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      Dallas Dreyer breathed a silent sigh of relief as he saw the city limits sign for Sweet Water Falls. He’d been driving for hours, and he was so ready to be out of the car.

      At the same time, the temperature gauge on the dashboard told him not to get out of the car unless he wanted to be instantly incinerated. How Nate could get married in weather like this, Dallas didn’t understand.

      Why Nate wanted to get married at all eluded Dallas. Bitterness gathered on the back of his tongue, and it was new and hard to deal with.

      He’d had no idea Martha was so unsure about their marriage. She’d been coming to River Bay for over two years—every week—and she’d brought the kids many times.

      Her departure from their life had surprised him. Shocked him, actually. Rendered him speechless.

      He could clearly remember when he’d gotten the news, and that he’d sat on the bottom bunk where he’d been sleeping for twenty-seven months and just stared.

      Even when Slate had come to tell him it was time for dinner. Even when Luke had gotten him a special pass for an extra hour in the library without anyone there, Dallas had just stared at it.

      He didn’t know what life would be like on the outside as it was. And without Martha? Dallas didn’t know how to function.

      She’d been in Louisiana for the past three months, and her sister had been taking care of his two children. Martha had left them behind too, and Dallas honestly didn’t comprehend her behavior.

      He’d been released five days ago, and Amy had been kind enough to come pick him up. She’d brought Thomas and Remmy with her, and Dallas had held his children tightly for several minutes right on the sidewalk outside the River Bay Federal Correctional Facility.

      He glanced to Remmy, his six-year-old asleep in the backseat of the used sedan his brother-in-law had helped him purchase.

      Dallas had money from before his time in prison, but not a whole lot. Enough to buy new clothes and this car and food and gas for the trip to Sweet Water Falls.

      He’d stayed with Amy and Brent for a couple days to get the essentials in order, and then he’d set his app to direct him to Hope Eternal Ranch.

      He would not miss Nate’s wedding. The man had done more for Dallas than anyone else on Earth—save Martha. But now that she was gone, Dallas’s only fall-back was Nathaniel Mulbury.

      Ted Burrows was at the ranch too, and Dallas couldn’t wait to see his friends. The pull to them was all he had left, and he’d embraced it. After they’d come for Family Weekend and treated him exactly like one of their brothers…Dallas got choked up just thinking about it.

      “Turn right in a quarter mile,” said the cool female voice of his navigation app. Dallas started to slow down, and his son lifted his head from his game machine.

      “Almost there, bud,” Dallas said, surprised at how chipper his voice came out.

      Thomas nodded and powered down the game. Dallas felt like he didn’t know his ten-year-old. He’d missed all of his eighth and ninth year on the planet, and though Dallas had seen his son start to grow in his permanent front teeth and he’d gotten emails with attachments of the boy’s art, it was completely different than being with the child day in and day out.

      Dallas had never considered the fact that he might be a single parent one day. Martha had been the perfect surgeon’s wife, and she’d charmed hospital administrators, kept the house tidy and the bills paid, and the children in appropriate, wholesome activities. Dallas had loved coming home to her and the kids, and until the lawsuit that had diverted his life onto another path, he’d been blissfully unaware of any of the things he was currently dealing with.

      He made the right turn, and the road started to wind out of town. Dallas glanced at his new phone, the weight of it heavy in his mind. He’d used smart phones before of course; he’d only been in prison for thirty months. But he’d gotten used to short, clipped calls, only at appropriate times. To make a call whenever he wanted, for however long he wanted was a bit novel to him.

      “Just a couple more miles,” he said more to reassure himself than Thomas.

      And just a couple more miles and a few more minutes down the road, Dallas made the right turn onto the road that had Hope Eternal Ranch at the end of it.

      The road turned from asphalt to dirt, and the sedan bumped over the new surface. He crossed a bridge, passed the trees, and the ranch spread in front of him.

      A massive house sat just beyond a small patch of grass, which had a fence separating it from a large gravel pad, where Dallas pulled to a stop.

      He peered out of the windshield, taking in the house that was really two houses—one on each side of a three-car garage. Nate and Ted had told him all about it, and Dallas could see the appeal of it.

      And then Ted was walking toward him, a giant smile on his bearded face. Dallas started laughing and said, “Come on, guys. Let’s get out.”

      He got out of the car and met Ted at the opening of the fence. The other man had four inches on Dallas, and at least fifty pounds. He really was like a big teddy bear, and Dallas clapped him heartily on the back as they embraced.

      “Look at you,” Ted said, and that was all. Dallas didn’t need more; he knew what Ted meant.

      Look at him outside the fences of River Bay. Look at him in regular clothes. Look at him, a single dad to two kids.

      Those kids came up beside him, Remmy clutching her blanket, though it was far too hot to cart that around for long, and rubbing her eyes.

      “Guys,” he said. “This is Ted Burrows. Do you remember him?”

      “Yes,” Thomas said at the same time Remmy said, “No,” and shrank into Dallas’s side.

      He put his palm on her back and gave her a quick squeeze.

      “He’s one of my best friends,” Dallas said. “Ted, these are my kids, Thomas and Remmy.”

      Ted crouched down, his smile bright and genuine. “Hey, guys. I’ve got something for you in the West Wing. It involves chocolate. You want to come see what it is?”

      Remmy edged away from Dallas, and Ted straightened as he took her hand. Thomas looked up at Dallas, and he nodded. “I’m coming in too.”

      Thomas went ahead of him, and Ted chatted with Remmy about her blanket and the character on her T-shirt.

      “Oh, our clothes.” Dallas turned back to the car to get the small suitcase he’d brought with their dress clothes for the wedding. “I’ll catch up. I’m grabbing our clothes.”

      He retrieved the bag and turned to follow Ted, but they’d disappeared. A flash of panic hit Dallas, and he worked to tamp it back. He hadn’t been alone for so long, and he didn’t like the feeling of not knowing exactly where to go.

      The panic itself was new, and Dallas loathed it. He’d never had a confidence problem or been plagued with anxiety or other mental illnesses. But his incarceration had changed a lot more than the status of his marriage and the age of his children.

      He walked down the driveway toward the wide garages, and Nate came out of a doorway, clearly looking for Dallas.

      Relief rushed through him, and to his great surprise, tears pricked his eyes. “Nate,” he said, and Nate’s face burst into a grin.

      “You made it.” He came down the few steps and engulfed Dallas in a hug. They embraced for several long moments, neither of them saying anything.

      “Come on in,” Nate finally said, falling back. “There’s food, and you can change.”

      “The big day,” Dallas said.

      “Yeah, in a couple of hours,” Nate said, ducking his head so the big, black cowboy hat he wore hid his face.

      Dallas studied his friend—the man who’d literally saved his life on the inside. There was something so different about him, and yet so familiar.

      “I like the hat,” he said, and Nate glanced up. He reached up and touched the cowboy hat as if he didn’t even know he was wearing it.

      “It’s useful,” Nate said.

      “And you like it,” Dallas said, because he may not have seen Nate for a while, but he knew the man didn’t do anything he didn’t like for very long. At least not by choice. Now that they were out, they could all choose.

      “I like it,” Nate admitted. “Come meet Ginger.” He led the way up the steps and into the house, which had blessedly cool air conditioning.

      Dallas immediately looked around for his children, and he didn’t have to look far. They sat at the bar with two other kids, one of whom Dallas recognized. Connor, Nate’s son. The other was a dark-haired girl who looked to be close to Thomas’s age, and he assumed that was Ted’s fiancée’s daughter.

      Dallas couldn’t remember her name, though, and he paused as he took in the enormity of the kitchen.

      An auburn-haired woman turned toward them, a warm smile on her face. She came over to Nate, and he took her hand in his. “Ginger, this is Dallas Dreyer.”

      “One of your boys,” she said, extending her hand toward Dallas.

      “I’m actually the same age as Nate,” Dallas said. “But it’s so nice to meet you.” And he was one of Nate’s boys. Nate had created a family inside River Bay, and Dallas had been lucky to be included in it.

      He smiled, which was also not his default for the past couple of years. But the gesture sat nicely on his face, and he watched his kids as they stuck chocolate kisses into cookie dough.

      It felt like such a normal thing to do. A normal place to be. He liked the energy in the house, and he needed somewhere like this to settle down.

      He wasn’t sure where he’d go after the wedding. He had the house in the suburbs of Houston, but he wasn’t sure he could just go back there.

      The man he’d been the last time he’d left that house didn’t exist anymore. He didn’t want to interact with any of those neighbors. He didn’t want to go into the bedroom he’d once shared with Martha.

      So he’d sell that house and find somewhere else to build a life. He’d lost his medical license, so he couldn’t go back to that career.

      He wanted to be a mechanic, open his own shop, and take care of his kids.

      He let Nate sweep him into the kitchen for a sandwich, where he met Ted’s significant other, Emma Clemson.

      The girl was definitely her daughter, as they looked so much alike, and Emma introduced the girl as Missy.

      Dallas met a couple of other women and cowboys, and then everyone started talking about getting ready for the wedding.

      “You can use this bedroom,” Ginger said, taking him down a hall to a room with a queen bed in it. “Ted said he’d come get you guys when he goes out to the tents.”

      “Thanks,” Dallas said, herding his kids into the room with him. The door closed behind him, and he just wanted to lie down for a bit. Close his eyes and just see if the world was the same when he woke up.

      Instead, he hefted the suitcase onto the bed and opened it. “All right, Tommy,” he said. “Here’s your suit.”

      “It’s way too hot to wear a suit,” his son complained.

      “Yes, it is,” Dallas agreed. “But Nate said they have misters and fans out in the tents, so it’ll be okay.” He had to believe that, because if he didn’t, he wouldn’t be able to get himself to leave the house.

      The West Wing, he told himself. Apparently, all of the women lived in the house on this side, and all of the cowboys lived in what Nate had called the Annex, the house on the other side of the garages.

      After they returned from their honeymoon, Nate and Ginger were going to move into a cabin in the corner of the yard, which was apparently next door to where Emma lived with her daughter.

      Dallas found that odd. Ginger owned this house and this ranch. Seemed to him that the other women living in the West Wing should have to find somewhere else to live so she and Nate could live here. But he hadn’t said anything. He didn’t know the situation, and if prison had taught him one thing, it had taught him to reserve judgment on things he knew nothing about.

      He pulled Remmy’s dress out of the suitcase and told her to get changed. He then stepped out of his khaki shorts and T-shirt and started buttoning himself into the suit he’d bought off the rack at a cheap department store.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d worn something off the rack, and it was simply another testament of how different his life was now.

      With everyone changed, Dallas told Thomas to go brush his teeth, and he pulled a hair bag out of the suitcase. Amy had put it together for him, and it had a brush, two combs, a bunch of hair ties and bows, and a spray bottle so Dallas could do his daughter’s hair.

      He’d done it twice now, and he still felt like Edward Scissorhands when he touched his daughter’s fine hair to try to make it into something beautiful.

      “Ponytail?” he asked her. “That’ll keep your hair off your neck, and you’ll be cooler.”

      “Can you do two ponies?” she asked.

      “Pigtails, sure,” he said, because he’d done those yesterday. Well, he’d done half of the hairdo. Amy had demonstrated how to do the first one, and he’d attempted to copy her on the second one. He’d only had to try twice before he got it tight enough.

      Today, he sprayed and parted her hair, then began smoothing the hair on half of her head into a pigtail that sat just above her ear. The right side was easier than the left, and he secured that one on the first try.

      The other side took a couple of tries, but he eventually persevered, and he grinned at Remmy. “All ready.”

      “Thanks, Daddy.” She threw her arms around his neck, and Dallas’s heart swelled to three times its normal size.

      “Love you, bug,” he said, calling on the familiar nickname from years ago.

      “Love you too, Daddy.”

      He was so grateful she did, and he hoped she wouldn’t have too many memories of his absence in her life. He adored her high-pitched, Texas-twang voice, and he threaded his fingers through hers.

      “Let’s go wait for Ted out in the kitchen.”

      Thomas was out there, wiping down the counter, and Dallas paused to look at him. When had he become responsible enough to clean up without being asked? Dallas barely did that.

      “Thanks for doing that,” Dallas said, not sure how to relate to his son.

      “There’s a bunch of chocolate on the floor right there,” he said, and Dallas went to the sink and got another washrag. He wetted it down and moved over to the floor where sure enough, chocolate had been tracked toward the door he’d entered from the garage.

      He didn’t want to kneel down in his suit, so he bent over and started scrubbing the dried chocolate. After several minutes and several trips to the sink to rewet the washcloth, he got the floor clean.

      “There.”

      He stood up and looked at his hard work, a sense of pride moving through him. He’d felt like this after stitching up the arteries leading to a heart too, and after getting all the parts in the exact right spot to rebuild a motorcycle engine.

      “I’m so late,” a woman said, and Dallas turned toward a tall, dark-haired woman he hadn’t seen in the brief time he’d eaten a sandwich earlier. “Excuse me.”

      She ran toward him, her cowgirl boots making loud, slapping noises on the floor. He backed up, an alarm sounding in his head.

      “The floor is⁠—”

      She yelped as she slipped, and time slowed into terrible bursts of motion. The woman flailed her arms.

      “Wet,” Dallas finished.

      He reached for her.

      She grabbed onto his forearm.

      But she was going down.

      He blinked, and he was bending over, her hand still gripping his arm in a painful way.

      She groaned, her eyes staring straight up as she was now flat on her back on the floor.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Are you okay?”

      She blinked a couple of times, and a brand-new fire entered those dark eyes. Dallas felt sure he was about to be burned, and he actually found himself welcoming it.
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      Pain radiated through Jessica Morales’s body, and while she wanted to get up, she couldn’t. She was used to going and going and going, and she was strong.

      But her back was in control at the moment, and she was not moving.

      Anger flowed through her like river rapids, and she stared into the light gray eyes of a man she’d never seen before. “What were you doing?” she demanded.

      “There was chocolate on the floor,” he said, kneeling beside her. “Can you sit up?”

      “I think so.” She groaned again, wishing she wasn’t in the presence of a handsome man with such a noise coming out of her mouth. Her back spasmed, and she stilled.

      “I don’t have time for this,” she said. “I have to get out to the stables and get the horses ready.”

      “I’ll help you,” he said, putting his hand on the back of her elbow.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Dallas Dreyer,” he said. “I’m a friend of Nate’s.”

      “If I don’t get those horses ready, the wedding will be ruined.” Another flash of impatience hit her. “Help me up. You’ll have to come help me. Do you know anything about horses?”

      “Not really,” he said, practically lifting her off her feet.

      “Great,” she muttered. She took in his appearance, and he wore a cheap suit. At least it was clean. His hair was cut short and spiked in the front, and if he stayed outside for longer than twenty minutes without a hat, he’d be fried under this intense sun.

      She didn’t care. Or maybe she did.

      Jess wasn’t entirely sure what was running through her body. Attraction? Could that be true?

      “Dad?”

      “Let’s go,” Dallas said. “You’ll have to lead us to the stables though.” He looked at Jess. “We don’t know where they are.”

      A boy that stood to his shoulder came to his side, as well as a little girl. Jess hadn’t even seen them in her haste to get out to the stables.

      These were brand new cowgirl boots that she’d bought specifically for the wedding, and they had no traction on the bottom. A wet floor had taken her down, and humiliation started to rise from the soles of her feet.

      She left the West Wing, already too hot so that when she took in a lung full of the September air, she almost passed out from heat exhaustion.

      “What’s your name?” Dallas asked, and Jess realized all of her good sense had fled the moment she’d slipped on the floor. Maybe she’d hit her head too hard. As if on cue, the back of her skull sent a dull ache toward the front.

      “Oh, uh, Jessica,” she said. “Morales.”

      “These are my kids,” he said. “Thomas and Remmy.”

      “Daddy, I can’t keep up,” the little girl said, and Dallas slowed down.

      Jess did not. She really had to get Marshmallow Crème and Texas Tyrant saddled and decorated for the wedding. Nate and Ginger weren’t doing anything very traditionally, including the casual lunch they’d had before the wedding, and they were riding horses down the aisle instead of having Ginger’s father walk her toward a waiting Nate.

      Jess had done horseback weddings before, and she knew how to braid manes and tails, weave in flowers, and balance crowns on the horse’s heads to make them a beautiful addition to the ceremony.

      She’d gone to town to get the flowers, and she’d missed most of the lunch. Thankfully, the flowers waited for her in a cooler in the stables, and she just needed to get there.

      She’d bathed Marshmallow and Tyrant that morning, and they still waited in the wash bay.

      “Hey,” she said to them, always better able to relate to horses than people. Her disastrous relationship with Spencer proved that. And the brief relationship she’d tried with a man named Preston before that. And the boyfriend she’d had before that? They’d only dated for a week before everything fell apart.

      Jess frowned at the track her mind took. She’d never dwelt much on the barren wasteland that was her love life. She didn’t like acknowledging and facing her failures, and the fact was, she’d failed with every man she’d ever tried to get close to.

      “I think there’s something broken inside me,” she whispered to the cream-colored horse. Marshmallow Crème had beautiful, long lashes and a supremely calm demeanor. Jess had loved her from birth, and she’d raised her the past three years for just this moment when she would carry Ginger down the aisle toward her happily-ever-after.

      “All right,” Dallas said, stepping to her side. “Tell us what to do.”

      Annoyance sang through Jess, but she had barked at him to help her. “If you’ll grab that cooler, I’ll start braiding.” She looked at him, which bordered on dangerous. He was extremely good-looking, and though Jess had just bowed out of a relationship with Spencer a couple of weeks ago, she wondered if she could ask Dallas to dinner.

      He has two kids, she reminded herself as she turned Marshmallow around. Not that she didn’t want children. But she barely knew how to take care of herself, and she’d never had a relationship for longer than two months. So the thought of getting to know Dallas and two children was so far outside of her realm of reality.

      She tethered Marshmallow and moved back to her tail.

      “What are you going to do?” Remmy asked, and Jess smiled down at the little girl.

      “I’m going to braid her tail,” she said, starting to part the hair. “And we’re going to weave in ribbons and flowers. She’s going to carry the bride for the wedding.”

      It was all so romantic, and Jess longed for a horseback wedding of her own. She’d have to figure out how to have a boyfriend for longer than a couple of months, though.

      So it was probably hopeless to even think about something like riding a horse toward her anxious groom.

      She focused on her work and asked Remmy for the flowers when she needed them. Dallas fed them to his daughter, and she didn’t go more than a few feet from Jess’s side.

      Jess eventually relaxed, and she’d dressed both horses in record time with the help of Dallas and his kids.

      “All right.” She reached up and wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “It’s hot.”

      Something was definitely wrong in the stables, and Jess had just realized it. “The air conditioning isn’t working.”

      “You air condition the stables?” Dallas asked.

      “Yes,” Jess said. “They’re temperature controlled, because it can get so hot here.” She sighed and turned around. “I need to check it.”

      “I’m really handy with machines,” Dallas said. “I’ll come with you.” He started to say something to his children, and Jess took a few steps away to wait for him.

      “They’re going to wait here,” Dallas said. “Lead on.”

      Jess took him down the aisle to a locked door and fitted her key into it. “This is the control room.” The door swung open, and a burnt, mechanical smell met her nose immediately.

      “Oh, something’s burned up,” he said, stepping past her. He went straight to the air conditioner and started fiddling with the front panel. A moment later, it came off, and Dallas coughed.

      “Do you have any tools?”

      “There’s a toolbox on the shelf there,” she said, pointing.

      Dallas followed her finger and found it, pulling it down with authority. He came alive as he rooted through the box and emerged with a wrench.

      Jess sure did like watching him, as he had a lot of confidence now when he hadn’t before. He moved with precision, and only five minutes and a couple of grunts later, he swung the whole front of the air conditioner open.

      “Yep, you’ve got a belt here that’s come off and burned up.” He looked at her. “I don’t suppose you have spare belts?”

      “I have no idea,” Jess said.

      “Do you have a ranch mechanic?” he asked. “Maybe someone we can call?”

      “No,” Jess said, though Ginger had talked about hiring someone to maintain their equipment. “I’ll call Ginger.”

      She really didn’t want to, but Ginger loved the horses as if they were her own offspring. She wouldn’t be happy they didn’t have the temperature controls they were used to.

      “I’ll look on the shelves,” Dallas said, and Jess took a few steps away to make the call.

      “What’s wrong?” Ginger asked when she picked up Jess’s call.

      “How do you know something’s wrong?”

      “You said you’d see me with the horses unless there was a problem.” In the background, Jess heard Ginger’s sisters bickering about something to do with Ginger’s hair.

      “The air conditioner in the stables burnt out a belt,” she said. “Dallas has it open and he can fix it, if we have another belt.”

      “Dallas?”

      “Yeah.” Jess continued to walk down the aisle, but she lowered her voice anyway. “He seems to know exactly what he’s doing with it.” He’d been a natural with a wrench in his hand, and Jess wished she didn’t find that quite so attractive.

      “I know Nick bought spare parts,” Ginger said. “I’d look on the shelf.”

      “He’s doing that,” Jess said.

      “He’s really mechanical?”

      “Seems to be,” Jess said, shrugging though her friend couldn’t see her.

      “Are we still on schedule?”

      “The horses are ready,” Jess confirmed. “I’ve got ten minutes, right?”

      “If I don’t kill Sierra,” Ginger whispered, probably because her sister was hovering and wanting to change something Ginger didn’t want changed. “The sooner, the better.”

      Jess laughed and said, “I’ll do my best.” She turned back toward the mechanical room just as Dallas poked his head out of the doorway.

      “Got it,” he said. “You want to see?”

      “You found a belt?”

      “Yep,” he said. “And fixed it.” He wiped his hands on a towel that was probably dirtier than his skin.

      “And fixed it?” Jess didn’t believe that, but as she walked into the room, the air conditioner kicked on with a resounding click.

      She met Dallas’s eyes, and with that smile on his face, a charge filled the air surrounding them that left Jess’s bones vibrating and desire filling her.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Will you please help me get the horses over to Nate and Ginger?”

      “You bet,” Dallas said, and they went to retrieve Marshmallow Crème, Texas Tyrant, and his kids.

      Ten minutes later, Jess delivered the horses to the preparation tent, and helped Ginger into the saddle. She went around Marshmallow and pulled out the train so it lay exactly right.

      Nate sat in the saddle by then, and he looked tall and regal and absolutely amazing in his tuxedo and deep black cowboy hat.

      Jess’s emotions clogged her throat again, and she nodded to Ginger. “Give us two minutes to find a seat, and then you’re set.”

      “Thank you, Jess,” Ginger said, smiling. She seemed softer today, and Jess was glad. Ginger had so much to be in charge of around the ranch, twenty-four-seven. She had to wear the stern expression and ask the hard questions.

      But not today.

      Jess hurried into the main tent, where thankfully, the misters and fans had the temperature at a tolerable level. Hannah and Michelle had saved her a seat in the front row, and she heard Dallas’s footsteps behind her as Ted had saved him and his kids seats there too.

      So she sat down next to Hannah with a whispered, “She’s beautiful,” and her skin tingled as Dallas sat right beside her and drew his daughter onto his knee.

      She glanced at him, that electricity between them still crackling. She wondered if he could feel it too. Spencer had, and they’d tried going out several times. He’d even tried to kiss her—and it hadn’t been horrible.

      It just hadn’t been memorable. By then, the snap, crackle, and pop between them had fled.

      Jess had no reason to think this attraction between her and Dallas would last longer than it took for Ginger and Nate to say, “I do,” so she faced the front, determined not to make a fool of herself again.
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      Dallas wasn’t sure why his heart was bumping quite so violently in his chest. Maybe it was because the last half an hour had been a lesson in how to rush through things to be on time. Maybe it was because he’d picked up a wrench and done something useful for someone else for the first time in a long time.

      He got to work on cars in River Bay, but he didn’t know who they belonged to. His time in the mechanic bay was limited, mostly to when he taught his weekly classes to other inmates.

      Maybe it was the magnificent sight of Nate atop a gorgeous, gray horse, his hand clasped in Ginger’s as her creamy white horse pranced perfectly beside the gray one.

      The crowd stood and Dallas slipped Remmy into his arms as he joined everyone on his feet. His legs ached, and his back twinged with pain, reminding him of his first major interaction with Nathaniel Mulbury.

      He’d saved him from a gang fight. Broken it right up as if Nate wore the badge of the warden. Dallas hadn’t seen anything like it, but the other men—even the rougher ones—respected Nate. So when his face had hovered above Dallas’s and asked, Are you going to lay there all night? Dallas immediately wanted to get to his feet.

      He hadn’t been able to, and Nate leaned closer, his mouth hardly moving as he whispered. Don’t let them see you like this. I’ll help you stand up. He’d put his hand out, and Dallas had used the man’s strength to help him do everything after that.

      Stand. Walk inside. Get cleaned up. Get his bunk and trunk set up. All of it. He hadn’t left Nate and Ted’s shadow for longer than it took to shower and use the bathroom for the first three months of his prison term.

      After that, the leader of the gang who’d beaten him got released, and everything in Dallas’s life had improved. Apparently, the guy’s sister had been impacted in the medical malpractice suit that had ultimately landed Dallas at River Bay.

      He’d been married, with a family. Some men lost all of that when they went to prison, and Dallas had counted himself as one of the lucky ones whose wife stuck to his side, brought the kids to see him, and held everything together while she kept her head high.

      In the end, though, he had lost everything the day Martha had filed for divorce, dropped the children at her sister’s, and fled Texas.

      Nate and Ginger arrived at the altar, which had seemed so big to Dallas when he’d first sat down. But now, it made sense. The pastor climbed a few steps and stood at their level, his face smiling and beaming first at them, and then out at the crowd.

      Even Texas couldn’t ruin this wedding with her wickedly hot temperatures, still breezes, or buzzing insects. Inside the tent, the fans and misters had managed to keep things relatively cool, and Dallas glanced at Jess as everyone started settling back into their seats.

      Maybe his pulse had started to skip because of her. He frowned at himself and faced the altar again. He felt the weight of Jess’s eyes on the side of his face, but he refused to look at her.

      He wasn’t anywhere near ready to start another relationship, he knew that. He’d spoken to Martha every day since his release. Always in private. Always for only a few minutes, because she didn’t seem able to do more than that.

      Guilt gutted him as the pastor started speaking, and if Dallas were being honest, he never wanted to get married again. He simply wanted to find somewhere for him and his children to build a home and a life together.

      Beside him, Jess texted, her fingers flying across her screen. Annoyance sang through Dallas, and he supposed he’d learned a few good things behind the fences and walls of the federal correctional facility where he’d lived. Number one was that he knew he didn’t have to respond immediately to every message or text. Inside River Bay, such a thing was impossible, and Dallas found he really liked being unplugged from his phone, his laptop, his tablet, and the Internet.

      He’d found himself slipping back into the same obsessive need to answer a text the moment he got it—the way Jess was.

      He adjusted Remmy on his lap and glanced at his son, who sat on his left side. Thomas looked utterly bored, but he hadn’t pulled out anything to entertain him. Dallas needed to tell him more about Nate, because the man was so exceptional on so many levels.

      Looking back up to the altar, he listened as Ginger recited her vows to Nate, her auburn hair almost braided in the same way as the horse she rode. Dallas could only see Nate’s profile, and he wished he could see his whole face.

      “I promise to love you forever,” Ginger said. “I don’t have much else to offer you, but the day you came to this ranch changed everything for me.” She smiled at him, and Dallas thought he caught a glimpse of what heaven must be like. Shining, angelic faces, with joy streaming around a person. Not necessarily from them, but almost like her happiness and love for Nate was a bubble where only she could exist, and she was trying to make sure everyone knew how she felt about him.

      “I can’t wait to be your wife and build our life together.” She looked back at the pastor, and he turned slightly to Nate.

      “Nathaniel has also prepared his own vows for Ginger.”

      Nate’s horse shifted slightly, but Nate barely moved. He started speaking in the slow, deep, rich voice Dallas had heard him use in prison, though he did carry more of a cowboy lilt now than he had in the dormitory.

      Dallas smiled, though the words sort of flowed in and around his ears. He could feel the love Nate had for Ginger, and Dallas wondered if he’d ever be able to feel like that about a woman again.

      When he pictured the love of his life, she had dark blonde hair, dark blue eyes, and the name Martha.

      At the same time, his eyes flitted back over to Jess—a brunette with only dark features and smattering of freckles across both cheeks. She was still texting.

      “Can you stop that?” he hissed out of the corner of his mouth. “It’s really distracting.” And his best friend was saying his vows, for crying out loud.

      Jess looked up at him, shock in her eyes. They glinted dangerously in the next moment, but she turned her phone over and laid it in her lap. They looked back up to the altar simultaneously, just in time for the pastor to say, “I now pronounce you man and wife.”

      Nate leaned over so far, Dallas thought he’d surely slip from the saddle. He didn’t, though, and as they kissed, Ted led the charge by yelling, “Aye, yai, yai!”

      Dallas joined his voice to the cheering, and Remmy clapped her hands over her ears and said, “Daddy.” Dallas let her down off his lap as he stood with many others. Nate and Ginger swung around on their horses, and the pastor had looped a braided rope around their wrists, which they raised up together.

      Pure happiness radiated from their faces, and Dallas basked in the warm glow of it. He also really wanted it for himself, and again, he thought of Martha. He needed to call her as soon as he could find a spare moment to be alone.

      Once Nate and Ginger had ridden away on their horses, the energy started to fade. Dallas suddenly felt the weight of the world descend on him again, and it was far too heavy for him to shoulder alone. But there was no one else to take even a piece of it for even a minute.

      “Come on, guys,” he said to his kids, and they stuck close to him as the crowd started to move in a herd toward the flaps in the tent that had been tied back.

      Behind him, Ted said. “Missy, let’s get the pool filled up, yeah? I feel like my skin is melting off.” It was such a Ted-thing to say, and Dallas swung around and smiled at him.

      “Who gets married in September in Texas?”

      “Crazy people,” Ted said, taking off his cowboy hat and wiping his forehead. “Em and I chose the beginning of March.”

      “Smart,” Dallas said, noting that Jess veered toward another door. He watched her go, a bit of guilt straining in his stomach. He probably shouldn’t have snapped at her about the texting.

      “Do you guys want to come swimming?” Ted asked, looking at Thomas and Remmy as they finally gained the doors and the crowd started to spread out.

      “Can we, Daddy?” Remmy asked.

      “Sure,” Dallas said. “I think Aunt Amy bought you guys bathing suits.” He refrained from tacking on the word, “Right?” as if he didn’t know. He was ninety percent sure Amy had gotten swimming suits for his kids, because she’d had them for the bulk of the summer.

      Remmy started skipping ahead of them, saying, “She did, Daddy. Mine’s purple with pink stars.”

      Even Thomas looked excited about the prospect of a swimming pool, and as they approached the homestead, he went with Ted toward the cabins in the corner. A stand-up pool sat in the shade of a huge oak tree, and Ted said, “I’ll get it going now. You guys go change.” He paused and looked at Dallas. “I can take the kids for an hour or two,” he said in a much quieter voice.

      Dallas wondered if he wore his exhaustion on his face. He’d learned how to smother his emotions and cover everything up with a blank mask, almost from the first day he’d entered River Bay. But he’d obviously forgotten a lot already, in only a few days.

      “You sure?”

      “Sure,” Ted said. “Go settle in. Shower. Whatever.” He flashed Dallas a smile and started toward the hose.

      Dallas went with his kids, and he helped Remmy dig through her suitcase until they found her swimming suit. He went out into the kitchen and asked a brown-haired woman if there was any sunscreen he could use on this kids.

      “Sure,” she said. “We have a cupboard we call the apothecary.” She led him over to a cupboard next to the fridge and opened it. Bottles of every height and color stood there, with sheets of pills that could be pushed out of the foil on the back, and taller canisters of bug spray and sunscreen.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I forgot your name.”

      “Hannah,” she said with a smile. He felt nothing for her, the way he had with Jess, and he wasn’t sure what that meant. Probably that she wasn’t texting during a wedding or yelling at him for cleaning up chocolate from the floor.

      “Hannah, right.” He took the sunscreen from the shelf and sprayed his kids. Then he went out the door that led into the garage and stepped toward the back yard. He paused at the corner and watched Thomas and Remmy run toward the other kids in the pool. Apparently, Ted had been nominated as the babysitter, and when he came out to the pool, wearing a bright lime green pair of swimming trunks, it was obvious why.

      A couple of other women loitered on the back steps, clearly engaged in a conversation with one another. They looked a little bit like Ginger, and Dallas assumed they were her sisters. Part of him wanted to join the party in the pool, but the thought of changing his clothes and spraying himself with sunscreen made him want to sink to his knees and weep.

      Ted’s bellowing laugh filled the air, and Dallas grinned. His kids would be fine.

      He went back to the room he’d been given to change in, wondering where he’d really be staying that night. This was the West Wing, and men didn’t live on this side of the house. Instead of finding someone to ask, he simply closed and locked the door. He collapsed on the bed and pulled his phone from his pocket.

      A sigh escaped from his mouth, and he thought about doing his best to fall asleep. In the end, though, he dialed Martha, his heartbeat bobbing into the back of his throat.

      “Hey,” Martha said, her voice far too chipper.

      Instant annoyance flashed through Dallas. It seemed entirely unfair that she was off enjoying her life in Florida or Georgia or wherever she was, and he was here, exhausted and hot and trying to figure out how to be a dad all over again by himself.

      At the same time, Dallas wanted her back in his life. Nothing made sense. He had no idea how his life had come to this bedroom, on this ranch, on this phone call. He’d felt like this before, because his first night in prison had provided him with the same out-of-body experience as he was having right now.

      “Are you there?” she asked.

      Dallas let his eyes drift closed as he said, “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Just talk to me,” he said. He’d asked her to do this many times for him in the past. When he’d lost a heart patient—the second child in a family with congenital heart failure—and he’d come home devastated, he’d collapsed on a bed very much like this one. He’d cried and cried, and Martha had simply sat with him and stroked his hair off his forehead until he quieted.

      Then she’d asked, “Are you done crying?” in a kind, quiet, patient voice.

      He hadn’t answered, and he’d just asked her to talk to him. She’d told him that he had to go back to work, even though he’d said he didn’t want to ever return to a hospital surgical wing again. He had to go back, because he had to help the others coming up behind him. He had knowledge others didn’t have, and they’d have to learn it all over again.

      He’d picked himself up, showered and slept, and gone back to work.

      “I don’t have anything to say,” Martha said.

      “Where are you?” Dallas asked.

      “Dallas.” She sighed. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

      “I need you,” he
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