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      “I’m never going to get used to this, sweet girl.” David Garcia glanced over at his best friend on the face of the earth, Lily. She was plopped in the front seat of his Chevy, wearing her snazzy Longhorn bandana, and panting to beat the band. “It’s like being in some weird-assed fever dream—it’s the same and different, all at the same time.”

      He had grown up in Arroyo Verde, New Mexico, had sworn he’d never come back to stay, and yet, like magic, here he was, pulling into downtown with the feed store on one end, the post office on the other, and a dozen storefronts in between.

      Marcia’s Bakery had become The Wild Elephant Coffee Shop. The Calico Cat Craft Shoppe was now Yarn ‘n Things. Molina’s was just the same, and so was the House of Junk, but he was looking for Ruby’s.

      The diner had always been the best place to grab breakfast, and he was craving the huevos Mexicanos and a concha the size of his head.

      It didn’t hurt that it had a dog-friendly patio, and it gave him a reason to take Lily for a ride.

      “Isn’t that right, Lil? Are you ready to be a shining example of beautiful, baby girl?” His sweet girl gave him a happy pit bull smile, her tail wagging like a flag-waving fool. She was always so darn happy to be alive, and she, for one, was happy to no longer be in an apartment in Austin, Texas. She loved being able to chase the ball in the big yard at his folks’ place.

      She also chased the miniature yak.

      And the chickens.

      Also, she thought the horses were the biggest dogs on earth and spent hours outside with them, trying to learn to be just like them. Thank God they were all used to dogs.

      “Tell me why I’m here again, girl?” he asked her, hating the plaintive sound of his voice.

      Like he didn’t know. Like every single person in town didn’t know.

      Four years of college, two years of grad school, a master’s in early childhood education, an on-again, off-again boyfriend, and a condo in Pflugerville—all disappearing in a puff of a single phone call from his mama.

      His brother, Andy, had been killed in the line of duty, Daddy’d had a heart attack when he’d gotten the news, and they needed help.

      Right then.

      So, he came.

      It wasn’t like there had been a choice. He’d been at the house for six weeks, feeding and cleaning and helping Mama get Daddy home, settled, and breathing. No one had even had a chance to grieve, much less breathe, and that included his sister-in-law Bailey—who was now not only a widow, but also a single mother of two. She’d packed her house up on the base and come to help Daddy instead of him having home health care, and now she rented one of the casitas on Sari Melendez’s property. 

      Her people were in Reno, but she said she was staying.

      David figured he’d see. He’d sure miss Hannah and Little Andy if they were gone.

      He found them a parking spot near the feed store and hopped out, whistling up Miss Lil. “Let’s go, sweetie.”

      Lunch with his friend Nicole, and then he’d buy some chicken feed and a yak chew for his best girl and head home. It was fair.

      Lil followed him easily, and he headed down the street toward the diner. Parking had always been a bear in Arroyo Verde, which was way longer than it was wide.

      “Doggie! Daddy! Doggie!” 

      David glanced up to see a cowboy with a little girl attached to each hand and his phone between his ear and his shoulder. 

      “No, Ashley, I don’t have time to—Well, tough. You’re gonna have to get your butt here.” 

      “Daddy! Talk a mommy!” One of the girls made a grabby hand at the cowboy as the other pulled toward Lily.

      “Jesus Christ, woman. You can’t keep doing this to me!” The dude’s cheeks were bright red, and the accent screamed Texas. “I need you. This isn’t how it was supposed to work!”

      David shook his head, murmuring to Lily, who had seen the girls and was interested now and wagging. She was a certified Canine Good Citizen as well as a juvenile therapy dog and a professional library dog. She adored babies of all kinds, and one of these two coveted a puppy hug.

      “Daddy!” The one who wanted the phone wailed, and at that moment, the other one yanked, popping free and running toward Lily. Across the road.

      “Sierra!” Pure fear filled that cowboy’s voice. 

      David dropped the leash and took off like a shot, not even thinking. He snatched the girl out of the road as a huge truck, filled with used tires, made the turn a bit too fast. 

      One tire went flying so close David smelled it, and landed right where he’d grabbed the little one from the road.

      Fuck. Fuck him.

      The world went a touch sparkly around the edges, and he swayed, shock immediately setting in. 

      “Jesus!” The cowboy snatched the little girl away from him. “Holy shit.” The guy was panting, and glaring at him like he’d done something wrong.

      “You’re welcome. Lily? C’mere girl.” He wasn’t even going to consider anything happening to his dog.

      Lily came right to him, and he took her leash up. She’d been far better behaved than the kids, who were crying hysterically. Lily had stayed out of the road, sitting and waiting for him. 

      “Liberty, please. Sierra, shhh.” At least the guy wasn’t shouting at his kids. 

      “Everyone okay?” See him? See him not be an asshole?

      The guy just shook his head and turned away, and he could see the shattered phone lying on the road. “Goddamn it! My fucking phone!”

      “Watch your mouth, man. Little ears.” As soon as he said it, David knew he was out of line. These weren’t his students. Or his niece and nephew. 

      “Hey.” The guy whirled on him, one kid in each arm, face red. “Back off.”

      “Sorry.” He wasn’t really, but he wasn’t feeling like getting into something in front of Mr. Cowboy’s kids.

      That strong jaw flexed, and those clear blue eyes flashed with embarrassment, he thought, and no small amount of leftover adrenaline. “Yeah, same.”

      “I see puppy now, Daddy?”

      “Puppy!” the other one crowed, and Mr. Cowboy Daddy was fixin’ to stroke right out.

      “Her name is Lily. She’s five. Isn’t she pretty?” He was not going to freak those little girls any more than he had to. 

      To his credit, the cowboy knelt down to let the children love on Lily’s ears. “Say hi, ladies. Then we have to go get Daddy a new phone.”

      “Pretty.”

      He nodded and smiled at them. “She is. She’s a good girl. Y’all be good now, and hold your daddy’s hand.”

      “‘K.” The girls skipped off with their dad, and he watched that Wrangler butt for a long moment. Definitely Texas. But he hadn’t gotten his ass kicked, so he would take that as a win.

      Still, someone had some hard-core issues, didn’t he? He didn’t know the dude from Job, but someone needed marriage counseling. Or anger management. Or something.

      David wandered down the street, ambling, because he had always been crazy late as a kid somehow. Always. So now he was always early, and he could cool his heels with the best of them. Window-shopping. Letting Lily get some love from the yarn lady. Getting his breath back so he could stop shaking before he saw Nicole.

      Of course, when he popped into the general store for a jigsaw puzzle, old Mr. Olivera sucked his teeth at him. “Well, I’ll be. Little Davey Garcia. You back for a visit?”

      “No sir, I came back to help at the ranch.”

      Those old rheumy eyes that had lightened to damn near clear stared at him, judging him and finding him laughable in his tie-dyed Keep Austin Weird T-shirt, his stretch jeans, and his Birks. “You? Isn’t Andy coming to take it ov⁠—”

      “Abuelito! ¡Está muerto! ¿Recuerdas? ¿De la bomba?” Sissy Olivera’s face was the color of a tomato. “Sorry, sorry, David.”

      “It’s fine.” And it was true. Andy had been intended for the ranch, but that was over. 

      “Lamento. I forget. Old men, eh?”

      He managed a laugh, barely, but he did manage it. “I forget he’s gone all the time.”

      Sissy checked him out, and he almost texted Nicole to cancel, but if he had to go back to that ranch with Mama crying and Daddy the color of ash, breathing hard to walk from the sofa to the bathroom, he thought he might die, so he did what he’d been doing for weeks.

      He kept going.

      By the time he saw Nicole and her little one coming up the road, he was almost feeling human, like the man who had been, if not on top of the world, basically happy.

      “David! Oh my God! It is you.” She smiled at him, and damn, she seemed exhausted. It was written all over her face. He supposed the best thing about having lunch with a BFF girlfriend from high school was that she didn’t feel the need to put on her face or do her hair, even when she needed a spa day in the worst way.

      “It is me.” He hugged her hard, finding himself embarrassingly close to tears. 

      She held on for a minute, then they stepped apart, finding her baby boy handing Cheerios to Lily, one after another.

      They blinked at each other, then they both cracked up, the tension and weirdness and sorrow easing with a pop.

      “Hungry?” he asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “For company and bacon in equal amounts.”

      They sat on the patio, and Lily settled under the table, happy to forage for things the baby tossed off his high chair tray. They ordered pastries and coffees and nibbles, and she opened a plastic container of easy-to-eat food and put it in front of the little one. 

      “So.”

      “So.” She studied him. “You look miserable.”

      “I was doing well.” He guessed. He’d been doing what one did in Austin, anyway. Working. Running with his dog. Listening to love songs. Kind of dating.

      Going to Sixth Street. Getting ink. Being happy.

      “Yeah, I’m so⁠—”

      “Don’t, okay. Everyone’s sorry. Every single person on earth is sorry he died. I know. I totally know.” And a mean part of him wondered if anyone but a handful of teachers in Texas and his family would be if he’d gone first.

      “Hey! I mean, I am sorry about that. I liked Andy, you know it. But I’m also sorry you had to take off from life and come help. It sucks.” She waved a hand. “Though you’re the most exciting thing to happen here in at least a year.”

      “Dude. You have a baby.”

      “He’s amazing, not exciting. You know how many babies the hospital has had this year? In six months? Lots.” Nicole rolled her eyes. “Seriously, David. I keep waiting for something interesting to happen—but Dalton’s still the same guy he always was. I’m still wishing I was down in Albuquerque working. It never changes.”

      “Why don’t y’all move down there?”

      “He’s doing great at the fire department here, and you know how much training he’s had to work the wildfires? He went down there, and they’d send him back up, and—Jesus Christ, Bobby! Get that spoon out of your nose! You’re going to give yourself a friggin’ lobotomy, and then what would your daddy say?”

      David rolled his eyes, pulled the spoon out of Bobby’s nose, replaced it with a rattle, and wiped the spoon off. “I imagine Dalton would be pissed as all get out, honey. After all, you are raising a new firefighter.”

      “Don’t even suggest it.” Nicole flipped him off. “He’d get over it.”

      He chuckled under his breath, but she was clearly teetering on her last nerve.

      “So, really. How’s it going, David? Being back on the ranch?” There was a wealth of sympathy there, no mockery.

      He shrugged, hands open, and the blisters there were as embarrassing as they were painful. “I tell you what, I never intended to be back here in New Mexico, working cattle. I haven’t roped anything in an eon, and it’s just embarrassing.”

       It wasn’t like he’d forgotten how to cowboy up, for fuck’s sake. He was just a little…out of practice.

      She pulled a face for him. “I know, hon. It sucks. Have I said how sorry I am?” She winked as she said it, but still reached out to cover his hand with hers.

      “Couple times.” He smiled. “I’m okay. I mean, I’m not, but that’s because of Andy. The ranch stuff is like falling off a bike.”

      She snorted, and Bobby made the same sound. While drinking juice. So it came out his nose.

      “Whoops.” He held up a napkin, even as Nicole started gagging, and the baby’s big brown eyes filled with tears. “It’s hard to be a little one, isn’t it, Bobby? Can I hold him, honey?”

      “You want to?”

      “Duh.” He loved toddlers. They were like crazy, goofy sponges who bit. He took Bobby into his arms, and the tears stopped immediately, Bobby playing with the buttons on his shirt.

      “God, you’re so good with them.” She pushed her hair off her face. “I love him, David, but I never get a day off. Dalton just doesn’t take him alone, so I haven’t had a pedicure in a year and a half!”

      “So bring him to the house, honey. Let him spend a few hours there and schedule yourself a spa day. I have stuff at the house for when Hannah and Little Andy come over.” He didn’t mind. He missed working with the kids in Austin. He’d worked for a school that specialized in helping young children on the spectrum, and he’d been kept running his butt off.

      “Really?” Her whole face lit up. “Oh my God, that would rock. I don’t need daycare, really. Just a babysitter sometimes. How much do you charge?”

      He blew a raspberry. “Oh, honey, I wouldn’t charge you.”

      She shook her head. “No. No, that’s not how it works. I need to pay you something. This isn’t a favor.”

      “Bah. We’ll figure it out.” He didn’t mind at all. Bobby was a sweetheart, and it wasn’t a hell of a lot easier being a big queer cowboy now than it had been in high school.

      Well, okay. It was easier. He’d gained six inches on the vertical and three shirt sizes in the shoulder since then, so the few assholes who did give him hell were less likely to do it now.

      She grinned. “Well, count on me calling as soon as I set up my spa day.”

      “Fair enough. Now, catch me up. I’m not ready to go back home yet.” That might take more time than she had.

      Bobby burped, then fell asleep literally two minutes later. Nicole threw her hands up. “That’s it. I’m booking that spa day. Right now.”

      David had to smile. “I’ll look forward to it.”
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      “Liberty, stop pulling Toby’s tail. Sierra, get away from the stove.” Wiley Marquart was going to shoot something. Maybe something inanimate. He needed to go to the range and let loose.

      But today was not that day. No day was that day right now. Not when his ex-wife had run off the rails and dumped their twin girls on his doorstep for good, then disappeared with a wave and a puff of dust and the twang of guitar strings. Sure, he’d been set up for shared custody, but his world hadn’t been ready for this.

      Goddamn Ashley anyway. They’d had a deal. She needed a beard for her sponsor, he wanted a ranch, they both wanted to have kids, and neither one of them had the time or energy for falling in love. Then she’d had the girls and panicked, moving back in with her parents within days of having them. She’d managed a couple years of rodeoing just on the weekends, but then she’d met herself a country singer named Tiffany, and that had been that.

      And once Ashley’s folks had moved off…well, he was in a bit of a bind.

      He didn’t have the time to be a single full-time dad either, but here he was, with two of the funniest, smartest, sweetest little girls in the history of little girls.

      He grabbed Sierra up, giving her a raspberry on her neck, and then damn near dropped her when his phone rang, his sister’s name popping up on the screen. Yay.

      “Hey, Chey.” I’m real busy.

      “Hey, Wy. You sound out of breath.”

      “Well, sister, it’s breakfast time. Or as I call it, mass chaos at high volume.”

      “Oh, hon. I wish I could help.”

      So did he, but Cheyenne was on strict bedrest, out to there with her first baby herself. Not to mention she was down in Galveston, for fuck’s sake.

      “Have you found a daycare for them yet? Momma says there’s that one the church runs.”

      Right, because his wild ones needed the threat of Hell over them. Libby already had nightmares, and he knew Lois Carlisle at the church was all about kids being seen and not heard. They were already hot because he refused to attend or let Momma take them to Bible school.

      “Uh-huh. Would you take the bean there?”

      “Well, no.” He could hear her thinking, probably biting her lip. “Dammit. Isn’t there anyone you know there yet?”

      “Honey, the women I’ve met so far aren’t interested in watching my girls.” They were interested in getting with him if they were single, or trying to hook him up with a friend if they weren’t. “Things don’t change much up here.”

      “They don’t change a hell of a lot down this way. Momma’s talking about coming down this weekend, you know? They’re going to induce me Monday morning.”

      “Yeah, she said. I can’t wait for pictures.”

      “I’ll bring your nephew up for Thanksgiving, if not before.”

      Lord, that was a long ways off. If he could get down there… But he wasn’t able to just up and travel anymore. 

      “Cool. What am I going to do when I have to go someplace now, though. I can’t even get to the feed store. Shit, Sister, the girls almost died the other day because I wasn’t being careful and there was a cute dog!”

      “Oh. Wiley. You need help.”

      “I do. I really do. But I have no idea who to call.” 

      “Doesn’t Momma know someone? I mean, she’s a teacher. Those folks always moonlight.”

      “I’ll ask her. I mean, I sure don’t want her trying to take the girls as much as she has been.” Since Ashley had left for good, his mom had been stepping in, but with Dad gone driving truck and her working so much… And she was fixing to have foot surgery. All those years on her feet waiting tables and teaching.

      He still wasn’t sure what Ash was thinking. Hell, he wasn’t sure that she was thinking, for fuck’s sake. She was young, in love with the spotlight, and pretty darned sure she didn’t want twins with her and her…her lady on the road.

      The marriage hadn’t lasted long enough for Ash to get out of the hospital after the girls were born.

      Fuck him.

      “Huh?” He’d lost what Chey was saying.

      “Call her, doof. If I could come I would. Mom will come after work, but maybe you can get someone else to help.”

      “I know. I’m trying my best. I got this.” Wiley wiped oatmeal out of Libby’s hair and smiled at her when she frowned at him. 

      “Well, I can ask Momma if you want. That way you can finish breakfast. I’ll get you some phone numbers. I have to talk to her anyway.”

      “Okay, sure. Cool.” Anything that made her feel as if she was helping. Something crashed, and Sierra started to wail. “I got to go, hon. Call or text me after you talk to Mom, okay?”

      “I will. Love you.” 

      “You too.” He scooped up Sierra, who had dropped the juice container she wasn’t supposed to try to lift. “Hey, baby girl. No owies?”

      “I sorry, Daddy! I sorry!”

      “Oh, it’s just juice. It cleans up. Everything cleans up.”

      “Cow poop!” Libby said. “Green.”

      “Yep.” God help him, he hoped Mom knew someone, and Chey got him that number. He loved his girls, and he meant it. Everything cleaned. Except his house. And his barn. And all the other things he’d lost time for. And he wanted to go to Blake’s Lottaburger and have a burger and a cup of cherry nut ice cream.

      That would be enough. Just one lunch. One single burger. Please God.

      A text came through less than twenty minutes later from his sister, and he grinned. The grapevine moved fast. It just said

      
        
          
            
              
        Here’s a number. His name is David Garcia. Has a masters in Ed. Mom says he just started a babysitting service. Call him

      

      

      

      

      

      A guy, huh? Interesting. Still, if his mom trusted whoever had told her about him enough to get a number, then that meant she thought he was okay to call. And Wiley decided he would. Sometimes, a man needed a day off.

      
        * * *

      

      “Son, all your licensing stuff came in from the state.”

      “Excellent. Thanks, Mama.” David finished helping Daddy get his shoes off, not bothering to hide his yawn. “Long day, huh, Daddy?”

      Somehow, his offer to watch Nicole’s little one once for a couple of hours had become something bigger, and now he was busy as hell. He wasn’t a daycare, per se, but he did end up with anywhere from one to eight kids at any given time.

      Spa days. Momma’s Days Out. Single dads who needed to work on the plumbing at three a.m.. Date nights. David was the guy to go to. Fifteen an hour for one, twenty for two, twenty-two-fifty for three.

      Between the kids, the horses, the cattle, the goats, the chickens, and Daddy? He was a busy man. Oh, and the yak. He couldn’t forget the mini yak.

      “Mmm.” His dad smiled, his lined face pale under his fading rancher’s tan. “You’re a busy man, son.”

      “I was literally just thinking that. Just. I’m gonna go out and feed. You got supper, Mama?”

      “I brought fried chicken, coleslaw, mashed potatoes. It’ll be dished up. I’ll do the chickens and the goats. You get the rest?” She pushed her hair back off her face, tucking it into her messy bun.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He could do that. Mama was a trouper.

      “I can help,” Daddy growled.

      Mama snarled right back. “No lo harás!” No you won’t.

      Fuck. “Can you call down to the feed store and make an order, Daddy? I need some hoof medicine, a bag of sweet feed, chicken feed, and dog food.”

      Mama shot David a grateful look as Daddy nodded and grabbed his phone. Daddy just wanted to feel useful, and he was getting stronger. Not strong enough to take off his own socks at the end of the day, but…

      David reckoned the longer she had to worry about Daddy, the longer she could avoid dealing with the fact his brother Andy wasn’t coming back.

      He took a deep breath, then jumped about a mile when his phone rang, a number he didn’t recognize coming up. That was happening a goodly bit lately, so he answered. “Hello?” David headed for the big barn.

      “Hi. Um, is this David Garcia?”

      “Yes, sir. What can I do you for?”

      “Hi. My name is Wiley Marquart. I got your number from my mom. She’s a teacher at the high school and she asked around about you. Are you running a babysitting service?”

      “I am, yeah.” Think, man. Think. Nope. He was coming up blank. “You need a sitter?”

      “Yessir. I have twin girls. They’re three. I—Well, I’m still getting used to having them full-time, and I need a half a day or so to get some work done and run a few errands.”

      Something stirred at the edge of his memory, but he couldn’t put a finger on it. “Sure. What day are you thinking? I’m booked tomorrow morning—I keep a limit to how many I can safely watch—but tomorrow afternoon and evening, I only have my niece and nephew.”

      Bailey was talking about getting a part-time job. She was an RN, and she loved it, and she was lonely in her little casita in town. So she had an interview tomorrow, and he’d have two regulars Friday through Sunday.

      “Tomorrow afternoon would be fine. Can you keep them over supper? I’ll bring something for them to eat.”

      “Totally. Can they eat spaghetti and meatballs? That’s what we’re planning.” He preferred to keep everyone on the same page, if he could.

      “They can. It will be messy.” That was wry as hell, the drawl so not local. 

      “Good thing they wash.” Ranch kids got dirty. It was a thing. “Are you opposed to them playing in the water? I got them a deal that sprays water from an elephant’s trunk. It’s a good way to beat the heat.”

      It wasn’t supposed to rain tomorrow—and if it did, that was playing in the water too.

      “I am not opposed to that at all. They’re both allergic to Downy, so they can’t have towels or blankets with that, but knock on wood that seems to be it.”

      “We don’t use fabric softener. Mom read that it can cause fires or some such, so that’s not an issue.” Lord, allergic to soap-type shit was harsh. Those rashes.

      “Yeah. With those new washers, it sure can. What time should I bring them? And where are you, so I know how long it takes to get there.”

      “How about you come for lunch at noon? Then they can meet me, eat a sandwich, you and I can discuss details, and I can get contact information. I’m at the Garcia ranch on the state highway.” He wanted a contract outlining fees, emergency contact info, all the important shit. This was a going business, and he wasn’t playing.

      “Oh, I back right up to you. Should I bring a copy of their shot records?”

      Oh, this one was on the ball. He liked that. “That would rock. I’ll need that and emergency numbers and I’ll put them in your file.”

      “You got it. I’ll see you at noon. Oh, and tell your mama and pop I hope he’s feeling better. I know he’s had a hard time, right? You hear things…”

      “He’s recovering. He’ll make it.” He had to. David wasn’t ready.

      “That’s good to hear. I understand he’s a tough old bird. See you tomorrow.”

      “Bye.”

      They hung up, and he texted Nic.

      
        
          
            
              
        I got another client. A cowboy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No shit? Nice. Who is he?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Uh. Wiley something.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OMG. RUkidding? Dude

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Can’t text. I’m feeding. Call me.

      

      

      

      

      

      His phone rang, and he grinned, putting her on speaker. “Beware the cow sounds. So tell all.”

      “He’s all the gossipy rage. He moved out not long before you came back and then his folks moved up. His mom is a teacher at the high school.”

      “Wow. He’s from Texas, right? I can tell from the voice.”

      “That’s it. Crazy, huh? I mean, he just bought the place next to your folks’ outright. Rodeo man, I hear.”

      “There’s a song about that, I think,” he teased. 

      “Yeah? Well, you ought to know. You were always the one who could remember song lyrics. Anyway, he has twin girls. Little. Maybe three?”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting them. Is he married?”

      “Well, the word is he has a wife, but she’s on the road all the time. Barrel racer.”

      He poured out a bunch of sweet feed, shaking his head. “Wow, so he’s the stay-at-home dad, huh? That’s wild. Not something you hear a lot. But good on him.” David had seen it all in his time as a teacher. A lot more than most folks up here in small town New Mexico had, he would wager. Austin was “weird” for a reason, after all.

      “I guess so. He’s hot as hell, too. Not that you can ever tell Dalton I said that. Total All-American cowboy type, though he’s on the small side.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter if he’s all married up, anyway.” Though how good could the marriage be if he was at home and she was on the road all the damn time. Curiosity was his cardinal sin. Came with being an educator. The only person who had been nosier at his school was the librarian…

      “Yeah. I guess so. That’s a shame, huh?” She sighed dramatically. “I mean there’s a lot of single folks up here for such a small town, including you.”

      He nodded, spreading hay out for bedding and feed. “Well, you know how it was with me and Adam. On again, off again. Out to dinner and back to someone’s place to have a night. No settling-down interest at all.” He’d called her to bitch more than once. “So you said this guy was a rodeo man?”

      “Yeah, he’s a retired rodeo rider who still does events for sponsors.”

      He paused. “Is he that old?”

      “Injury. He’s only five years older than us, I think. I mean, I looked up his profile on the PRCA site. You should go look.”

      Nosy girl. It was probably time to change the subject. “Ah. Damn. That sucks. Seriously. So when are we going to have a movie night? I need wine and popcorn.”

      “I’m so in whenever you can do it. You tell me when. I know you have some busy nights lined up.” She paused. “How’s your dad?”

      “Not recovering as fast as he wants.” That was what sucked. He could see how much it pissed Dad off to have to watch him do the ranch work, and to see his mom really pushing herself. “Still, he’s recovering. I think it hurts him to see Little Andy.”

      “Oh, honey. That’s so hard.” Nic made little sympathy noises. “Well, I love all y’all. You just say the word if you need me.”

      “Maybe next Tuesday we can do it. Watch some terrible rom-cons and eat until we bust.”

      “I will mark it down. We can put Bobby to bed and have movie and wine and talk.”

      She was good to him, and she’d been rock solid for him since he’d had to come home. 

      “Thanks, sweetie. I’ll talk at you later. Supper’s waiting on me.”

      He finished up feeding and headed back to the house, sighing as his phone rang again. His sister-in-law Bailey.

      “Hey, lady. What’s up?”

      “Can I come over?” She was crying again, and he nodded, even though she couldn’t see it. “Of course, honey. Bring your overnight bag. You can stay at the house tonight. We’ll have some beers.”

      “Your folks won’t mind?”

      “Bailey. You know they love you.” He also knew it hurt, but she was alone. He and his folks had each other. “Now, you come on.”

      “Thanks, brother. Seriously. I just—I can’t do it tonight.” She had moved into a little casita to ease the burden on them at the ranch, but man, it was tough.

      “Well, you don’t have to go it alone.” Poor baby. They said God never gave anyone more than they could handle, but this whole mess just seemed to be too much.

      “Thank you. We’ll be there in half an hour. I promised the little ones Happy Meals. Bye.”

      He climbed the stairs feeling like he was ten thousand years old. Mama met him at the door.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Bailey’s coming over. She’s a wreck. She needs her family.”

      “Oh, dammit. I didn’t get extra legs for the little ones.”

      “She’s taking them to McDonald’s first. I told her she could spend the night.”

      “That poor girl.” Daddy joined in. “Me and the grandbabies can sit and watch a movie.”

      “The guest room is all made up for her. Can you get the air beds for the kids, son?” Mama looked as tired as he felt, but she was smiling. They were all doing the very best they could.

      And that was all they could do.
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