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      “Momma, no. It’s Cowboy Christmas. The middle of the damn season. I don’t have time to come home.”

      “Don’t you cuss at me, son. And you can come home after the weekend is over. You won Denver this year, and you placed third in the all-around in Houston. That gets you into the NFR no matter what.”

      Cam clenched his jaw, holding in the string of curses that wanted to pop out. There were a lot of disadvantages to his mom being an old rodeo wife, dammit. She knew all.

      “But I’m having a damn good season, Momma. I’m sorry Mitch is laid up, but I don’t have the time.”

      Not only did he not have time, but he just didn’t fucking care. Mitchell Gonzales had people—friends there in town.

      Hell, Cam had how many brothers and brothers-in-law who could go and help? Tons. They didn’t need his happy ass.

      “Son, that man has got daughters under the age of twelve. One of them is just fixing to start kindergarten. They are just little girls. They need help.”

      “Well, Momma, I’m not the one who got his wife pregnant.” In fact, if he and Mitch had stayed together, the chances of them having babies would have been zero.

      Zero.

      That hadn’t happened though, had it?

      “Son, I’m going to pluck you bald-headed.” Momma was building up a head of steam now, her voice rising. “I did not ask you whether or not those little girls were your responsibility. What I said was the man has a dead wife, three little girls, and a broken back. The least you could do is⁠—"

      Oh, he didn’t think so. “Momma, do not yell at me.”

      “Fine. Just because I know I raised you better.”

      He rolled his eyes so hard it hurt. “Momma, there’s an entire town of people there. I’m working.”

      “You’re playing in the damn roping pen. Do not bullshit me! Leanne, come and talk to your brother. He’s being stubborn!”

      He heard a rustling and a bunch of clearing of throats, and then Leanne’s more modulated tones hit his ear. “Hey, Bubba.”

      “You talk some sense into her. There are a zillion relatives who could go help Mitch. You don’t need me.”

      “You know this has less to do with Mitch and more to do with the fact that she misses you and wants you to come home. Susan’s fixin’ to leave for Mesa State in August.”

      Leanne’s logic didn’t make him feel any better. “Sister, there are seven of us. Seven. She has five children there at her beck and call. Five children. Eight if you include in-laws. And how many grandchildren? There’s got to be at least…”

      “Fourteen. My Elizabeth was number fourteen.”

      He shook his head. Then he sighed and asked the question he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer to. “So, what happened to Mitch?”

      “He was working on a roof, fell off, broke two bones in his back.”

      He winced. “That sucks.”

      “Yeah. It took a little while for anybody to find him, and⁠—”

      “What about his family? His wife’s family?”

      “They both were disowned for being queer, then they got married and when everyone wanted to make nice again, they told them to fuck off. It was great.”

      “Whoa.” That would have taken a lot for Mitch. He’d loved his folks dearly, and to just walk away? Damn.

      “Yeah, it gets better. Mitch’s mom ended up getting early-onset Alzheimer’s, Brett ended up driving toward Leadville and killing them both.”

      His eyes went wide. “What? You are not serious.”

      “As a heart attack. Poor Mitch had to identify the bodies, and of course, Allison’s folks didn’t take with her marrying a rancher-slash-roofer.” Man, Leanne was warming up. “So, after she died, they went on a thing to get the kids from Mitch, took him to court and everything. It was a wild mess, and now they don’t have anything to do with the kids. In fact, I’m not sure the little one ever so much as met them. You know, Allison died having her, right?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I don’t know the details because⁠—”

      “She had an aneurysm, totally unexpected. I mean, she just died. They did an emergency cesarean, and there he was trying to explain to number one and two that momma was gone and trying to raise number three and make a living…”

      Cam just didn’t get it. Of course, he wasn’t bi, so he didn’t have that worry really. But three kids…that wasn’t an accident.

      “Well, that’s terrible. And I’m sorry he doesn’t have anybody there to help him, but surely⁠—”

      “Bubba, you’re the only one who doesn’t have a nine-to-five job, including Momma. And I know what you do is important. I’m not saying that, but Momma’s right. You won a couple of stock shows this year, you’re going to make it to the NFR just fine, you’ve got tons of money coming in from sponsors and stuff, so you can take a couple of months off after this weekend and come help.”

      Jesus Christ on a sparkly crutch. He didn’t say that out loud because she would simply yell at him for blasphemy, and he was sure he was on speaker anyway. But still. “Sister, I don’t think Mitch would want me to be the one to come help. You know, we haven’t spoken since I left town.”

      “Well, maybe it’s time you started. I can’t imagine that you two actually hate each other. You were always such good friends.”

      He blew out a sigh. “Do you have to be on her side?”

      “I kind of do. You know how I feel about this town. I love it here. I know you never did, but it’s a good place, Bubba. And this man could really use some help.”

      Her tone was so earnest, and she meant it. He knew it, and he hated it. But… “Look, I’ll try to get home after this weekend and see what’s what.” He’d come home and try to talk to Mitch, and he could prove the man wanted nothing to do with him. Then that would shut everybody up.

      “I really appreciate it. So does Momma and everybody else. I know it’s ridiculous, but he’s so sad and so worried, and you were his best friend.”

      He rolled his eyes like dice.

      “I was more than his best friend, sister.” He thought he needed to get that right out there.

      “I know that. I mean, it’s not like it was a secret, and it’s not like we asked you to make it a secret. It’s not your fault he wanted to settle down, and it’s not his fault he didn’t want to be a rodeo…whatever you call that. Would it be a buckle bunny?”

      “No! No, he would never have been a buckle bunny. He would just have been my partner out here on the road.”

      “Oh, okay, well that’s cool.”

      He shook his head, getting het up again. “Look, not everybody is like Beaver Cleaver. Some of us don’t want to get married. Some of us don’t want to be tied down to the land. Some of us are just fine with our horses and ourselves.”

      “Sounds good to me. Don’t you have to board your horse when you’re not in rodeo season? Isn’t that a thing?”

      “Shut up, sister.”

      She giggled, the sound reminding him of when she was young, which she really wasn’t anymore. And on the phone it always made him think of when they were kids. “So, when are you going to be here?”

      “I’ll come down as soon as the weekend is over. It’ll probably be Tuesday though. I’ll be at the Cody Stampede, so I won’t be too far away, but I have a sponsorship thing the day after the rodeo ends.”

      “Cody, huh? Maybe I’ll come up and see you ride.”

      “Sure, come on up. You know I don’t mind getting you a family ticket.”

      “I’ll let you know. Momma would probably have a fit if I left now. I’ve been taking food over to Mitch, at least, and that seems to help.” She yawned, and he had to laugh at her because she sounded exhausted. She was still dealing with a pretty new baby after all.

      “You just say the word.” He cleared his throat. “I love you, sister.”

      “I love you too. I’ll talk to you soon. Bye.”

      “Bye.” Well, at least he hadn’t had to talk to his momma again. That had been an ordeal.

      As soon as he hung up, he headed over to the mini-fridge in his hotel room that looked like every other good-enough-to-not-have-bed-bugs hotel room in Colorado and grabbed a beer. What a mess.

      He didn’t want to go back home to his little town in southern Colorado and deal with his family and all that baggage that came with the place. He’d gotten out and started on the rodeo circuit because he needed to get away and because he wasn’t going to be stuck there in the mud like so many of his family.

      Not that his family didn’t love it there. Most of them did. His oldest sister Diana had gone to college, married a woman, and never moved back. Susan might escape. A few of the cousins had escaped like he had, using the rodeo to springboard out. But really, the bulk of them had stayed right there in town.

      And man, could they give a cowboy a guilt trip.

      His phone rang again, and he thought about ignoring it, but just in case it was his momma, he picked it up and answered, not even looking at who it was.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Bubba.” It was his brother, Ramsey.

      “You call me to tell me I should come back to town and take care of Mitch too? Because I already talked to Momma and Leanne about all that, and I’m coming down after the rodeo is finished this week.”

      “Nope. I called to see if you could get me tickets for the family section of the Cody Stampede. Leanne just texted me to tell me that’s where you were going to be this weekend. I thought I would bring the kids up. They love a corny dog and a rodeo.”

      “Where’s Lizzie going to be?” Ramsey’s wife wasn’t big on the rodeo. She was an emergency room nurse, and she thought roughstock riders especially were stupid because they got hurt all the time.

      “She’s going to do a spa weekend with some girls over in Colorado Springs at that big fancy Broadmoor hotel place. It’s just me and the kids.”

      Yeah. All seven of them—two sets of twins and one set of triplets. Fuck.

      “I’m not going to watch your kids for you while you run around and do asshole things.” Not that Ramsey would ever cheat on his wife or anything, but he would get drunk as a lord and try to ride a mechanical bull someplace and lose money.

      “Nope, I’ll bring Susan for that.” Susan was the oops baby, coming seven years after Kacey. But she was eighteen, graduated from high school, and she would be plenty good enough at watching the kids one night in the hotel room. “You know how much she loves watching the bull riding.”

      “I do. She’s still dating that fella from over in Montrose?”

      “The bronc guy? No, they broke up. I think she’s holding out for one of them little bull rider fellas.”

      “Goodie. Maybe I can get her tickets to go to Cheyenne this year.” Cheyenne Frontier Days was later in the season, and hopefully this whole thing with Mitch would have blown over by the time he needed to drive up there. He was twelve years older than Susan, and hanging out with her kept him young.

      “She would love that. She’s never been up there even though it’s not that far up the road.” His family ranch was near Alamosa in a little town called Mountainside.

      “Yeah, you just make sure you don’t leave her without transportation, okay?”

      “Shit, once we get there, I’ll leave her with the truck and I’ll Uber it or something.”

      “All right, I’ll see you then.”

      Ramsey paused to clear his throat. “So are you coming down then? After, you said? To help with Mitch?”

      “Yeah. Momma and Leanne wore me down. I’ll come down. I’ll talk to him. He’ll probably kick me out, and that’ll be the end of that. But at least I’ll have done what they asked me to do.”

      That got him a warm chuckle. “What is it they call that? Malicious compliance?”

      “You know it, bro. If you can’t beat them, pretend to join them and then get the hell out of Dodge when it doesn’t work out like they want it to.” The more he thought about it, the more he figured that was the best thing to do. Just go down, talk with Mitch, get his ass kicked out, and then leave.

      “Well, good deal. I’ll see you up in Cody tomorrow then. Get those tickets.”

      “I’ll call my sponsor right now. Love you, bro. See you tomorrow.” He hung up rubbing the bridge of his nose because his head was starting to ache, feeling big as a rotting melon. He would make that call to a sponsor though.

      Whether it was his momma or his brother or whoever, there was one thing Campbell hated, and that was letting his family down.
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      “Daddy, I made you breakfast.”

      Mitch forced himself to keep his smile on his face, even though he could tell from the smell it was going to be burnt eggs and burnt toast.

      Burnt eggs and burnt toast he was going to eat, because damn it, Bekka was a little sweetheart.

      She didn’t deserve this responsibility, helping her broke-dick daddy run a house and a ranch and raise her sisters, but still, she had it, and it didn’t seem as if she was going to give it up.

      “That sounds perfect. You didn’t have to do that, but it’s very sweet.”

      She came over, bare feet padding on the hardwood floor. It sang under her weight, a happy tune in direct opposition to his mood. She sat the paper plate down on the TV tray someone had set up for him. Her bright red hair was in a long, messy braid, her T-shirt was spattered with grease, her shorts were too short, and want lines creased her forehead.

      He remembered once upon a time when she used to laugh a lot, but it hadn’t been forever. She was so much like him it hurt.

      And she worried.

      It about killed him.

      “How are your sisters doing?”

      “They’re fine. Sarah’s in the attic reading. Rachel’s watching TV—some cartoon on Nick Jr. I fed everybody breakfast. Rachel had cereal. Sarah had toast.”

      He smiled at her, hoping to get one in return. “And you, sweetheart? What did you have?”

      She didn’t crack a bit. “I had coffee.”

      “You are too little for coffee, Rebekkah Ann!”

      She rolled her eyes like thrown dice. “Daddy, if I can make the coffee, I can drink the coffee.”

      “Don’t you sass me, girl.” He winked at her, trying not to feel like a total loser.

      It wasn’t like he’d been lazing about in the bed.

      He’d had to take a pain pill at midnight—he allowed himself one a day. Even with the help, the pain had woken him at six, and he’d gotten up, he’d taken a shower, but then he’d had to sit for a while before getting his back brace back on. The worst part was the tired.

      Well, the pain was pretty good, but the pain he could handle.

      The real thing was how everything seemed to exhaust him.

      And he’d been up since six. Now it was eight-thirty, and his babies were up, and his oldest girl was making breakfast and coffee.

      “You need help putting your shirt on?” she asked.

      He managed a tiny nod. “If you could just help me get the arms in, and then I’ll be ready to come and sit with y’all. Maybe we’ll go out and feed.”

      “Somebody came and did it this morning, Daddy. They brought a casserole too for supper. She said I’m doing real good on the house. She said I could be—” Bekka stopped and shook her head.

      “What, baby? You could be what?”

      She wouldn’t meet his eyes. “It don’t matter, Daddy. We don’t have the money for stuff like Girl Scouts and all. You know that. I know that.”

      He couldn’t even shrug because she was right. He didn’t have insurance. He wasn’t working, and everyone knew—you don’t work, you don’t get paid, and what little savings they had was getting eat up. “We’ll figure something out, baby. You know your daddy will always figure something out.”

      She smiled at him, nodded, but her eyes were sad because she knew, just like he did, that it was a lie.

      If he were honest with himself, and he tried to always be honest with himself, his five-year-old was the only one who wasn’t disappointed in him right now, and that was because she hadn’t learned to be. It would happen.

      “Hey, Daddy, you got your whole brace on all by yourself. That’s pretty cool. You couldn’t do that yesterday. You had to get the home health nurse to come and do it.”

      His eleven-year-old knew about home health nurses. “Well, the nurse is off today.”

      “What about Bart? He comes sometimes.”

      Bart came around a lot. The volunteer firefighter was a good man, had a deft hand with horses and an easy smile. He was a sweetheart.

      She started helping him get dressed. “Yeah, what’s he doing?”

      “I talked to him this morning. He’s got to shoe some horses over at Mr. Pinkerton’s place.”

      Her cheeks pinked, and she shook her head. “Oh, he doesn’t like that. He says those horses are damn fools.”

      They both chuckled together, and he buttoned up his shirt. “Can you bring the plate to the front room? I’ll eat at the table.”

      “Okay.”

      “Yeah, I think that sounds great, and then you can have some cereal or something. We’ll eat together. I don’t like eating alone.”

      “No, I know, Daddy. I bet by now Rachel wants something else too, anyway.”

      He got his cane and started walking, one foot after another. “Yeah, and you’ll need to call your sister down out of the rafters. I want to know what she’s reading and see how she’s doing. Put eyes on her.”

      She wrinkled her nose, her bright green eyes like her momma’s had been. “Oh you know Sarah, she’s plotting the demise of the universe.”

      “How on earth do you know that phrase?”

      She shrugged. “I watch the news.”

      “Oh, dear God, why would you want to do that?” He wasn’t sure what eleven-year-old girls did, but he didn’t think it was watch the news and drink coffee and say things like ‘the demise of the universe’.

      “Daddy, you’re so silly. I gotta know stuff for when I vote.”

      Vote. Jesus. “That’s sort of a long way away.”

      “But I still gotta know things. We all need to know things. Just in case⁠—”

      He wanted to lie down and cry. He hated this shit.

      But that wouldn’t do him any good. Lying down crying would only make a body tired, and he had plenty of that already.

      He took a deep breath and then another, because damn that hurt. Then he smiled. “Go get your sisters for me, will you? And then we’ll have something together.” He needed to get some salsa or something for these eggs and he didn’t want her to see him do it.

      “Okay, Daddy.” She headed off at a good clip, and he dropped his head into his hands for a minute. He wanted her to do Girl Scouts; he wanted her to be happy again, and he didn’t know how to…

      The knock on the door broke off his thoughts, and he jumped, which jolted everything all the way down to his toes. Damn it, he wanted to know when he was going to be allowed to be a human being again.

      Miz Halley stood there with one of her daughters or daughters-in-law or something, and a couple of gals who were too old to be children and too young to be grandbabies, her face wreathed in a smile.

      She was holding something in her hands that probably tasted better than the cold eggs he was going to have to eat.

      “Good morning, ma’am.”

      She took the door and bustled right in. “Morning. I brought cinnamon rolls, and we came to help.”

      “‘Help’?” Was she going to unbreak his back?

      “Yes, I know for a fact that you haven’t been able to vacuum, and there’s no reason for those little girls to have to do it. I run a cleaning service, so I thought, who better to practice on than you? I brought Lori, and then I also brought a couple of my girls who are in training. This is Esmeralda, and this is Karen.”

      People still named their children Karen?

      “We won’t be in the way, we promise. We’re just gonna go do some laundry and change some sheets and clean you from top to bottom. It will make everything feel so much fresher.”

      “Oh.” Well, shit, how could he say no to that? “But you have to tell Bekka how good she’s doing. She’s trying so hard and it will break her heart to think you didn’t approve.” No one was going to stomp on his kid.

      “Now, Mitchell, you know I would not disapprove of Rebekka’s progress. She’s a wonderful girl.”

      “She wants to go to Girl Scouts.” He couldn’t have stopped that from coming out of his mouth even if he wanted to. Bless her heart, his girl needed the chance to do stuff, and if anybody could figure out how to get her there, it would be Miz Halley.

      “And does she now? Well, it just so happens that Lori here runs one of the local troops. Don’t you, Lori? She’s my daughter-in-law.”

      Lori beamed at him, before taking the cinnamon rolls from her mother-in-law and setting them down on the table. “I just so happen to do that. I could talk to her about it if you’d like. We waive the dues for girls who have a hardship.”

      His pride took a nosedive right then, but at the same time, hope twisted in his chest. Hope was a terrible emotion. It did things to a man that didn’t really need to be done to him.

      Regardless, even if he had to then turn around and disappoint somebody, he was going to say yes because damn it his girl needed to be a kid for a while.

      “That’s super kind, and I think that would probably be really helpful.”

      “Something smells good, Daddy.” Sarah came wandering into the room with her book in her hand, dressed in a long black dress covered in streaks of dust, her dark hair straight and wet with sweat.

      “Miz Halley brought some cinnamon rolls for us to share for some extra breakfast.” Before he could even move, someone had whisked the plate of eggs and toast off the table and into the trash. He hoped they buried it under something, so his baby girl didn’t see it and think that he had done it.

      “Yum.” She beamed at Miz Halley. “I love cinnamon rolls.”

      “Most little girls do,” Miz Halley said with a broad wink.

      “Here we are, Daddy.” Bekka walked into the room with Rachel, who immediately squealed and went to peer at the cinnamon rolls.

      “Thanks baby girl. Miz Halley brought cinnamon rolls.”

      Rebekka Ann looked less sure about all this than the other two. “They smell good.”

      “I’m glad you think so, honey. I’m testing out a new recipe, and I need to make sure that it’s just right. You three are going to be my testers.”

      Bekka narrowed her eyes at Miz Halley. “Not my daddy?”

      “Men are not good taste-testers; they think everything is good. Women are far better at that sort of thing.” Lord, that lady could play to her audience.

      “And why did you bring everyone else?” Bekka was catching on, and she didn’t look pleased.

      “Because we thought you could use a break, sweetie. It’s hard to take care of a house all by yourself, no matter who you are. And I happened to be in the neighborhood with a crew of girls who needed some experience, so we thought we’d stop by.”

      Lori smiled at Bekka, taking more of a motherly tack. “Your daddy says you like the idea of being in Girl Scouts.”

      Pure longing shone in Bekka’s eyes for a moment, but she quickly tamped it down and put her little hands on her hips. At eleven, she was still such a girl trying to be an adult. “I like the idea, but I’m not sure I have time.”

      “Well, I’m one of the leaders of the troop here in town, and I’d like to talk to you about it when you have a moment. Right now, you probably need to eat breakfast with your daddy. He ate up your eggs and toast, but a man who is healing up like he does needs sugar, don’t you think?”

      Rebekka looked at him uncertainly, and he held out his hand. “I would love for you to sit and have a cinnamon roll with me, baby girl.”

      After another second of searching his gaze, she took his hand and smiled. “I’ll get the plates, Daddy. Sarah, can you get the baby in her chair?”

      “I am not a baby.” At five, Rachel was determined not to be a little-little girl anymore, but she still needed a booster seat in her chair. She was so short and skinny.

      “Oh very well.” Bekka made a face at Rachel. “Sarah, could you help our youngest sister into her chair?”

      Sarah giggled, and Rachel nodded her head like, “Yes, that’s that.”

      “What are you reading, Sarah? Is it something fun?”

      Mitch didn’t wince because it would’ve been obvious, but he knew that Sarah’s idea of fun and Lori’s idea of fun were going to be vastly different.

      “I’m reading The Horrible Bag of Terrible Things. It’s about an evil bag that kidnaps this little boy’s older sister and takes her to a scary universe. It’s really good.” She gave her sister a wicked grin. “I’m taking notes.”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      “Bekka,” he warned gently. Teasing her sisters was one thing, but sassing was another.

      “Sorry, Daddy. I’m not going to get abducted by a bag. Let’s taste cinnamon rolls.”

      “Yes, and afterward we can all talk about Girl Scouts if we want,” Lori added.

      Bekka nodded, Rachel cheered, and Sarah just rolled her eyes.

      As for him, he got a cinnamon roll and started eating it while he tried to figure out how the hell he was going to make this whole thing work.
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      Campbell had left his gelding, Firewater’s Cyclone, also known as Fire, in his dad’s small pasture, and his duffel was in his momma’s guest room.

      And, somehow, he was sitting in the driveway of Mitchell Gonzales’s house, an aluminum pan of green chile chicken enchiladas in his hands.

      His boots felt too tight, and his neck was hot, and he’d rather be anywhere else. But his momma had pushed and poked and prodded until he decided to go ahead to Mitch’s, even though he’d been in town less than an hour.

      “Son, that man is in need of a friend, and you are going to go be that friend.” Momma had glared at him, fire in her eyes.

      “He doesn’t want to see me, Momma,” he’d argued.

      “You don’t know what he wants or doesn’t want; you haven’t talked to him in God knows how many years, so stop it.”

      So Cam had closed his eyes, counted to forty, and had gotten in the truck.

      He had to say that the house had seen better days. It wasn’t like a ramshackle shed or anything, but the siding needed painting and patching. It needed new screens here and there, and the driveway needed to be graded and re-graveled.

      The whole thing just kind of looked depressed, old and sad.

      He sat there in his truck trying to figure out what to do when a little girl came out on the front porch. She was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, her bright red hair braided, and the poor baby was skinny as a rail.

      She glared at him and then kind of stomped down the steps to his truck.

      “Hasn’t anybody ever told you little girls aren’t supposed to go walking up to strange men’s trucks?” he asked her.

      She tilted her head. “Do I know you? Does my daddy know you? Seems to me somebody ought to have told you that it’s not nice to sit in your truck in front of somebody else’s house and not get out.”

      Ho ho! All right then, this one was a firecracker.

      “I suppose you’re right. My momma is Mrs. Halley. She had some green chile enchiladas, and she asked me to stop by and bring them. I used to be a friend of your daddy’s a long time ago.”

      “Miz Halley is very nice to us. Very. Miss Lori is my Girl Scout leader. You can come up to the porch. I’ll let Daddy know.”

      She trotted inside, leaving him there, holding the casserole. He got out of the truck, heading for the door, and then another girl came onto the porch. This little one was dark as the night—eyes and hair and clothes and expression all.

      “Sister said I should come out here and watch you and make sure you’re all right.” She stared at him, searching his face. “I think you look enough like Miz Halley that it’s okay, but whatever. Do you live here? I’ve never seen you before.”

      He shook his head, gobsmacked by this girl — she was solid as a rock, and her gaze was like what he imagined Medusa’s would be. “No. I came in from out of town. I’m visiting my momma.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, you’re welcome to have a sit. The rocking chairs don’t hurt your butt or nothing when you sit in them. They’re not pokey.”

      “Thank you.” Lord have mercy. He chuckled and sat down, trying to figure out what one said to a girl in this situation. “You got a nice place here.”

      She shrugged. “It’s where I was born. It’s an okay place. We have lots of critters. I have my books and my sisters.”

      “I have a lot of brothers and sisters too. Sometimes it’s good.”

      She nodded. “Sometimes it’s not. Watch out for the black dog; he bites.” She pointed over across the way to where a grumpy-looking Rottie was sitting, scowling at him. Not a barker, then. More a sneaker.

      “Is he your dog?”

      She shook her head no. “Not yet. He just came, and I’ve been feeding him, but he’s not nice. He bites, but it’s because he’s lonely and he’s scared, and eventually he’ll stop being angry and fall in love with me and be my dog. So just leave him be, please, sir. I don’t want anybody to know he’s out there because if Daddy knows that he bites, he’ll run him off, and I want him. Okay?”

      “All right, all right, I hear you.” He would hold up his hands, but casserole. He just nodded, trying for a smile. It wasn’t like he didn’t know a million children, and he was usually pretty good with them, but these little girls had him stymied.

      They were too smart for him, that was for sure.

      He waited for her to go back inside too, but she didn’t. She stood there with her arms crossed over her skinny chest and stared at him.

      He cleared his throat. “So, what’s your name?”

      “What’s yours? Daddy says I shouldn’t introduce myself to somebody, I don’t know their name.”

      “I’m Campbell Halley. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I’m Sarah Gonzales. It’s very nice to meet you too. And that’s Rosie.”

      “Rosie?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, it’s Rosie. His name is Rosie. Rosie Posey.” Suddenly she looked so young, so lost and worried. “Just don’t tell because I want him to be my friend, and if he bites my sisters, either one, Daddy’s gonna be mad. I won’t tell if he bites me again. Okay?”

      Again? He didn’t like that. He didn’t like that at all. “Is it bad? Does it need some medicine?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Can I see?”

      She stared at him. “Are you gonna keep our secret?”

      Dammit. “I will do everything on earth to keep our secret, but if it’s really bad, you might need to have a doctor.”

      She shook her head at him, eyes huge with horror. “I can’t afford a doctor. Daddy has all the doctor bills. Everything is… we can’t. We have to be able to eat and feed the critters.” She held out her arm, and sure enough, there was a bit of a mark, but it wasn’t bad—it was more of a warning nip than anything—one possible tooth mark that didn’t even break the skin.

      “I think with a little peroxide it’ll be fine, and I’ll tell you what. After I’m done seeing your daddy, I’ll go out and see Rosie, and we’ll see if we can’t make sure he’s okay. Maybe he’s biting because he’s hurting, and maybe he needs to see the vet.”

      She stared at him, looking so defeated. “Oh, okay, well if he needs to see the vet, I have a piggy bank. I have twenty-three dollars, and I will pay the vet because I don’t want him to hurt.”

      God help him, this kid was something else.

      “Sister’s coming. Shh.”

      The screen door opened, and a man in a back brace walked out, cane in hand. He had raven-black hair with huge silver wings at the temples, and his skin was near ashen with dark circles under his eyes, hard lines of pain and want written all over his face. He stood there and blinked. “Well, I’ll be damned. Cam Halley. What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I brought a casserole.” He held it up, his cheeks heating, because Mitch didn’t sound welcoming. Not that he’d expected the man to, or anything, but still.

      Ouch.

      “Well, tell your momma thank you for me.” Mitch stared, waiting for him to leave, most likely.

      “I will. Can I come in a minute?” He needed to do his due diligence, or his momma would just send him back out here every day. Shit, he was so tired from being on the road, pushing it for two weeks leading up to coming here, that he could sleep for a month if anyone would let him.

      Mitch crossed his arms over his chest, just like wee Sarah. “Why?”

      “Because my momma told me to deliver this, and to talk with you. You know how she is.”

      “I reckon I do.” Mitch’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Come on, then. Sarah, Bekka, can you get the door for me and go pour some iced tea?”

      “Okay, Daddy.” The girls dutifully moved, Sarah holding the door, the older one, Bekka, moving inside to head for the fridge.

      “Thanks.” Now he could look around, see what the house was like on the inside, and report back to his mom. She had just cleaned the house a couple of days ago, she said, and she wanted to make sure they didn’t need her to come again.

      Seemed spotless to him, but then he was used to living in a horse trailer half the time and the other half in a hotel.

      “Have a seat, man.” Mitch waved to a chair at the kitchen table. Another slip of a girl sat with her hands on her chin, swinging her legs, staring at nothing.

      She blinked up at him curiously when he sat down. “Hi!”

      “Hey, there. What’s your name? I’m Campbell.” He remembered her sister saying they weren’t supposed to introduce themselves unless he introduced himself first.

      “I’m Rachel. I’m the prettiest.” She beamed at him, her smile having a bit of a gap in it.

      “Well, it’s real nice to meet you, Rachel.”

      “Are you friends with my dad? Did you work with him?”

      “Oh, we’ve never worked together.” He figured that was the safest answer. “Your sister said you know my momma, Miz Halley.”

      Mitch scoffed. “Nice save.”

      He gritted his teeth, trying not to be ugly, because he really wanted to just get the hell up and leave. Those little girls were staring at him, and he wasn’t going to be rude to them. Mitch could take what he got.

      “She cleaned our house. She’s really nice.” Rachel beamed. “And she makes good cinnamon rolls.”

      “She does make good cinnamon rolls.” He remembered those fondly of a Christmas morning, but it had been a while since he’d had any. He glanced at Mitch. “So, what the hell happened, buddy? Pardon my French.”

      “I fell off a roof.” Mitch pushed the words out like every one of them caused him pain. “I’m sure your momma told you that.”

      “She did, but that doesn’t tell me what happened. Thank you, sweetie,” he told Bekka when she handed him a glass of tea.

      “Baby girl, why don’t you take your sisters and go sit in the front room and watch something on the TV?” Mitch said.

      Bekka gave her dad a searching glance, but then nodded and grabbed her sister Rachel by the arm. “Come on, Rachel, do you want to watch Dora?”

      Rachel skipped along beside her sister, while Sarah looked more long-suffering. He remembered that; being smack in the middle sucked. A middle child was too young for the older ones, but too old to be doing baby stuff with the little ones.

      Mitch stared at Cam as he sat and then slowly lowered himself into the chair. “Seriously. Did your mom tell you I was dying or something?”

      He chuckled, trying not to be amused, but God, he was. “Basically, she knew I was coming up on a break, and she wanted me to come and put eyes on you.”

      Mitch rolled his eyes like dice. “I’m fine. I’m just healing up. Doc says I got another four weeks before I can get up on a roof. I figure I can make it in two. But right now I need the pain to ease up.”

      “Were you working for a company?” Which was his way of asking if insurance would help.

      Mitch shook his head. “No. I was doing it on my own. I was roofing a bit that somebody else had started and not finished, and they done a piss-poor job, and you know how it is. Two stories is a long way down.”

      Two stories. Fuck him. “You’re lucky you didn’t break your legs.”

      “Yeah, I got a little break in one foot, but nothing bad enough to bitch about. Really, your mom has been very sweet, but I’m fine. We’re just trying to hold it together for a couple more weeks until we make it through to school.” Mitch swallowed hard and Cam felt damn sorry for him.

      This wasn’t a man who was a genuine fuckup. This was a guy who was living like most of them did— paycheck to paycheck. And when that lack of paycheck coincided with the influx of medical bills it sucked. “You got some great girls.”

      “I do. I really do. Your mom has been very kind about them too. I do appreciate it. I want to be able to give them everything they need.” Mitch tried to relax, but the brace and the wooden chair obviously conspired against him. “Bekka is growing up damn fast. And little Rachel, she’s still just excited I’m home all the time. Then there’s Sarah.”

      “She’s the one with the…” Oh, he couldn’t point out the dog. “The black tutu?”

      Mitch’s lips twisted in a grin. “That would be her. She’s my queen of the night, my gothy princess, my deep dark middle child. She’d be scary if she wasn’t the most tenderhearted human being alive. You show her some critter that’s been hurt or that’s in need, and she’s all over it. She likes to pretend that she’s the hardest, most vicious child in history, but I know better.”

      “Yeah? Which child was that, then?”

      Mitch blinked at him, looked him up and down, and then grinned a real grin. “Campbell Halley, that was you.”

      “Shut up.” He dared to reach across and flick Mitch’s fingers. “You’re an asshole.”

      “Possibly. I’ve been called worse. Recently.” Jesus, Mitch looked tired, like bone-deep exhausted.

      He sighed, then asked, going for serious. “Is there anything practical I can do? For real, is there something I can fix? I mean, a dripping faucet, or can I go feed, or do you have horses that need looking at?”

      Mitch stared at him for a second, and he knew, he knew without a shadow of a doubt Mitch was going to tell him no, get the fuck out, go away.

      Instead he said, “Yeah, can you get rid of that dog Sarah’s been trying to make friends with? I don’t like the looks of him; he seems like he could be mean, and I don’t need anybody killing chickens.”

      Cam swallowed hard, because there was no fucking way no way he was getting rid of some dog this little girl liked.

      But he had no idea what to do.

      Shit shit shit.

      He settled for nodding and smiling. “I tell you what; I’ll go out, give it a look. Check out your barns and stuff since I know you can’t get out there. Just kind of check out everything, and I’ll give the dog a once-over. Fair enough?”

      “Shit.” Mitch shook his head. “You are as big a softy as she is. Yeah, if you would please? I can’t afford for anybody to get bit, okay?”

      “You got it. You have anything I can give him as an incentive to let me look at him? I bet you anything he’s injured.” The dog hadn’t growled at him. Just stared. He would wager on that poor thing having a wound or a mass or something somewhere.

      “I have some hot dogs in the fridge that are about to go off.”

      “Now, that is a high-value treat, my friend.”

      Oh, that was another smile. “You know it.”

      “Let’s get you into a better chair. This is hard on me, so you’ve got to be dying.”

      Mitch winced, but he didn’t argue. “I’ll get up here in a sec.”

      “I can help, man. Trust me. I may not have ridden roughstock since I first started, but I’ve broken a dozen bones and helped more than one friend with their backs and necks.”

      “Yeah. This is harsh. I hate being broke-dick. Hate it.”

      “I bet.” Maybe he could help with the bills. He had plenty of cash on hand, but he had a feeling Mitch would toss that in his face, and right now, he could help with the damn dog, at least. So he kept the offer to himself.

      “Well, I’ll go out and deal with the animals. You just keep yourself together.” That was fair enough, wasn’t it?

      “Okay. I will take your help moving, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not one bit.” He was ready to do something helpful. He waited for Mitch to turn his body just so in the kitchen chair. And then he took Mitch under the elbows when he held his arms up to help lift him gently. He knew better than to get close to that delicate spine area. Mitch moaned and stumbled a little after he got to his feet, landing against Cam’s chest.

      Grunting, Mitch stood up straight, not pushing away from him so much as easing. “Sorry, sorry about that. Sometimes I lose my balance.”

      “Of course you do. You’re not using your muscles right now. That brace is doing everything for you, so everything is all uncoordinated.” Cam got that, because hell, he’d been in a leg brace once because he tore his knee up and he hadn’t been able to sleep or walk or ride a horse or do anything for six weeks. It had been maddening. “Let’s get you sitting with the girls and watching the show they want to watch. Then I’ll bring you your coffee and I’ll run out to check on everything outside.”

      Mitch grimaced. “I really oughta probably go to the office and pay some bills or do something useful.”

      “Buddy, you’ve been doing something useful, I bet, ever since you got out of the hospital. Why don’t you just sit for a minute? Really, I’ll help. Momma’s gonna kick my ass if I don’t do something, right?” He offered an arm, grabbing Mitch’s cane with the other hand. He knew it was sometimes easier to be able to stay upright rather than lean on a cane. And he could provide some stability.

      Cam didn’t argue anymore because he had a feeling the man was sore as fuck. Once he’d eased him down on the couch, the girls crowding around him, Cam turned on his heel and left so Mitch wouldn’t see what was going on with his face.

      Jesus, what a mess. Mitch looked like hell. He was pale, his hair was a bit lank, and he was skinny as fuck. He just needed time to heal, and he wasn’t getting it. And while that still wasn’t Cam’s problem, there was something he could do about it in the short-term. He could help, and Mitch seemed to be letting him, which was probably indicative of how tired he was. Once he started healing up, he would most likely try to kick Cam’s ass.

      He chuckled as he wandered back out to the porch looking for that dog. Shit, he should have gotten those hot dogs. He was losing his mind. He headed back inside, grabbing a packet of kind of terribly gray-looking hot dogs, and he smelled them. They didn’t smell like they’d gone off. They just didn’t look too appetizing.

      He walked back outside, pulling out one of the hot dogs as he went.

      “Please God, do not let this dog bite me,” he said out loud. Looking around for the Rottweiler. What did Sarah call him? Rosie? Rosie Posey? “Rosie. Rosie, come here, buddy. I’ve got something good for you.”

      It took a few minutes of him calling and feeling like a moron before the dog crept out from behind the porch, head down, body tense, as he slunk along low to the ground protecting his belly. But come he did, so obviously he was learning
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