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      “Trace Redding, what the hell are you thinking? Have you lost your goddamn mind?” Nate’s voice snapped through the phone line, the frustration as present now as when they’d been lovers.

      “Just…” What was he supposed to do? Trace Redding had never expected to be in this position. Not now, not even in his wildest imagination.

      Sitting in a nasty-assed hotel room south of Austin, with a hundred dollars in his pocket, everything he owned in a two-door hatchback, and Christmas lights still twinkling outside even though it was the third of January.

      “Just what? You can’t—you have a kid, for fuck’s sake! You have to be sensible.”

      “I am!” He was, wasn’t he? He hadn’t asked for this, none of it. He hadn’t asked to lose his job. He hadn’t asked Taneshia to die. Or to lose the apartment.

      “How? How exactly are you being sensible? Come home.” Nate was just growling, which Trace had thought was cute once.

      “Home?” He couldn’t have held back the bitter laughter if he’d tried, and he didn’t try too terribly hard.

      “Yes. Home. Here to Austin. You and Susannah can sleep in the living room until you get your job back.”

      He shook his head, even though Nate couldn’t see him. The last thing on earth he wanted was to sleep on the couch that used to be his while the man that also used to be his was happily humping Ivan or Igor or whatever the hell the guy who’d replaced him was named. He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t ask his little girl to do that. “No. No. I can figure out something. A lot of these little school districts have to need help.”

      “Round Rock needs subs. Come on, man. You work the second half of the year, a semester or two, and you’ll be back in like you were never gone.”

      Right. Like he was never gone. “I was let go, man.”

      “Well, yes. You stopped going to work.” Smartass.

      Like it was so easy. It had taken Taneshia one nine-month period to die—from nasty cough and diagnosis to gone. That was it. Trace had been her help, had seen her naked and bald and broken, which was so sad considering that, although he was the father of her child, he’d never intended to see her so intimately. God, what a mess. Still, he wouldn’t take it back.

      “It wasn’t like I didn’t try.” He sighed. “Look, let me think about it and call you back, Nate. I… I appreciate the offer.” Those last words tasted like sawdust.

      “Just do it, man. Cut your hair, hide your ink, and come back to work. I’ll get you an interview.”

      “Like you helped me keep my job?” It wasn’t fair. He knew it wasn’t, but damn, it rankled. Nate taught high school; Trace taught elementary. When he was outed, his option to keep his job was to find a woman, have a baby. Just like that. So, he did it—by the letter of the law if not the spirit. He found a woman. He jacked off in a cup. They had a baby. Taneshia wasn’t supposed to die, dammit.

      “Look, asshole. You didn’t have to go out and have a baby with a Black lesbian activist! You were on shaky ground before the cancer, and you know it.”

      “I know. I know.” He looked at Susannah, who was frowning in her sleep. “I’m sorry I made a mess of things. I’ll call back soon.”

      “Can’t you⁠—”

      “Bye.” He hung up, panting softly, trying to keep from bursting into tears. Oh God. He was a fuckup. Like a giant, bleeding fuckup.

      His whole life had been one big, out-of-control freight train for years, but this was a new low. He got up and headed to the little bathroom to stare at his short dreads, wondering if Nate was right. He’d started growing his hair out when Taneshia had lost hers, and it had slowly become a promise between him and Susannah. A little something to hold on to when her momma had turned into a hurting, crying stranger.

      He hated to cut them off, but what if it was that simple? Hide his weird again. Get back on his feet.

      It was an obvious answer to a shit problem. He couldn’t borrow another dime from his folks. Taneshia’s parents in New York had cut off their daughter twenty years ago when she came out, and they sure as shit wanted nothing to do with their granddaughter now. Nate would be able to put them up for a week or two so he could get a paycheck. It would be okay.

      Taking a deep breath, Trace reached for his suitcase. No way was he about to leave his kit bag in that bathroom, so he dug it out, then pulled the scissors from it.

      Sighing, he removed his labret and his nose piercing and stowed them away. Then he grabbed one dread—this one bright red—and reached up to saw it off, but a sharp, panicked scream made him jerk, slicing deep into his ear.

      “Dad-O! No! No, no, no, no, no!” Susannah grabbed for the scissors, getting blood on her little hands, which sent the screams wailing higher. “Dad-O! No! No die!”

      “Hey. Hey, no. I’m okay.” He dropped the scissors on the bed, grabbing her in one arm while he used the other hand to snatch up one of the shitty hotel towels to hold to his ear. “I’m fine, baby.”

      “No die. No die. Dad-O! No!” She reached up and grabbed his hair, holding on so tight that she was going to pluck him bald as she howled. “Dad-O. Love you.”

      “I love you too, baby.” He wanted to scream. His ear throbbed, his head ached, and his little girl was hysterical. Why couldn’t he do anything right?

      “No die like Mommy. ’Kay? No.”

      “Baby, I’m not going to die. I’m not. I was going to cut my⁠—”

      “No!”

      “Okay. Okay. I won’t. I promise.”

      She patted his cheeks with her little hands. “Promise-promise?”

      “Promise-promise. I… I have to get a job.” He was a good teacher. He was. He was unfortunately a shitty employee.

      “Job?”

      “Uh-huh. Go to work? You remember when Mommy went to work?” Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. Half the time he thought Taneshia was already a myth for Susannah, her Santa Claus.

      “Uh-huh. You teached.” She nodded, her tears already drying.

      “I did. I taught at a school.” And he’d loved it.

      “Now you teach me.”

      Trace chuckled. He supposed so. He wasn’t sure what he was teaching her, but he was definitely the idiot in charge.

      She hummed some silly little tune, cuddling up against his chest, so he left the bathroom to take her back to bed. Poor baby needed to rest while he decided what to do. And maybe looked to see of he’d cut his earlobe off and put his piercings back in. Why not?

      He held her, watching the watery light of the TV. Rest, and then he’d find something to do with his life.

      
        * * *

      

      God hated him.

      That was the only answer.

      “Dad-O? The car is hiccupping.”

      Trace pursed his lips, holding back the bile that wanted to spew from him as the hatchback bucked and spit. “It sure is.”

      Because he fucking needed this right now. He knew trouble called to trouble, but fucking hell! They were in the middle of nowhere, it was freezing, and it was too early in the morning to do, well, anything.

      “What do we do?” she asked, and he was so glad she was in the back in her car seat so she couldn’t see the tear that slid down his cheek. He had a thousand dollars in a savings account at the credit union, a POS car, and everything they owned in said piece of shit.

      God, he was so fucked.

      “We, uh, we pull into this diner, sweetie pie, and let the old thing cool down while we have breakfast.”

      “Yay! Brea’fast!”

      “You know it, angel baby. Breakfast ho.” Trace turned in and sighed, telling himself that once they ate, he’d call his folks in Denver and admit defeat. He couldn’t do this. He just couldn’t figure out how to be a functional adult without a little help.

      He parked the Focus, reminding himself that Susannah’s big pink-and-rainbow unicorn took up the whole back window and backing out would be a bitch.

      He unfastened the car seat, and then Susannah matched him step for step as they got out of the car, skipping a little to keep up. “We going back home now, Dad-O?”

      She looked so pretty in her little pink coat. So much like her momma it hurt.

      “I don’t know, baby girl. I’m still working that out.”

      The diner would yield coffee, which, even if it was bad, would help. And his girl needed to eat. So he danced through the parking lot, singing with Susanna. “Let it go!”

      The singing, as dumb as it was, helped his mood, quenched the urge to burst into exhausted tears, and when he walked into Jan’s Diner, he was grinning. Maybe he could figure this out without going up to Denver, where his folks were. They had just downsized to a one bedroom. They didn’t need him all up in their business.

      The diner looked clean and smelled like fried things and eggs. That was always a good sign. A stand inside the door had a placard that read, Seat Yourself, so he took the booth at the end, away from all the older cowboys sitting at the counter.

      “What do you think you might want, baby girl? Breakfast? Lunch?”

      “Fluffy cakes.” She said it with a definitive nod. Breakfast it was. He grabbed the menu so he could see if they had kids’ menu or a short stack or something.

      “Coffee, mister?” A solid-looking lady with steel-gray hair and twinkling blue eyes appeared, a coffeepot in hand.

      “God, please. And an apple juice, please.”

      “You got it. Water?”

      “Please, thank you.” He smiled, tickled when she smiled back. Okay. Not everyone was an asshole, right? Right. He knew that, but his hands still shook from trying to hold his shit together. His baby girl didn’t need to see that.

      Her curls were wild and untamed, and her smile was her mama’s, down to the core. God, she was beautiful.

      “Dad-O? You cryin’ again.”

      “Was I? Silly eyes, leaking.”

      “Dust,” she said sagely. “Love you.”

      “Oh, I love you too.” Wisdom ran deep in fixin’ to be four. The menu blurred, then cleared when he blinked a few times. “So, fluffy cakes for you, and maybe biscuits and gravy for Dad-O.”

      “With steaks.” She loved to nibble his chicken fried steak, but he thought they might ought to conserve cash, because hello, car.

      “Not today. Maybe bacons.”

      “Ooh…bacons. Crunchy. Not soggy.”

      “Fair enough.” That he could do, since it came with the meal. He had to admit, the prices here were way better than in Austin.

      They were a little more than an hour outside the wonderful insanity of the city, and this felt like old-time Texas—a little slower, a little easier, a hell of a lot quieter.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them to smile when the waitress—he couldn’t call anyone in a polyester dress a server—brought the waters and Susannah’s juice.

      “What’ll it be, folks?”

      “Miss Susannah would like a pancake, please, and I’ll take biscuits and gravy with crisp bacon on the side.” A bag of money. A working car. And a job. I need a job.

      “What kind of pancake did you want, honey? Plain?” the lady, whose name was Jan, if he went by what was embroidered on her dress, asked. “Or carrot cake or cinnamon sugar?”

      “Dad-O?”

      “Cinnamon sugar sounds good, doesn’t it?”

      She nodded and offered Jan a smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good deal.”

      He bit his lip to stop from asking if they were hiring. There was a bulletin board on the wall a few feet away. Maybe he could find one of those cards for people who wanted…yard work or cleaning or something.

      He could clean with Susannah with him. He’d give her his tablet, and she could sit for hours.

      Trace grinned. He could also babysit kids, churn his own butter, grow his own food, and wash laundry by stomping it in the bathtub. His granny had been the Mother Earth News type, and he’d spent every summer with her. He could can himself some green beans.

      Was there a job description for that?

      Old farm wife, that evil voice in the back of his head muttered.

      That made him chuckle. Lord, he was losing it.

      “I like this song.” Susannah began to swing her feet and dance in her seat a little.

      “Yeah? You like music, baby girl. I do too.” He couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, but he could listen for hours.

      “Yes!” She raised her hands over her head, swaying.

      He laughed. If they were at home, he would swing her up and twirl.

      But he wasn’t. He just wasn’t.

      The door swung open with a bang, and a hot, solid babe in a Stetson and Wranglers—hello, cowboy butt—sauntered in. “Jan.”

      “Brent. How goes it?”

      “Fuck. Coffee.” That growl made him want to laugh somehow.

      “Don’t you cuss at me, boy.” Jan moved, though, going to pour a cup of coffee.

      “Sorry.” The guy whooshed by them, the scent of horse and earth and leather like a commercial for a cologne or something.

      “He said a bad word, Dad-O!” Susannah looked utterly shocked.

      “I know, baby girl. Some people aren’t around little ones as much as I am, so they say adult things more.” That worked, right?

      “Oh. Are there any colors? I could draw a picture for you.”

      Shit. He’d left her drawing stuff in the car. “Uh. I don’t have—” He cut off when Jan plonked down a box of crayons and some coloring sheets printed with pictures of border collies and corgis frolicking over them.

      “You are made of win, ma’am. Thank you.” He shot Susannah a look. “What do we say?”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      The cowboy hung something on the bulletin board, then stomped back to sit in the booth directly behind them.

      “Little late for you, Brent,” Jan said.

      “I had to go away before I ripped off heads and sh—uh, did bad things to people.”

      Someone had heard their conversation about bad words, he thought. At least the man had the decency to know it was about him. That said a lot.

      “How are the kids?”

      “Someone wrote all over the hallway, and the baby has a terrible butt rash.”

      Trace winced. Oh, he knew all about that. He would try yogurt.

      “Lord. You’ll figure it,” Jan murmured, her amusement clear.

      “Not funny, old woman. Aren’t you supposed to be getting me a breakfast burrito?”

      “With bacon and queso and sausage on the side,” Jan agreed and headed off.

      “Dad-O, look at my drawling!”

      He nodded, even as he pulled out his phone to look for…something. “It’s good, baby. I like the rhinoceros.”

      “It’s a unicerious.”

      “Oh! Is that why it’s pink and purple?”

      He heard a warm chuckle, which slid right down his back, settling in his lower spine somewhere. That cowboy was something else. Something distracting.

      “I wish we had glitters.”

      “I bet you do. Turkey girl.”

      “Gobble.”

      He winked at her, then checked to see if the local newspaper had any ads online. He liked the diner well enough to think about camping out here, maybe, if he could get work and get the car to a garage. There was a campground. He’d seen it on the drive in.

      Their food came, and he smiled up at Jan. “Thanks. How’s the campground? Is it decent?”

      Jan glanced at Susannah. “It’s safe enough. Showers are clean. Better if you have a trailer, though.”

      They didn’t even have a tent, but he could afford one at the Walmart. “Thanks.”

      He opened his phone up. He needed to call Nate, ask for a ride and a place to live until he could get to his folks in Denver. His pride wasn’t worth this.

      “She’s awful little for that place.” The cowboy didn’t sound any less grumpy after coffee.

      “Yogurt,” Trace shot back.

      “Pardon?”

      “For the rash. Smear it on the baby’s rash. Plain.”

      “No ’nilla,” Susannah warned.

      “That’s right. Sugar makes the yeast worse.”

      “And smells like ’nilla.”

      “I can see where that would be weird.” The guy put an arm along the back of the booth seat to turn and look at them. “There’s a little B&B if y’all need a place for the night. Aimee has a room she keeps for emergency visitors. Thirty-five a night, which is about the same as the campground.”

      “Thanks.”

      “We been at a hotel. I want to go home, Dad-O. Can we please go home?”

      “Baby girl…” He didn’t have an answer to that question.

      “Dad-O! I want to take my toys out and play with them, not make them stay in the baby car no more.”

      “Well, Miss, that’s sad as all get-out. Sorry about the cussing there.”

      He could just see the crinkle that smile put around the cowboy’s eye.

      “It’s okay. Dad-O does too.”

      “We do when we’re having a bad day, for sure.”

      “Well, you gonna tell us?” Jan filled coffees for him and the Brent guy. “Skeeter is gone now, so you can talk. No gossip spreader left.”

      Brent glanced toward the counter, then nodded. “Curly left the gate open to the big pen. The one where I was holding the steers I was going to sell this week. God knows I love him, Jan, but I can’t even leave him up to the house to do minor stuff. He needs a babysitter, and Bald Harold and I have twice as much work to do now, so…”

      Jan sighed and shook her head. “That what the ad for a babysitter-slash-eldercare is for?”

      “You know it. I need help, lady. I so do.”

      “I can do it.” Trace’s mouth popped right open, like his desperation had dissolved any sense he might have had. “I can do minor stuff. I’m a licensed teacher, and I know how to garden, cook, all sorts of things.” Right. Because Mr. Studly Cowboy wanted his happy, gay ass anywhere near a ranch.

      There was a second of silence, and then the scrape of boots sounded, and Brent stood, then came around to their booth. For a breathtaking second, Trace was convinced he was fixin’ to get his ass kicked, but then Brent nodded to Susannah. “May I sit, little lady?”

      “Yes, sir! I have fluffy cakes. Want a bite?”

      “Mmmm. No, you go ahead. I got my mouth set on queso and stuff.” Brent cupped his hands around his coffee mug after he plopped down, meeting Trace’s curious gaze. “Okay, so here’s the deal. I run me a decent-sized ranch. I got five or six hands who day-labor for me, but two of the hands came with the ranch when I inherited it and live on-site. Bald Harold is about sixty-five and still pretty spry, but Curly is in his late seventies and is, uh⁠—”

      “Forgetful,” Jan said, sliding a plate in front of Brent.

      “I get that. My gram had Alzheimer’s. I helped a lot with forgetful.” Oh God. Please. “I just lost my apartment, Susannah lost her mom, and I could—I’ll work hard, man. You got my word.”

      “Oh Lord.” Jan rolled her eyes and stomped her foot. “That’s a sad story, now. This sounds like what you both need. You got to give them a chance, honey.”

      Another smile quirked the corners of Brent’s lips. “I have three kids. They’re all at a babysitter part of the day, then I try to take over in the evening. Still, you’d have to do sh—stuff, like deal with the chickens, the milk goats, the rabbits, and keep an eye on Curly. Plus housekeeping stuff. That’s all in the job because the ranch hands will be out working the cattle and horses, and those are the close-in animals. It’s not fun work.”

      Damn. It was ranch wife work, really. Good thing he wasn’t hung up on labels. “I can learn. Everything I own is in my car, man, and it’s on its very last leg.” Come on, Marlboro Man. Give me a shot, even for a week or two.

      “What kind of wages are you looking for?”

      “I don’t care as much about the cash as having a safe place for my girl, feeding her, letting her be healthy.” That was fair, right? “I need a place to get it together.”

      “Huh. Well, I got a place y’all can stay, if you don’t mind stairs. There’s already baby gates and all, but it’s a studio-type thing over my detached garage. There are also old mother-in-law rooms we can make into some kind of suite, if that works better. And I can pay…a thousand a month? To start?”

      Wait. Was he getting a job offer? Just like that? Maybe this Brent was as desperate as he was.

      “Yeah? I’m totally functional—canning, cooking, sewing, whatever you need.” He wasn’t a rancher, but he wasn’t an idiot. He’d learn anything he needed to.

      “Well, I don’t want to put too much on you right away. We’ll see what you feel comfortable taking on. Do you have some references?”

      “I do.” Hope could be a terrible thing, but right now it was a lifeline. “I have a resume in the car.”

      Jan slapped the paper Brent had hung up on the table. “Looks like you ain’t hiring anymore.”

      Brent nodded, even as his lip curled. “Looks like.”

      “Dad-O? Are we okay?” Susannah was all wide-eyed.

      “We’re fine as frog hair, honey bear.” He hugged her. “Eat your fluffy cakes.”

      “I want a bacons, please.”

      “How about a half piece?” She would get all bloated if she had too much, and to be honest, he was starving.

      “The crispy one.”

      “Fair enough.” Trace handed the piece over, offering her a smile. They were going to be okay for a night anyway, and that was more than he had when he pulled in.

      Brent just snorted but stayed there with them and ate his breakfast, the heavy quilted plaid button-down his one nod to the January weather. “You want some of this side of sausage I got?” Brent asked. “My eyes were bigger than my stomach.”

      “If you don’t want it, sure. Thanks.” He wondered how hungry he looked. He thought it was…pretty bad. He would go hungry every day if it meant his girl could eat.

      “I’m on second breakfast.” Brent pushed over the little plate with two sausage patties on it.

      “Thank you.” He put one on his plate, then devoured it in three bites.

      More coffee arrived via Jan’s steady hand, along with a plate of slightly too-dark toast. “Cook said to give this out, and y’all are the only ones left.”

      “Oh, Dad-O. Crunchy toast for you to dip!” Susannah bounced, and he blushed, his cheeks going hot.

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “You’re welcome, honey. Better than tossing it.” She stomped off with her one squeaky shoe, and tears stung his eyes. Again. The kindness of these people after the harsh reality of an hour ago was kind of exhausting.

      “I—right. Let me finish this up, and I’ll be ready to start working.”

      “I ain’t in no hurry. Kids won’t be home until four, and Bald Harold is watching Curly.” Brent sipped at his coffee.

      “How old are the children?” It would be great for Susannah to have friends.

      Jakob is five, Caro is four, and Daisy is six months. They’re a lot.”

      “Lord have mercy. You have your hands full.” Still four and five could play with his girl and… He couldn’t get his hopes up.

      Jesus, a week ago he was in their apartment off South Congress. A year and a half ago, he was a schoolteacher with a lover and a home and a little girl, a baby mama, and a good life.

      Now, he had Susannah. And a job. He had a job. That would work. If she made friends, then even better.

      “They’re good kids.” Brent chuckled. “Mostly.”

      “All kids are good. I’ve taught second and third grade for eight years, and I never met a bad kid.”

      “Eight years?” Both blond eyebrows went right up toward Brent’s hairline. “There’s no way you’re old enough for that.”

      “Twenty-nine last week, but thank you.” He finished up the last of his toast. “You all done, angel baby?”

      “Yessir! Go home now?”

      Trace winced, but that ship was long gone. “We’re fixin’ to go see a ranch.”

      She gave him a confused look, and Trace kept on. “Like with horses and cows?”

      “Old MacDonald? Like Old MacDonald?”

      Oh Lord, don’t pee yourself.

      “I bet you could call Curly Old MacDonald and he would never know,” Jan said.

      “Jan,” Brent chided gently, but he was grinning. “Your daddy wants to come work for me a bit, button, and I live on that ranch. You’ll like it.”

      “Are you MacDonald? Like from the song?”

      “No, ma’am. But I’m a lot like him.” As grim as Brent could seem, when he smiled at Susannah, Trace approved.

      “Wow. Okay, Dad-O. I like him. He’s nice.”

      “Well, good deal. I’m so glad.” God, she was adorable. Seriously. She was just…special.

      I swear to God, Taneshia. I’ll take care of her.

      “Okay, y’all. Hit the road.” Jan handed a bag to Brent. “For Curly and Harold. Grilled cheeses with bacon.”

      “Thank you, Jan.” Brent made to pull out his wallet, and Jan waved him off.

      “Come fix my sink trap on Sunday.”

      “I can surely do that. Mount up, folks. Time for us to get to work.” Brent grabbed the bags and stood.

      “Yes, sir. I just need to settle up. Baby, you need to potty?”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “Are you sure? Can you try, please?”

      “Okay.” She climbed up on him.

      Jan gave him a look when he stood up. “I said go on, now.”

      “I’ll make it right, ma’am. I swear. Thank you.”

      “I’ll go into the ladies’ with her, if you want. The men’s is…a man’s bathroom.” Jan rolled her eyes.

      “Oh, would you?” That would be so awesome for his girl. Family restrooms were not so much a thing in small towns.

      “Sure. Come on, sweet girl. Let’s go potty.”

      “Yes, Miss Jan.” Susannah took Jan’s hand, then skipped down the aisle.

      “She’s great,” Brent told him.

      “Thank you. I can’t wait to meet your guys.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.” Brent grimaced. “Look, Curly isn’t dangerous, but I will really need your help corralling him. That’s the main part of this job. He wants to still be useful, but he’s forgetting things like the stove.”

      “I get it. I’ll need a ton of help learning what to do. He’ll help with that. It’s okay to keep Susannah home with me, yeah? She’s just only lost her momma.”

      “It’s fine if you can do it. I—” Guilt flashed in those blue eyes. “I have to be able to work, and the kids are a lot. Their mom and dad passed away almost right after Daisy was born, and I’m doing a lot by myself.”

      “I understand. I do. I… I’ll be a help. I appreciate the chance.” I won’t be too crazy. I won’t be a shit. I need a place to catch up and have a safe home for my girl for a little while.

      “We all need second chances,” Brent said wryly. “Sometimes third and fourth.”

      “Yeah. I’m not above taking chances. She’s worth it.”

      “Sounds like it. You’ll have to tell me your story over a beer.”

      That worked for him. He was curious to hear Brent’s story too, if the kids weren’t his biologically.

      “Fair enough.”

      Susannah came out of the bathroom, hugging Jan hard before running to him. “Dad-O! I’m ready.”

      “Good girl. Washed and all?”

      “Yessir.” Her hand was wet when he took it.

      “Excellent. Let’s follow Mr. Brent. We have a job!”

      “Yay job!”

      They headed outside into the bright Texas sun, and for the first time in…well, in too long, he felt like things might be looking up.

      Trace hoped he hadn’t just jinxed himself.
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      “What in Sam Hell are you doing?” Brent Mowry asked himself when he got into his truck. Hell, he’d never even asked the kid with rainbow dreadlocks and a smoking piece of shit his name. The little girl was Susannah, and she was cute as a button, but he’d just hired the guy out of desperation and the need to keep that baby out of the campground where the goddamn sheriff had made a huge drug bust two weeks ago.

      What if the kid had no idea how to take care of Curly or goats or anything else?

      He glanced in the rearview to make sure they were still behind him, yanking out his phone to call Bald Harold.

      “Yo, boss.” The man’s voice was just as calm as can be. He could hardly remember a time Bald Harold hadn’t been at the ranch, and Curly’d lived there for at least a couple decades before Brent was born. The old man had been a constant presence forever.

      “Hey, buddy. How’s it going?” He’d felt bad for leaving Harold in the lurch, but at least he’d fully intended to post that ad all over town.

      “It’s going. Curly’s taking a nap. I’m pondering lunch.”

      “Jan sent y’all sammiches. And, well, okay, I met a guy at the diner. I hired him to⁠—”

      “Oh shit, boss. I heard.”

      “What?” Already?

      “Yep. Jan done called down. You know how she loves to get the drop on you.”

      Dammit. “Well, he’s our new hand.”

      “Does he really have rainbow-colored hair? And a kid? Is he a musician or an artist or something?” Harold didn’t wait for him to answer. “Tell me he’s in charge of the kids, the house, and Curly. Can he cook?”

      “He says he can, yeah. He was a schoolteacher. His little girl looks maybe three, could be four. He was gonna end up at the campground.”

      “So he’s divorced?”

      “Says his baby mama died.” And that sucked, no matter what. That little girl deserved to have a momma.

      “That sucks. And he’s a schoolteacher that wants to babysit old men. Go him. Still, tell me he’s a cowboy someway, huh?”

      “He knows animals, he says. Can take care of the chickens and goats and all.” He hoped that was true. God knew they had enough to do. If not, he’d send the kid on. Brent knew this was stupid, but he couldn’t let that little girl sleep in a tent with a chemical toilet and all the weird folks campgrounds drew.

      Plus, the man himself had just looked so tired. Brent got that.

      Tired and desperate was a place he’d been too often. He wasn’t hurting these days, as far as money. A couple of million-dollar buckles bought a cowboy a lot of cattle, but he knew wore out. Taking on his kids had damn near taken him out at first.

      Losing his best friend, Shane, and Shane’s wife, Hayley, who happened to be Brent’s only first cousin, hadn’t helped. He was going to do right by their children if it killed him.

      “Good. Take care of food, kids, goats, chickens, rabbits, and Curly. I’m in.”

      “He’s only one guy,” Brent warned. “We still have to help.”

      “I’ll help, boss. You know that. We just need a break.”

      “We do, buddy. Anyway, I swear, we’ll do something special for supper.” Bald Harold deserved some time and good food too.

      “You want me to run get brisket to cook when I go to town?”

      Oh, that would be a blessing. “You don’t mind?”

      “Nope. I’ll fire up the smoker if you keep Curly off it.”

      “That’s the new guy’s job, right?” Assuming Curly didn’t take one look at the man and totally freak right the fuck out.

      “It is.” Harold chuckled evilly. “Oh, I like this guy already.”

      “He’s a hippie from Austin. Just FYI.”

      “Good. That will keep the kids fascinated.”

      “I can’t believe someone would hire a schoolteacher with coloredy dreadlocks.” Brent shook his head, because he sort of thought they made the guy seem…otherworldly. Not scary, just…not of his little universe.

      “Did you call his references and shit?”

      “No. But I’m fixin’ to. He’s got a shitton of them. We’re on our way back.” He’d have enough time to make a handful of phone calls before he had to pick up the kids.

      “Okay. Will do. See you in a bit.”

      Yeah. Him, a wild-haired teacher, and a pretty little girl with the biggest rainbow unicorn he’d ever seen. Christ on a sparkly purple crutch.

      Brent turned onto the ranch road ten minutes later, leading the way up to the house. Thank God he’d just graded the road, or that POS hatchback would be sitting on the cattle guard. The ranch house had started as his great-granddaddy’s, and every generation had built on, so now it was this great rambling beast of a structure—stonework on the outside, a huge covered porch for rocking, and a fenced place for the kids to play.

      The dogs loped out to meet him, one floppy bloodhound mix and one Aussie with a blue eye and a brown one.

      “Hey, guys. You guarding Curly?”

      Mama Cass woofed, her big ole ears swinging as she looked over her shoulder, where Curly came wandering, obviously done with his napping, whether or not Hal knew it.

      “Hey, Curly Joe. What’s happening?”

      The little car pulled in behind his truck, smoke billowing from under the hood.

      “Been playing with the dogs, running Ringo through his paces.” Curly’s eyes were big as saucers. “Who’s that?”

      “Hold on, buddy. I’ll introduce you.” He waited for…what the hell was his name? Well, he waited, and Susannah and her dad joined them. “Curly, this is…”

      “Trace Redding. Pleased.” Trace held out one hand, the act natural and easy.

      Curly shook hands with Trace, nodding politely. “Joe Haywood, but you can call me Curly. You do got you some hair, and I got to tell you, that little vehicle has a serious problem.” He smiled at Susannah. “Morning, Miss.”

      “Good morning! Oh, you have pretty eyes!”

      “Well, thank you.” Curly looked to him.

      “Trace here is our newest hand, Curly. He’s gonna help around the house and the yard here. Chickens, goats, kids…” He winked broadly. “He’s from Austin.”

      “Oh, you are, are you?”

      Trace went pink but kept his smile. “Yeah, I’m not what most folks here expect…”

      “I reckon not.” Curly smiled, his moustache stretching. “I reckon you seen some sh⁠—”

      “Curly.”

      “Right. Where should I put them, boss?”

      “Put them in Aunt Dotty’s apartment. You’re in charge of training him up, Curly. He’s here to make things easier on all of us.” Which was a hell of a job, when you came right down to it.

      “Yessir.” Curly fired off a salute, which made him bite back a smile. “You two okay with stairs?”

      “I’m fine. I’ll spot little bit here until she gets it, and I have a gate in the car for when we’re just home. I lived on the second floor in Austin, so she knows.”

      “Well, come on, then.” Curly nodded to him. “I’ll bring them back down when they’ve checked out the place.”

      “Good deal. I’ll be in the house.” At the table. Trying to figure out what the actual fuck he was doing.

      Reasonable men did not hire weird-looking strangers from Austin with children. This whole situation just had him tearing his hair out.

      “Ringo, go with.” He waved the Aussie off after them, knowing she would keep an eye on Susannah.

      He hadn’t hit the porch before the phone was ringing. Daycare. Dammit.

      “Hello?” Brent held his breath, hoping it wasn’t someone being sick.

      “Hello, Brent? I think the kids got into poison ivy in the backyard. Everyone’s covered in a rash.” Lisa watched her two, his three, and a handful of others in a trailer house off the highway.

      What the actual fuck? The goddamn stuff wasn’t even leafed out. “What the hell were they doing?”

      “Building a fort. I didn’t know what it was until the rash came up.”

      “Oh Lord. Okay. I’ll be there in a few, okay? I have to let Curly know.” And let Trace know he was on the job starting now.

      Like right now.

      He slapped his hand on the counter, the aftershocks traveling up his arm. Christ on a crutch. Seriously? Seriously? He did not need this shit.

      A fucking rodeo champion and he was going to rescue kids from goddamn leaves? He couldn’t believe this shit. How was he supposed to run a ranch like this?

      He took off his hat and rubbed his hand over his hair, which hurt. Then he clapped it back on before calling up to the apartment, listening to the phone ring. “Come on, man. Answer the goddamn…”

      “Uh…hello?” Trace sounded so young.

      “Hey, Trace? This is Brent. Can you come down to the main house and keep Curly company once you’re settled in? I have to go pick up my kids at daycare. They all got into poison ivy.”

      “Oh damn. I’ll start the oatmeal baths as soon as they get here.”

      “Thanks. There’s oatmeal in the cabinet over the coffee maker.” He headed out to the truck, teeth grinding together. He had horses to train, bills to pay. Dammit.

      “Do you have calamine? That’ll help too.”

      The temptation to snap “how the fuck should I know” was huge, but it would be evil, and he actually did know. Mosquitos loved to gnaw on Jakob. Every so often the kid looked like a damn polka-dotted cartoon character. “In the bathroom. In the cabinet inside where the towels are.”

      “On it, boss.” The phone clicked off, and Trace was heading out with the little button in one arm before Brent had started his truck, Curly skip-hopping along behind like a bow-legged, grumpy old cat.

      Good man.

      He took off, knowing his brood could be a bear to deal with when they were sick.

      Hopefully the new guy would figure it out.

      He sort
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