifted, only to fall and shatter at his next words.

      “But you’re right. I lost my wife when I was your age, and sometimes the loss feels fresh, as if it happened yesterday. People keep telling me to move on, but the truth is… I want to, but I don’t know how. How can I be true to you when my heart was buried with my wife?”

      My eyes stung at the confirmation as all my fears wracked through me.

      He’s still in love with her, and if there was one thing I knew, I couldn’t compete with a ghost. Even if I could, I wouldn’t ask him to try a relationship with me before he was truly ready to move out of the past and into the future.

      “I understand.” It was a miracle my voice wasn’t cracking along with my heart.

      Gray’s head tilted to the side, and I felt like he was seeing through me with those light-blue eyes. “Can we still be friends, Aggie? Please say yes.”

      My heart thumped painfully. I couldn’t say no to him. Especially not when I imagined my days at the diner without his company. My life was better with him in it as a friend. Maybe a relationship beyond that was just too much to ask for.

      “I can see you at the diner,” I whispered. “I can talk to you from the back of a horse or at a family dinner… But outings like this? It’s just too much.”

      His expression was solemn as he wrapped his arms around me. Which was good because it was all that was holding me up, keeping me together until I could remember my own strength.

      Then he pulled away and said, “Let’s head back inside?”

      I nodded, but this time, I kept my distance as I walked by his side. I could stand on my own.
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      The wedding hadn’t gone like I’d hoped.

      A big part of me wanted Jack to be right–I just needed to ease myself back into dating for it to feel comfortable again. But Aggie deserved better than me testing the waters with her. Besides, that’s what Dr. Benson was for. He promised me he’d help sort out all these jagged pieces of my heart so I had something whole to give.

      But I knew I could be a good friend, so the next week, I asked Aggie to go for a ride.

      And the following week? I did the same.

      Weeks of meeting for horseback rides turned into months, and months into years. On cold days, we bundled up and I packed a thermos of cocoa for us to share as our horses walked side by side. On warm days, we rode to the creek and dipped our feet in the stream to cool off.

      We talked about anything and everything, growing even closer than we’d been before. I shared about my growing family, with new grandkids coming what seemed like all the time. We shared worries about our children, things going on at work, our favorite shows on TV, and she told me of her strengthening friendship with Etta.

      I kept going to weekly sessions with Dr. Benson, working through my grief like I should have all those years ago. I spent time with Jack and Deidre. I watched Ford play football, a lot.

      And for my sons still living in Cottonwood Falls, I invited one of them over each week to check the cattle so we could have one-on-one time.

      Today, my middle child, Knox, was joining me, and I couldn’t wait. I got to the barn early to brush down both horses and then saddled them up, making sure the cinches were just the right tightness and the bridles were properly in place.

      I was so lost in the routine of preparing the horses for a ride that I didn’t hear Knox’s approach until he yelled out, “I thought we were driving to check cattle!”

      I looked up to see him walking toward me in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, sun glancing off his blond hair. At least he was dressed for a ride.  With a wry smile, I said, “The horses wanted some attention. Figured a young guy like you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Which is why you included that tidbit of information when you called?” he quipped. He reached the metal fence panels and easily climbed over to join me with the horses. “At least it’s nice out,” he commented. This time of year in Texas, it could easily hit the hundreds, but it was supposed to rain overnight, so the temp was in the eighties with a cool breeze.

      I nodded in agreement, handing Knox the reins to Acres. I noticed the turtle tattoo on his arm and smiled. It was there in honor of his mother.

      He walked ahead of me, leading Acres toward the gate. Seeing as he’d opened it for me, I hoisted myself on Blister’s back and rode through the opening.

      I could hear the clink of the shutting gate behind me, followed by the shift of leather as Knox climbed in the saddle. He murmured low to Acres, calling him a good boy. It made me proud to see how kindhearted he was to animals. I never could have raised a kid to be senselessly cruel to beings under our care.

      For a while, we rode in silence, side by side on the ruts of a trail cutting through the pasture. It seemed like Knox wasn’t going to open up, so I asked, “How’re things with the neighbor girl?” A cute single mom had moved in next door to him, and I had a feeling something was happening there.

      Judging by the extra color on his cheeks, I was right.

      “What things?” Knox finally replied, shifting his reins to the other hand.

      I snorted. “Still a terrible liar.” He made the same pained expression when he’d sneak a treat from the sweets cabinet and get caught. Maybe his blond hair was a little darker now, and he was starting to get crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, but he was still my little boy.

      “I wasn’t lying,” he lied.

      “Just evading,” I teased.

      Knox shook his head at me and scanned the grassy hillside dotted with black Angus cattle and yucca plants. The grass was waving in the breeze, bringing the scent of oncoming rain our way. As if deciding something, Knox glanced my way again. “What about you and Miss Agatha? Huh?”

      My neck instantly felt hot. “Not going there.”

      Knox laughed softly, the sound mingling with the breeze. “You know, we’re okay with you dating again, Dad.”

      I ran my fingers over the reins in my hand, using the feel of smooth leather to ground me again because my heart was clenching. Bryce hardly remembered Maya, so I knew he probably wouldn’t mind. And my older boys surely would understand. So I said, “I know you’d be okay. I’m just not sure I’m okay with it.” It was embarrassing to admit it.

      We continued following the trail through the pasture for a moment before Knox’s lips pressed together, and he said, “You know Mom wouldn’t hold it against you, right?”

      My throat felt tight thinking of Maya looking down on me. “I know.”

      “Then why hold back?” Knox asked. Man, this boy wasn’t giving up.

      So I huffed out an embarrassed laugh. “If I told you, it’d sound stupid.”

      “Stupider than me calling everyone in my family for a last-minute supper so I could hang out with my hot new neighbor, who just so happens to be going on a date with Bennett Smith tomorrow night?”

      I winced. “She’s going out with someone else?”

      Knox frowned. “Uh huh.”

      “Did you ask her out?”

      His frown grew deeper.

      After a beat or two, I said, “You know one of the things that got me through losing your mom was knowing I’d see her again in heaven. But how does that work when you fall in love with another woman? The three of us gonna be standing around awkwardly in the clouds with Jesus mediating the whole thing? Your mother would have my head before she shared custody of me.”

      Knox let out a surprised laugh. “Maybe Mom’s a freak now. Could have some fun.” He winked.

      An image flashed through my mind and embarrassment took over my whole body. Time to trot—I nudged my horse’s sides and loped ahead of Knox.

      “What are you doing?” Knox called after me.

      “Getting away from you before your mom convinces God to strike us with lightning,” I tossed back over my shoulder, Knox laughing in response.
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      I topped off Etta’s glass with Cupcake Wine and then sat beside her on the couch to watch Pretty Woman. It was an oldie but a goodie, just like our Friday night tradition at this point.

      What started two years ago as a casual hangout to spare Etta from a nonfunctioning AC was now a Friday night ritual I looked forward to every week. That and my horseback rides with Gray. I told Etta that those were my two favorite parts of the week as the opening credits rolled, and she made a face.

      “What’s that face for?” I asked, nudging her calf with my foot. She sat on my worn microfiber couch with her feet tucked beneath her while I spread out, leaning against the opposite arm of the sofa.

      “I think you need to tell him you’re ready to try for something more,” Etta said, taking a sip of her wine. “It’s clear you’re both in a different place now than you were two years ago.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip, a mix of nerves and desire arguing in the pit of my stomach. “It sounds great in theory, until you’re at a wedding and realize he’ll never love you like he loved her.”

      Etta’s expression softened. “Of course he won’t love you like her. Because you’re not her. You’ll have different memories together, different traditions. Your responsibilities and priorities won’t be the same. It will be totally unique to the two of you.”

      She was right; I knew she was right. But still… “What if I’m just her replacement, always second best?” It felt wrong to say, petty, considering she had lost her life. But I knew I could be honest with Etta. And that she’d be honest with me.

      With an arch of her eyebrows, she replied, “So the solution is to spend the rest of your life pretending you’re not in love with him?” She pursed her lips. “Doesn’t sound like the brave Agatha I know.”

      I scoffed over my wine glass. “Me? Brave? Hardly.” I took a sip, letting the sweet liquid warm my throat.

      But she responded with an admonishing look. “You raised two babies without the help of a man. You took care of your mama when she was sick and dying, even though she never treated you the way you deserved. You sent your baby to join the Marines, support your daughter while letting her handle her own challenges, and show up to work every day regardless of what worries are going through your mind. That’s brave to me.”

      Maybe Etta was right, but I still didn’t feel brave when it came to Gray. “Maybe I’ll tell him someday,” I whispered, knowing I probably wouldn’t. I valued our friendship too much to put it on the line again.

      “What if something happens to him before you get the chance?” Etta pressed. “He isn’t getting any younger.”

      Laughing, I shoved her with my toe. “Hey, neither are we.”

      She lifted her glass in acknowledgement. “Okay, I’m done with my lecture. Let’s just watch the movie.”

      We turned it up louder and started putting on the hand and foot masks along with our facial masks. They made them now with paper so you didn’t even have to worry about scrubbing off all of that goop. Made it way easier and far less messy.

      But all the while, I was thinking about her words. I thought I was okay with Gray and me always being friends. But the thought of never telling him how I really felt and getting a chance to see if he’d grown as well made it hard to breathe.
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      I watched Gray cook steaks for his sons and their families on his back patio. Steam curled from under the lid of the grill, along with the delectable scent of cooking meat and spices. In between checking the steak, he interacted with his grandkids in the most loving way. When his youngest granddaughter toddled over with a dandelion from the yard, he fawned over it like she’d brought him a diamond.

      It was hard not to fall for the man. But there wasn’t exactly time to tell him my true feelings like Etta suggested with all his family around.

      While we were all sitting around the table, his daughter-in-law, Liv, said, “We’re having a cookout next Saturday for Mira’s birthday at ten. Be there or be square.”

      Fletcher chuckled at his wife, but Gray frowned. “I can be there for a little while, but I’ll have to leave early. That’s the same day as Ford’s gala.”

      I racked my brain for a mention of the gala, but couldn’t recall anything. “Is it something for the team?”

      Across the table, Hayes shook his head. “He’s raising money for his charity.” Then he stuffed another bite of steak in his mouth.

      “I see,” I said with a smile. Ford was such a good man, like his dad. His organization, Ford’s Friends, offered free counseling services to children in the state who’d lost a parent. “Sounds like it should be fun,” I told him.

      Mira squealed and Fletcher soothed his daughter on his lap, offering her a small piece of steak, which she quickly gobbled up. She had quite the pallet for a soon-to-be two-year-old.

      Gray shrugged, saying, “I always feel a little out of place at these things. You have to wear a suit, get all dressed up.”

      At the other end of the table, Knox’s wife, Larkin, said, “Sounds like prom.”

      “I loved prom,” I said dreamily. Now I could look back and focus on the good things about the day, knowing my stepdad’s words didn’t have to taint all my memories.

      “You should go,” Liv suggested around a bite of steak. “Be Gray’s emotional support human.”

      Gray and I both laughed, but soon, all his kids were suggesting it. I could feel his eyes meeting mine, silently saying, You really don’t have to, in honor of my words the night of Rhett’s wedding.

      But I remembered to be brave like Etta thought I was. “It sounds like fun. I’d love to go.”

      Gray’s expression said multitudes, and I couldn’t decipher it all. But I could tell he was truly glad I'd agreed to go along.

      It gave me hope that I wasn’t making a big mistake.
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      I pulled up to Aggie’s house to pick her up for the gala. And when she answered the front door, I couldn’t breathe.

      Usually, she was Aggie. My Aggie. Always dressed in jeans and a work shirt at the diner or prepared to ride in western clothing and broken-in cowboy boots. But tonight?  She wore a gorgeous silver dress, and something about seeing her all dolled up, smiling at me, made me weak.

      She smiled tentatively up at me. “Is the makeup too much?” she asked before reaching back to grab the handle of her suitcase.

      I shook my head, taking the bag from her. “It’s perfect. Did you go to the salon?”

      A shy blush touched her cheeks. “I did it myself.”

      “Wow.” I helped her down the steps so she wouldn’t trip in her heels and then put her bag next to mine in the back of my truck.

      The sight of our suitcases side by side made this trip that much more real. We’d be spending the night together. Chills raced down my spine at the realization. And then I turned back to Aggie, seeing her reach for the door handle.

      “I’ve got it.” I rushed to open the door, and our fingers brushed, lighting me up like the last time we danced. Feelings like this were supposed to fade.

      But with Aggie? It felt just as intense as the first time.

      Wondering what that meant, I carefully tucked the skirt of her dress into the truck, making sure it wouldn’t get shut in the door. And once she said she was ready, I shut it, giving me just a moment to gulp in the cool spring air to refresh my mind before I was in the cab with her, breathing her soft vanilla perfume.

      All too soon, and somehow, not soon enough, I was driving away from her house. She fiddled with the radio, finding a station she liked while I steered us to the highway leading out of town.

      Once she was satisfied with her ’90s country playing on the radio, she sat back with a happy smile. “Perfect.”

      I gave her a wry smile, thinking about the fight we’d gotten into years ago. She thought Tim McGraw was better than Garth Brooks. Nonsense. But she had what it took to change a man’s mind.

      “Have you been to a gala before?” she asked me.

      “He’s had this one for a few years,” I replied, glancing at her before staring at the road ahead. The sun shined high enough not to get in my eyes as I drove, and puddles of blue reflected on the highway.

      “Is it fun?” she asked.

      I tipped my head toward her. “It’ll be better with you.”

      She looked down at her hands in her lap, twirling a big silver ring with a black stone around her middle finger. Some spot in the back of my mind wondered what it would be like if she wore a wedding ring. What kind she would like.

      And I had to take a deep breath to steady the shaking of my hands on the wheel.

      We’re just friends, I reminded myself, and after our starts and stops over the years, I doubted she’d ever want more than that with me again.

      “Are you okay?” Aggie whispered. She knew me too well.

      I pressed my lips, knowing there wasn’t a good way to say I’m trying not to scare you away. “It’s a tough night,” I eventually said. “With Ford’s charity being inspired by his mom...” That was part of it, for sure. Right?

      “Ah,” she said softly. Aggie always seemed to understand me in a way others didn’t.

      I kept my eyes on the road ahead as I spoke, following the path of a rabbit sprinting across. “I’m proud of him for turning his pain into something good—he’s a better man than me.”

      “He’s the man he is because of you.” She reached over, placing her hand atop my thigh.

      I froze at having her hand so close to my cock. Calm down, I mentally berated myself. You’re not a teenage boy!

      “I know you don’t believe me, but sometimes an outside perspective can help,” she said, misreading me for the first time in a long time.

      Covering her hand with my own, I gripped her fingers, holding her hand between us. It felt nice and a little more than friendly. Or maybe that was wishful thinking.

      “An outside perspective can help,” I echoed, trying to draw my mind to the present. “Actually, I’ve been seeing someone.”

      She froze. “Seeing someone?”

      “A therapist,” I clarified. When she instantly relaxed, my heart soared a little too high. Had Aggie been… jealous?

      “Wow, that’s big for Mr. Cowboys Don’t Cry,” she gave me a teasing smile and released my hand. I wished she’d kept ahold of it.

      I shifted in the seat, putting my left hand on the steering wheel and my other in my lap. There weren’t many cars on the road, and with cruise control, all I had to do until we hit Dallas was keep it between the lines. “Fletcher set the appointment for me,” I admitted. “And when Dr. Benson asked if we should meet the next week, I said okay.”

      Instead of judging me, she seemed genuinely happy for me. “That’s great, Gray. I’m proud of you.”

      Wow…

      I’d imagined what it would feel like to have Aggie say I love you. I want to be with you. I need you.

      But hearing she was proud of me touched a part of me that felt just as good.

      Maybe there was hope for the two of us yet.
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      I’d never been somewhere so lavish. Everything at the gala, from the servers walking around in matching tuxedos to the crystal wineglasses housing bubbling drinks, screamed opulence. Even though I’d worn the finest dress (on the sale rack) at the shop in Roderdale, I still felt out of place. Most of the women here were fit, with toned arms that looked flawless in strapless gowns. And they were either younger than me or had work done to keep their pores invisible and any hints of wrinkles at bay.

      As Gray and I stood near the edge of the outdoor reception, I wondered what he thought of these women and of me. Would being around so many beautiful people make him doubt his feelings for me?

      Then I realized I was being presumptuous. Neither of us had admitted any feelings yet. All I had to go on was the way his shoulders squared with my hand on his thigh. It made me want to test the theory again later in the evening.

      “There he is,” Gray said, looking through the crowd.

      Following his gaze, I found his son next to a gorgeous curvy blond in a stunning evening gown. Ford looked just as tall and strong as always, but somehow at ease with the woman next to him. Usually, there was an intensity to his gaze that made me squirm, but with her… he seemed at peace somehow.

      “Let’s go say hi,” Gray said, easily gripping my hand in his. We wove through the crowd, and I recognized some of them from magazines and TV. This really was a different world.

      “Ford, Mia,” Gray said, tapping Ford’s shoulder. He released my hand to give the blond a quick hug. “Mia, this is my friend Aggie.”

      That’s when I put the pieces together. Earlier in the year, Gray mentioned Ford dating the CEO of Griffen Industries.

      I shook her hand, noticing how soft her skin was and her perfect manicure with deep purple nails. “Nice to meet you, Mia. I’m a big fan of your work.”

      Her lips parted like she didn’t hear that often. “Is that so?”

      I nodded. “My cousin lives in the town where your company bought the tire plants, and it’s been great for their family. She said the raise last year made a big difference for them.”

      Mia blinked quickly. “Thank you for saying that. You made my whole night.”

      Wow. Beautiful, successful, and humble? I hoped it worked out for her and Ford. I imagined, as a football player, he got a lot of women who were only interested in him for his money or fame.

      Ford only had eyes for Mia as he squeezed her side and she smiled up at him.

      “You all must be so proud of Ford, too,” Mia commented. “What he’s created from scratch is simply amazing.”

      Gray’s eyes shone as he nodded. “I didn’t have much money after we lost Maya. I wish...” His voice broke, and my heart broke for him, remembering the man who first came into the diner all those years ago. The light had slowly come back to his eyes, and he’d overcome so much.

      Ford let go of Mia for a moment to hug his dad. “I know,” he said gently.

      Mia and I exchanged a knowing look before the pair broke apart. Gray wiped at his eyes and said, “I’m proud of you, son. We’ll let you mingle.” He held his arm out for me, and I slipped my arm through his, knowing he probably needed me.

      We walked together, heading toward the outskirts of the crowd, and I whispered, “Let me know if you need a breather.”

      The orchestra playing classical music started a new song, and Gray said, “Actually, a dance would help.”

      My stomach swooped at the chance to be close to him. I still remembered our first and only dance at Rhett and Magnolia’s wedding, all the feelings that had been warring in my chest. Now was a chance for us to just enjoy each other.

      When we reached the dance floor where several couples were waltzing together, Gray took my hand and led us in a dance. I didn’t know the steps, but that was okay because he guided us, making it easy to follow. Our chests brushed together, his chin every so often grazing my temple like he was afraid for more than centimeters to separate us.

      When the song ended, Gray brought my hand to his lips, making shivers travel up my arm and branching from my spine to every nerve ending. “Thank you,” he breathed.

      “Of course.” I was breathless myself.

      The emcee announced dinner would be served soon, so we didn’t have a chance to linger before finding our table where we were seated with Ford and Mia. Working in a diner for so many years, I almost forgot four-course meals weren’t reserved for the movies. The servers brought us dish after dish of mouthwatering food.

      As we ate, the emcee announced Ford. Gray and I clapped loudly, along with Mia, as he walked to the microphone stand where the orchestra waited silently.

      There wasn’t a hint of shake to his voice as he began speaking. “Everyone, thank you so much for coming to the third annual Ford’s Friends gala...” He shared some stats about the charity and who they’d been able to serve so far and then his lofty goals for the future of the organization. I saw so much of his dad in him, not only in his quiet confidence but also in his humility.

      “Thank you all for coming and for your dedication to helping children,” Ford continued. “Speaking from experience, a good grief counselor can make a world of difference and change the course of someone’s life when they need it most.”

      Next to me, Gray took a shaky breath, and I covered his hand with my own.

      He gave me a grateful look with his watery eyes.

      Ford concluded his speech by saying that he was personally matching all donations made that evening and stepped off the stage. The program manager spoke next, sharing more stories of children and families the charity had helped, followed by one of the grief counselors who shared how much she enjoyed working with Ford and the families in need. More people were crying than had dry eyes by the end of it. Including me.

      Ford had shared his heart and pain with the world to create something better. I hoped I could do the same, on a smaller scale, by sharing my heart with Gray.
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      My son had plenty of room for the two of us, but I got a hotel room for Aggie and me to share. We agreed to split a room with two beds, but I hoped we wouldn’t need both.

      All night, I’d been searching for the right moment to tell Aggie how much progress I had made. That I finally felt ready to commit to her in this life–however much of it we had left.

      So, as the staff began cleaning up the event, we said goodbye and got into my truck. The directions played on the radio screen, every so often interrupting my conversation with Aggie about the evening.

      She’d been impressed by all the glitz and glam, but honestly, I’d had a hard time taking my eyes off her. Whether she was in a diner or at a ball, she always seemed to shine.

      “You must be so proud of Ford,” she said again. “I can’t believe all he’s accomplished.”

      My chest swelled with pride for my son. “Everyone thinks I must be so proud of his football career, but if I’m being honest, I’m prouder of how he cares for others. No matter how big he’s gotten, he treats the janitor like the CEO and vice versa.”

      Aggie nodded emphatically. “You can tell who has character on how they act… how they treat servers in a diner.”

      I frowned, thinking of the abuse Aggie suffered at the hands of customers from time to time. “I still think there should be a ban list for shitty people.”

      She chuckled. “Take it up with Owen.”

      I shook my head, still disbelieving that Owen had gone from that slouchy kid shuffling through the diner to a decent man who managed the diner like his dad had. Still, “It’s about the bottom line for him.”

      Aggie shrugged. “Bad customers are just a part of the game.” She reached out, brushing my forearm with her fingertips. “The good customers make it worth it.”

      A chill went down my spine. This would be the time to tell her, but I couldn't trust myself to keep my wheels in the lane if she let me down. So I kept it in as I pulled up to the hotel and checked us in.

      Once our bags were in the room, I suggested, “Why don’t we go for a walk? There’s a courtyard by the pool.”

      Aggie nodded. “Let me get out of these heels first.”

      She didn’t bother with her dress though, slipping out of her silver strappy sandals and trading them for hot pink flip-flops. I think I’d seen them in a bin in the grocery store last year, and they made me smile, thinking of the town, of all the history we shared together.

      “Ready?” I asked her, gazing at her flip-flops.

      She wiggled her painted toes. “As I’ll ever be.”

      I held the door open for her, noticing the tantalizing scent of her vanilla perfume, and then followed her to the lobby and out the sliding doors. This late at night, the pool was empty, blue water shimmering over the lit bottom.

      We walked around it, navigating between the paved edge and the empty cabana chairs lined up several feet away. Then we walked down a path edged by perfectly trimmed evergreen trees. It was set up like a waist-high maze, perfect to spend time walking beside each other under the stars that were strong enough to overcome the city’s light pollution.

      We made it a few steps into the maze when Aggie and I both broke the silence at the same time, speaking over each other. We both chuckled, apologizing.

      Then she grinned. “Jinx, you owe me a soda.”

      I shook my head at her, saying, “My boys always said, ‘Jinx, can’t talk until you say my name three times.’”

      “Gray, Gray, Gray,” she said, voice barely rising over a whisper. But it still had my mind picturing other ways she might say my name with her pretty lips.

      But before I let my mind go there, I knew it was time.

      I needed to tell Aggie how I felt.

      No more holding back pieces of my heart.

      No more playing scared.

      “Aggie, there’s something I need to tell you.” I stopped at a bench on the end of a row, and she sat beside me, watching intently with her brown eyes that were nearly black in the dimly lit courtyard.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, a worry line pinching her eyebrows.

      I nodded, swallowing down my nerves.

      And my mind flashed back to the night I told Maya I loved her for the first time.

      I’d found a field of sunflowers. Not the wild ones growing in ditches, but a full field. We walked out between the blooms, the flowers stretching above our heads creating a special world for us, shading us from the evening sun, hiding us from anything but each other.

      “I wish I had a camera,” Maya breathed, turning in circles. The leaves were all shades of yellow, some catching the rays from overhead, some darker yellow in the shadows.

      “I don’t need one,” I replied. I knew I’d remember this moment forever. “But it would be nice.”

      She turned to me, a confused look speaking loudly in her features despite her silence.

      “If I had a camera, I’d take pictures of every moment with you so I could enjoy them twice.”

      “Gray?” Aggie said. “Is everything okay?”

      I swallowed, realizing I’d gotten lost in a memory again. My therapist had been working with me on grounding, and he said it would take practice to be more present, especially in moments where I felt so vulnerable. Something I wasn’t used to feeling as a six-foot-two cowboy.

      I nodded to ease some of Aggie’s worries and took a steadying breath. I remembered Dr. Benson’s tool. I could do it in seconds now.

      Five things I could see. Aggie’s long eyelashes. Her full lips. The slight dimple in her chin. Her hand clasped in her lap. The mood ring she spun around her finger.

      Four things I could hear. The breeze. A car in the distance. Aggie’s slow breath. The crack in my ears with my swallow.

      Three things I could feel. The bench. My shirt on my skin. The soft wind lifting my short hair.

      Two things I could smell. Her perfume. The subtle hint of chlorine.

      And one thing I could taste? The metallic twinge of nerves at what I was about to say.

      “Aggie, I love you.”

      Her lips opened, the flesh slowly tugging apart. “What?”

      “I love you,” I echoed. “I know we’ve stopped and started in the last few years. I’ve given you reasons to doubt a future with me considering my past with Maya…” Her eyes glistened with building moisture, and I took her hand, hating that I’d ever hurt her. “When I think of what I’d want in someone to share my life with, Aggie, you’re it.”

      She blinked quickly. “Oh, Gray.” It was a reverent whisper.

      I tilted my head, watching her, silently pleading for a sign that she could feel the same way.

      And then she gave me that smile. The one that made me feel like I was doing something right.

      Just before she said, “I love you too.”

      Her words were oxygen to my lungs, and I stared at her in awe.

      It was different than with Maya.

      Aggie and I were both older. Wiser. Hardened in some ways, weathered and softened in others.

      In the back of my mind, I saw a twenty-year-old, vivacious, determined Maya say I love you and jump into my arms in the sunflower field.

      And in front of me, I saw this beautiful, strong, incredible woman, her eyes full of wonder and confidence as she looked at me.

      “What does this mean?” she asked.

      I reached out, palming her cheek in my hand. “Let me show you.”
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      I held her hand, walking to the room, skin humming with energy. The elevator door couldn’t open soon enough; it couldn’t travel up fast enough. The key card couldn’t communicate with the reader any faster.

      But soon, we were in the room, a perfectly made bed waiting for us.

      Maya walked me back to her bedroom in her apartment. The plain white bedding had flowers haphazardly embroidered across its surface like she got bored sometimes and played with thread.

      There were just two photos framed on her walls. One of a little girl hugging her arms around a corgi’s neck. And another of a sunset over a sunflower field.

      I blinked my eyes back to this moment, to the beautiful woman across from me, a searching look in her eyes.

      There was so much history between us, a friendship I could count on like the ground under my feet. And I loved her. I did. Younger Gray thought I could never love another woman—I hadn’t expected to—but Aggie surprised me in the best possible ways.

      No words could tell her, so I showed her, drawing her close to kiss her full lips, faded lipstick giving them a hint of color in the dim room.

      I looked away from the photo to Maya who stood behind me. But she wasn’t wearing her sundress anymore. It was pooled around the ground at her feet, showing her curves concealed only by a thin cotton bra and panties. “Maya?” I whispered.

      Aggie pulled back from our kiss, studying me with dark eyes. “I’m nervous.”

      I rubbed my hand over her bare shoulder, grazing soft skin. “Tell me why you’re nervous?”

      “My body,” she said, stepping back to pace the small area between the bed and the short hallway to the room. “I’m no beauty queen.”

      The sad way she said it told me the words weren’t her own.

      Taking her in, I breathed, “How can you see yourself as anything but beautiful?”

      She wrapped her arms around her soft stomach, scored with faded stretch marks. “I feel beautiful when I’m with you.”

      I kissed her, grateful she put her trust in me.

      “You really think I’m beautiful?” Aggie whispered.

      I blinked, lost between the present and the past. I clung to the moment, to this beautiful woman and kissed her. The world was right when my lips were on hers. “Of course I do,” I murmured against her lips. “You’re everything.”

      The words emboldened her, and she turned. “Unzip my dress?”

      My fingers shook on the small, smooth zipper. The sound was loud in the quiet room as I lowered it, revealing more of her soft skin, the black strapless bra cutting across her back.

      With the zipper lowered, I stepped back, and she turned to me. Taking a deep breath, she lowered the dress to the floor and stepped out of it. Then she came closer, unbuttoning my shirt, eyes focused on her task.

      “Take your clothes off. It’s only fair.” Her lips were dark from making out, quirked into a playful smile.

      Relationships had never been like this before Maya.

      Being with her was fun. New.

      I lifted my T-shirt over my head, confident in my body and the years of farm work that made it strong.

      Aggie lowered my shirt off my shoulders, and I cursed my wandering mind, focusing on her. It was normal to think of the past when confronted with something new. My mind only had one point of reference for being this close to a woman. But now Aggie unbuttoned my pants and they fell to my feet, dropping heavily with my belt.

      We were bare before each other, save for strips of fabric covering our most private parts. But I was about to bare myself to her even more. “I’m nervous too.”

      She studied me. “You’re so handsome, Gray.”

      I took her hands, holding them to my chest. “It’s not about that. I don’t want to mess this up.”

      “Just love me,” she whispered.

      “I do,” I promised.

      But maybe I wasn’t ready. My chest tightened at being this near to her. I loved her so much I didn’t want to ruin anything.

      Aggie kissed me. “I love you too.”

      My heart buoyed at her words. If she loved me, we could work through this. We could work through anything, together.

      I lifted the covers to the bed, sliding in and making room for her beside me. Kissing Aggie, having her skin warm against mine, felt so good. Like something I'd been waiting for for so long was finally mine.

      As we kissed, her hand worked over my stomach, down into my shorts. Her grip on my sensitive skin after decades without a woman’s touch was like an explosion in my mind, overcoming all thought, all reason.

      “You’re so big,” Aggie said.

      “You’re so big,” Maya gasped as she gripped my cock.

      “You ready for me?” I hummed against Maya’s lips as her hand worked my shaft.

      “Wait until you see what my mouth can do.”

      The thought got me overwhelmed, on the edge in a way no woman had. Shit, I couldn’t come early.

      “Stop,” I warned. “I’ll come.”

      “Good.”

      “Maya,” I gasped.

      My dick spurted as shame washed over me. I looked up at Aggie, the line between past and present blurring and then turning to a fine point.

      Her brown eyes were full of hurt. “You called me Maya.”

      “Aggie, I…”

      She got up from the bed, hastily covering herself up while I could see my cum gleaming on her wrist.

      White hot agony sliced through my chest. No. It couldn’t end like this.

      “Aggie, wait, I⁠—”

      “No!” She turned back, holding her dress to her front. “I trusted you. I told you I was nervous for you to see me, and you were thinking of her the whole time.”

      I got out of the bed to follow her.

      “Stop.” Her voice was hoarse, eyes turning red with unshed tears. “Don’t you dare follow me. All my life I’ve wanted to be someone’s first choice, but you’re only giving me scraps of your heart. I wanted you–your past, your pain, your hopes, your family, all of you. But you’ve shown me I’ll never get it all.”

      I lowered my hands, feeling more exposed than ever in my sticky underwear. She had seen through me more clearly than anyone else before. And she looked hurt and disgusted at the sight.

      “I’m getting a room, and you can drive me home in the morning, and then I don’t want to see you again.”
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      This pickup cab wasn’t big enough for the two of us. Where millimeters hadn’t seemed close enough only hours before, the feet between us weren’t wide enough to protect me from the shame at what I’d done.

      I couldn’t believe that word had eeked out of me, the hurt I’d caused. How Aggie had withered in front of me and shied from my touch.

      Especially when she told me she was getting a room of her own and only in the morning, after I hadn’t slept a wink, did she allow me to drive her home.

      I felt like a monster, but I also knew good people made mistakes. I had to believe that, if only for my sanity.

      But she wouldn’t speak, so I drove us out of the Dallas city limits. On the way here I hoped for our relationship to change.

      It had.

      But in the worst way.

      Because she was right next to me, but I still felt like I lost her.

      For two hours, those words echoed through me as we drove in silence.

      I lost her.

      And still, when I arrived at her house, I didn’t want to let her go. Her hand was on the handle, but I reached out, touching her forearm. “Aggie, wait.”

      She turned back to me. Eyes puffy from crying. A heaviness in her shoulders that hadn’t been there yesterday.

      “It was a slip in an emotional moment. I know it hurt you, but Aggie, I promise if you give me a chance, I’ll do everything I can to make it up to you,” I said. “I meant it when I said I love you.”

      Sadness swept over all of her features, pulling her gaze down. “I spent years being the second choice. Second to my stepdad. Second to Porter’s freedom. Last while I put my children first.” She shook her head slowly. “I can’t be second place when it comes to this. I have to put myself first.”

      Her voice was choked, and all I wanted to do was go back to a night ago and shut my damn mouth to keep her from feeling this way.

      “I can’t lose you,” I whispered.

      “Is it okay if I say something to you as your friend?”

      It was a slice to the heart. As your friend.

      But I’d do anything for Aggie, so I said, “Of course you can tell me,” even as my heart anxiously scrambled to place bricks around itself.

      She took a shallow breath, then met my gaze again. And I saw something in her eyes that I had never seen from Aggie before. Pity. “Sometimes I wonder if you think the only way to keep Maya close is to hold on to the pain of her loss.”

      My breath caught in my throat for a second as her words corroded every brick. That familiar slice of grief edged through my heart, and... I held on to it. Aggie was right. I didn’t want the pain to go because... “It feels like that’s all I have left of her anymore.”

      Aggie reached over, her hand soft on my thigh. It wasn’t a sexual touch, meant to be comforting instead, but blood rushed through me, nonetheless. Especially knowing what it felt like to be close to her in that way.

      “You have five boys, all with pieces of her,” she reminded me. “You have the home you shared. You have your memories—good ones included. You have photos and recipes and coffee cups she drank from once upon a time. Don’t you see, Gray? She is everywhere. With or without the pain you’re holding on to.”

      Her words formed stinging tears in my eyes, and I quickly reached up to brush them away. Without the job of driving, there was nothing to distract me from this beautiful woman and the truth we couldn’t ignore.

      Aggie gave me a moment to gather myself. Still, her hand was gentle on my thigh, grounding me in the moment.

      She was right. Of course she was right. Problem was, I didn’t know how to live my life any differently than I had all these years. I’d been to therapy. I’d talked about my feelings. I’d been brave and tried to move forward.

      That pain was my reminder to give even more care to my boys since they had one parent instead of two. The grief taught me to be patient and gentle with others because I never knew what battles they were fighting silently. And if the mother of my children had to suffer the way she did, she damned well wasn’t suffering alone.

      “You’re right,” I finally said, my voice rough with emotion. “I am holding on to the pain, but there’s more to it than that.”

      She tilted her head, bringing her hand back to her own lap. My thigh suddenly felt cold again. But she asked, “What do you mean?”

      I shifted in my seat, folding my hands in my lap and playing with the wedding ring on my finger. I hadn’t even thought to take it off before admitting my feelings for Aggie. “When I said those vows to Maya, I promised her forever. She’ll always be a part of me, even if it doesn’t look the same. I’m holding on to her.”

      Aggie’s back stiffened. And she went quiet for a moment, like she needed time to process my words. “You really love her,” she whispered. It wasn’t a question. There wasn’t emotion to it. Simply a fact.

      I nodded, throat feeling raw. “But I love you, too.”

      She blinked quickly. “I wish that was enough.” Then she pressed the door open, got her bag, and went into the house. Even after the door shut behind her, the words echoed in my mind.

      I wish that was enough.
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      I walked through the door of my home and fell into Etta’s hug while a fresh round of tears shook my body. I’d texted her with the basic details before we left Dallas and begged her to be there when I got home.

      And she’d shown up for me.

      Just like I’d finally shown up for myself.

      She led me to the couch, tucking a blanket around me and then shoving a warm mug of tea into my hand. “Drink,” she ordered, full-on momming me.

      And it made me cry even more because my mom never let me cry over a man. Even when Porter left, she said, I knew he was no good from the moment I met him. You should have listened to me.

      I attempted a drink of tea and dribbled some of the hot liquid down my chin. “I’m sorry I’m such a mess.” I cried again, holding the blanket to my face. The fuzzy, floral one Etta loved to use for movie nights.

      But Etta rubbed my back and said, “You cry as long as you need. We can talk when you’re ready. Or we can do nothing and sit. I’m here for you, Agatha.”

      Her words gave me the permission I needed to fall apart. I leaned into her shoulder, letting myself cry, knowing I finally had someone to pick me up. She rubbed my back and brushed my hair away from my face and told me I’d be okay. That I was strong even when I felt weak. That I deserved everything I wanted and more.

      And when my tears finally subsided and I could drink the lukewarm tea without bursting into a fresh round of sobs, we talked.

      I told her everything that happened, from what felt like a magical moment to the gut punch of hearing his wife’s name on his lips when it should have been mine. When I was done, I braced myself for her judgment like my mom would have done.

      But she shook her head. “That man still has healing to do, and it’s not your job to be his therapist. You did the right thing.”

      I nodded, a small piece of my mind still doubting that. Should I have forgiven him? Tried again?

      But how could I be with him without hearing the echo of Maya’s name? Seeing her flowers around the house? The ring she gave him on his finger?

      He hadn’t moved on–even if we both wanted him to.

      I set the empty mug with a tea bag at the bottom on the coffee table and said, “The problem is I’ve held out for Gray for years. I never wanted to date someone else because it meant closing the door on the possibility of us. It’s time for me to close the door. Once and for all. I need to find a window. A good one.”

      Etta smiled slightly. “We’re not talking about building entrances anymore, are we?” She got up from the couch, going to fill my cup of tea with hot water from the coffee pot.

      I chucked weakly, wanting to be the brave version of myself she believed in. And then I did my best to straighten up, making sure my shirt wasn’t askew and using a ponytail holder from my wrist to tie my hair back. “How do people our age meet someone to date?”

      She sent me a surprised look as she peeled back the wrapper of a new tea bag. “You want to date someone? You don’t need time to process?”

      “I’ve had twenty years to process that Gray Madigan and I will never be together,” I said with an attempt at levity. But it came out as pathetic as it felt.

      There was a hint of concern on her face, even as she asked, “Don’t you get hit on at the diner all the time?”

      “Not anymore,” I admitted. An unexpected pang of sadness went through me. When I was younger, men’s attention annoyed me. Now, I wouldn’t mind the affirmation that I was attractive and wanted.

      Etta came my way with the mug of steaming tea. “How about you ask your friends if they know anyone single?”

      “Great idea,” I said, taking a cautious sip of the tea she handed me. “Do you know anyone single?”

      She snort-laughed. “Not anyone good enough for you.”

      “Well, there goes that plan.” I pretended to pout.

      “Why don’t you try online dating?” she suggested, bringing our mugs to the kitchen sink.

      My face must have shown my thoughts on online dating because she said, “You should give it a try. That’s how my daughter meets most of her dates. There are duds, sure, but she’s met some good guys, too. And if you hate it, you can always delete your account.”

      When she said it like that, I felt silly for my trepidation. Still, I asked, “Isn’t it embarrassing, though? If someone finds me on there, won’t they think I’m desperate?”

      “Anyone who sees you on there is also on the apps,” she pointed out. “Here, I’ll help you make a profile.” She reached for my phone sitting on the coffee table. And we both saw a text from Gray on my notification screen.

      
        
        Gray: Please call me when you’re ready to talk. I’ll wait for you.

      

      

      Etta met my gaze with a questioning look, and I said, “It’s okay. Thanks for letting me bounce ideas off you.”

      With a nod, she set my phone down on the table. “Of course. And call me if you need to brainstorm. Or if you just need a friend.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      We hugged goodbye, and once I heard her car pull away, I sat back down on my couch. With a sigh, I picked up my phone and typed “dating apps” into the app store search bar. Several options came up, and I downloaded a free one with the best reviews.

      My heart squeezed as the opening lines came across the screen, talking about finding your person. I already felt like I knew who my person was, but I wasn’t his. That realization kept me going as I typed my name in and then found a few photos of me to add to my profile.

      When I got to the part telling me to describe myself, I wondered what to say.

      How did you sum up decades of life in just a few sentences?

      Deciding to just go with whatever came to mind, I started moving my thumbs over the screen.

      Single mom of two amazing adult children. Love my job. Enjoy a simple life. Will do anything for those I care about.

      It wasn’t much, and it certainly wouldn’t win me any writing prizes, but it was enough to post my profile and start seeing potential matches. My cheeks flashed hot as soon as the first man came across my screen. Phil, 47.

      Would these guys be seeing me too?

      I tapped to see more of Phil’s profile. He wasn’t bad looking. And he was a few inches taller than me. No kids…

      The app instructed me to swipe left if I liked him and right if I didn’t.

      My lips tugged down. Why did this feel like online shopping for men and checking the specifications? A few pictures and sentences and we were making snap judgments about other humans? It seemed wrong to me. Maybe I was just old-fashioned.

      With a sigh, I clicked my phone shut and started getting ready for bed.
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      Two weeks later, and Aggie still hadn’t called or texted. I hadn’t gone into the diner because she said she didn’t want to see me. We’d been friends for so long, I hoped she would come around and forgive me. Each day that passed made that possibility seem even more slim.

      But now my nerves were ragged, as this evening Ford planned to introduce his girlfriend, Mia, to the rest of the family. Everyone was coming to my house for a cookout, even my youngest son Bryce, who was coming home from college to meet her.

      With Mia being the CEO of a billion-dollar company, I couldn’t help worrying what she’d think of our simple country home. Aggie’s special brand of positivity, the way she always knew just what to say… I needed it more than ever.

      Hoping she was still my friend, at the very least, I picked up my phone to call her.

      After a few rings, she picked up. “Gray? Everything okay?”

      My chest instantly ached at her voice. God, I missed her. And at the same time, I hated myself for calling her. “I’m not sure,” I answered, setting aside the pillow I had been wrestling to get a fresh pillowcase on for Ford and Mia.

      “What’s going on?” she asked cautiously. I couldn’t tell where she was, with no noise in the background. But I wished I knew. I missed her like I’d miss the sun if it went underground.

      I sat on their freshly made bed and filled her in on my incoming guests. And then I snuck in, “I miss you.” Maybe it was a fool’s confession, but I wanted her to be here so badly the desire radiated through each of my limbs, permeating every ounce of me.

      She was so quiet, I thought she’d hung up on me.

      “Aggie?” I asked. Calling had been too much.  I should have waited for her to call me first. But I didn’t know if she ever would.

      “I’m here,” she said, the usual warmth gone from her voice. “Just restocking sugar packets at the diner.”

      “I didn’t know you were working,” I said, standing up from the bed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

      “It’s dead in here,” she replied, and then I heard the clack of containers. “I’m sorry, but I’m working a double today, so I can’t come over. I’m sure it will go great. Your kids love you, and I’m sure Mia will, too, since Ford thinks she’s good enough to bring home.”

      Already, she was making me feel better despite my disappointment at not being able to see her. “Thank you. Maybe I’ll head into the diner to see you later.”

      “If you want to,” she replied.

      “Unless you don’t want to see me,” I said. “I’d understand. I just… miss you.” I sounded so pathetic, even to my own ears.

      She paused again, and suddenly, my pulse was speeding up. I switched my phone to the other ear as I paced the room.

      “Aggie, tell me we can get past this,” I whispered hoarsely. “I understand if you don’t want to give me another chance romantically, but I can’t lose you as a friend.”

      She took a deep breath, audible through the phone speaker, leaving me praying I could handle her next words. “I can be your friend, with time. But right now, I need to focus on me. I don’t know a good way to say this, but I started an online dating profile.”

      It was like a knife to the brain, cutting away all my thoughts and leaving me a blank sheet of paper. “Oh?”

      “I just didn’t want it to be a surprise, if you saw me with someone else.” I heard the bell in the background, and she said, “Sorry, customer incoming. Talk later.”

      I couldn’t manage any words, so I lowered the phone to my lap. Aggie had already ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      Having eyes on all of my kids usually made me feel whole in a way I rarely did. And Mia, despite being a city gal with an important job, fit right in with the rest of us like she’d been here all along. Just like Aggie predicted.

      But even with my children, their partners, and my grandchildren here, I felt empty. Haunted. My mind kept replaying the conversation with Aggie. Kept picturing her with someone else.

      It was torture, plain and simple.

      But I couldn’t get it to stop.

      I watched my sons interact with their significant others, thinking how lucky they were to have found love. And how proud I was of them for risking their hearts for romance. And that’s when I noticed something was off between Ford and Mia... I could tell in his eyes that he cared for her, but he never referred to her as a girlfriend. Just his friend.

      I couldn’t bring it up in front of Mia. Fletcher and Knox had left, and it was late at night with just Ford, Hayes, Bryce, and me sitting around the firepit when I finally got a chance to say, “Okay, we’ve gotta talk.”

      All the guys sobered up at my come-to-Jesus voice. They watched me with intrigue as I looked at Ford and said, “What’s going on with you two?”

      Bryce and Hayes turned their focus on Ford, who shifted in his camp chair as he said, “What do you mean?”

      I scoffed. “You’ve had your eyes on her all night long, brought her home to introduce her to your family, and yet, you’ve never once referred to her as your girlfriend, the love of your life, the one... You’ve only ever called her Mia or your ‘friend.’ Something’s off with you two, but I can’t tell what, so you’re gonna need to fill me in.”

      I’d be damned if Ford let a good thing go. I knew firsthand how horrible it felt.

      Hayes, Bryce, and I all watched Ford’s reaction. Something passed in his eyes before it looked like he’d settled on a decision. “If I tell you something, promise you won’t tell anyone else?” he said with his voice low, meeting each of our gazes.

      All of us nodded.

      Ford’s jaw clenched, and then he said, “I started dating Mia to keep my spot on the Diamonds.”

      My stomach sank as my other two boys broke out in protest. He was treating love like a game. But the problem with games was that they could be lost.

      Hayes said, “What the fuck?” at the same time Bryce said, “That doesn’t make any sense!”

      Finally, I held my hands up, silencing everyone. “Why in the hell would you do a harebrained thing like that?” Hadn’t I raised my sons to be better men than me? But Ford was going to follow in my footsteps, letting an incredible woman slip through his fingers.

      Ford took a slow breath and looked into the fire. “My contract is up for renewal this year, and Trent threatened to sell me to another team, in a different state, if I didn’t date his daughter.”

      Hayes said, “You turned down a supermodel?” He reached over and hit Ford’s arm. “You dumbass.” Of course that’s what Hayes would say. He was determined only to have surface-level interactions with women.

      But Ford rolled his eyes at him. “There’s more to a woman than her looks. She’s got to have it all to be worth spending your time with. And I’d rather fake a relationship with Mia than spend time with a woman I don’t care for.”

      Even more reason to be with her! I wanted to yell. But I didn’t get a chance before Hayes cut in. “There’s just one problem with that, brother.”

      Ford raised his eyebrows at Hayes.

      “You went and caught feelings, dumbass!” Hayes took off his ballcap and threw it at Ford, reminding me of when they were kids. It brought a little warmth to my fractured heart, even if for a moment.

      Retrieving the hat from the ground, Ford threw it back at Hayes, who launched it back at Ford. Bryce’s eyes pinballed between them, seemingly amused.

      “Boys,” I admonished, suddenly tired. I rubbed my temples and leaned forward. “Ford, I need to speak with you. Privately.” I needed to save my son from the mistakes I’d made over the years–before it was too late for him.

      “Oooh,” Bryce said, a teasing glint in his eyes.

      But I replied, “Go inside.” Then I looked at Hayes. “Go home–don’t care who the home belongs to.”

      Hayes smirked. “Aye, aye.”

      Ford and I both rolled our eyes at him as he walked to the driveway and Bryce went inside. A heaviness settled around the firepit at what was coming. I knew I might have to say something Ford didn’t like. And that was hard as a parent—toeing the line between guiding your kids and letting them make their own mistakes.

      The roar of Hayes’s truck interrupted the silence, but the sound of his engine soon faded along with his taillights. I turned back to my second born, so successful in so many ways... but not the one that mattered most.

      “Ford, you know how long your mother and I were together before she passed?” I nearly whispered.

      He shook his head. “Fifteen years?” he guessed.

      “Sixteen,” I said. “But you know how long I was in love with her before we ever got together?”

      Again, he shook my head.

      “Four years.” I wrung my hands, looking down at the wedding ring still on my finger. “But she was just a friend, and I wanted to sow my wild oats instead of settling down with the woman I knew deep down was the one.” My voice broke over the lump in my throat. “I fucked around for four years. Four years I could have had with her, Ford. We could have had another baby. She could have watched them grow, walked them down the aisle. Hell, maybe even seen a grandbaby if they got started young enough.”

      I shook my head, gazing into the fire, nearly drowning in all the what-ifs that plagued me. Not just with Maya but with Aggie, too. I’d had years to date her. To love her. To focus on my future instead of dwelling in my past. But I’d never shown up for her in the way she deserved. So I took a deep breath, needing Ford to understand.

      “After everything I’ve learned and been through, I’ll be damned if I watch my son make the same mistakes I have. And a woman like Mia, a strong woman with a successful career and a heart of gold, she’s not waiting around, waiting for a guy to make up his mind. Not even for a professional football player like you.”

      The words rang true as I said them.

      Aggie was done waiting for me.

      It was too late for me.

      But it wasn’t too late for my son.

      Ford looked into the fire, letting my words sink in. I could see the orange dance of flames in his eyes. “This isn’t what I planned,” Ford uttered, his voice barely rising over the crackling logs. “I was supposed to focus on football only until we won the Super Bowl.”

      And I was supposed to spend forever with Maya. I met his gaze with a corner of my lips lifted. “You can make all the plans you want, but if you hold on to them too tightly, you might miss out on something even better.”

      We were silent for a moment, and then I said, “Understand, son?” He had to understand. I couldn’t let him make the same mistakes as me, not when I knew the cost.

      Ford nodded slowly, clearly lost in his thoughts.

      I patted his knee and said, “I’m a little tired. Mind putting the fire out?”

      “I’ll get it.” He rose to grab the hose. I was a few steps away when he called out, “Hey, Dad?”

      I turned back to him. “Yeah?”

      “What about Agatha?”

      My heart stalled at the sound of her name. “What about her?”

      Ford tilted his head. “I think you know. How long are you going to wait?”

      I’d already waited too long. “Goodnight, son.”

      “Goodnight.”
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      I smoothed out the wrinkles on my black dress, wishing I had more time before my date to take it off and iron it to perfection. Unfortunately, I’d spent too much time doing and redoing my hair since I rarely wore it down, and then my hands were shaking so much while applying eyeliner that I had to wash off all my makeup and do it over again.

      And according to the watch on my phone, David, 42 was supposed to arrive any minute now. According to his online profile, he was a Sagittarius, divorced, and had kids but didn’t want anymore. He also had a full head of light brown hair, brown eyes to match, and a nice smile.

      We didn’t talk much, just a few messages back and forth before he asked me out to dinner Friday night. I worked most evenings, but I traded a shift with one of the high school girls who worked part time so I could go out.

      I glanced at my phone and saw he was five minutes late.

      A frown tilted my lips. That wasn’t a good sign.

      Since I didn’t want my dress getting more wrinkled, I leaned back against the wall and swiped to the dating app to send him a message. Our last conversation was still there, confirming the meeting time and giving him my address so he could pick me up.

      
        
        Agatha: Wanted to make sure everything’s okay?

      

      

      I looked at the phone for a minute, but he didn’t message back. So I locked the screen and held the phone at my side. I shouldn’t be stressing so much over five minutes. He could have gotten caught in traffic since he was driving from the next town over. Or maybe something came up with his kids that stalled him—everything is an emergency with teens.

      The minutes continued ticking by, and I didn’t want to waste time just leaning against this wall. So I went to the sink and started washing my dishes from lunch and breakfast. When I was done, I checked my phone again, and... nothing.

      My heart sank. He was fifteen minutes late now. But that was still within the realm of reason. So I grabbed a microfiber cloth and a can of wood polish and started dusting off the furniture in my living room.

      It had been here since my mother was alive and could do with a good polish.

      I started with the TV stand, then the bookcase, and then the picture frames on the wall holding Isabella and Enzo’s senior pictures. I needed to get them updated. Maybe Isa could send me the picture she’d taken for her graduate program since she was teaching while getting her master’s degree.

      After tossing the damp and far-too-brown rag into a hamper and putting the spray back under the sink, I checked my phone again.

      David’s profile was gone, replaced with a message that said This user’s profile no longer exists.

      All the hope in my heart whooshed out, quickly replaced with all the pain of rejection. This was the second time lately that a man failed me.

      I went to the living room and sagged into the well-worn microfiber couch while blinking back tears. It cleared my vision just enough to dial Etta’s number. A few rings later, she picked up and said, “You’re supposed to be on a date right now!”

      All I managed was a bitter, tearful laugh before I had to take a breath. “He didn’t show and deleted his profile. Guess he had to try that hard to get away from me.”

      “Oh, Ags...” Etta said sadly. “It probably wasn’t about you. Maybe his wife found his profile.”

      My laugh was more surprised than bitter this time. “Etta! I don’t want to think he was married either!”

      She gave a warm chuckle. “You won’t have to chase what’s meant for you.”

      “Why can’t it come already?” I asked, laying my head back and closing my eyes. “I’m tired of looking.”

      Etta was quiet for long enough that I knew she was holding something back. She said she was working on not blurting the first thing that came to mind, but I always liked her honesty. “Tell me,” I said to her.

      “I was just thinking that you’re quitting awful early. You’ve planned one date, and you don’t do anything besides go to work, hang out with me, and pine over the world’s most emotionally unavailable man.”

      I cringed. “I take it back. Don’t tell me anything.”

      She laughed softly then. “Lemme give it to you with some sugar then. You need to put yourself out there. Just because David didn’t show doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t go on a date tonight.”

      I blinked my eyes open and glanced toward the window, seeing that the sun already set. “How am I supposed to find a date this last minute?” I asked her.

      “Go out with yourself, honey,” Etta said. “Drive to that bar in Roderdale, order yourself a nice glass of wine, and see what happens.”

      My lips pressed together as I mulled over her idea. “Why don’t you come with me? We can make it a girls’ night.”

      “Hubs has a cold, which means he’s on his deathbed.”

      So that’s what I was hearing in the background—him blowing his nose. It sounded like an alarm. “Do you need anything? I have some Vicks,” I offered.

      “No, just go out tonight. And if it’s awful, call me, okay? I’ll be here.”

      I hesitated, not sure I wanted to go out, especially by myself. I hadn’t been to a bar... ever.

      I blinked in surprise at that realization. Now it wasn’t just about finding a man; it was about living my life. I couldn’t believe I’d never stepped foot in a bar—I’d only seen them on TV.

      And I was already dressed, so I said, “I think I’ll follow your advice.”

      “Those are my favorite words. Too bad Aiyana never says them,” Etta huffed.

      I laughed. “Love you, friend.”

      “You, too.”

      I got up from the couch, looped my purse over my shoulder, and left for the bar.
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      When I told Dr. Benson what happened, I was so upset that he suggested I take some time to focus on what I enjoy, and then we could do some deep work on letting go. I was afraid to let Maya go, but he agreed with Aggie, and I did too. I didn’t need pain to keep Maya close. I felt enough pain as it was.

      So tonight, instead of lying in bed and watching TV, I decided to go spotlighting.

      It was essentially using a powerful flashlight to see what nocturnal critters I could find. I always took pictures of them through my telescope and sent them to my grandkids. So far tonight I’d found a raccoon, a skunk, and even a badger, though I wasn’t quick enough to snap a picture of that one.

      I turned off the dirt road onto a trail for a new pasture when my phone began to ring.

      I grabbed it from my pocket and held it to my ear as I slowly bumped over the trail. “Hello?”

      “Dad, are you busy?”

      I had to glance at the screen again because it was my son Hayes calling on a Friday night. We never talked on Friday nights because he always had plans with one woman or another. “Everything okay?” I asked when I triple-checked that it was definitely his name on the screen.

      His voice was full of confusion as he said, “Agatha’s here at the bar in Roderdale.”

      I slammed on the brakes and put the truck in park. “Is she there with someone else?” I tapped the steering wheel, waiting for his answer.

      “Someone else?” Hayes echoed, a smirk to his tone.

      “Just answer the question, son,” I grumbled, heart racing.

      “No. She’s sitting in a corner booth all by herself. She looks miserable.”

      Maybe there was something worse than her being with another man—her being alone and sad.

      “Are you coming?” Hayes asked.

      I was already putting the truck in gear to... to do what, I didn’t know.

      “I’m not sure,” I said, my hand on the gearshift. Aggie had been clear she needed more time and space for us to be friends again. I wasn’t sure if she would even want to see me tonight or any other night. But the thought of her being alone…

      “Dad, I’ll go flirt with her if you don’t come over here. You know I like an older woman from time to time.”

      Joking or not, my hackles rose up at the very idea. “Don’t you dare.”

      “I won’t for now. But can’t make any promises after another beer or two...”

      He was joking, but if he would have been around to glower at, I would have. As it was, I gritted out, “I’ll be there in half an hour.”

      Since I’d showered and changed from work earlier, I unplugged the spotlight and put it in the passenger seat, going directly to Roderdale. Do not pass home. Do not second-guess yourself or you’ll realize what a terrible idea this is.

      Because the second I parked in the crowded lot, I realized what a damned fool I was.

      I was going to walk into the bar and what?

      Sit across from Aggie? Admit Hayes told me she was there? Buy her a beer?

      Then what?

      Beg her to shut down her dating profile?

      Ask again for a second chance that she didn’t want to give me?

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized that it wouldn’t be fair to approach Aggie tonight. She should have everything she wanted–and what she wanted was to move on from me.

      So if I couldn’t sit with her, I’d hound down every man in the place to tell them what an amazing woman she was. How devoted of a mother. How steadfast of a friend. I’d get them fighting over her until the best one won out. So long as she didn’t have to sit alone.

      That’s what I’ll do, I decided as I walked toward the bar with gravel crunching under my boots. The neon light ahead practically vibrated with country music muffled only by the brick façade.

      Just as I reached the front door, a couple spilled out, and I realized I knew them. At least one of them.

      “Hayes,” I said, eyeing my son with his arm draped around a brunette in daisy dukes even though the chill of winter was in the air.

      My son lifted his chin, acknowledging me just for a moment before he continued on his way with her to… I didn’t like to think about that.

      At least I wouldn’t have a familial audience around if this strategy went colossally wrong. No one would be repeating this story at family barbecues to embarrass me or Aggie. That had my shoulders a little straighter as I walked inside and paid a cover fee to a guy built like a brick shithouse. No wonder they put him up front.

      A dozen sights and sounds and smells assaulted my senses as I walked farther inside. Between the pulsing lights, blaring music, and sickly-sweet stench of spilled liquor, it overwhelmed me after spending the lion’s share of the last decade of my life in the quiet countryside or a cozy diner during its lulls.

      My heart rate began speeding, and the edges of my vision blurred. Now I knew what this was… a panic attack.

      I took a few deep breaths to steady myself and stepped closer to the wall, leaning up against the wood paneling. Five sights. Four sounds. Three feelings. Two things I could smell. One thing I could taste.

      Along with calming me, it gave me a better feel for my surroundings.

      Along one end was a bar serving a line of patrons. A big dance floor churned with couples. Farther into the bar was an area dedicated to pool tables and darts, with people playing over there. Then all along the walls and dance floor were a mix of standing tables and booths.

      I scanned them, looking for my Aggie.

      And finally, I found her, in the corner like Hayes had said, with a half-empty glass of pink wine in front of her. A black dress teased her thighs, making me ache at the memory of her touch.

      She looked wistfully down at the liquid, spinning it with her fingers on the base of the glass. Her chin rested in her other hand, hair falling around her face. It looked so beautiful down. Why weren’t all the men in this place clambering for a seat at her table?

      Rage built up in me, so I went to the bar, ordering a beer in hopes of the cool liquid easing my hot tempter.

      Of course getting the drink took too damn long and cost twice as much as you could get it at the grocery store. Why did people come to these meat markets?

      With my drink in hand, I turned away from the bar, scanning for Aggie again. She was still alone, her drink a little lower now.

      Then I looked around, trying to find someone good enough for her. Someone tall, good-looking. Kind.

      My mind ran over the words I would say to him if I saw him. Hey, you don’t know me, but I need you to talk to this woman. I’ll want to throttle you if you do, but she’s worth the trouble.

      Blaring music swallowed my groan.

      This was a terrible idea.

      Then I caught movement at her table from the corner of my eye.

      A guy close to her age slid into the booth across from her. I stalled in my tracks, nearly spilling my beer, and ducked to the side to watch.

      He was shorter than me, a little stouter too, but dressed nicely and wearing a black cowboy hat. His jeans were starched and button-down clean, but his boots were scuffed up from work. Which meant he at least had a job.

      It should have been a good sign, but my stomach was turning, watching it all unfold. My heart rate speeding up all over again.

      Especially when she graced him with one of her special smiles. The kind that always made me feel like I was finally doing something right.

      He returned it with a smile of his own.

      My stomach soured, and I took a drink of beer, hoping that might settle it.

      It didn’t.

      Instead, I watched like my boots were glued to the ground as they talked. As she tucked a long lock of dark brown hair behind her ear. As he extended his hand and led her to the dance floor.

      She smiled as he drew her to his chest and led her in a dance.

      I watched long enough to know… Aggie wasn’t alone.

      Not anymore.

      I dumped my still-full beer in a trashcan and barely made it outside. My knees felt weak; the muscles in my calves were shaking. Pain unlike anything I’d experienced seared through my chest.

      I stumbled through the parking lot, feeling every bit as incoherent as any of the drunks inside. And when I finally made it to my truck, my stomach was rolling, threatening to spill.

      My phone felt heavy in my pocket, so I got it out and dialed Fletcher’s number. He picked up after a few rings, and I breathlessly said, “It’s happening again. A panic attack.”

      “Do you have your pills nearby?” he asked, instantly in doctor mode.

      “I’m in my truck.”

      “I put a travel pack in your glove box just in case.”

      My brain was too wrecked to be annoyed at my overprotective son. Instead, I opened the door and fumbled through the contents, finding a small pink case at the bottom. When I opened it up, I said, “The white ones?”

      “Yes. Just one. With water if you have it but spit will do.”

      I grabbed the jug I always carried from the floorboard and gulped it down. Too weak to even get to the driver’s seat, I bent and slumped over the passenger side, chest to the threadbare seat cover.

      “You got it?” Fletcher asked.

      “I did.” My breath was still too shallow. My heartbeats painful slices of muscle on muscle. “How long does it take to work?”

      “Not too long. I’ll stay on with you, Dad,” Fletcher said. “Tell me what you see right now.”

      I opened my eyes, the seat spinning for a second. “I’m in my truck. The seat covers are gray with bits of black and pink and blue.” Tears burned in my eyes, embarrassed that my son had to hear me like this. That I fucked up so colossally with Aggie that she was better with someone else. “I’m sorry, son. I should be the one helping you.”

      “We’re family, Dad. I’d help you if you broke an ankle or needed stitches. Why is this any different?”

      Maybe it wasn’t, but I said, “This hurts a hell of a lot worse.”
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      Gray hadn’t been to the diner in weeks now. It was my own fault because I hadn’t invited him. Even though he’d hurt me… I missed him. But I didn’t know how to let him in again when that moment kept flashing through my mind.

      So a strange sense of loneliness and relief washed over me when one of his younger sons, Hayes, came into the restaurant for a late lunch and sat at the counter so I could talk to him.

      He and Knox looked the most like their father. Light hair, kind blue eyes, lopsided smiles that instantly warmed you to them. But while Knox was a dependable and affable cop, Hayes looked like pure trouble on the outside—tattoos all up and down his arms and even on his neck, ripped jeans, a piercing in his lip, and a wicked gleam in his eyes. But I’d known him long enough to know he was good, deep down.

      When Enzo had been getting bullied on the way home from school, Hayes whipped his truck off the road, parked, got out, and threatened to beat up the kids bothering him if they even looked Enzo’s way again. The bullying stopped that day, and Enzo wasn’t afraid to go to school anymore. I’d always be grateful for that.

      “Hey, trouble,” I said, setting a glass of water in front of him.

      He gave me a flirtatious smile. “Hey, gorgeous.”

      I laughed at the compliment and the way he batted his eyes. “How’s your dad? I haven’t seen him around.” I tried to keep my voice from revealing all the emotion of that statement and then instantly regretted speaking. Gray was so close with his sons. What if he’d told them about what happened?

      Hayes dipped his head to the side as he tore the wrapper off the straw. “He’s been staying with Ford a lot lately. He’s worried about him.”

      My eyebrows rose. “What happened?”

      Hayes told me that Ford had been injured while visiting and had to get stitched on the bottom side of his foot.

      I covered my mouth in horror, knowing how much football mattered to Ford. It was his life–even as a kid, he always had a ball tucked under his arm.

      “How’s he holding up?” I asked, remembering to get my notepad out of my pocket.

      “Not great.” Hayes shrugged. “But that’s to be expected. Football’s his life, you know?”

      I was about to ask how I could help, but let’s be honest. I was a waitress on the outs with his dad, and Ford was making millions. Positioning my pen over the notepad, I asked, “Know what you want?”

      Hayes said, “Burger and tots, please.”

      See? Bad boys didn’t say please. He was good deep down. “You’ve got it,” I told him, taking the ticket over to the cook and pinning it above the range.

      While Hayes’s food sizzled on the grill, I thought about Gray and got to work wiping up the counters. Maybe I should reach out to him… but what would I say? You’re a good dad for showing up for your son?... I want to hate you, but I can’t?… You’re the most consistent person in my life, and I don’t know how to be without you?

      When the cook rang his bell signaling an order was ready, I brought the food over to Hayes. “Need anything else?” I asked him.

      He shook his head, reaching for the ketchup. “How did you like the bar the other night?”

      My eyebrows rose. “I’m surprised you noticed me with your face so... occupied.”

      He smirked. “I’m a man of many talents.”

      It was hard not to smile at him. “It’s not my usual scene, but I had a good time.”

      “Good,” he said before digging into his food.

      I walked away thinking of that night with a small smile on my lips. The first part of the evening had been unpleasant, getting stood up and then sitting alone while men passed me over for younger, thinner women. But then a man named Jameson came over and asked to buy me a drink.

      We talked, we flirted, we danced, and at the end of the night, he gave me a hungry kiss by my car that had me wanting more. But my mother always said not to go too far on the first date, and honestly, I wasn’t ready to give that part of me so soon after what happened with Gray, so I offered him my number instead.

      Jameson hadn’t called in the two days since I’d met him, but I reminded myself that wasn’t the point of my night out. Going to the bar hadn’t been about finding “the one.” It was about putting myself out there after years of holding myself back, first for my children and then in the hopes Gray and I could finally be together.

      But now, neither of those things could be my excuse.

      I wanted to move on–needed to move on.

      I just didn’t know if I could.
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      I’m looking at the ceiling. My body feels weak. And deep down, I know I don’t have much time left.

      When I roll my head to the side, I see a number of cords and tubes extending from my body to beeping machines situated around the room. And that’s when I notice her.

      Maya.

      She’s beautiful, young. There’s extra fat in her cheeks and arms, and my heart swells, so glad she’s not skin and bones anymore. Her dark hair flows over her face as her chin rests in her hand. She’s looking out our window with a view of the countryside surrounding our home.

      “Maya?” I breathe. Even though my body doesn’t move, I feel light at her presence.

      She looks over at me, dark eyes just as familiar as my own. But instead of being happy to see me, there’s a deep sadness in her gaze. “Oh, Gray,” she breathes.

      My throat feels tight as I take her in. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      Her hand wipes over my forehead, brushing back my short hair.

      And it strikes me that I’m dying.

      “What do you think of your life?” she asks me.

      Tears fall down my cheeks, into my hair and ears. “I’ve spent so much time missing you, I didn’t appreciate what I have.” The pain spreads, from my eyes and throat down to my chest until it’s like a wet blanket, smothering me with the weight of it.

      “I’ve wasted it,” I choke out, frozen to the bed.

      She bends down and kisses my forehead.

      One of the machines beeps louder, faster, and she’s pulled away.

      My eyes blink open, and I’m still in my room. But all the machines are gone.

      My throat is tight, and my eyes are damp with tears, skin slick with sweat.

      Maya was in my dreams, but what stuck with me even more than her sad eyes was the realization: I’ve wasted it.

      The thought of dying, knowing I spent the last twenty years viewing my life through grief and loss… it guts me.

      I couldn’t shake it as I got up and fed the cattle. Nor as I checked the tanks to ensure water was flowing from the windmills.

      So when I opened my computer for my session with Dr. Benson, I was ready to do whatever it took to start living my life.

      He asked me what steps I took to process her death those years ago, and even though I went through her closet and gave so many things away, I admitted that I still hadn’t cleared out her nightstand or even changed the mattress.

      “You made big steps by going through her closet and cleaning her stuff from the house, but you know what step you need to take next. Can you do it before our next call?”

      My eyes stung at his words, but he was right. I nodded, promising him (and myself) that I would.

      So instead of going back to work after our call, I went to my bedroom and took it in.

      The furniture was the same from when we first got married. Maya’s father was a skilled craftsman and handmade the bed frame, dresser, and nightstands for us as a wedding gift. We both cherished it, especially after his passing.

      But now? I looked at this room, and all I saw was Maya.

      I didn’t want to get rid of all these reminders of her, but I couldn’t be surrounded by her anymore either.

      I tugged the blankets off the bed, then the sheets, and tossed the pillows to the side. Then I grabbed the mattress and pulled it out of the room, dragging it to the bed of my pickup truck. There were still pee stains from when Bryce was little and would crawl into bed with me then have an accident.

      Then I brought the box spring out, dropping it in the back of the pickup, too. I took it to the dump and drove back to my house, knowing there was no going back.

      Along the dirt road, Jack’s truck approached, going the opposite way. He waved his hand out the window, our sign to slow down and talk.

      Despite a strong urge to hide all my embarrassment from my friend, I decided I was done hiding. I slowed my truck on the desolate country road and rolled my window down, letting in chilled early spring air.

      “What are you up to?” Jack called over, resting his arm on the window.

      “Clearing out my bedroom,” I admitted. “It’s time for something new.”

      Realization dawned on my friend’s face. “I was going to start discing a field, but I can help you. Some of that furniture’s awful heavy if memory serves.”

      Gratitude washed over me, and I blinked back the emotion in my eyes that seemed so ever present today. “I’d appreciate that,” my voice rasped out.

      Jack dipped his head in a nod. “Let’s head that way.”

      I kept going down the dirt road, seeing his truck turn around in my rearview mirror. The drive to my place was just a handful of minutes, and soon, we were parked in the driveway, walking up to the house.

      “What inspired you to do this?” Jack questioned.

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, not sure how to bring it up. But Jack was my best friend. He knew it all, and it was time he knew this, too. So, as we hauled a nightstand out of the bedroom, I told him about my failures with Aggie and what my counselor suggested.

      Jack listened while I spoke, climbing into the back of the truck to push the nightstand closer to the cab.

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to make it up to her, but at this point, it’s bigger than that,” I said, sitting on the truck bed.

      Jack lowered himself to sit beside me. Our feet dangled, hovering over tan gravel. “That’s heavy, Gray,” he said.

      I hung my head. “I don’t know how I let things get so sideways.”

      Jack patted my back, his hand heavy between my shoulder blades. “It’s like driving a tractor. You start looking over your shoulder, that’s the direction it’s gonna turn.” He paused, letting his words sink in. “You’ve been turning your head to look behind you. It’s time to look forward.”

      I nodded slowly despite the nerves tightening my gut. Today would be hard; I’d need extra sleep and maybe some time just to zone out on my chair, but I’d get through it. Especially now that my friend was at my side. “Let’s get started.”

      We moved the second nightstand, the dresser, and then took the bed frame apart so we could carry it out piece by piece. Despite the chill in the air, sweat dripped down my neck from the effort, and Jack’s face was red with exertion.

      And then the room was empty, save for some laundry baskets holding my clothes from the dresser. My chest felt tighter than usual, my vision started to blur at the edges, so I sat down against the wall, taking measured breaths.

      “You okay?” Jack asked.

      “Water,” I said. I’d start there. I lifted my knees and leaned forward, hanging my head between them. This fear meant I was trying something new, I reminded myself, doing something different. It was a good thing, even if it felt like shit.

      “Here you go,” Jack said.

      “That was fast.” I lifted my head, taking the glass of water from him. It was ice cold and felt good running over my tongue. “Thank you.”

      Jack sat beside me as we looked over the empty room. “I can drive us where it’s going next.”

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” I admitted.

      And my friend started laughing.

      “Shut up.” I gave him a sideways hit to the chest. But he just laughed harder. My own lips twitched. “Stop,” I said, but it was no use. I was laughing now, too, tears sliding out the corners of my eyes.

      Slowly, our laughter died down, and I used my heels to wipe at the corner of my eyes. “I needed that.”

      Jack gave me a wry smile. “We usually do. Being an adult sucks sometimes.”

      I lifted a corner of my lips. “True.”

      He stood up and then extended a rough hand for me. I let him pull me up, and then we walked outside to my pickup. He didn’t ask, just got in the driver’s side. “Where we taking it?” he asked as I climbed in the passenger seat.

      “Let me think.”

      Unbuckling his seat belt, he said, “I’m gonna use the bathroom while you mull it over.”

      He got out of the truck and walked to the front door. Once he was inside, I sighed and got out to inspect the furniture. It hit me that I hadn’t even cleaned out the nightstands in my hurry to get it all outside.

      Shaking my head at myself, I went back inside and grabbed a hamper for the contents.

      There wasn’t much in my nightstand—a bible I didn’t touch near enough, a notepad for midnight thoughts, and a little picture my granddaughter Maya had drawn for me when she was younger. The two of us stood holding hands in a pasture with horses on either side.

      I smiled at the drawing, carefully placing it in my notebook so it would stay safe.

      Then I glanced at my late wife’s nightstand, and my heart pounded.

      Maybe the boys had been through it since she passed, but I hadn’t.

      My vision blurred around the edges and my face felt hot, so I sat on the tailgate, taking a few deep breaths.

      “Give me strength,” I whispered, hoping maybe Maya was listening.

      Slowly, I did some box breathing like Dr. Benson taught me. Then I shuffled on my knees to Maya’s nightstand, shifting it so I could open the drawer.

      My eyes instantly felt hot, seeing her things like she’d left them.

      There was a small purse she called a “clutch.” I unzipped it, finding lipstick and a twenty-dollar bill inside. My eyes stung as I pulled off the cap, seeing a shade of red she loved.

      I held it to my chest, knowing I didn’t have a use for it, but not sure how I’d let it go.

      I set it back in the clutch and then pocketed the twenty, knowing I’d never spend it.

      Holding on to her last twenty-dollar bill, a sign of hope for future purchases, felt better than sleeping in a room surrounded by her.

      Then I pulled out her bible. She used to doodle in the margins. When I first saw her doing that, I thought it was sacrilegious, but she flippantly said, “God’s not yelling at me.”

      I flipped through the pages, a small smile on my lips as I read the scriptures she found most important. Some part of my heart was angry on her behalf, that she believed so hard in God and still left us too damn soon.

      I put the bible back in the drawer, thinking one of my boys or grandchildren would enjoy her notes.

      And then the drawer was empty.

      My shoulders sagged, disappointed somehow. Maybe I’d been hoping for a note. Some extra pieces of her after all these years. But the drawer was empty, as empty as my room.

      The front door opened, and I picked up my phone, knowing I should have made a decision already.

      I held up my finger, letting Jack know I was on the phone. Fletcher answered his office phone after a few rings, and I said, “Hey, I’m rearranging the bedroom, and I wondered if you could use the furniture? Your grandfather built it for Mom and me. Doesn’t feel right to throw it away.”

      “Wow,” Fletcher said, seeming caught off guard. “Yeah, I’d love it. Let me text my brothers and make sure none of them want it. Is it packed up already?”

      “It is,” I said, feeling wrung out from the experience. “I have it in the back of my truck.”

      “Why don’t you put it in my garage?” he suggested. “I won’t unpack it until I know it’s okay with all of them.”

      “I will.” I slid off the tailgate and then pushed it up to latch it.

      “Need help unloading it? Maybe one of Liv’s brothers can come by?”

      “Jack’s with me.”

      Fletcher reminded me to lift with my legs and then asked, “Do you have new stuff already?”

      I looked at the house, cringing. I hadn’t really thought of that–it had taken all my fortitude to get here. “I’ll figure that part out later.”

      “Okay, Dad.”

      I lifted my phone to hang up, but then I heard him say, “Dad?”

      “Yeah, son?” I asked, my voice feeling raw.

      “I’m proud of you.”

      My eyes felt hot as I blinked. “Thank you.” I was proud of me too. I hoped Aggie would be too.
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      As I was folding my laundry in the living room, watching TV, I realized it had been months since I’d gone horseback riding with Gray. A longing feeling washed over me at how much I missed Gray and our easy conversations on horseback in the prettiest country setting.

      But how could we go back to that easy friendship when, deep down, I suspected he would rather be with Maya instead? I couldn’t fault him, just like I couldn’t stifle the sting of coming in second place yet again.

      So I called the people who had always been number one in my life. Isa was busy with grad school, but she took a quick walk outside while filling me in on her studies and some annoying undergrads she was teaching. “I don’t know if I was ever that obnoxious, but I hope not,” Isa huffed.

      I had to laugh. “I hope you were. Means you were having fun.”

      We hung up, and while I put the clothes away, I called Enzo to catch up. He didn’t like his job much, calling it boring, but told me what it was like to live in Hawaii. Even though he was annoyed by the traffic and high prices of certain goods, the way he spoke about the scenery made me long to be there. Between the volcanoes and beaches, it all sounded so otherworldly.

      “I’ve almost saved enough for my ticket,” I told him. “A couple more months should do it.”

      His manly face softened into a boyish smile. “I can’t wait to have you here, Mom.”

      My heart swelled, glad that my son wanted to have me around. But soon our call was over, and even though I was full of love for my children and my chores were done, I still missed Gray.

      I wanted to tell him about my kids, share that Owen was thinking about promoting me to manager since his son didn’t seem to have any interest in the business and his wife wanted to live closer to her parents in Austin.

      But he had been waiting for me. So, I picked up the phone again. And this time, I dialed Gray’s number.

      I half expected him to ignore my number and say too much water had gone over the bridge. In fact, the bridge had burned down and was permanently closed to construction. But his voice was warm like a gooey chocolate chip cookie as it played over my phone speaker. “It’s been a while, Aggie.”

      “It has,” I echoed, sitting on my couch. “How are you? How’s Ford?” I had watched the Dallas Diamonds game, and he played most of it.

      “I’m hanging in there,” Gray answered, a weariness to his voice that made my heart ache. “Ford is on the mend, thank God.”

      I smiled at that. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “God, it’s good to hear your voice,” he said, almost to himself.

      The words had my brain short-circuiting like a phone dropped in water. Too bad you couldn’t stick me in rice and turn me on again. I was still fumbling for something to say when Gray said, “Any chance you’re free this afternoon?”

      I glanced at my perfectly clean living room. The only thing waiting for me right now was a movie I’d seen a dozen times already. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I need to go furniture shopping. I’d love for you to come along.”

      A pleased smile crossed my lips. That wasn’t a quick glass of tea at the diner–it was a trip out of town and a meal, at least. “Are you sure?” I asked. “I might have terrible taste.”

      “I mean, I’m your friend, so it’s quite possible.”

      I had to laugh at that. It felt good that he called himself my friend and gave me hope that maybe we’d have a way forward. “I’d love to tag along... When were you planning on going?”

      “Um... I’m kind of parked outside.”

      My eyes widened, and I got up, parting the curtains to look. Sure enough, Gray was giving me a guilty smile through the windshield. I chuckled at him. “You really are here.”

      “Sure am,” he replied. “I was just passing through town when you called. You in?”

      “Let me put on my shoes,” I said.

      “I’ll be here.”

      I smiled to myself as I hung up and frantically changed out of my sweatpants and into something a little more flattering. I dashed some mascara through my lashes and spritzed on some hairspray to tame my flyways. Then I was out the door.

      He got out of his truck to open the door for me, and I gave him a grateful smile. He was such a gentleman with me. That, at least, hadn’t changed.

      I realized I’d been so eager to spend time with him, I hadn’t mentioned my evening plans. “Before I get in, I should let you know I need to be back by seven.” I grabbed the seat belt and clicked it into place.

      “Got a hot date?” he teased.

      And when I hesitated, a wounded look flickered over his features fast enough to make me wonder if I’d really seen it in the first place.

      “No problem,” he said with a forced smile and then closed the truck door.

      I decided to pretend he was telling the truth.

      When he got in on his side, I asked, “So what type of furniture are we looking for?”

      He put the truck in gear and pulled out of the driveway. “I need a new bedroom set. Figured I could check out the outlet in Roderdale and see what they have.”

      “A new bedroom set?” I asked. I remembered bringing him chicken noodle soup a couple years ago when he had the flu, and the furniture in his bedroom seemed really nice.

      There was something I couldn’t quite read in his eyes as he said, “It was time for a change.” He glanced my way, a tight smile on his lips that didn’t quite reach his sad eyes. “I’m taking your advice and trying to move forward.”

      Something about those words made my heart clench tightly. Maybe it was just me being listened to. Or maybe it was empathy for him because surely this was hard. But realistically, it was hope that maybe there was a path forward for us.

      Either way, I said, “Thank you for bringing me along. I’m sure we’ll find you something great.”

      “I’m glad you’re here.” He reached across the seat, squeezing my hand for a moment before reaching for the wheel again. Even without his touch, my hand felt warm. I almost had to look at it to make sure he hadn’t left a burn behind.

      Why did my body react so strongly to him still? Was it just the memory of how he made me feel?

      Annoyed at myself, I shook the thought. “What design do you like?”

      He looked at me like he was confused. “I guess a queen?”

      I snickered, bending over in my seat. “Not size, the style. Are you a fan of industrial? Farmhouse? Mid-century modern?”

      His lips pressed together as he mulled it over, and the view out his window changed from city outskirts to countryside. “I think I’ll know it when I see it.” His eyes lingered on me a moment longer before turning to the road.

      “Decisive, I like it,” I teased with a smile. “Since you don’t want to admit you don’t know home design styles.”

      “Nope. Not admitting that.” He returned my smile with a grin of his own. For the rest of the ride, we caught up on all that we missed. It felt like no time or distance had passed between us—we just picked up right where we left off. And when we got to the store, we walked in together, talking about Enzo’s adventures in Hawaii.

      A glance around the store showed it wasn’t as big as some of the mega-stores in Dallas that you practically needed a golfcart to get around, but there were several sections for each area of the house.

      “There’s the bedroom sign,” I said, pointing to one hanging overhead.

      “Guess we should go that way,” he replied. As we walked over the vinyl path between different styles of couches, his scuffed cowboy boots formed a steady beat. His Wrangler jeans fit him perfectly, and I could see his strong shoulders even through the sweater he wore.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I wondered what he thought of me in my sweater tunic and leggings with wide-calf boots. If he lay awake at night picturing my body like I did his.

      We reached the bedroom section, and there was a gaudy bed in the corner encrusted with mirror-like jewels. There was even a big mirror on the headboard. “This is the one,” I said, elbowing his side and pointing at it.

      His cheeks instantly heated, and he coughed. “That’s not my style.”

      I giggled at his embarrassment.

      Steering me away, he said, “What about this?” He gestured to a plain, boxy-looking bed set with espresso finish.

      I raised my eyebrows at him, surprised the guy with a house surrounded by sunflowers would want something so plain. “This is what you want to look at for the next twenty years?”

      “Ideally, my eyes would be closed,” he retorted.

      I bumped my shoulder against his. “Let’s get a few better–I mean, other–options.”

      We walked together through the section until he settled on a rustic white bedroom set with a bed frame that had extra storage in the bottom. Practical and beautiful. Plus, it would contrast the wood floors perfectly.

      Gray signed a check for the eager salesperson and then drove his truck around the backside of the store for them to load it up. The cowboy in him wouldn’t let the workers load it on their own. He got out to help them while I listened to music in the truck.

      Once it was secured with straps, we were off, heading back to Cottonwood Falls. “Do you have time for dinner?” Gray offered. The hope in his voice made me want to cancel my date and pretend Dallas didn’t happen. But I was trying to move forward, I reminded myself. So I said, “I think I need to get back and get dressed in something nice.”

      As we pulled to a stop sign, he turned my way, letting his eyes travel over my body. Goosebumps rose on my skin. “You look beautiful to me.”

      Butterflies danced in the face of my better judgment. “Thank you.”

      As he pulled onto the road, Gray said, “So this date tonight...”

      I glanced at him, seeing the golden countryside blurring out the window behind him. Any attempt to read his feelings was futile. Was he curious? Jealous? Just trying to pass the time? For how well I knew him, I still couldn’t tell. “What about my date?” I finally asked.

      He shifted in his seat, sipping some tea we grabbed at a gas station on the way. “Who’s the guy?”

      I bit my bottom lip, not sure how much I should say. “Are we really talking about this?”

      “We’re friends, or at least, I’d like to be. Friends talk about this stuff, right?” His voice was nonchalant. Almost too much so.

      “You’re not wrong…” I leaned against the door, feeling its steady vibration. And Gray waited silently for me to speak. “His name’s Jameson. He’s from Tyler,” I finally said, referencing a town on the other side of Roderdale.

      “Ah,” Gray said, and silence filled the cab for a moment. His throat moved with his swallow. “He’s a good guy?”

      I lifted my lips to the side. “These days, it’s hard to tell.” Gray was a good guy, the best, in my mind. But he’d still broken my heart.

      Maybe a broken heart was inevitable when it came to love. At least that had been my experience so far. I wasn’t sure. But I kept hoping I’d find someone who would protect my heart. I’d take care of it until then.
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      Seeing Aggie… it was poison and an antidote.

      I needed her presence like I needed oxygen. But being around her, knowing she kept parts locked behind a wall I forced her to build… it was like gulping air only to find it filled with smoke.

      But if I couldn’t have her as my life partner, I’d give everything to have her as my friend.

      The sun was already set when I reached the house again, moonlight bouncing off the cardboard-covered furniture in my side mirrors. The yellow bulb over the door cast a shadow on the sidewalk, and I heaved a sigh, knowing I couldn’t leave all this furniture outside.

      I got out of the truck, heading down to the workshop to get the dolly. I’d need it for the dresser and pieces of the bed frame.

      Fletcher would probably cuss me for doing it on my own–he was a big fan of the partner lift.

      As I walked out of the dusty shop back toward my truck, dolly rolling over gravel behind me, I saw headlights coming down the drive. My eyebrows drew together as I squinted at the vehicle.

      Who’d be visiting me this late in the evening?

      As it got closer, I recognized the white outline of Fletcher’s truck. Abandoning the dolly, I walked over to his truck and leaned my forearms on the open window on the driver’s side. “Hey, Dad,” Fletcher greeted me, smile as warm as the air blowing from his vents. It was a nice contrast to the sharp wind outside.

      “Fletch, what brings you out here?” I asked.

      He tipped his head toward the back of my truck. “You already got something? I figured you’d have to special order it or something.”

      “Doesn’t always work that way out here,” I reminded him. For how fast everything happened in the city, red tape made problems–like not having a bed set or updating your driver’s license–harder to solve.

      “Fair.” He lifted a corner of his lips, then said, “You were gonna haul this inside on your own, weren’t you?”

      I lifted my hat off my head and scratched. “Nope. Not me.” Fletcher laughed, cutting the engine. “Let me help.”

      “Is that why you came out here?” I asked over my shoulder as I went to get the dolly.

      “Not really, but we can talk about that after,” Fletcher said.

      I wanted to ask him what was going on, but he’d tell me when he was ready. I said a silent prayer everything was okay and got to work.

      This furniture was lighter than the handmade stuff, and between Fletcher and me, we got it all inside quickly. As I poured us each a glass of water, I asked him, “Tell me what you came for?”

      Fletcher drained his glass. “Liv found something in Mom’s bible.”

      My lips parted, that sore part of my heart that missed Maya extra tender now. “What was it?”

      “A letter… for you.”

      I blinked, not quite comprehending.

      “In her bible.” He opened his jacket, getting a yellowed envelope from his inner pocket and then passed it to me. Sure enough, that was my name in her handwriting. I covered my mouth, looking between the envelope and my son.

      He nodded, clapping my arm. His dark brown eyes looked so much like hers in that moment. So kind and caring. No wonder he made a great doctor—he took after his mom. “Call me if you need me,” he said.

      “I will.”

      A gust of wind whipped into the house as he left, and I shivered even when the door shut.

      How long had this been waiting for me? How long had I glanced at her nightstand, not knowing something so precious was waiting for me?

      I shed my jacket and sat at the dining room table for a long while. “You could have told me you left a note,” I muttered to Maya in case she was watching me.

      Of course she didn’t reply.

      My fingers shook as I tore back the fragile envelope flap glued together. And then I pulled out the page of notebook paper, carefully covered in Maya’s sweet handwriting.

      My sweet Gray,

      In all the ways I imagined our lives together, I never thought I’d be writing a letter like this. I thought we would raise our babies together, enjoy our grandchildren and spoil them rotten. I thought I’d get a million horseback rides with you as we checked on the cattle you care so much about, talking about nothing and everything like we always do.

      But this diagnosis has ripped all those futures away from us, and I’m left without a future, forced to focus on the moment instead.

      The soft wisps of Bryce’s blond hair under my fingertips.

      Hayes’s sweet drawings filled with so much love.

      Ford’s pride every time he shows off those muscles he’s building.

      Knox’s blue eyes catching the light with that mischievous grin.

      Fletcher’s mouth twisted to the side as his mind sorts through a homework problem.

      The feel of your callouses as you hold my hand, not knowing how many minutes like this we have left.

      It’s not the future I dreamed of—but it’s the present I get to savor.

      And even though I’m grateful for every moment I get to have with you and my babies, I need to talk about the future. I understand you don’t like me talking about what happens after I die, but it’s coming, baby, no matter how much we try and run from that truth.

      So I hope you find this letter and truly hear the words you couldn’t face while taking care of me.

      It’s hard leaving you, knowing the boys are going to struggle without their mom. They will hurt long and deep, and grief will claw its way through them. Let them feel it—every hard part. I hope you feel it with them. Because shoving down pain just means it will sink its claws deeper.

      And once you’re done feeling the pain, I want you to feel joy too, without guilt. Don’t hold back because you couldn’t experience it with me. Do it all, feel it all for me.

      I want you to hold our children close as they grow, because I won’t, and give all your love to our grandbabies because I know they’ll be incredible.

      I want you to know what it feels like to grow old with someone at your side because I’ll never get to.

      I want you to fall in love all over again because experiencing it with you was the best part of my life.

      I love you and your big, beautiful heart, Gray Madigan.

      Thank you for life’s greatest adventure.

      Love you always,

      Maya Madigan

      Tears fell freely down my face as I read her words, picturing her holding pen to paper as her body failed her, taking time to write this note to me, knowing I wouldn’t have this conversation with her while she was alive.

      I wished I’d found it sooner. Not only to see my wife’s handwriting, but because now Aggie was with someone else, and I’d never risk her happiness to save my own.
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      As I set out my outfit for this evening’s date with Jameson, I realized that we had been seeing each other for exactly three months. I hadn’t expected our relationship to last this long, but I enjoyed the time I spent with him. He was more adventurous than me—taking me dancing, to the zoo in Dallas, even to a fancy dinner and doing goat yoga at a ranch that served farm-to-table food.

      Deciding the jeans and blouse I had laid out were good for a dinner date, I changed into the outfit. As I was zipping up the jeans, the front door opened.

      “You’re early!” I yelled nervously. I still had to do my hair and apply my makeup.

      “You knew I was coming?” Isa called back.

      My jaw dropped. “Isa?” I buttoned up my pants and sprinted to the living room, where Isa was setting down a duffel bag and her well-worn backpack.

      “Surprise,” she said, waving her hands halfheartedly.

      I ran to her, hugging her tight. “The best surprise ever! And…” I pulled back to take in her new haircut. Instead of her typical waist-length hair, it was now down to her shoulders. “You cut your hair!”

      She brushed her fingers through the straight edges. “It’s so much easier now. Do you like it?”

      “I love it,” I said, feeling the soft fringe. “So healthy.”

      She smiled, taking in my outfit. “Were you going somewhere?”

      “Actually…” My cheeks felt hot. “I’m getting ready for a date with Jameson.”

      She’d heard about my new man on our weekly chats, so she waggled her eyebrows. “Exciting. I can hang in the bathroom with you while you do your makeup.”

      I frowned, heart tugging at the thought of leaving her here. “I hardly get to see you. I don’t want to miss out on time with you.”

      “I know you have a life, Mom. Besides, this is perfect. I need to finish grading papers.” She pretended to wiggle her fingers with joy. “Yay.”

      I shook my head at her. “You’re sure?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Let’s get your makeup done! I like seeing all the new things you try.”

      My cheeks flushed a little at the compliment. It felt good to be good at something. So we got to the bathroom, and Isa sat on the edge of the tub while I started my routine, beginning with primer and then foundation.

      “So when do I get to meet Jameson?” She seemed actually interested.

      “You want to meet him?” I asked, surprised. “Wouldn’t it be weird?” I’d never dated when they were kids, and even though they didn’t really know their dad, I respected their feelings for him might be complicated.

      “If he matters to you, he matters to me,” she said simply. She reached for the drawer under the sink, and I backed up a bit so she could grab the fingernail clippers. Then she started clipping her fingernails while I finished my foundation and started adding blush.

      I said, “I’m not sure when we’ll introduce each other to our families. It’s not that serious yet.”

      She looked up at me with surprise in her dark brown eyes. “Not serious? You’ve been together for a while.”

      “Three months.” I shrugged, trying not to let it bother me that things were still casual. After all, I was getting used to dating as an adult woman. But maybe I should be concerned about the lack of progression in our relationship. In fact, I hadn’t met anyone in his life... and he hadn’t met anyone in mine. Was that normal?

      Once I applied my lipstick, I started curling my hair. “How’s school?” I asked to change the subject. “Will you finish the semester with good grades?”

      “All A’s and B’s,” Isa said proudly. “I just need to decide what my research topic will be for my thesis.”

      That was her big project she needed to graduate. “Any ideas?” I asked, wishing I could be more help. She was studying to be a college administrator, and that world was foreign to me aside from what she’s told me.

      “I was thinking about screen time usage and seeing how that correlates with grades and feelings of loneliness. Phones collect usage data and the other info can be easily pulled, so I think I could get enough participants for a compelling study.”

      “Sounds interesting to me,” I said. “I’d read it.” I hadn’t gotten a smartphone until my twenties, so it was hard to imagine growing up with one.

      I flipped my head, trying to get the back part, and Isa said, “Let me.” She picked up the curling iron, and I obliged, turning for her to get the strands that were harder for me to reach.

      After a few minutes, Isa set the curling iron down and smiled at me in the mirror.  “Looks great. Just let me spray.”

      The fruity chemical smell filled the room as she misted my curls.

      “All done,” she said, putting the hair spray back on the counter. Then I turned to look at her, my hair and makeup on full display. “What do you think?” I asked.

      “Beautiful,” she said.

      “Thank you.” I smiled at my daughter, holding her cheeks in my hands. “Now if I could get the baby skin you have. You have no pores!”

      She batted my hands away and laughed. “You can’t have my skin. I need it.”

      “Are you sure?” I countered and then the bell rang. “Looks like he’s here.”

      “Want me to stay in the bedroom?” she offered.

      But I shook my head. “Of course not. I’m sure he’d love to meet you.” In fact, this would be a great test of our relationship. I wanted to date someone who was interested in the things and people I was interested in. And Isa had a magnetic way to her that drew people in. She and Jameson would be fast friends.

      I went to the front door to answer, excited to show Jameson this part of my life that was so important.

      Isa moved her things out of the living room while I swung the door open. Jameson was waiting in a pair of jeans, a maroon button-down, and leather sneakers that were boot-adjacent.

      He smiled at me and leaned in for a kiss. “You look gorgeous,” he said.

      I smiled up at him. “Thank you. Come in?”

      Looking excited, he followed after me. I quickly said, “There’s someone I want you to meet.” At that moment, Isa came into the room, and I pictured meeting her for the first time.

      Even in shorts and a T-shirt, she was gorgeous. She smiled brightly at him, saying, “Hi, I’m Isa.”

      “Jameson, this is my daughter, Isabella.”

      An emotion I couldn’t quite place crossed over his face before being replaced with surprise. “Your daughter? She looks like your sister.” He looked between the two of us, doing a doubletake.

      Isa and I giggled at each other. We’d gotten the comment a lot in the last few years since I was so young when I had her.

      Isa rested her head on my shoulder for a moment and said, “I do have a beautiful mama.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Jameson said, then he turned to me. “Shall we?”

      My eyebrows drew together. “We can have some tea or something, give us a chance to visit.”

      Jameson frowned, looking over his shoulder toward the door. “Actually, I was wanting to get on the road. I’ll wait in the truck?”

      He turned and walked outside before I had a chance to reply. Once the door shut, I gave Isa a worried look. But she gave me an encouraging smile, saying, “Go have fun, Mom. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Okay… okay,” I said, even as an unsettled feeling weighed down my stomach. I gave her a hug and went to get my purse from the hook by the door. However, every step I took away from my daughter and toward Jameson felt wrong.

      If this was a test, he’d failed it. In fact, he hadn’t even written his name on the paper to be graded.

      How could a romantic partner meet Isa, my beautiful daughter, one of the most important people in the world to me, and not want to share a cup of tea at the minimum? I didn’t understand.

      There had to be a reason, right? Like he was gassy and didn’t want to embarrass himself or maybe there was a negative history with girlfriends’ daughters I didn’t know about.

      But I had to know.

      So instead of walking to the passenger side of the pickup like I usually did, I went to Jameson’s side and opened the door. He glanced up from his phone, looking surprised to see me. “Wrong side, babe,” he said as his lips eased into a teasing smile.

      Even with years of practice, I couldn’t fake a smile. I felt vulnerable, knowing I was serving myself up on a platter to be disappointed as I asked, “Why didn’t you want to talk with my daughter?”

      Jameson set his phone in the cupholder and faced me again, seeming confused. “I’m going out with you, not her. I’m excited to try this restaurant.”

      My stomach sank, like a water balloon hitting the sidewalk just before bursting. He was supposed to want to know her because I loved her. And I didn’t want to train a grown man to show interest in the people who mattered most to me.

      Suddenly, the idea of spending an evening with him while my daughter sat in my house alone made my stomach turn.

      “This has been fun, Jameson, but I think we need to end things,” I said. I’d never broken up with anyone, unless you counted Gray, so I wasn’t sure I was even doing it right. But I had to be honest with him and with myself.

      The message must have come across clearly because there was a disappointed, confused look on Jameson’s face. “Because I didn’t want to hang out and make small talk with your daughter?”

      My mama bear rage rose up in my chest, and I had to take a breath to keep from making a metaphorical swipe at him. “Because I am who I am because of that girl. She made me a mother, the most important role I’ll ever have. My heart walks around in her body. And the fact that you’re not remotely interested in knowing someone so integral to my life… it’s a big red flag. Maybe another woman wouldn’t care, but I do.”

      Jameson frowned, deep lines forming in his forehead. “If it’s so important to you, I’ll go inside. We don’t have to go to dinner at all.”

      My heart tugged at the idea of getting what I wanted, but I didn’t want it this way. “I shouldn’t have to ask,” I said. My mind flashed back to the week Enzo was home from basic training and Gray waited so patiently for me to go horseback riding with him. He understood how important my kids were to me because he felt the same way about his children.

      It made me miss him and his friendship even more.

      Jameson had his lips pressed together like he was trying to work out a response, but that wasn’t needed. “I’m not mad, Jameson. I just think we’re looking for different things.”

      He let out a heavy sigh and then finally offered me a rueful smile. “Well, let me know if you’re ever in Tyler and want to meet up.”

      I nodded, knowing that would never happen. Then I stepped back and shut the door to his truck. I stood in my driveway while he pulled out and turned down the street, watching him go.

      When his taillights disappeared around the corner, I turned back toward my home and my daughter inside.

      I’d learned something about Jameson tonight, about our relationship, but I’d learned something about myself, too.

      I wasn’t a casual relationship kind of woman.

      I wanted something real, and I wouldn’t settle for anything less.
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      Even though it would get hotter later this afternoon, I had to wear a hoodie while checking cattle with Hayes. We rode our horses side by side along the trail through the pasture near the house as the sharp breeze made the newly greening grass wave erratically.

      A cloud crossed in front of the sun, making it instantly colder, so I leaned forward and rubbed my hand on Blister’s neck, borrowing some of his warmth. “Care to share your coat?” I muttered to him.

      His freckled ears flicked back in response.

      When we crested the hill, the cloud was gone, making the weather much more tolerable again. Early rays flickered over the landscape, catching the waving blades of grass, and almost illuminated the black cattle grazing.

      This time of year was my favorite, when all the calves were born but still with their mamas. I smiled at the sight of the pairs and then glanced over at Hayes. His gaze was on the cattle, too, but he seemed to be lost in thought.

      “Looking forward to the spring festival? It’s just a couple weeks away,” I asked, wondering if that was it. Maya wanted us all to perform the Boot Scootin’ Boogie with her and her class. Maybe he was going over the dance steps in his mind.

      “Fuck no,” Hayes groused. “Maybe I’ll break a leg and get out of dancing.”

      I gave him a surprised look. He was rarely in a mood like this. “I thought you liked dancing.”

      “I do when it’s my own idea,” he admitted, shifting the reins to his other hand. We started down the hill, and we both leaned back slightly to keep our balance in the saddles. “So about that broken leg...” he said. Then he gave me his trademark smirk.

      I shook my head at Hayes. “Keep talking that way and you’ll jinx yourself.”

      He rolled his eyes at me, not one to believe in superstitions.

      We reached the bottom of the hill and straightened in our saddles. I said, “Liv had an ultrasound. Baby’s doing well.”

      “That’s good.” He smiled for just a second before it fell.  Something was going on with him beyond the dance, and I couldn’t tell what.

      Another cloud passed over the sun, making it cold again, but I tried to brighten up the mood anyway. “Emily won student of the week,” I said, beyond proud of Knox’s stepdaughter. She was an incredible girl, and we were lucky to have her in the family. “They’re having an assembly next Friday where they’ll tell everyone how nice she is.”

      “I never won any of those.” Hayes pouted.

      “Wonder why...” I drawled sarcastically, remembering high school Hayes all too well. He was a ladies’ man even then and barely passed most of his classes.  “Oh, and Maya’s on the dean’s honor roll,” I added as an afterthought. She was always winning awards like that.

      “Stupid—the high school doesn’t have a dean,” Hayes muttered.

      I gave him the side-eye. “Did a rattlesnake crawl up your pants?”

      Hayes raised his eyebrows. “No?”

      “Then why are you so full of piss and vinegar today?”

      Hayes huffed out a sigh, reining his horse so we could go through a draw to the right. The grass was greener at the bottom where the rainwater always pooled before evaporating away. “Can you let it go?” Hayes begged.

      Following behind him, I said, “I let it go the other day at the diner when you were acting off. This is me bringing it back up.” Even though I didn’t go to the diner as much anymore, I liked meeting with my boys there and getting to see Aggie’s face. I missed her like hell.

      Hayes glowered at the ground ahead of him. “Can’t you be a deadbeat like Aggie’s ex?” He was only half joking, but it was in poor taste, and the mention of Aggie had my heart aching.

      She was still seeing someone as far as I knew. And even though I still enjoyed her company at the diner, things weren’t like they used to be. Shoving the thought aside, I said to Hayes, “I’m sorry my love and care for my sons is an inconvenience to you.”

      He didn’t respond as we reached the end of the valley where a pair of cattle were grazing. The mama and baby were apart from the others, which wasn’t a good sign since cattle usually grazed in groups. “Let’s get a closer look at them,” I said, the questioning paused for the moment.

      Hayes and his horse fell into step behind Blister and me while I studied the animals more closely. The mama cow looked fine, no signs of mastitis. But the baby calf had a yellow streak under his tail. I frowned and twisted in my saddle to look at Hayes. “I’m gonna rope the calf. Can you watch the heifer so she doesn’t maul me?”

      “Trusting me an awful lot, considering I’m full of piss and vinegar,” Hayes said lightly.

      I gave him yet another exasperated look, then started unclipping the lasso from my saddle. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Hayes on his horse, handily pushing back the mama cow. “Back up, babe,” he said to her in a low, steady voice.

      As soon as they were a comfortable distance away, I swung my rope over my head, and when it caught the calf’s back legs, I pulled it tight. It bellered as it fell to the ground. “This’ll be over quick,” I promised.

      The heifer snorted, trying to run toward the calf, but Hayes cut her off, playing defense on horseback.

      Trusting Hayes to handle it, I got my medicine bag and made quick work of medicating the calf. Then I released the rope and hurried back onto Blister. As soon as I was in the saddle, I called to Hayes, “All good.”

      We both backed our horses away to give the pair some space.

      “Everything okay?” Hayes asked as I wound my lasso back up and clipped it to the saddle.

      “Had the scours and needed some electrolytes,” I explained. “I’ll check back in on him again this evening.” My stomach squeezed with nerves. I hated to see any of my animals under the weather.

      Hayes nodded, continuing to keep pace beside me. We turned toward another draw, silent for a moment. We’d covered most of the pasture and would head home soon.

      Despite all the time we’d spent out here, he still hadn’t shared what was eating him. I gave him a look and said, “Don’t make me tie you up too.” I’d get answers out of my stubborn boy one way or another.

      Hayes chuckled softly, then finally... “If I tell you, you can’t tell anyone.”

      “Want to swear on it?” I held up my pinky like we used to when he was young. Hayes was all about the pinky promise for a while.

      That earned me a roll of his eyes. “Fucker,” Hayes muttered.

      I chuckled, used to his language by now. “It’s just you and me out here. What’s going on?” I wondered if he’d gotten a woman pregnant. Or maybe he was sick. The familiar rush of adrenaline had my heart racing.

      Hayes shook his head slowly. “I’ve been thinking things lately...”

      The relief was instant. “That is new,” I teased him. “I can see why you’d be concerned.”

      “Dad!” he huffed out, although I could tell he was holding back a laugh. “I’m being serious.”

      “Go ahead.” I smiled over at him before looking ahead again. There weren’t any cattle in this draw, so I led Blister up a hill so we could get a better vantage point again.

      “How did you know it was time for you to settle down? Weren’t you wild back in the day?” Hayes asked.

      My heart swelled. Had Hayes found a woman? The thought had a smile on my face as I replied, “You’re asking the wrong question.”

      Hayes raised his eyebrows. “I am?”

      I nodded, rocking in tandem with the horse as we reached the trail again. “You should be asking ‘When did you stop fighting the fear of settling down?’”

      “What do you mean?” Hayes asked. He seemed completely confused.

      I shifted the leather reins to my other hand and let out a breath. “When I met your mom, something in me knew she was the one. But there was another part of me that thought, ‘You’re too young, it isn’t the time...’ all that bullshit. I was thinking of what I’d have to give up to be with her, not what I’d gain by having her in my life.” Regret hit me all over again at the time I missed with Maya. But I realized I’d made the same mistake with Aggie.

      I knew, deep down, I loved Aggie long before I tried dating her the first time. But the excuses had been there on the tip of my tongue with her, too. Damn, when would I learn?

      We rode in silence for a moment, back toward the house, and then I asked, “Is there a woman?”

      A few paces of our horses' hooves marked the time passing before he said, “I don’t know. She’s always been around, but it’s like I’m having a harder and harder time remembering why I should stay away. I’ve never felt like this about her before.”

      “What changed?” I asked, wondering who this mystery woman was.

      We crested another hill, suddenly giving us a view of the horizon. We could see the house, along with dozens of pairs from here, illuminated by the golden morning sunlight.

      “It’s like coming over this hill,” Hayes said, gesturing in front of us. “The cattle were here the whole time, but I couldn’t see them until we got to the top.”

      I nodded slowly, realizing Hayes may be the most like me out of all my sons. “You know, just because you noticed her doesn’t mean you have to do anything.” Maybe I was pushing him too much because of my own regrets. But Dr. Benson had reminded me the week before that I needed to stop holding on to regrets so much and look on the bright side like Aggie always did.

      Hayes seemed surprised. “What do you mean?

      I layered my hands atop the saddle horn, letting Blister pause to graze on a tuft of grass. “Even though I wish I could have come to my senses sooner and been with your mom, I wasn’t ready for her yet. I needed to grow into the man she deserved. If I would have jumped into that relationship before I was ready, it would have done us both a disservice.” Deep down, it felt true as I said it. A small wave of peace washed over me, and that pain of the past floated away on the cold spring wind.

      But Hayes wasn’t at peace. There was a fearful look in his eyes. “What if Mom had moved on before you were ready to be with her?” he asked me.

      My gut twisted thinking of Aggie with this other man. The hard truth was that sometimes, it really was too late. “The thing about wonderful women is that other people can also see how wonderful they are.”
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      I loved working at Woody’s Diner the day of the spring festival. People from all over came to Cottonwood Falls for the celebration, which meant the diner was packed with guests from open to close and tips were always good.

      This year, I would save my tips from this day for a trip to visit Enzo in Hawaii. I promised myself I’d get there. Three years was too long to go without seeing my baby. Talking on the phone just wasn’t the same.

      Just like I expected, from the time I clocked in to when we flipped the “closed” sign on the front door, there was hardly a chance to catch my breath, much less take a break. All the stocked items in the diner were out, and the back room was a mess in our hurry to grab supplies.

      With the diner officially closed, I turned to look at the chef and cashier, who looked just as harried as I felt. “We did it,” I said with a tired smile.

      Owen’s son tiredly rubbed his eyes. “Did we?” he muttered. The cook dropped his spatula on the skillet. “I’m getting a smoke before I clean this up.”

      Max said, “I’m coming too.”

      I didn’t smoke, so I went to sit in a booth, kicking off my shoes and propping my aching feet on the seat across from me. The front door rang as they walked outside, and I dropped my head back, resting it on the booth.

      Thank gosh another waitress was opening the diner tomorrow. I was going to sleep in as long as my body would let me. Even though Etta swore forty was the new thirty, being on my feet all day was taking more of a toll on my body than it used to.

      “Care if I join you?” a low voice rumbled.

      My eyes snapped open, and I stared at Gray standing near me. He looked too damn good in dark-wash Wranglers and a light-blue button-down that brought out all the hues in his eyes. There were little dark spots, suggesting he got caught outside in the unexpected rainstorm.

      “Don’t get up. I know you’re closed—I won’t order anything,” he said. “I was just driving by and saw your car. Thought I’d say hi.”

      Relief washed over me–at seeing him, at knowing I wouldn’t have to serve yet another customer. So I scooted over, that way he’d have room while I kept my feet propped up on the opposite seat. “How was the festival?” I asked him.

      He slid in across from me. “It was great. You?”

      I wiggled my toes. “My feet are killing me. I’ll need to ice them when I get home.”

      Without asking, he took one of my feet in his lap and started rubbing it over the sock. I was surprised by the contact, but it felt so damn good I wasn’t going to stop him. “My granddaughter Maya had all my sons and me dance the Boot Scootin’ Boogie with her class,” he said with a small smile on his face. “And we all did it without getting injured, so I’ll call that a win.”

      “Tell me you got video.” I’d pay good money to see him dancing with the younger kids. I bet it was adorable.

      “Hell no... But I think Liv did.”

      I made a mental note to give his daughter-in-law a free milkshake in exchange for the evidence. But then his thumb rubbed over the ball of my foot, and I let out a soft moan. Embarrassed, I immediately covered my mouth.

      But he just smiled, continuing to work the spot. “Feel good?”

      I nodded, fighting the urge to roll my head back and sleep. “You don’t have to do that. I’m sure my feet aren’t the most pleasant.” My mind went back to that day by the creek when I saw his bare feet and teased him. It seemed like another lifetime.

      “Happy to see you happy,” he replied with a smile. “Everything going well?”

      My lips twisted to the side. “Jameson and I broke up.” And I’m not sure where to go from here, I didn’t add.

      Gray’s eyes filled with sympathy. “Ags… I’m so sorry.”

      I tilted my head, not wanting to dwell in it. Truth was, I didn’t miss Jameson like I thought I should. “Enough about me. Tell me about you.”

      He picked up my other foot and rubbed it as he said, “We had a small service for the anniversary of Maya’s passing. It’s been twenty years.”

      My heart sank for him. I knew how deeply he cared for her. “I wish I’d known. I could have brought flowers or something. Been there for you. That must have been rough.”

      He dipped his head to the side like he agreed. “It was hard. But it was healing too, you know?” He met my gaze again, something in his blue eyes I couldn’t quite read.

      I couldn’t relate to what it felt like to lose a partner, not by death anyway, but I remembered my mom’s passing. “Those anniversaries are hard,” I said. “But I do feel better each year.” I guess I was getting used to living without her, even if grief hit me from time to time.

      He nodded.

      “How’s the new furniture working out?” I asked.

      “I sleep like a baby,” he replied with a sly grin. His hands felt like heaven on my feet, and that smile was the song of an angel. Having him near like this got my mind going down a million roads, questioning if there could be a second chance for us after all.

      “Glad to hear it,” I replied, almost breathless. “And the boys? How are they?”

      His smile grew warmer, although he kept his gaze down, switching to massage my other foot. “Better and better all the time. I think Hayes is in love.”

      My jaw literally dropped. “Hayes?” The eternally single bachelor? A small bit of shame tightened my chest. If he could find love, what did that say about me?

      “Hayes,” Gray echoed, a hint of surrealness to his tone. “I could see it in his eyes today. He had his first date with Della.”

      The curvy redhead who worked across the street in the insurance office popped into my mind. She wasn’t who I would have imagined Hayes falling for. Guys who looked like him usually wanted a woman who looked like a Barbie doll. But I should have known. There was more to Hayes than met the eye—he would see a woman’s true beauty, inside and out.

      “The more I think about it, the more it makes sense,” I said. “He needed some sunshine in his life.”

      Gray nodded. “She wasn’t what I imagined for him, but she’s better somehow. It’s nice that she’s someone I already know and like.”

      I nodded, feeling a sense of sadness that I wouldn’t have the same experience with my children. They both had lives outside of Cottonwood Falls and surely would meet partners tied to a different town.

      “It’s good to see you, Aggie, just the two of us,” Gray offered.

      My heart thudded along in my chest, clinging to each of those words. I’d missed him so. I opened my mouth to reply, but then the bell sounded over the door. And suddenly, I realized how this looked.

      Gray, rubbing my feet. The two of us alone in the diner.

      I jerked my feet back, feeling like a teenager getting caught making out on the couch, and turned to see Max walking back in, the cook on his heels. Before I could excuse myself to get back to work, Gray stood up.

      “Have a good night, Aggie.”

      As I watched him walk away, my heart was still racing. It hadn’t given up on Gray.
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      I woke up the next morning still thinking about Aggie. Seeing Hayes out on a date had given me the courage I needed to go to her. And hearing she was single again? Even though I hated seeing her hurt, my heart was soaring that I might have another chance.

      That small flare of hope grew even stronger as I got ready for the day. For both myself and for Hayes. He had seemed so happy yesterday with Della; I saw it in his eyes.

      But when I walked out the front door to go feed the cattle, I saw his truck idling in the driveway. The wan morning light caught all the shadows on his face as he rolled down the driver’s side window. There were circles under his eyes and a pinch to his lips.

      Worry doused my hope as I approached. “Everything okay?”

      Hayes held out a travel mug I assumed was filled with coffee. “Had another dream,” he said.

      My heart sank. “The one you used to have?”

      He nodded.

      I could have cried for him. After Maya passed, Hayes struggled with nightmares for years. It was always the same one that had him coming to my room and afraid to fall back asleep. And the worst thing was, I couldn’t tell him the dream was just made-up monsters—it was real memories of losing his mom in such a horrible way.

      On the nights he had dreams, I always took him with me to do the morning chores. Sometimes we talked, sometimes we didn’t. And it looked like we were doing the same thing today.

      I brought the coffee to my lips, taking a cautious sip, then said, “Let’s get the girls fed.” At Hayes’s nod, I walked around to the passenger side, and he drove us to the pens where the heifers and their calves were kept. These were the cows having their first calf, so I liked having them closer to the house than the more seasoned mothers.

      When we got to the feed truck, he turned off his truck and followed me into the older, bigger vehicle. The leather seats were faded and torn, patched with duct tape in some places. But the engine fired right to life, rumbling steadily under us and making dust rise from the dash.

      I kept waiting for Hayes to speak, to open up, but we were silent as I filled up the back of the feed truck with rations for the cattle.

      Once a mound of feed was visible over the trailer, I shut off the trap door spilling feed into the truck and then started driving alongside the cement feed bunks. The truck was a little squirrely in its old age, so I had to pay extra attention to make sure the feed was falling in the right place.

      As the bunks filled with food, cattle hurried over and dipped their noses into the mixture. The morning light caught each drip of snot and saliva building on their snouts. Every so often, their tongues would dart out to clear their nostrils of the feed.

      Something about the routine of it, knowing how they’d react every day, was soothing to me. It must have been for my son, too, for him to come over and join me after all these years.

      Hayes stayed silent until the feeding was done, and then we got back into his truck so he could drive me back to the house. I kept waiting for him to open up, but when we pulled into the driveway, he still hadn’t said a word.

      He parked the truck like he was ready for me to get out, but I shifted in my seat, leaning my back against the door. At his questioning look, I shrugged. “We gotta talk about it,” I said.

      Hayes rolled his head toward me. “Like hell we do.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Surely he hadn’t driven all the way out here this early in the morning to avoid the subject.

      Hayes sighed, but I wasn’t budging.

      “Your second date with Della is tonight,” I pointed out. My gut—and learning so much in therapy—was telling me that’s why his dream had come back.

      Hayes frowned. Then he gestured toward his door handle. “Should I make a run for it to avoid this chat? I can definitely outrun you.”

      This boy. I had to smile. But life wasn’t just smiles and jokes. There was real stuff, too, and we couldn’t avoid it. That’s something I’d learned in therapy, too. All those feelings I tried shoving down throughout the years? They weren’t gone, but waiting to be processed. “Your brain is trying to protect you from getting hurt,” I said gently, not wanting to scare him away or upset him more.

      “But this is different,” Hayes argued. “Della and I are just going to eat dinner.”

      It wasn’t just dinner. Couldn’t be for a reaction like this. And then it hit me. “The only woman you’ve ever loved left before you could even say goodbye. Before you really knew what goodbye meant.” My voice scraped over the words, raw with emotion.

      Hayes blinked quickly before turning his gaze out the window, telling me that my guess was spot on. “I’m too old to be doing this now,” he said, his voice thick. “I’m not a little kid anymore.”

      “You’re never too old to be afraid,” I reminded him. “All these years later, and I’m afraid too.”

      “You’re happy by yourself,” Hayes said. “Why take the risk?”

      He could have been speaking the words right out of my own head. “I am happy...” But it was more complicated than that. I looked down at my hands, weathered with age, and I wished I had more wisdom to match. “But I could be happier.”

      Hayes met my gaze, a tortured look in his eyes. “You could be sadder too.”

      I knew what he meant without him having to spell it out. What if I gave my heart to another woman and lost her like I lost Maya? That kind of pain was like no other. But now I knew there were other types of pain. Seeing someone you loved and holding back. Watching time slip by without them because you couldn’t be brave.

      I was done with that kind of pain.

      I had to win Aggie back.
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      The next weekend, Gray invited me to go horseback riding with him again. And it was like all this time and distance between us hadn’t passed. So the following week, when I had a day off work…

      I called Gray.

      My heart fluttered a bit the way it always did at the thought of spending time with him. It had a little tendril of hope that things would work out between us, and no matter how much I tried, I couldn’t squash it.

      I’d have to live with that hope because I didn’t want to live without his friendship.

      When he answered, the low timbre of his voice was instantly comforting. “Aggie.” I could tell he was smiling.

      “What are you up to?” I asked, pacing my living room. “I know it’s late notice, but I have the afternoon off and I thought I’d see what my favorite cowboy was up to.”

      I could hear the wind brushing over the speaker of his phone. That man spent as many hours outside as I did in the diner. “I’m tending to the garden today. I want to get everything cleared out and then plant some seeds before it rains this weekend.”

      “Care for some company?” I asked, picturing him leaning up against a shovel with no human in sight for miles. The visual was like something out of a storybook. “I think I have a pair of garden gloves somewhere.”

      “You don’t need to help, but I’d sure love someone to talk to. I think Gracie’s getting bored of my stories.”

      I chuckled at the thought of him talking to his graying cattle dog while pulling weeds. “I can’t promise I won’t get bored,” I teased him.

      “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      Chuckling, I told him I’d be by in a little while, and then we hung up. Turns out, I looked forward more to doing mundane things with Gray than going on adventures with Jameson, because I quickly dressed in work jeans and a T-shirt, pulled my mom’s old gardening gloves from the junk drawer, and got in the car.

      At the sight of the Madigan Ranch sign over the road, my heart felt lighter already. Something about this place felt like home, even though it wasn’t my own.

      As I pulled into the gravel driveway, I didn’t see Gray. But soon, he appeared around the side of the house, tugging leather gloves from his hands. There was a smile on his face, even as he squinted at me in the midday sun.

      I waved at him and got out. “Ready for a hand?” I called.

      “Just glad you’re here,” he tossed back, making my stomach swoop.

      I smiled and walked his way, letting myself through the front gate. Gracie trotted up to me, and I scratched her behind her graying ears. “Looks like she’s happy I’m here, too.”

      He chuckled and led us back to the garden in his backyard. It was big, with a waist-high fence around it to keep the critters out. Half of it was churned with rows, a garden hose spilling water down the trenches.

      He reached for a water jug at the corner, drinking deeply. It was hard to look away, seeing his Adam's apple move with each swallow and his strong shoulders tug against the fabric of his shirt. He may have been older, but he certainly had the strength to match anyone my age.

      “What are you working on now?” I asked, gesturing at the plot.

      He set his jug back down. “I’m about to plant the trap plants.”

      My eyebrows drew together as I looked around for Venus flytraps. “Don’t you have to buy those from the store?” I asked.

      Shaking his head, he explained that trap plants were typically flowers that would attract bugs away from the fruits and vegetables. “Keeps me from battling bugs all summer,” he explained.

      The way he talked about it made me want to learn more. “I thought gardening was just putting seeds in the ground and watering them,” I admitted.

      But he shook his head, grabbing a packet of marigold seeds. “These flowers repel so many things–aphids, squash beetles, even root knot nematodes.”

      I glanced at the package, amazed a little flower could do all that.

      “What’s your favorite flower?” he asked, picking out several other packets from his rusted metal basket on the ground near the fence.

      “Mine?” I asked, racking my brain.

      “Yeah, if you have one?” He straightened up, holding the seed packets.

      “I like cosmos,” I said, thinking of the cheerful pink flowers. “I know they’re not anything special, but they’re my favorite.”

      Gray shrugged. “Beauty’s in the eye of the beholder, right?”

      I nodded, and we got to work planting different types of flowers in the corners of the garden and by certain plants. Working most of my life, it was easy for me to fall into the rhythm of a task. While we dipped the seeds under the soil, he asked how my kids were doing.

      His interest in Isa and Enzo warmed my heart right back up. Especially when I could announce that I was finally going to see Enzo in Hawaii.

      “Aggie!” The joy for me was clear in his eyes. “Oh my gosh!” He crossed the garden to me and pulled me into a hug. It shouldn’t have been so easy for me to melt into his touch, but I did, savoring the feel of his body close to me.

      Here he was, all hard muscles against the softness of my chest. My body reacted stronger than ever, nipples growing tight, skin alert to the pressure. Even my heart rate kicked up.

      His hand ran over my back, settling on the spot where my waist dipped in. His breath was deep, like he might have been savoring this moment too. And the realization had me tilting my head back, mentally begging him to kiss me.

      An engine gunned on the road, loud, like Hayes’s new motorcycle, and we jumped apart.

      My face felt flushed, shocked and embarrassed by how desperate I felt for more of his touch.

      “That must be Hayes,” Gray said. “Let me see what he wants.” He stepped over the garden fence and walked backward a few steps, saying, “Remind me to send you with a gift for Enzo, okay?”

      My heart grew just as warm as the sun. “I’m sure he’ll appreciate that.”

      He dipped his head like it was no big deal and turned to greet Hayes and his roaring motorcycle, but it was a big deal to me.

      More and more I was starting to wonder… Had Gray changed anything since the gala? When he was done with Hayes, I would ask him. Because I loved him as a friend, but my heart wouldn’t let go of the idea of having him as more.
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      As I walked back toward the garden bed, I saw Aggie holding her cell phone to her ear, a devastated look on her face. “How did that happen?”

      She waited silently, eyes filling with tears, shoulders hunching in as she listened.

      “Which hospital is he being sent to?” she asked. After a beat, she said, “When he wakes up, will you tell him his mom is on the way?” Her voice shook.

      Her eyes closed as she nodded. “Thank you.”

      Then she lowered her phone to her side.

      I reached her as her legs started to sway and put my arm around her. “What happened, Ags?”

      We sat on the steps leading up to the back door of the house, and she looked over at me with dazed, glassy eyes. “Enzo was in a hiking accident. Someone ahead of him tripped on a steep trail, and he was knocked off. They said he fell almost ten feet. His leg is broken, and he was knocked unconscious.”

      My gut clenched at the answer. “He hasn’t woken up yet? How long has it been since the accident?”

      Her eyes went wide. “I didn’t even think to ask. God, I’m such a terrible mom.” She stood up, frantically walking toward her car. “I have got go. I need to find a plane ticket. I’m not sure what my credit limit is.” Her fingers fumbled with the gate latch; she was shaking so badly.

      “Aggie,” I said, taking her shoulders and making her face me. “You can’t drive in this condition.”

      “But I have to go be with him,” she said, a sob shaking her voice.

      “Then I’m going with you,” I said. I’d call the kids to watch the ranch. Things here would be fine. I wanted to be there for her.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, a small glimmer of hope in her expression.

      “Of course I’m sure,” I said. “Let me get a bag packed, and then we’ll go to your house to get your things.”

      Within an hour, we both had travel bags thrown together with the basics. She’d called Owen to let him know that she’d be out of work until she knew more about Enzo’s condition. And I booked us last-minute tickets out of Dallas to Honolulu. She tried to tell me she’d repay me, but I waved her off. “This is what emergency savings are for–to help your family.” Whether she felt the same way or not, it was true–Aggie was my family.

      The two-hour drive to Dallas felt like ten. Our usual lighthearted banter was replaced with Aggie calling Isa and Etta to tell them what had happened with Enzo and then calling back to the hospital to see if he’d woken up yet.

      He hadn’t.

      I had to convince Aggie to eat a quick bite at the airport. Her stomach was upset, understandably, but she’d need her strength for the trip and what we’d find when we arrived.

      So as we boarded the plane, she nibbled on a sandwich. My nerves were strung tight with adrenaline, but there was nowhere I'd rather be than helping Aggie through this in any way I could.

      Since it was a red-eye flight, I encouraged her to lean against me and rest. Even though I could tell a million thoughts were going through her mind, she drifted off an hour or two into the flight. I couldn’t sleep, though, with my girl under my arm.

      I’d been so close to telling her at my house that I wanted a second chance with her. I knew I couldn’t undo what had happened after the gala, but I could create a better future with her at my side.

      But my feelings were the least important thing right now.

      No, now it was all about getting Aggie to her son.
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      I rushed into the hospital wearing yesterday’s clothes, Gray following closely behind as I reached the security guard at the reception desk and demanded to see my son. I knew I was frantic; I knew it wasn’t his fault that my son was here and injured. But the sleepy guy in uniform felt like the only thing keeping me from my baby’s side.

      At least he had the good sense not to tell me to calm down. Instead, he searched on the computer for his room number and then said, “Follow me.”

      We walked behind his stout frame, moving quickly across tile floors that smelled strongly of disinfectant. Even though it was still early in the morning, the fluorescent lights overhead burned brightly and stung my eyes, still dry from the flight. Beeping came from each room, snores from some and talking from others.

      But finally, finally, we reached my son in the ICU.

      My heart clenched seeing his tan skin against the white sheets, a bandage tinted pink in one spot wrapped tightly around his head. A tube was in his mouth. One leg was bigger than the other under the blanket, likely due to a stent or a cast.

      A whimper came through my mouth, and Gray put a steadying arm around me.

      No one around me mattered, though, as I walked closer to the bedside, brushing fingertips over Enzo’s scraped arm like that would somehow make him better. In fact, there were scratches and scrapes over his arms and dirt still caked under his fingernails.

      An overwhelming urge to yell at the staff overcame me as I turned to Gray. “Why did they leave him all dirty like this?”

      Gray frowned, stepping closer to me. “I’m sure we’ll have time to clean him up.”

      Hot, fat tears rolled down my cheeks as I said, “Enzo, baby, I’m here.”

      I half expected his eyes to flutter open, but they didn’t. He lay peacefully, like his body wasn’t battered, bruised, and broken.

      I smoothed his blanket up around him, wishing desperately this was a wound I could kiss away.

      But someone saying, “Are you his parents?” broke me out of my thoughts.

      I turned, seeing a young woman in dark green scrubs and a white lab coat entering the room. “I’m his mom,” I said.

      She looked to Gray, but when we didn’t offer additional commentary, she said, “I’m the hospitalist finishing up the night shift rounds. Is this the first you’re here?”

      I nodded, desperate for answers, desperate for anything I could do to wake up my baby and get him on the path to healing.

      “Let me update you on his case,” she said, flipping through the pages of her clipboard. “We did a CT scan and found significant swelling in his brain and a fracture to his skull. Right now, he’s in an induced coma to help the swelling go down. His femur, fibula, and tibia on the right side are each broken and will likely require a series of surgeries. No broken bones on the left side, but there was a tear to his ACL, MCL, and LCL, which will also require surgery to repair. His upper body has severe bruising but no broken bones.”

      I looked over at my baby, those words not making sense with my strong young man. He’d suffered so much, and I wasn’t here for him.

      Gray spoke up for me. “Will there be long-term effects to his brain?”

      The woman pressed her lips together. “With a concussion of this nature, it’s probable there will be short-term memory loss. He won’t remember his fall or likely his first week or so in the hospital. He’ll need to work with a neurologist to develop a concussion protocol, which will likely include low lighting and no screens for several months up to a year.”

      My throat squeezed tight. A year?

      “How long will he be in intensive care?” Gray asked.

      The woman, her name tag said M. Garvin, looked over at Enzo. “I’m not sure, but typically they’ll keep patients in ICU to monitor brain activity until they’re removed from sedation.”

      It was all so much… I kept looking from her to my son, my brain struggling to process.

      Gray squeezed my hand and asked, “When will we get to see the doctor monitoring his case?”

      “He has a team assigned to him. They will be in around ten this morning.” A glance at the clock showed it was only five. “Do you have any other questions I can help you with?”

      I shook my head numbly, and Gray did as well. We sat in two hard chairs in the corner of the small room while she began testing his vitals and examining the screen readouts I couldn’t come close to understanding.

      Watching her care for him, I felt so weak and powerless. If I could have switched places with him, I would have. But I couldn’t even drive safely to the airport. Thank God Gray was here.

      I glanced over at the man beside me, worry lines deep in his skin, his eyes on my son like Enzo was the most important thing in the world.

      My heart swelled for Gray and cracked painfully. This must have brought back so many memories for him.

      But he had braved it to be here with Enzo and me.
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      Being in the hospital, smelling the antiseptics, hearing the constant buzzing of fluorescent lights and beeping of machines–it took me back twenty years. Maya had an episode that brought us to the hospital, and they ultimately discovered the cancer had spread too much to be cured.

      I brought her home, knowing she would die.

      I was thankful for therapy over the last several years, giving me the tools to breathe through this moment I had learned was a trigger for my PTSD. I used to think it was just something for soldiers, but Dr. Benson had told me it was something anyone could get when they went through an especially traumatic time.

      Looking over at Aggie, her chair drawn next to Enzo’s bed as she held his hand and whispered healing words to him… I wished I could save her from it all. This moment of watching her son suffer, the emotional fallout that would come after. I wished I could trade places with Enzo, taking away the young man’s pain.

      The last time I’d seen him, his brown eyes were so bright, just like his mom’s, as he talked about his job on base. Would his eyes carry the same light when he woke up?

      I didn’t know. I couldn’t think about it. I just knew I had to support Aggie so she could be there for him.

      So when the doctors assured us they wouldn’t be removing sedation until the next day, I finally convinced Aggie to go to a hotel I booked for some rest.

      We rode in a taxi in silence, and she waited while I checked us in. When I pushed the door open to our hotel room, I froze in the doorway.

      I had ordered a room with two queen beds, knowing Aggie would probably want to sleep separately from me. But now? She’d probably think I was some gross old man trying to cop a feel in her moment of weakness.

      “Everything okay?” Aggie asked, nudging beside me in the small entryway to the room. Then she stalled, her body pressed up against mine. “Oh.”

      I stepped forward to give her room. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I can go talk to the front desk.”

      She gazed at the bed, all white linens with tightly folded corners. The four matching pillows leaning up against a brown oak headboard, a reading lamp on either side. “It’s okay,” she whispered.

      I looked at her, seeing the haunted look in her dark brown eyes. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Don’t make me sleep alone.”

      I held back a shudder at the thought of sleeping next to her, our bodies pressed together under the covers. But now wasn’t the time for thoughts of that.

      I went to the bed, pulling back the covers on her side. She looked so exhausted, I thought she might want to lie down immediately. But she peeled off her T-shirt, showing her shapely breasts held back by a cotton bra. And then she unbuttoned her jeans, sliding them down to her feet.

      My mouth went dry.

      “I need you,” she whispered, facing me with the most broken look in her eyes. “I need a second to forget.”
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      My lips parted at the sight of Aggie in front of me, at the words passing through her lips and the thought of holding her the way that came through my every dream at night.

      But my heart clenched, too, seeing how broken and small she looked knowing her son lay intubated in a hospital bed.

      “Aggie, I don’t want to take advantage of you,” I said, standing stark still like I could spook her into seeing how vulnerable she was at the moment.

      “You’re not taking advantage of me.” She crossed the gap between us, linking her fingers behind my neck, pressing her lush chest against mine. “You’re saving me. Because I can’t take another second with those images in my mind.” The haunted look crossed her eyes, forming dark abysses against sallow skin.

      And I saw myself reflected there–the Gray who was trying to keep it together for his wife and kids. Who desperately needed to let go. I would do anything to spare Aggie from that pain, even if only for minutes.

      So I let myself be selfish, lowering my lips to hers and taking what I’d missed so damn much since the night I discovered how good she tasted. How she reacted to my every touch with a gasp or a moan of her own.

      I craved her like I craved air, and I breathed her in. My lips hungry on hers. My fingertips searching her skin, like touching her enough would permanently imprint her there. Walking her back to the bed, like if we were tangled in sheets, we couldn’t be tangled in the problems of life.

      She clung to me as I laid her back on the soft mattress, taking a moment to drink her in once she was completely bare. Her soft body was a fucking masterpiece even Picasso couldn’t adequately capture.

      So I memorized the moment before lowering to my knees in front of her and hitching her legs over my shoulders.

      If I had a moment to taste her, I’d eat like it was my last meal.

      I lowered my lips to her mound, claiming what I wished was mine, reveling in each sound that passed through her lips and the scars of her fingers digging into my scalp, urging, begging me for more.

      I gave her all I had and took just as much until she was writhing beneath my touch, begging for release while crying out for more.

      And when she finally came, her body racked with one shudder after another. But I didn’t let the waves fade before shedding my pants and plunging into her with my aching, heavy cock.

      If she wanted a reprieve, she would get one. She wouldn’t get a second of anything but me, her, us.

      “Gray!” she cried out, just like I remembered.

      But this time, my mind wasn’t anywhere but here as I plunged into her, holding her gaze, forcing her to be right here with me just like I was here with her. “It’s me and you, Agatha. Just me and you.”

      She whimpered, tugging me closer.

      Our skin grew heated, sweat sticking us together.

      As her mouth opened with a cry, I swallowed it with a kiss, consuming her just as thoughts of her had consumed me over the years.

      No more holding back.

      Not when I knew each moment could be my last with this beautiful woman.

      “You’re beautiful,” I breathed, slowing my pace to make this last longer. For her. For me. For us.

      Aggie’s fingers squeezed my shoulders as a tear leaked from the corner of her eye. And then she pulled me closer, kissing me again.

      I was getting closer to the edge, but when I tried to pull back, she wrapped her legs around me, holding my hips flush to hers, my cock as deep as it would go.

      I wanted to pull back and make it last longer just as much as I needed the friction of moving. But she held us still, her palms on both my cheeks. A low keening sound came from her throat, and she nodded, giving me permission to move again.

      I started slow, going faster as her walls tightened around me.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, my voice strangled. “You can let go.”

      A wail escaped her lips as she came, long and hard on my cock. My own orgasm followed hers, wracking my body against her own.

      We faced each other in the aftermath, tears spilling from her eyes, her hair a mess of sweat and tangles. I brushed it back and kissed her forehead before forcing myself to pull out of her warmth.

      “I’ll get you a rag,” I said, moving to get out of the bed.

      But her hand tugged mine. “Stay. Please. Just stay.”

      I nodded, folding myself back into bed as she shifted, her back to my chest. And I held her as the soft, slow breaths of sleep replaced her shallow, anxious sips of air.

      Finally, my Aggie was at peace, even if I knew we were here on borrowed time.
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      The next week for Enzo’s care was critical. Anxiety seized my heart as I waited for every milestone. When they removed the breathing tube and I waited for his first breath on his own. When the sedation was ceased and the swelling on his brain had improved.

      When he woke up, blinking hard, he had a confused look on his face. “Mom?” he rasped right before cringing in pain. Gray jumped up. “I’ll get the doctor.”

      I leapt from my chair beside his bed, holding my baby and brushing back his hair, even though it was still cut short. “Baby, what do you remember?”

      He looked around. “I’m in the hospital? Why?”

      Even though the doctor had told me to expect it, this was still the hardest thing I’d ever done. “You were in a hiking accident.” I explained to him what happened, the injuries.

      “Was I discharged?” he asked, the monitor beside his bed beeping faster with his heart rate.

      I shook my head, tears stinging my eyes as I did my best to keep them from falling. “There’s time to worry about that later. Right now we need to focus on getting you better.”

      And that’s what we did for the next week. There were surgeries with plans for more. Long naps induced by pain medication. Hours that passed where Gray and I sat on the couch along the window of his new room in the trauma unit of the hospital.

      He was my rock. My reprieve. My everything.

      But the more stable Enzo’s condition became, the less we could avoid questions of the future. Enzo would need help once he got out of the hospital while he tried to recover enough to return to service. His supervisors told us there was a six-to-twelve-month window allowed for healing, depending on what the doctors said.

      Gray had a ranch to take care of in Cottonwood Falls. His sons were covering for him, but they had jobs and families of their own.

      So one night in the hotel, as we lay together in bed, naked and damp with sweat, I turned to face him instead of rolling over to sleep in his arms.

      “I know you need to go home,” I told him. “Your kids need you, and even if they don’t, you have a ranch there, too.”

      Concern knitted his eyebrows together. “I don’t want you to do this on your own.”

      His care for me knotted my chest. It seemed like I was more loved than I ever knew. “Etta called me earlier,” I explained, a touch of wonder to my voice. “They did a fundraiser at the diner and the grocery store so I could afford a six-month rental here while Enzo needs me the most.”

      His lips parted, blue eyes dark in the dimly lit room. “They raised that much?”

      I nodded as my eyes stung with tears for the millionth time that week. As a teen mom, I felt shame so much of the time in our small town. Turns out, I had more people rooting for Enzo and me than I thought. It made me even more grateful for the community I called home.

      “That’s amazing.” He kissed my forehead. “And amazing for you to be here for Enzo.”

      “I know we have things to talk about…” I glanced down, worried what I’d find in his expression. Because the first night, I may have asked him to share the bed with me out of desperation. But for the other days this week?

      It was because I was tired of fighting my feelings for Gray.

      The question was, what were his feelings for me?

      “You need to be here for Enzo,” Gray said. “Don’t worry about me. We can talk about us later.”

      I knew he was right, but my heart still ached that life was finding yet another way to keep us apart. “Okay. I won’t worry about you.” I barely managed a teasing tone.

      A bittersweet smile touched his lips. And for the first time, he didn’t lie with me until we fell asleep. He got up and went to the shower, taking a long time in the water. Sensing he needed time with his thoughts, I dressed in my pajamas and pretended to be asleep when he got back in bed. I was awake long after his breathing became slow and measured with sleep.

      In the morning, he came to the hospital with me and said goodbye to Enzo. I gave them their time together, trying—and failing—to gather myself and my feelings.

      So when Gray met me in the waiting room to say goodbye, tears were already falling down my cheeks. There were people around, but the hospital wasn’t a place to be shy with my sadness. Everyone had too many of their own problems to be concerned with my emotions.

      I stood up from the hard pleather chair, saying, “Let me walk you out.” I brushed tears off my cheek with the heel of my hand but more kept coming.

      “Aggie…” Gray breathed.

      I reached for his duffel bag in the chair next to mine, but he covered my hand with his, not letting me pick it up.

      When I turned to face him, there was a sad look in his eyes. He opened his arms for me.

      I looked at him for a moment, in his jeans and T-shirt and cowboy boots that looked so out of place in Hawaii. At his soft lips and kind, light-blue eyes, which had been a staple in my life over the years. I’d known Gray longer than I hadn’t known him.

      And the thought of being in Hawaii without him wrecked me. As a fresh round of sobs shook my shoulders, I fell into his hug, letting his strength keep me standing.

      For the millionth time this week, I felt bad for judging his grieving process. Especially with how gentle he’d been with me, knowing that Enzo would recover and eventually thrive.

      “I couldn’t have made it through this week without you,” I whispered into his chest.

      He held me quietly a moment longer before pulling back and palming my cheek. “You’re stronger than you know, Ags. But I’m always just a phone call away when you need a moment to be weak.”

      My heart twinged, rejecting the idea of having him an ocean away when he’d been so close this week. “I’ll see you in Cottonwood Falls?”

      His lips quirked. “I’ll see you in Cottonwood Falls.”
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      Never in my life had I had so many days off in a row.

      Of course, most of my free time was spent helping Enzo get to appointments and perform his at-home rehabilitation workouts. I’d never been prouder of him than seeing him put in the work to heal his body–even when it hurt, even when he was tired, even when it seemed like progress was slower than watching the lush green blades of grass grow in the common area of the apartment building where we were staying.

      But there was time for myself, too. For the first time in a long time, I felt like a kid again, exploring the beaches I could get to in Enzo’s car. I even got a set of snorkel goggles and flippers so I could swim through the salty water and discover things underneath.

      I also had so much time in Hawaii to think about my life and what I wanted it to look like. Even though I loved Cottonwood Falls, I realized how much I missed having my kids around. Something about seeing Enzo day to day made my heart feel so much fuller. And I talked with Isabella almost every day since I wasn’t working evenings at the diner and that was her typical free time.

      Maybe it was time to move closer to Isa. Especially since she would graduate in the next year and settle somewhere more permanently. Since Enzo’s recovery was going so well, there was a good chance he could return to active duty soon, and I knew I couldn’t follow Enzo around as he was stationed in different places. Eventually, he would want to find a wife and start a family of his own.

      And Gray?

      Well, he texted me almost every day to check on Enzo. We didn’t talk about us. Just my son and how he was doing.

      I was sitting on the beach on one of my last days in Hawaii, watching the sun set on the water by myself since Enzo was going out to dinner with friends from work, when a text came through my phone.

      I expected Gray’s usual How’s Enzo today? text message.

      But instead of a text message, it was a picture... of a wedding invitation.

      I opened it up and zoomed in, and my jaw dropped open.

      Hayes and Della were getting married just a few days after my return.

      
        
        Gray: I’d love to see you there, Aggie.

      

      

      My heart melted at his words. I could just picture him speaking them in that low, warm voice of his. But as I read them closer, I realized months had passed, but we were the same.

      He hadn’t asked me to be his date.

      He had simply invited me.

      Like a friend.

      Why did I feel rejected all over again when he was truly my best friend?

      Hot tears of annoyance and embarrassment flooded my eyes, and I swiped at them uselessly. The sand on my fingertip dug at my skin. Luckily, this beach wasn’t very crowded, because there was no way to hide the emotion taking over my body.

      Was that really all it took? One text message for me to feel stuck in love with him all over again?

      Another text tone came through the phone, and I hated how my hand instantly shot out to get it from my beach towel and read the screen.

      
        
        Gray: And before you ask, there’s no baby on the way. Didn’t take a shotgun to get Hayes down the aisle after all.

      

      

      I laughed at that despite my tears and the jealousy now building in my chest. Hayes fell for Della and wasted no time making her his wife. I wanted a man to fall for me like that. To see me and to know that I was what he wanted in life. To be honest, I wanted Gray to fall for me like that.

      I let out a sigh, drawing my knees closer to me in the sand. Even in this beautiful place, my heart was still with Gray in Cottonwood Falls.

      How long would it take to stop loving him? I thought six months away would help me make progress, but now I wondered if years would be enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Enzo insisted on walking me into the airport, even though I told him he could just drop me outside. And now, I kind of wished he had dumped me off because we were standing by the entrance to the security gates, and I didn’t want to say goodbye.

      When he was dressed, the only evidence of his injury was the black brace he wore on his knee as he recovered from his last surgery. You could see the outline of it through his loose pants. He walked with a minor limp, and the doctors felt confident that would soon be gone and he’d be running in the next few months.

      Even though he tried to act strong as we paused outside the security gates, I could tell he was having trouble, too. “Are you sure you have to go?” he asked, voice cracking. And suddenly, he wasn’t a twenty-year-old Marine. He was my baby boy again, crying at kindergarten drop-off.

      “I don’t want to,” I admitted, sniffing back tears. I held his face in my hands, ignoring the people passing by us to go through security. “Getting to be here for you was the most precious gift. There’s nowhere I would have rather been.”

      His lips quivered before finally sticking in a small smile. “I feel like I owe you after all you’ve done for me.”

      I shook my head, running my hands over his arms. “Being your mom is a privilege. I’ve never done it to get something in return.”

      Enzo nodded, understanding lighting his pretty brown eyes. “When you get home, can you eat a big order of biscuits and gravy for me? I miss getting that from the diner.”

      I chuckled at the unexpected request. “Of course. Will you eat all the fresh pineapple you can for me?”

      He smiled back. “Deal. I’ll see if I can mail you those macadamia nut cookies you love so much.”

      I clapped my hands together excitedly. “And Kona coffee. I can’t get that at the diner either.”

      “Of course,” he promised.

      I looked him over, to remind myself he wasn’t broken like he’d been in the hospital bed. He was strong, recovering more and more every day. Then I nodded and gave him another hug. “Call me whenever you’re missing home.”

      “We’d never get off the phone,” he said with a laugh. I still couldn’t tell if he was joking. “And say hi to Gray for me. I’m sure he missed you while you were gone.”

      I brushed off the comment. “I’m sure he didn’t miss me too bad. We’re just friends.”

      “Mom.”

      I raised my eyebrows, waiting for his words.

      “You might not be together, but you’re not just friends. Everyone knows it but the two of you.”

      I cupped his cheek in my palm, remembering when I was young. How everything seemed possible with the power of love. Getting older had only taught me that sometimes, love just wasn’t enough.
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      I walked down the hallway to Hayes’s old bedroom in disbelief that my son was getting married today. And to a woman as incredible as Della, no less. Hayes was getting ready in the main bedroom downstairs while the ladies used all the bedrooms and the bathroom upstairs to get ready for the big day.

      For a long time, I thought Hayes would be a bachelor forever. But Della was exactly what he needed. It was clear in the way he lived his life now. Before he fell for her, it was like he wanted to live as fast as possible.

      Now, he slowed down. He savored his time with Della instead of racing it away.

      I reached the last door in the hallway and knocked.

      Soon, the door opened, my daughter-in-law Liv there to greet me. She looked pretty in a mint-green dress, her hair twisted up into a bun. “Hey, Gray,” she said warmly.

      I smiled at her. “You look lovely.”

      “Thank you,” she replied with a grin. “You’re so handsome in a suit, Gray.” She straightened my lapel for me.

      “Any chance I can get a second with the bride?” I asked.

      Liv peeked back over her shoulder, then looked back at me. “Sure thing. I’ll give you a few minutes.” She walked past me and left the door open, showing Della sitting in front of the desk where Hayes used to do homework… when I could convince him to do it.

      My mind flashed back to my little boy who felt everything so deeply. To my surly teen no one seemed able to reach. To the young man who made a life for himself as a mechanic and business owner. God, it had gone by so fast.

      It was hard to believe my son had grown into the man marrying this stunner of a woman.

      Today she wore a champagne-colored dress with a full skirt that spilled around the chair she sat in. But the dress paled compared to her. She wore simple makeup, her curly red hair pulled into a loose bun at the base of her neck. “How did my son get so lucky to marry you?” My throat felt tight.

      Della smiled, getting up to hug me. “I feel so lucky to be with him and to marry into this family.” She patted my cheek gently. “You should be incredibly proud of yourself for the men you raised. They wouldn’t be who they are without you, Gray.”

      A ball of emotion formed in my throat, and I had to swallow it down. “Thought I wouldn’t cry today,” I managed.

      Her eyes shone as she smiled. “I got you something just in case...” She walked to the corner of the room where a tote bag sat on the nightstand. Then she reached in and pulled out a folded piece of fabric.

      Passing it to me, she said, “A handkerchief for you.”

      I took it in my hands, studying the sunflower embroidered in the corner next to a blue heart.

      I gave her a watery smile, wishing yet again that my wife could be at her son’s wedding. “Maya would have loved you.”

      Now she pressed at her eyes. “Oh, Gray...”

      “I know,” I said roughly. “Before we get to the ceremony, I wanted to tell you how grateful I am to have you in our family. You are exactly what Hayes needed. And you’ve made our family so much fuller with your presence, Dell. I can’t wait for you to be a Madigan.”

      She smiled up at me and then hugged me, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “Thank you, Gray.”

      “Of course,” I replied. “I’ll let you get to it. I’m sure other people want their time with the bride.”

      At her wave goodbye, I let myself out to find Liv waiting in the hallway with Della’s parents. We exchanged a few kind words, putting me on the verge of tears again, and then I made my way downstairs to see my son, tucking the handkerchief into my jacket pocket.

      It was almost time. And even though I knew Hayes loved Della with his whole heart, part of me worried he would take up his old ways and run.

      So I took a deep breath before knocking on my bedroom door, not quite sure what I would find with the seconds ticking down.

      “Come in,” Hayes called.

      I walked in, seeing Fletcher adjusting the black tie at Hayes’s neck. Hayes wore an all-black suit with a black tie, and it looked damn good on him. Especially when Fletcher stepped back, revealing the perfectly straight tie.

      “You look so grown up,” I uttered.

      Hayes gave me a pained look. “I’m over thirty, Dad.”

      “You’re still my little boy,” I managed, reaching for the handkerchief.

      “Oh, boy,” Fletcher said, coming to my side and wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “You don’t want to show emotion in front of groomzilla.”

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise as I dabbed at my eyes. “Groomzilla?”

      Hayes shot him a glare. “Just ‘cause I want Della to have a good fucking day, all of a sudden I’m a groomzilla. Bah.” Hayes turned back to the mirror, adjusting his jacket.

      Fletcher leaned closer to my ear. “Turns out the company wanted to send a new limo instead of the vintage one Hayes picked out months ago. Hayes had words for them.”

      “Yeah,” Hayes chimed in. “And they’re sending the right fucking one. With free champagne.”

      I chuckled. “Atta boy.”

      Hayes smiled slightly, and I walked up to him, rubbing his shoulders through the suit jacket. “How are you feeling, son?”

      He lifted a shoulder in response, looking at me in the mirror with a weary expression. “I’m thinking I’ll feel a hell of a lot better once Della says, ‘I do.’” He turned around to face us. “Why the fuck didn’t we go to Vegas the second she said yes to marrying me?”

      Well, I guess he was still my son. “Because you wanted to make her happy. Like a good husband does.”

      Hayes’s lips twitched. “Fucking stupid of me.”

      Fletcher and I both laughed.

      Hayes fiddled with the sleeves of his shirt, adjusting the cuff links. “I knew I wanted her to be my wife on our first date... I thought she’s the one. Scared the hell out of me.”

      I smiled. “I thought the same thing about your mom the first day I met her.”

      Both Fletcher and Hayes looked at me in surprise. “You did?” Hayes asked.

      I nodded. “Of course, it took me four years to stop running from it.” I shook my head. “Turns out you’re a smarter man than me.”

      “We already knew that,” Hayes cracked. But there was a hint of his usual playfulness missing from his voice, and he looked down and turned back to the mirror.

      Fletcher looked between us and said, “I’m going to make sure everyone knows it’s about time to start.”

      He left the room, and Hayes and I were alone with only his fluffy white dog, Chopper, for company, lying on my bed like he thought he was king of the house. To be fair, he looked the part in his little black doggy suit.

      I walked up to my son in the mirror, looking at him but seeing the little boy his mom and I loved so very much. Maya always had a soft spot for him. Days like today were harder without her, even decades later.

      “You know what your mom always said about you?” I asked him.

      “That I was a hundred pounds of energy in a fifty-pound suit?”

      I chuckled. “In addition to that.”

      Hayes smiled slightly. “Tell me.”

      “She said, ‘Hayes feels so much because he has so much to give.’”

      I paused, taking a shaky breath, and Hayes’s bottom lip quavered to match.

      I gripped his shoulder with one hand and his hand with my other as we looked at each other in the mirror. “She knew all those years ago how good you are inside. How great of a friend and brother you would be. How great of a husband.”

      Hayes turned to me now, his eyes tortured. “I can’t lose her like we lost Mom. I can’t, Dad, I⁠—”

      I shushed him, pulling him into a hug. “I know.”

      Hayes gripped my back while I held the back of his neck in my hand.

      Still holding him, I said, “You’re brave, Hayes. To love Della with your whole heart on your sleeve. Even knowing what loss looks like. That’s the man Della’s marrying. The brave, kindhearted man she loves.”

      Hayes sniffed and stepped back, wiping at his eyes. “Thank you, Dad. For always seeing me when most people judged.”

      Tears threatened again, but I blinked them back. “Always,” I promised.

      A knock sounded on the door, and Fletcher called, “It’s time.”

      “You ready?” I asked my son.

      Hayes grinned at me. “What part of Vegas didn’t you understand?”

      Chuckling, I took his hand, and we walked out of the room toward his happily ever after.

      After walking him down the aisle, my eyes fell on my best friend sitting in the front row, waiting for me. Aggie. I wrapped her in my arms, so glad to have her back from Hawaii. And I wanted to tell her how I felt... but now wasn’t the time.

      She looked gorgeous in a soft blue dress that reached halfway down her calves and strappy silver heels that showed the bright red polish on her toes. She patted my knee, saying, “Don’t worry, I brought tissues.”

      I gave her a grateful smile. “Good, ‘cause my hanky’s already getting full.”

      “Oh gross,” she said with a small chuckle.

      I reached down and squeezed her hand. It was like no time had passed between us, even though I’d tried like hell to give her the space she needed to be there for her son. “Thank you for thinking of me.” Aggie was my best friend. She was my sunrise after so much rain from losing my wife and raising five boys on my own. Even if we couldn’t be together, I’d love her always.

      She smiled over at me, something in her eyes I couldn’t quite place. But before I could ask how she was feeling, the preacher said it was time for us all to stand for the bride.

      Guitar strings plucked softly as Della came out of the house with her dad, looking even more stunning as the early evening light caught the red shock of her hair.

      She walked down the aisle toward Hayes, tears slowly dripping down her cheeks as she smiled at her groom. And when I looked at my son, he was crying, too.

      She reached the end of the aisle, her dad shaking Hayes’s hand. Their relationship had started off tough, but in the last year, Hayes had shown up for Della like he promised. And her dad started to see Hayes through his daughter’s eyes.  So he smiled at Hayes, and then he gave Della a big hug before walking to the other side of the aisle and holding his wife in his arms.

      A pang of wistfulness shot through me. Another milestone for Hayes without his mom. I missed Maya, but it surprised me that most of my pain was there for my son on his day.

      I used to get lost in a sea of grief on days like this, but today was different. I could remember Maya while being with my boys and loving the woman next to me. The preacher started talking, bringing me back to the moment.

      Hayes and Della had written their vows themselves at Hayes’s suggestion. He’d told me canned words could never come close to saying how he felt for Della.

      She went first, speaking eloquently of her love and appreciation for Hayes. For always being himself and loving her exactly as she is.

      And then my son spoke up for his vows.

      “Everyone here knows I’m not the best with words,” he began. “I cuss a lot.”

      A chuckle went through everyone here.

      “Turns out, when you find your forever, it’s easy to say how much you love them.”

      Aggie passed me a tissue, and I pressed it to the corners of my eyes, grateful she was here.

      Hayes gripped his bride’s hands, running his thumbs over her freckled skin. “Della, I was so afraid when we first started dating. I was afraid to fuck it up. Afraid to hurt you. Afraid you’d figure out you’re an angel too good for a devil like me... But turns out, I should have been afraid of missing out on a love like this.”

      As Hayes spoke the rest of his vows, I gave up on holding back tears, and they flowed down my cheeks as I wiped at them.

      Over the course of the ceremony, my tears changed to a happy smile. They made sure Hayes’s sense of humor and Della’s contagious joy were incorporated into every bit of the wedding. And when they kissed, I stood up with everyone else, whooping and cheering for their happily ever after.

      As people started filing out of their seats, I noticed just how happy everyone seemed. Almost everyone.

      To my side, tears streamed down my Aggie’s cheeks. She tried to hide her pain by looking away, but I held her elbows, steering her toward me. “Aggie, what’s wrong?”

      She looked up at me, so much pain in her eyes it shot through my heart. “I’m just... I’m realizing that I might never have a love like that.” She twisted from me and joined the group of people walking toward the shop building where the reception would soon start.

      A cheer erupted as Hayes stopped on the path to the reception building and dipped Della into a romantic kiss.

      And then a small voice spoke in my head...

      If my son can be brave, maybe I can too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            49

          

          
            AGGIE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Aggie, wait!” Gray called. I turned to see him jogging toward me in his suit. Just a couple steps away, he lowered his voice so the other wedding guests wouldn’t pay too much attention and said, “Please, can we talk in the house?”

      I blinked back tears, my heart beating painfully. Because I was so close to him, but he’d always kept me at arm’s length. “Why? What more is there to say when it comes to you and me?”

      He didn’t explain. Simply said, “Please.”

      I couldn’t say no to this man, even if I wanted to. But I was stronger than I was all those years ago after Rhett’s wedding. I could walk away. I could survive on my own, and more than that, enjoy life on my own. Six months in Hawaii had shown me that much. “Okay. Five minutes,” I said. I knew I could hold it together for that long. I could do anything for five minutes.

      “Thank you,” he said, gratitude making his voice weak.

      Something about that made my knees weak, too, but I held myself up, walking away from the tent set up in the field near the barn. There were cars parked in every spare spot in the driveway and even up the road. And I weaved through them, making my way to his house.

      But when I reached the white wooden fence and opened the gate, I froze.

      Evening sun shone down on all the sunflowers in bloom surrounding the white farmhouse.

      But there was something blooming with them.

      Cosmos.

      My jaw dropped, and my hand fell from the gate as I turned back to face Gray. Forget trying to be strong. I felt weak as the pink petals before me contrasted all the yellow and green around them. “What is this?” I breathed.

      He reached for my hand, holding it in both of his. “You said they were your favorite flower.”

      I looked down at his hands holding mine and noticed that for the first time, he wasn’t wearing his gold wedding band. Even the indentation on his ring finger was gone. Mind still reeling from the sight, I said, “But this is your wife’s flower bed.”

      “It was.” He looked at the flowers in bloom. “And I’ve honored her by keeping up with it every year. It’s time I honor another woman I love.” He met my eyes, the intensity in his gaze matching his words.

      My heart pulsed, making its presence known. “Gray...” It was all I could manage.

      But his grip was firm on my hand. “I know I hurt you after the gala, but what I’ve come to accept is that Maya was my past. And you, Aggie, you are my future. My present. I’m tired of missing out on what life could be because I’m afraid of losing you, too.”

      His voice scraped over the words, just as raw as I felt.

      I’d always wanted to hear the words from him, but my brain held up a barrier of pure disbelief. “But these last six months… you’ve only asked me about Enzo.”

      Tilting his head to the side, he said, “You’re theirs first. I’m hoping you’ll be mine second.”

      “What are you saying?”

      He reached up, brushing back a strand of my dark, straightened hair. Then his fingertips trailed softly along my jaw. “I’m saying I love you, Aggie. I love you, and I want to be with you. I’m sorry it’s taken me twenty years to tell you so.”

      I leaned into his palm, loving the mix of warmth and callouses there. “I’ve loved you all this time.” My voice cracked. “I thought I would go to the grave without knowing what it felt like for you to love me back.”

      Moisture shone in his eyes as they flicked from my gaze to my lips and back again.

      This was new for both of us. But leaning closer to him, tipping up my jaw, pressing my lips to his—that was as natural as taking a breath.

      My stomach flipped with excitement, and my heart sped like it couldn’t beat fast enough to land next to his.

      Gray’s hand traveled from my cheek to my neck, holding me close in his embrace, and I wound my arms around his neck, loving the feel of his strong chest against mine.

      My body responded to him as if it had been preparing my whole life for this exact moment. Every bit of me was a nerve ending, begging to be touched by this man who held me like I was the most precious gift in the world.

      He tasted my mouth as if it were his last meal.

      He kissed down my jaw to my neck, like he ached to feel my skin against his lips.

      And his fingers wrapped through my hair, refusing to let me go.

      I forgot we were in his front yard and that wedding guests were a hundred yards away. Forgot about everything except for finally being close enough to touch this man I loved.

      And I could feel...

      Oh, I could feel his hard length pressing against my abdomen through the taut fabric of his slacks.

      My thighs clenched together instinctively, and a soft moan fell past my lips of its own accord.

      “God, Aggie,” he groaned against my neck. His head lowered into my shoulder like he could barely stand upright. “You are my undoing.”

      I tilted my head to speak into his ear, feeling bold and ready to claim everything I wanted from this man. “Then show me.”

      He raised his eyes and met my gaze with a heat I’d never seen from him before. Wordlessly, he took my hand and led me into his house, the door shutting behind us.

      We passed through the living room. Through the kitchen. And into his bedroom with the furniture we’d purchased together.

      Suddenly, I didn’t feel like a second choice or the other woman.

      I realized he’d been making this home ours for months now, laying the groundwork for us. Maybe that’s what we’d been doing all these years, preparing for this moment.

      Cutting through my thoughts, he pulled me closer, kissing me again like he was annoyed at the time that passed without our bodies pressed together.

      I moaned against his kiss, feeling sensitive to his every move. My nipples were tight against my bra, and heat pooled at my core. Letting my instincts guide me, I reached down to feel his length, gripping it around his pants.

      Gray bent over, breaking our kiss, and took a harsh breath. “You, first,” he gritted out.

      The desperate way he said it unraveled me. “What are you waiting for?” I said breathlessly.

      “Lie down,” he said. “I’m done waiting.”
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      There are moments in your life you know you’re going to remember forever.

      The first time you lay eyes upon your child.

      The way a spring sunset looks from the back of your horse after a cold, harsh winter.

      And I know I’d remember this until I took my dying breath. Peeling off Aggie’s dress and watching her lie down against my white sheets, dark hair falling past her shoulders, breasts spilling from her bra, the peek of lace showing between her thick thighs and soft stomach. And most of all, those dark-brown eyes, heavy lidded and full of lust as she looked at me.

      “You’re beautiful,” I breathed. The two words nearly broke me. Some things were just too beautiful to behold, and I was gifted with this, with her.

      She smiled up at me, watching as I undid the buttons on my shirt and tugged it over my head.

      Then I stripped out of my pants and down to my underwear. Seconds passed like hours until I was hovering over her on the bed, kissing her again.

      I could never get tired of kissing Aggie. Of her soft moans or the way her fingernails danced against the sensitive skin on my back. I reveled in her touch and lowered myself, kissing down her neck, paying attention to the ways she reacted. Her moans, every quiver of her body, were my guiding lights, telling me exactly which way to go. I kissed over her collarbone, her heart, and then I reached the full globes of her chest, heaving with her breathlessness.

      I tugged aside one cup of her bra, freeing a breast. It lolled to the side, full and heavy with a dark ring surrounding a hard, tight nipple. Instinct took over, drawing my lips to the peak. I licked and sucked and tasted to my fill as she writhed at the contact, winding her fingers through my hair and scraping her nails against my scalp. And then I moved to the other one, loving every second of her reaction to my touch.

      “That feels so damn good,” she whimpered. And I hummed against her breast in agreement, making her squirm beneath me.

      I took note, knowing I would do it again just for that response.

      Knowing she was probably sensitive by now, I kissed down her stomach, dragging my teeth and tongue along the soft surface. If she was shy about her body, she didn’t say, but I’d be quick to tell her it was perfect. How could it be anything but? It was a part of her, of the woman I loved.

      I kissed down her stomach and then tugged the straps of her thong over her hips. She lifted her ass in the air to help me free it, and I tossed the fabric aside, far more interested in the woman it used to cover.

      Now I was at the foot of the bed, kneeling on the bench there, and I parted her thighs, ready to see all of her again.

      Her hair was trimmed close but still there, and I found it irrationally sexy. I lowered my head to her folds, dragging my tongue along the seam. At the touch of my tongue to her most sensitive spot, she let out a whimper.

      “I missed this,” I murmured before continuing to lick and tease her clit. She reached down, tugging at my hair again, and it was every cue I needed to keep going.

      I’d die here, my mouth on her parts, if it had her feeling this good.

      Her moans grew louder. Her movements intensified. Her thighs shook as I continued. And then I had to feel her on my hands. I trailed a finger over her folds and then pressed into her warmth, nearly coming myself.

      She was so hot and so fucking wet.

      I trailed my finger back toward me, tracing her walls, and she let out a moan boarding on a scream. “Yes, that, please.”

      Her words were raspy, incoherent, but I got the message.

      I would do whatever had her falling apart like that. So I continued, feeling her body thrum under my touch until she was shaking and moaning and utterly lost in the throes of her orgasm.

      I didn’t stop until each wave faded, and then I pulled back to take in my woman. Her hair was wild, her cheeks flushed, and her eyes full of a sated heat that made my chest fill with pride.

      “That was...” she whispered and had to take in a breath. “You took my breath away.”

      I chuckled at that, then wiped my face on the edge of the blanket and pulled myself back up to her. “You’re incredible, Aggie.”

      “Me?” She smiled, tugging me down to kiss her. “That was all you.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but she kissed me again. Her tongue teased the seam of my lips, and I parted them to let her in. God, I would never get tired of kissing her, of having her this close. I couldn’t believe I’d let fear hold me back for so damn long.

      She reached down, her hand squeezing my cock, and I nearly came. “I can tell how much you want me,” she murmured between kisses.

      “So bad,” I moaned, trying not to spill in my underwear.

      “Then take me.” She tugged against the band of my boxers, but I pulled back, catching her hand in mine.

      “It’s been a long six months without you, Aggie. I won’t last long now.”

      She bit her bottom lip, the flesh already full of color. “Is that a bad thing?”

      I shuddered, thankful for the permission I needed. I took off my underwear and kicked them to the side. My cock was so hard it hurt. She ran her hand over it, tracing the pad of her thumb through precum, and I nearly choked. “Fuck,” I hissed.

      “I know,” she murmured, lying back down on the bed and parting her luscious thighs for me.

      I knelt before her, bracketing my hands outside her shoulders. She wrapped her hands on my forearms and her thighs around my hips. Her wide brown eyes were encouraging, kind, warm, just like the rest of her.

      And I felt something I hadn’t known I needed: I felt safe.

      I lowered my hips, angling my cock at her entrance, and slowly pushed inside, holding on to my release for dear life.

      I wanted to feel this, to experience it all with her for as long as I possibly could.

      Her tight, wet warmth squeezed around my cock, and her stomach was soft against mine as I pulled back and lowered into her again. My mind threatened to spin, to bring up thoughts of the past or feelings of guilt, but I kept my eyes on Aggie.

      She was right there with me. Holding me. Telling me how good I felt.

      And when I couldn’t hold back anymore, I released inside her.

      Something in me came loose as I slowly pulled out of her and lay beside her on the bed, our naked skin damp with exertion. She watched me with cautious eyes. “How do you feel?” she whispered. She almost looked afraid, and my heart jerked at her uncertainty.

      “Come here,” I whispered, opening my arms.

      She accepted the invitation, letting me hold her, and I kissed the top of her head over her mussed hair.

      “I love you,” I whispered. My eyes were hot, and I closed them, feeling a tear slide down my cheek. “I love you so damn much.”
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      Gray and I lay in bed for a few moments before the rest of the world worked its way into our minds. I turned in his arms to face him, saying, “It’s your son’s wedding night. We should get back out there.”

      He gave me a wry smile. “Are you sure we can’t stay in here all night?”

      I chuckled, sliding out from his arms to begin the search for my clothes. “Kids come first, right?”

      “Right,” he agreed. He pushed out of bed, and between the two of us, we found all of our clothing. Once my dress was on, I went to the bathroom off his bedroom. I washed up and then fiddled with my hair, but my eye makeup was smudged, and I probably smelled like sex anyway.

      I opened the door to find Gray tucking the pocket square into his suit jacket. When he looked up at me, there was a peaceful smile on his face. “Ready?”

      With a nervous shrug, I said, “I feel so obvious. Everyone’s going to know we were hooking up.”

      His eyebrows arched as he stepped closer to me, six feet of swagger. “Is that what we were doing?” There was a slight curve to his lips that had my cheeks heating.

      “What would you call it?”

      “Making love.” There wasn’t a hint of shyness to his voice. He looped his hands around my waist and met my gaze.

      Velvety butterfly wings tickled my stomach. “I love you too.”

      “Good.” He shifted, putting an arm around my waist. “Let’s go celebrate.”

      When we walked back outside, it was completely dark. But Gray stopped on the sidewalk and said, “Hold on.”

      He let go of my hand, going to the flower beds, and plucked a cosmo. Then he came to me, tucking it behind my ear. The simple gesture had me smiling like he’d handed me a diamond ring.

      He offered me his arm, and I hooked my hands on his elbow. Starlight and the sound of music guided our path to the reception tent. We walked around the edges of the enclosure, Gray holding my hand. Whether anyone was actually watching or not, it felt like everyone’s eyes were on us and our linked fingers.

      If Gray minded, he didn’t show it. He led me directly to the dance floor, where couples were swirling about to a slow-paced country song. He drew me in, his arm around my waist. My temple rested on his shoulder as I looked at the other people dancing. His married sons with their wives. His youngest son, Bryce, dancing with Gray’s granddaughter, her feet on the toes of his boots.

      Hayes and Della drew my gaze as they held each other close, not too differently from how Gray and I were dancing. My lips eased into a soft smile as I took them in.

      Just hours ago, I’d been wishing for a love like theirs, but deep down, I’d been wishing for a love like mine and Gray’s. We had been tested, we’d hurt each other, and yet we kept coming back. We’d withstood every challenge, so I could trust whatever trials came our way.

      When the song was over, Hayes called, “Dad, Aggie.”

      The music was changing to another slow song, but he was walking our way, holding on to Della’s hand. The happiness in his eyes was unmistakable. He let go of his bride, reaching for his dad and pulling him into a tight hug.

      As the men had their moment, Della and I exchanged smiles. It looked like we would be seeing a lot more of each other from now on.

      Gray

      My son clapped my back, whispering, “You did it, Dad. I’m so damn proud of you.”

      My chest swelled with pride. All I’d ever wanted was to be someone my sons could be proud of. “Thank you, but this night is for you, son.”

      Hayes spoke low enough for only me to hear when he said, “You just made my night better. Good to know you won’t be so lonely without me to be your wingman.” He winked.

      I had to laugh at that. “Hard to be my wingman when I never dated.”

      Hayes smirked. “Why do you think I quit?”

      I smiled at him, hit with another wave of amazement that my little boy had grown into such an incredible man.

      Della’s maid of honor, Liv, came over holding my youngest grandbaby on her hip. She broke up the conversation. “The limo’s here to take you two for the honeymoon!”

      An excited smile grew on Della’s face, and Hayes weaved his fingers through hers again. “Guess that’s our cue,” he said.

      Della smiled and waved at Aggie and me.

      “Have fun, you two,” Aggie said.

      Hayes winked at us. “You do the same.”

      Aggie’s cheeks got red all over again as Liv gave us a questioning look, and I tucked Ags under my arm to press a kiss to her right cheek. It felt like such a privilege to kiss her after all these years.

      Liv’s satisfied smile told me she was happy with the new development.

      The DJ got on the loudspeakers, telling everyone to gather outside to give the bride and groom a proper send-off. At his direction, we followed the crowd out of the tent and edged our way around people to see the limo waiting, headlights catching every speck of dust and stray moth in the air.

      Hayes and Della walked to the door, and he held it open to let her in. Then he turned back, waving at his loved ones. He met my gaze for a second, and in the slight turn of his lips, the almost imperceptible crinkle of his eyes, I got the feeling... Maya would be so proud of her boys tonight, myself included.

      As soon as the limo left, the party started breaking up. I could hear the murmur of conversations, the rumble of engines turning on, the flashes of headlights driving over uneven ground. Everyone wanted to congratulate the father of the groom, and I had to help with the teardown.

      So I pulled Aggie aside and whispered, “Wait for me in the bedroom?”

      She grinned and lifted onto her tiptoes to kiss my cheek. “I’ll see you soon.”
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      After all the emotions of the day, I must have fallen asleep in Gray’s bed. Because when I blinked my eyes open in the morning, pale sunlight was coming through the sheers. My dress from the night before was bunched around me, surely full of wrinkles. Gray was cuddled against me just like we had in Hawaii, with a throw blanket covering us. Except now, there wasn’t the sound of waves. Just the birds chirping happily outside his window in the pale morning light.

      A small smile brushed my lips at the fact that my dreams had become reality.

      But my dreams hadn’t accounted for second-day clothes, unwashed makeup on my face, and what was sure to be some gnarly morning breath. So I decided I’d leave him a note and hurry home to freshen up before seeing him again.

      I gently reached up to peel Gray’s arm off my waist, but just as I began to roll away, he grunted, “Where do you think you’re going?”

      His words startled me, making me jerk in surprise, and then I looked back at him to see an amused smile on his face.

      I shook my head at him with an admonishing look. “Don’t scare me like that. I just wanted to change so I’m not wearing this dress all day.”

      There was a little fear in his eyes despite the smile on his lips. “You’re sure you’re not having second thoughts?” His tone was only half teasing. “I’ve messed up a lot over the years.”

      That’s when I realized my big, strong man still had a vulnerable heart underneath it all. I lowered myself in the bed again to face him, to caress his face with a freedom I’d never felt before. I traced my finger over his cheekbones, feeling the rough stubble and small bumps from years in the sun. “You have no idea how long I’ve been dreaming of this moment.”

      His brows lifted, genuinely surprised. “Really?”

      I nodded, my face rubbing against the soft pillow. “Men have always made me feel like I mattered because of what I could offer them. You’re the only person who has ever offered me something first, starting with an incredible friendship. I know you’re not here to take from me, and that makes me want to give all the more.”

      His expression softened before he leaned in to kiss me on the forehead. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”

      “Anytime,” I replied. “Now, I don’t want to horrify you with my morning breath, and your clothes won’t fit me.”

      That gave him a chuckle. “Okay, okay. When can I see you again? I’d like to take you on a proper date.”

      Why did everything he said make butterflies dance in my stomach? I was so happy and giddy. More than I’d ever felt when dating in my teens. “I’m working the afternoon shift today. Eleven to seven.”

      “I’ll pick you up at seven then,” he replied. “I can’t wait to see you again.”

      I bent down to kiss him because I couldn’t wait either. And once I started kissing him, it was nearly impossible to stop. Somehow, though, we managed.

      I slipped on my heels and left his home, seeing the cosmos blended with sunflowers outside in the morning sun.

      His home looked even more beautiful than before. I hoped he felt the same way.
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        * * *

      

      When I walked to my car after work, excited for our date, I found Gray waiting with a handpicked bouquet of cosmos, a light blue ribbon tied around the ends.

      I smiled at him. “Our date can’t start now–I still smell like French fries.”

      He chuckled, drawing me into a hug. “You act like I mind.”

      I felt giddy hugging him back. When I stepped back, I said, “I want to look good for our date.”

      His lips twisted to the side. “There’s just one problem with that.”

      I raised my eyebrows, letting out an exasperated sigh. “Gray, if you back out now, I might need to have you hog-tied.” I was only half joking.

      But he pulled something from his pocket and knelt on that craggy parking lot, dim save for a flickering streetlight overhead.

      My brain short-circuited. My jaw dropped, and my hands covered my gaping mouth. “What’s happening?”

      He flipped open the lid to the box and said, “You know, Ags, the second you left the house, I thought, ‘She should keep her clothes here so she doesn’t have to leave.’ Then I thought how nice that would be. Having you around. Seeing you every night and waking up to you in the morning—when you’re not trying to sneak away.”

      I let out an embarrassed laugh, but he continued.

      “I thought, ‘I’m going to ask her to move in.’ And then I realized, ‘roommates’ isn’t what I want us to be. I want it all with you, Aggie, and I hope you’ll agree with me when I say we’ve waited long enough.”

      I was crying all over again, this time with happy tears. Because I felt the same way. How could I go back to long shifts at the diner and lonely nights at home when I really wanted to be with the man I loved—who loved me?

      “Will you marry me?” he asked.

      “Of course I’ll marry you,” I said.

      His eyes crinkled with his smile as he stood up, tugged the ring from the box, and slipped it on my finger. It was gorgeous, a gold band with a simple diamond. “It fits perfectly,” I said, amazed.

      He held my hand, admiring the stone, and said, “Isa told me your size.”

      My jaw dropped open. “Isa? You talked to my daughter?”

      He nodded, coming closer to hold me in his arms. His fingers were linked around my hips, and I easily grasped my hands at the back of his neck. “I couldn’t propose to you without getting their blessing.”

      Overcome with emotion, I pressed my lips to his, pouring it all into a kiss that shook me to my very core.

      I was kissing the love of my life.

      I was kissing my husband-to-be.

      I was kissing Gray Madigan, and he was kissing me.
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      The next morning, I sat at the dining room table in Gray’s house—our house, I corrected myself mentally—while he made us a breakfast of bacon, eggs, and whole-grain toast. (He told me Fletcher insisted on the latter.)

      My phone sat near my coffee mug on the worn oak table. I glanced at the dark screen, imagining the task to come. Gray and I agreed we’d tell our families today. And then ask for help moving my things into his place.

      I was excited to tell Isa and Enzo that their suspicions were founded all along. But his children? I wasn’t so sure. We all got along, but having someone my age as a friend was different than me being his wife.

      Gray brought me a plate loaded with bacon and eggs and toast slathered with actual butter. It looked so delicious my mouth was watering.

      “Thank you,” I said, tilting my head back for a kiss.

      He obliged, pressing his lips to mine, winding his fingers through the hair at the base of my neck. My heart pounded quickly, ready to forget breakfast altogether and take him back to the bedroom.

      But he pulled away and said, “Eat up, Ags.”

      “Like I can remember how to use a fork after that kiss,” I teased.

      He chuckled as he went to get a plate of his own. I took a bite of the eggs, and they tasted so good I nearly moaned. The man didn’t shy away from seasonings, and for that, I was grateful.

      He sat across from me, taking a bite of crispy bacon. “I was thinking we could invite the kids over for a barbecue tonight. Make it an engagement party.”

      A streak of nerves sliced through me before I could school my features.

      “Bad idea?” he asked.

      I bit my bottom lip, setting my fork down. “It’s not that, it’s just... What do your kids think of you dating a younger woman?”

      He waggled his eyebrows and said, “I’m not sure I should tell you what Hayes would say.”

      That had me tossing my head back and laughing. Of course Hayes would make a dirty remark. But I quickly sobered because truly, I was nervous. I knew how much his family mattered to him, and this relationship wouldn’t succeed without their support. I’d never come between Gray and his kids.

      “Seriously though,” I said. “I’m only a handful of years older than Fletcher. Will they think poorly of me?”

      Gray wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “It’s bullshit women get judged for age gaps when men get praised.”

      “Preach,” I muttered.

      Then he said, “I can tell you that every single one of my boys has asked me what’s taken so damn long when it comes to you.”

      My cheeks warmed at the thought. “Really? They’ve talked about us?”

      He reached for my hand over the table, callouses rough over my soft skin. “How could they not when they can see how I feel about you?”

      My heart twinged because of all the years I waited for this. “What do you mean?”

      He ran his thumb over the back of my hand. “For as long as I’ve loved you, I’ve been afraid of losing you. I’m still afraid, if I’m being honest. Just trying to be brave.”

      “You are brave,” I said, remembering what I told Enzo before he enlisted. When you signed up to join the military, you were signing up for the possibility of war. The chance of death. But even truer is the fact that you can’t live without dying.

      “Doing something you know could end badly because you believe in it so much is brave. You’re trusting yourself to handle the hard times that could come because you know the cause is worth it.” I took a breath. “And it’s harder for you because you know firsthand what loss feels like. It’s so brave of you to know that, to your core, and still choose love.”

      Even though it took him a long time, I was proud of him. There wasn’t a timeline on growth or healing. Only steps forward and backward. And Gray had finally stepped toward me.

      “Have I mentioned I love you?” he rasped. Then he took a drink of coffee to soothe his voice. “Because I do.”

      I lifted his hand to my lips, kissing his weathered knuckles. “I love you, too.”

      “Now call Enzo,” Gray said as he nudged my phone closer to me. “It’s not so early where he is.”

      “True.” My heart fluttered as I picked it up and unlocked the screen before dialing one of the three people I talked to regularly.

      Within a few rings, Enzo answered and said, “What did you say, Mom?”

      I grinned at the excitement in his voice. Of course he knew what I was calling about. “I said yes.”

      He cheered so loud, I had to hold the phone away from my ear. Then I put it on speakerphone and said, “Gray heard that. And the rest of the barrack, I’m sure.”

      Gray chuckled and called, “Thanks for your support, Enz.”

      “Of course,” Enzo said, then he added, “I have news, too.”

      Gray and I exchanged a look over the table. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Enzo took a deep breath, loud enough I could hear it over the phone. “This injury has really put things into perspective for me. I’m not signing up for more years, Mom. I’m done with the Marines, and I’m moving back to Cottonwood Falls. I’m coming home.”

      My lips parted, and I gazed at Gray in shock. Did I hear that right? I mouthed at him, and Gray nodded vigorously.

      “Wow, Enzo, that’s a big choice,” I said, selfishly overjoyed he was coming home. Getting to spend time with him as an adult was one of the best times of my life, and I’d love to do it under better circumstances. “You’re not doing this for me, are you? Because I’m okay here.” I squeezed Gray’s hand on the table, and he gave me a reassuring squeeze back.

      “Mom, I’ve worked a job. I’ve lived halfway around the world. And I just want to come home.”

      The emotion in his voice had tears pricking at my eyes. “You’re always welcome home,” I promised.
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      As my five boys slid into chairs around the old oak table in the dining room, my mind flashed back twenty years to our meals at the very same table. Lots of canned green beans and hamburgers were eaten here. Lots of almost-fights and actual fights.

      If you turned over one of the chairs, you could probably still see a drip of hardened wood glue where I had to secure the leg back in place.

      But they weren’t so little anymore. All five of them were grown, over six feet tall, and built with the muscle that comes from growing up on a farm. And they all looked at me with matching curious gazes. Two of them were blue like mine, the other three dark brown to match their mother’s.

      The woman who gave them life.

      The woman who was taken away too soon.

      Not that there was ever a good time to lose your mom or the love of your life.

      Fletcher spoke first, using his doctor’s voice that was both kind but also demanding of answers. “What’s this about, Dad?”

      I took a breath, mentally preparing myself for their responses. At some point, all of them had encouraged me to pursue a relationship with Aggie, but this was different than a simple date.

      “I asked Aggie to marry me, and she said yes.”

      Pin-drop silence.

      Then a child’s squeal cut through the quiet, muffled by the sliding door. We all turned to glance outside, seeing Aggie and Maya locked into a battle with squirt guns just past the patio. Maya got a few streams of water at Aggie’s face and then turned to run away. Aggie wiped the water from her face, an amused smile on her lips.

      My gaze went back to my boys. Knox was grinning, the younger image of me with his short blond hair and blue eyes. Hayes wore his typical shit-eating grin, eyes crinkled at the corners, lip ring catching the overhead light.

      Bryce, the mix of his mother and me, seemed surprised. And Fletcher mimicked the reaction.

      Ford had an intensity to his gaze that came with playing professional sports. “Married? I didn’t even know you two were dating.”

      “Yeah,” Fletcher echoed. “I just thought you got together at the wedding. It’s been a week.”

      Hayes shot a confused look at his brothers. “What the hell are you talking about? They’ve been doing this will-they, won’t-they bullshit for over a decade, and Dad decided to shit and get off the pot.”

      Fletcher rubbed his eyebrows. “That’s not the phrase.”

      Knox said, “I think the phrase is ‘Congratulations, Dad. I’m happy for you.’” He pushed back from his chair and walked around the table, hugging me tight. My eyes squeezed shut to hold back tears as I hugged him. “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “Congratulations,” he said, before patting my back and stepping aside to let his brothers have a chance to do the same.

      Bryce, on my right, stood up next, giving me a hug. He was my baby, so it wasn’t fair that he was a good two inches taller than me. “Guess I know why you insisted I come home this weekend,” he said with a teasing smile.

      I gave him a guilty look but said, “You’ll survive with a B on one assignment.”

      Bryce looked doubtful, but Hayes stepped up next, clapping my back. “I expect to be the best man.”

      I laughed. “Jack’s already accepted the job.”

      “Ageist,” Hayes muttered, making his brothers laugh.

      Ford approached me next with a guilty look. “Sorry, Dad, I was just surprised is all.”

      “I know you like to take things slow,” I told him as we hugged. After all, it had taken him awhile to make things official with Mia, the woman who was outside now directing an epic water battle.

      Then it was Fletcher.

      I understood his surprise—being the oldest, he knew most what life was like when his mom was here. He’d nearly been a man when she passed. He stepped up when I was weak, even though he was in the throes of grief himself. Truth be told, I admired the hell out of Fletcher, and his opinion really mattered to me.

      I could feel all his brothers watching us as he approached. “What do you think, really?” I asked him, needing to know his answer.

      “A little warning might have been nice,” he muttered.

      Hayes snorted.

      “But,” Fletcher continued, holding up his hand to cut Hayes’s protest short. “But I’m happy for you. And I think...” His voice broke as his eyes grew red with emotion. “I think Mom would be happy for you, too.”

      “She would,” Knox echoed.

      Ford nodded along, and Hayes did, too. Bryce had never really known Maya, but he wore a somber look on his face. He’d heard enough stories about her to agree.

      I took a shaky breath, exhausted from the emotion, the fear that had been weighing on me. “I need you all to know that I loved your mom with everything I have. And if you or your kids ever want to know about her or talk about her or anything, I’m here. Aggie’s not replacing her.”

      Hayes let out a laugh. “Dad, I think we know.”

      I glared at him, but Knox smiled and said, “We know, Dad. But... it’s time.”

      I nodded, breathing in deep. This was the turning of a page in my life. No longer did I regret the last chapter or how long it took for me to process it. I was just glad to be moving on with Aggie at my side.
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      “I got you a wedding present,” Gray said when I came into the kitchen for breakfast.

      I raised my eyebrows as I slid into a chair at the table. “But the wedding’s not for another week.” We were flying Enzo in so he could be at our small ceremony.

      Gray set a plate of eggs, bacon, and toast in front of me, along with a steaming mug of coffee. “Guess I’m impatient.” He kissed my cheek, short stubble contrasting the softness of his lips.

      I smiled. “I’m not turning down a gift.”

      “Good.” He grabbed his plate and sat across from me. His foot nudged mine under the table, and my heart melted. He wasn’t the type of man for grand gestures. No, he was the man who showed me in a million every-day ways that he loved me. Like using this little moment to brush feet under the table. Or adding a drizzle of balsamic glaze to my eggs because I tried it once when we were out to eat and said I really liked it.

      We ate our breakfast together, and I could tell he was really excited to give me his gift. He kept looking at me with a boyish smile that made me fall even harder for him. So I didn’t even bother washing our breakfast dishes, just left them in the stainless sink. I could see a sunflower through the window, one that had grown a little taller than all the others.

      “Okay, so where’s this gift?” I asked.

      “We have to go outside.”

      That had my attention. I was quick to pull on my boots by the door and follow him outside, wondering what on earth was waiting for me. I didn’t need a new vehicle, and we’d already planted the garden. “Did my new flowers bloom?” I asked. We’d created a bed just for me to test new blooms.

      “Not yet,” he said, leading me down the sidewalk.

      There was nothing new in the driveway... and then he started walking toward the barn.

      My eyebrows rose. I had my eye on some pygmy goats at a farmer’s market we went to. They were meant to be an attraction for the little kids there, but they were the cutest things I’d ever seen. I’d almost brought one home myself. Now that this was my home, I didn’t have the excuse of living in town to keep me from doing something like that. “Is it an animal?” I asked him as we walked.

      He wound his fingers through mine and kissed the back of my hand. “This isn’t twenty questions, Ags.”

      I laughed. “So yes. Is it the size of a dog?” I asked.

      He gave me a look. “No.”

      My eyebrows rose. That nixed my goat idea. “It’s bigger than a dog? What could that be...”

      Just then, we reached the barn, and my jaw dropped open. Saddled next to Blister was the most beautiful horse I’d ever seen. It was a mare Paint Horse with splotches of buckskin coloring mixed with beautiful white hide. The mane was a matching glossy white falling over her strong neck.

      My jaw hung open as I stared at the beautiful animal before me. Gray had to gently tug on my hand to get me into the corral and closer to this magnificent creature. Etta and Isa were going to flip when they saw her.

      I pressed my hand to her shoulder, and she stood perfectly still, not skittish at all. I turned to Gray, saying, “You got me a horse?”

      “I figured with as much time as we spend in the saddle, you should have a horse of your own. She’s three years old, perfectly broke to ride. And I thought you might like to name her and give her a better name than Blister.”

      A happy laugh bubbled past my lips. “That shouldn’t be hard.”

      Gray grinned, patting her neck. “I thought you could think about it on a ride?”

      “Yes!” I said quickly. I couldn’t wait to ride and get a feel for my horse. I reached for the reins tied to the hitching post and undid the knot. I was still too short to get on a horse myself, but now I was confident enough to guide her by the fence and climb up to get in the saddle.

      And that’s when I noticed, the saddle was new, too. I looked down at the saddle horn, seeing AM stamped into the leather.

      “Gray, you got me a saddle.” I twisted to look at him guiding Blister toward the gate. “I did,” he said. “I know we didn’t talk about your name after the wedding. Don’t feel like you have to change it if you don’t want to. But...” He reached the gate, moving the chain out of the way.

      “I love it,” I said, smiling up at him despite the emotion clogging my throat. “Agatha Madigan has a nice ring to it.”

      “It sure does.” He squeezed my thigh as I rode past him through the gate.

      We started into the pasture to check the cows. They were all doing great with the fields full of lush grass. As we rode, I thought of dozens of different names for the mare, but nothing felt quite right.

      I wanted the name to have meaning, but I also wanted it to be beautiful and strong, like the animal herself.

      “Care for a dip?” Gray called to me, breaking my thoughts. “Might be nice to cool off in the stream.”

      It was one of the last warm days of fall, so cooling off sounded like an amazing idea.

      “Race you there,” I said. I nudged my horse’s sides, deciding to see what she could do. With all the strength and energy of her young age, she took off. Her hooves pounded the dirt trail beneath us. The wind rushed past, echoing the sound of her breaths. The leather saddle groaned slightly at the movements. My body shifted with each movement, maintaining my balance as we went.

      It was the most beautiful melody.

      We neared the stand of trees that lined the flowing stream, and I slowed down, realizing that was the perfect name. I would name her Melody.

      I slowed at the edge of the tree line and slid off Melody’s back. Gray approached a few hoofbeats later. He swung his leg over the saddle and got off. My eyes traced each line of his body, amazed by his grace.

      He gave me a smile before finding a tree where we could tie our horses. I followed along, tying up Melody with the knot he’d shown me. We walked in comfortable silence deeper into the shade of the trees. Before we reached the water’s edge, Gray tugged off his shirt.

      “Hot?” I asked.

      He chuckled as he unbuttoned his jeans. “Yeah, that’s why we’re going swimming.”

      “I thought we were wading,” I said. We’d gone swimming in the creek before, but it was always planned. “I didn’t bring my swimsuit.”

      He glanced my way with a wicked smirk. “Exactly.”
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      I could feel Aggie’s eyes on me as I undressed and walked to the creek. Knowing that I turned her on had my chest swelling with pride. Usually, I didn’t care much what people thought about me. But Aggie? She was a different story.

      I stepped into the stream, the water crisp and refreshing. When it reached my knees, I turned to see Aggie was still standing on the water’s edge, arms folded over her chest. “That was your plan all along, wasn’t it?” She quirked her lips into an assessing smile. “Get me out here and get me naked?”

      I held my hands up, feigning surrender. “I’m sorry, officer. You caught me red-handed.”

      She tossed her head back and laughed, the sound blending with the rustling of fresh spring leaves.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I asked, brow arched.  “Punish me?”

      Her laugh was so free and happy, I was swept up in gratitude I’d get to hear it for the rest of my days. But seeing as I wasn’t moving, she peeled off her shirt. I watched, enraptured, hands toying with the cool surface of the water.

      I savored the sight of her lavish chest, the freeing of her soft waist from the band of her jeans. Then she slid them over her lush hips with her panties, giving me exactly what I craved—more of her.

      She kicked the jeans aside and then carefully stepped over the sandy bank toward the stream of slow-moving water.

      “Damn,” I breathed. I hadn’t realized I said it out loud until she looked at me with a sheepish smile.

      She flinched as she stepped into the stream. “It’s cold.” Goosebumps rose on her skin, and her nipples peaked with the chill. But she walked in deep enough to lower herself and let the water cover her shoulders.

      “Better?” I asked. But my question was quickly forgotten as she stood up, water streaming over her shoulders and down her breasts in rivulets.

      “Still cold. Maybe I need you to keep me warm?” she asked, drawing closer.

      I reached out, running my hands over her arms, palming her back on either side of her spine. Her head tipped back, nose tickling my cheek. “I might need to be closer,” she whispered.

      Now our fronts touched, her hard nipples scraping just beneath my chest. My cock grew hard at her nearness.

      I ran my hands over her back, down to the lush swell of her ass, and cupped it firmly as I searched for her lips. Her mouth found mine, kissing me hungrily. My tongue swept at the seam of her lips, and she eagerly let me in.

      She moaned into the kiss, making me want her even more.

      Unable to help myself, I nudged her legs apart and reached between her thighs. As I kissed and nipped at her neck, I dragged my finger along her sex, at her opening, and slid my fingers into her warmth.

      The sound of the rippling stream couldn’t compete with her moan.

      Encouraged by her reaction, I worked my fingers faster until she was gasping, holding on to my shoulders to keep upright. And when she couldn’t take it anymore, she ordered, “Get inside me. Now. It’s time for your wedding gift.”
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      Aggie and I met our families at a little church in Cottonwood Falls. Today, exactly twenty-one years after I stepped into the diner and saw her smiling face, she’d become my wife. Fall leaves hung on outside, but the inside of the church was bright and decorated with flowers along each pew.

      Aggie, Isa, and Liv planned most of the wedding, giving me input on the guest list, the menu, and of course my outfit. Not that I was much for fashion. A black suit would do as fine as any other.

      I got ready at my house with Jack, and Aggie got ready at her place with Etta. At the planned time, Jack and I drove to the church, seeing cars already lined up and down the street. As I parked and noticed most of my family’s vehicles, Jack asked, “How are you feeling?”

      I looked over at him, seeing a soft smile on his face. Not a hint of worry. He’d been my friend for so long, he knew me as well as I knew myself. His confidence eased some of my nerves. “It’s a big day,” I said.

      “Thought you didn’t believe in weddings,” Jack teased. I’d told him as much over the years as all our kids got grown and married.

      “A wedding’s just a party covering up one of the most sacred things a person can do,” I told him, wrist resting on my steering wheel as I looked up at the church. Three white helium balloons danced on strings tied to a railing up the cement steps as if to prove my point.

      Jack said, “What’s so wrong with a party?”

      I twisted my lips to the side, watching Knox and his wife, Larkin, shepherd their two children into the church. Emily wore a pretty yellow dress, and Jackson toddled in his suit with suspenders and a bow tie.

      “Maybe nothing.” Because I felt like celebrating when it came to Aggie. Celebrating the fact that we’d both overcome so much and finally made it here.

      Jack quirked a smile, making his eyes crinkle slightly at the corners. “Maya would be happy for you, you know?”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I swallowed it down. “I know she would,” I admitted just as I saw Bryce get out of his car and walk to the church, dressed in slacks and a button-down.

      He was such a handsome man. It was hard to believe he was once my toddler, clinging to me and his brothers like Velcro.

      Jack patted my shoulder and said, “Let’s go get you married.”

      Before waiting for my response, he got out of the truck, and I followed behind. This is a different church than Maya and I used to go to. Nondenominational, small, with a bathroom and a quiet space for crying babies to the left and a coat rack to the right. I could hear the buzz of conversation through the door, along with a softly playing organ.

      Jack gave me a final “good luck” before going through the front doors. I had just a moment to myself in the small space before Liv came back through the doors. Her dark-brown hair was pulled into a bun at the base of her neck and a hunter-green dress fell just past her knees, meeting leather boots. “You’re here,” she said with a warm smile.

      I gave her a shaky smile back, recognizing the tang of adrenaline on my tongue. I took a deep breath. “I’m here.”

      “You can go ahead to the front with the pastor. I’ll tell Enzo to wait here for Aggie.”

      I dipped my head in a nod and took a moment to look at the seam in the light-stained wooden doors. Once I walked through, there was no going back.

      But why would I want to?

      With that realization, I gave Liv a brief smile and walked through. I could feel all my family’s eyes on me as I started down the aisle toward the pastor waiting at the end—he was a few years older than even me.

      Only a few steps into the church, my second youngest granddaughter, Mira, squealed, “GRAMPY!” and squirmed out of her big sister’s arms, sprinting toward me with promising athletic ability.

      Fletcher hissed, “Mira!” hurrying to capture her. But I waved him off, bending to scoop Mira into my arms. Her wispy, dark hair was pulled into a bow that held a tuft of curls atop her head, and she grinned deviously as she snuggled against my shoulder.

      “Hi, baby girl,” I whispered, nuzzling my nose against her cheek.

      “Hi, Grampy.” She grinned. “Can I have some candy?”

      “We have cupcakes after the wedding,” I told her happily. This is what today was all about. Family. Love. “Why don’t you go back to sissy and your daddy?” I suggested.

      “Otay,” she said, squirming back down. I helped lower her, and she walked back to her exasperated older sister. At fourteen, Maya looked so much like Fletcher when he was that age. All long limbs and pointed chin and big brown eyes. I gave her a wink and continued walking down the aisle, waving at my other grandbabies. My sons. My daughters-in-law.

      My heart felt full enough to burst by the time I reached the altar and stood adjacent to the pastor. We greeted each other, and then the music changed.

      The speed of my pulse instantly tripled as I whipped my gaze toward the door. Creaking hinges countered the organ’s tune, and sunlight streamed in from behind my bride, casting her in a halo like the angel she was to me.

      At first, all I saw was her smile. My favorite feature of hers. She wore subtle makeup, and her hair was pulled back from her face to give me the best possible view. Her eyes shone just as brightly as the light behind her.

      And then the doors closed, reminding me to glance at the rest of her. She had on a pretty cream-colored satin dress with lace sleeves. The material bunched at her waist and flowed to the floor, moving easily around her legs with every step she took next to her son.

      Enzo, who had gone through so much, stood tall and walked beside his mom, holding her arm.

      And that’s when I noticed the bouquet in her hands. The flowers matched the ones in the aisle except for a single yellow sunflower at the middle. For Maya.

      My eyes pricked with tears in gratitude for this woman. This incredible woman who saw something in me, even when I felt like there was nothing left worth seeing.

      When I doubted myself, she stayed firm. When I walked in fear, she walked in faith, in love.

      I wiped at my cheeks as she drew near. Aggie was the love of the rest of my life.

      Hours or seconds or minutes later, she met me at the altar, and I shook Enzo’s hand, barely tearing my eyes away from his mother.

      “Hi, beautiful,” I managed a hoarse whisper once he walked away.

      She reached out, cupping my face in her hand, and brushed away the tears with her thumb. “Hello, Handsome.”
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      While Gray went into town to play poker with the guys, Etta came over to watch a movie. We sat on the couch in the living room, drinking Cupcake wine and snacking on charcuterie while discussing the high points of How to Lose a Guy in Ten Days versus Two Weeks Notice.

      We finally settled on the latter and snuggled back into the couch with our own blankets, even though it was the middle of summer.

      “You know what I miss?” Etta asked as the credits rolled.

      I gave her a curious look.

      “That fuzzy blanket you had. Remember the one with the hearts on it? It was so soft.”

      Laughing, I said, “That’s what you miss? I can fix that.”

      “I looked in that basket in the corner and didn’t see it,” she said. “I’ve been googling heart blankets to find one of my own because I liked it that much.”

      I pressed up from the couch, setting my own blanket over the arm. “Don’t be silly. I’m sure I have it here.”

      Her eyes lit up like I’d told her Santa was real. “You do?”

      I laughed as I nodded. “I think it’s in my closet. I have a tote of stuff I haven’t unpacked yet. Just being lazy, I guess.”

      “Well, go look!” she urged, making a shooing motion with her hand.

      “Okay, okay.” Chuckling, I scurried to the bedroom, not worried about missing the movie. I’d seen them all before, but none of them compared to the love story I was currently living.

      I went to my closet, moving aside a stack of clothes destined for the thrift store. I didn’t see the tote on my side of the closet, but maybe I remembered wrong. I went to Gray’s closet just a few feet away and opened the door, looking for my tote.

      I found the black bin with the yellow lid and opened it up. But it was completely empty, save for a leatherbound notebook and a loose piece of paper folded in half.

      Confused, I picked up the paper, seeing Gray’s handwriting.

      Dear Aggie,

      I cleaned this out for you, and while I was organizing things, I found an old grief journal. I was in a support group that said it would be helpful. Turn to the first page.

      Love,

      Gray

      My heart beat quickly as I picked up the notebook. It was clear from the cracked leather that it was old. The date atop the first page confirmed as much, showing over twenty years ago.

      I ran my hand over the date pressed in blue ink, the light indentation of the page under his markings. Even though it had been two decades, the handwriting remained familiar. I flipped through the pages, noticing all of them had writing... He’d filled the entire notebook.

      But he’d asked me to read the first page.

      I thumbed back to the beginning and started reading.

      I went to the diner earlier today because Jack made me. What a pain in the ass. But I know his heart’s in the right place, even if I didn’t act like it.

      I was busy sulking about it until a curvy younger waitress, maybe nineteen or twenty, came from the back carrying a swaying stack of Styrofoam cups. I could just see her face through the parting stacks, wide brown eyes, dark-brown hair, and dark golden skin.

      The cups were about to tumble, but I got up from my chair and helped her just in time.

      “Thank you!” she said. Then she glanced toward the register, where a guy was leaning his head on his hand as he flipped through a magazine. She lowered her voice and added, “My boss would have killed me if we had to throw all those cups away.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me,” I whispered back as I set the stack on the counter by the coffee pot.

      It seemed like a perfectly normal interaction... until she gave me a grateful smile that squinted her eyes and made the apples of her cheeks rise.

      It felt good to have someone smiling at me when it felt like all I’d done lately was screw things up.

      Once her stack was set down, she held out her hand and said, “I’m Agatha.”

      I shook her hand. “Gray.”

      I decided I’d go back tomorrow because for the first time in a long time... I felt okay. And it was all thanks to her.
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      “Holy shit,” I whispered, fingers shaking as I typed out my dad’s number on my phone. All five of us were spread out in the conference room, calling our families, telling them the news.

      I pushed up from the table, going to the lobby, hoping some movement might help reality sink in.

      For me, it might as well have been science fiction for how impossible this moment was.

      I grew up in the middle of nowhere on a ranch in a county where cattle outnumber people two to one. With four older brothers, I never wore anything but hand-me-downs, and most of my clothes had holes by the time they made it to me. I shared a bedroom until enough of my older brothers moved out to give me one of my own and always had to bunk up when they came back to visit.

      It was a good childhood, but nothing like this.

      Nothing anywhere close to this.

      The phone rang three times before he picked up. I could hear the sound of waves in the background mixed with wind ripping over the speakers before my dad said, “Hey, kid.”

      Never mind the fact that I was over thirty now. That I’d been out of the house for over a decade. Or that he was fully retired and on a month-long trip to the Oregon coast with his wife, Aggie. I thought cowboys never retired, but then again, I thought my dad would never remarry.

      “Hey, Dad,” I said. My voice came out shaky, and instantly, Dad responded with anxiety.

      “What’s wrong, son?” The wind quieted. He must have cupped his hand around the phone to help with the noise.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I said. But my body wasn’t catching up. My heart was racing, palms sweating, muscles poised to run at a moment’s notice. I took a deep breath to calm down, but it did nothing to combat the adrenaline coursing through me despite the fact I was standing in a pristine lobby.

      “Then what is it?” Dad asked, perplexed. “What’s going on?”

      I took another breath and said three words I never thought I’d say.

      “I’m a billionaire.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Hello Handsome! To get a peek at Gray and Aggie’s emotional reception, get the free bonus scene today!

      What about Bryce? I’ve got you. Read Married to Secrets today to get his happily ever after!
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      There’s a reason why I’ve never written a widow or a widower as a main character before. It’s because I can imagine coming back from betrayal; I can picture healing from abandonment. But losing the person you love through no fault of theirs or your own? That is something I have a hard time bringing myself to consider.

      So while I was eager to write Gray’s story and see him finally get his happily ever after, I knew it would be a challenge for me as a writer and for him as a character. After all, Aggie’s been right in front of him for years! He clearly had some things to work through, since he was close to such an incredible woman but couldn’t make that final step to a romantic relationship.

      Of course, the process for Gray wasn’t so simple. There were several layers to peel in order to get him to a place where he could truly move on and take that next step with Aggie. For a man like Gray, his commitments matter. He stands by his word no matter what. When he promised “forever” to his wife, he meant it with everything he had. Like me, he didn’t even imagine he’d be faced with the option of another love story.

      After he got over the initial shock of Maya’s death, he survived by getting lost in the day-to-day of raising five boys as a single dad. He “healed” in the sense that he could make it through the day without breaking down. He could be there for his kids and not be buried under the weight of his grief. But he hadn’t truly moved on.

      Then, when he didn’t have the distraction of hands-on fatherhood anymore, he had to ask himself: What’s really holding me back? He had to think about what commitment meant to him, and if his promise of “forever” with Maya truly ended once she died.

      Of course, saying it’s time to move on and actually moving on are two different things. It’s scary to do something so new and foreign after years of the same routine. His nervous system had to adjust to being in a relationship after a lifetime of cemented beliefs and patterns.

      Aggie had her own challenges to work through too, which I think makes relationships later in life especially challenging. Life’s bound to bring us some baggage along the way, and we each are in charge of carrying it as best we can.

      I genuinely don’t think this is the happiest love story I’ve written, but it may be the most beautiful and the most real. Real life is sometimes ugly and hard and painful. But there are beautiful moments inside.

      Gray learned the importance of digging into your feelings. The only way to get through something is to go through it. No amount of distracting or avoiding will make it go away—in fact, I think it makes it stronger. (Speaking from experience of avoiding my feelings!)

      Aggie learned how to put herself first again after years of abandoning her own needs to raise her children. (I’m sure many of us can relate to that!) I also love that she never gave up on what she wanted deep down—to be chosen by her romantic partner, to be the first choice instead of a plan B.

      Maybe it’s just me progressing in life, but I’m at an age where the shiny picture I had imagined when I was younger isn’t matching up to reality. Now I have to ask myself: Were my expectations unrealistic? If so, what are my new expectations? What do I want this stage of life to look like?

      Are you with me?

      I haven’t figured it out yet, but I think the most important thing is to not stop dreaming and imagining and fighting for something better.

      That’s what got Gray and Aggie to happily ever after. They both could have given up and accepted the status quo. She could have accepted how most men treated her. Gray could have accepted his life as a single man and been just fine.

      But they didn’t want fine. And neither do I.

      I want something incredible—the kind of life people write happy stories about. So, let’s keep figuring it out along the way, together. I know we’ll get to our own versions of happily ever after.
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