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      Something was ringing. At first, Nate thought maybe it was Hank barking. They were camped out at a KOA campground, and his little tent wasn't quite big enough for the both of them to sleep in. Hell, Nate wasn't sure if there was enough room for him and his boots. He'd had to leave his hat in the pickup. Hank was tied to the bumper of the truck, where he could see and be with Nate, but not crowd the tent.

      Gradually, though, it dawned on him that it was his new little phone. The tiny silver flip thingy had been forced on him by his cousin Henry in Tulsa, who’d told him that way his momma would be able to get a hold of him. He didn’t have voice mail, just so it would keep ringing on nights like tonight.

      Nate flipped it open once he found it, trying to talk like a human being and not a hibernating bear. “‘Lo?”

      “H...H...Hopalong?” Someone was crying on the other end, or trying damn hard not to, sniffling hard, that East Texas drawl just as familiar as breathing.

      “Lacey?” Oh, shit. All of a sudden, he was wide awake. “What is it, honey?”

      “Yeah. I. Yeah. There. Oh, fuck, Hoppy. Your momma left a towel draped over a lamp to dry it and it caught all afire and... She’s okay. They just want to keep her in the hospital a couple days, but the house...” He could hear bustling and fussing all mixed in with Lacey’s sobs. Damn it.

      His heart set up to pounding something fierce. “Momma. Oh God, Lace. What? I mean. She’s okay, you said. What. The house?”

      Lacey Garrison was his best friend from high school, lived on down the road from Nate’s momma, helped her out while he was on the road. His own personal Annie Oakley since he was knee-high to a grasshopper, Lace was solid as a rock, and to hear her cry was scarier than damn near anything.

      “It’s still standing, but it looked bad. I...” He heard Lacey take a deep breath, slow herself down. “I rode in with your momma, and I haven’t seen Ben or Mikey yet to tell me how bad it is.” There was a little cough, a rattle. “God damn it, Freddie. I said I was fine. Leave me be.”

      “You get checked out too, you hear?” If she’d been in that house, pulling his momma out, he was gonna beat her within an inch of her life. And maybe hug her tight. “I can be home in... seven hours if I get on my pony and ride.”

      “You’ll kill yourself, sure as shit. Just come on in the morning. Doc Fry says June’s gotta stay two days, at least. I’ll stay with her.”

      “Okay. Okay, you. I. Are you okay?” God, he just couldn’t...his house. His mother. “I’ll come on. I’ll be there.”

      “I’ll be fine as frog hair.” He heard somebody’s voice, then Lacey snapped. “Goddamn it, Freddie Jackson. Leave it alone. Go fuck with somebody that needs it.”

      Well, if she could holler that hard she must be okay. Nate chuckled, reaching out to scratch Hank’s ugly old ears as the dog whined and nuzzled up to him. “You hang in there, Lacey. I’ll be home. We’ll get it all taken care of. Call me on this line if you need me faster.”

      “Okay, Nate. You be real careful. I can’t nurse you both.”

      “I know, Lace. See you soon.” He started up to his knees, moving to get his sleeping bag rolling. “I... give Momma a kiss for me. Thank you, Lace. For taking care.”

      Of Momma. Of the house. Of every damn thing he'd left behind. God bless her, she had his back, and he knew it.

      “It’s what friends do, Hoppy. You just come on to the hospital. If I’m not here, I’m out dealing with the critters.”

      That was Lacey for you. Always running and dealing with something, just like her momma, God rest her soul.

      “Okay. Bye, Lace.”

      He waited for her to say goodbye. Nate hadn’t once, and she’d read him the riot act the next time they’d talked.

      He got a chuckle. “Well, I’ll be damned. The cowboy can learn. Bye, Hopalong. Take care of you.”

      “I will,” Nate said, clicking the little phone shut. Well, Hell, who knew it would have come in handy? It took him all of ten minutes to pack up camp and feed Hank, running to the outhouse before he hopped in the truck. He’d pull off long enough to get a sausage biscuit, but after that it was stopping to pee and water only. He surely did need to get home, and wouldn’t that be weird after all of this time?

      Last thing he expected was to be heading to Wills Point, for fuck’s sake. During the rainy season, too. Christ. What had Momma been thinking?

      The windshield wipers slapped out a tune. It was the only noise in the truck with the radio off. Given all the thoughts bashing around in his noggin, Nate couldn't bear the cheerful tunes or cheatin’ songs he usually listened to. He was on the way home.

      Fuck.

      He’d left for good once upon a time. Had made a big deal out of it, made a grand exit. He’d been on the circuit three, four years, had been wintering at home with his momma, when all of the neighbors and cousins had decided he needed an intervention.

      “There ain’t no life in rodeoin’, son,” one of them had said. “Just no sense in you actin’ like a trashy drifter,” had come from cousin Ron, his daddy’s only relative left in town.

      Trashy. Drifter. When he’d made more in one season than he could at Wills Point in five years. When he’d come home two years in a row with state championship buckles, one from New Mexico, one from Wyoming. When he’d paid for Momma’s new roof with a third place in bareback bronc riding at Las Vegas in December.

      Goddamn.

      He’d packed his shit, kissed Momma on the cheek and said he’d call, then flipped them all the fucking bird, just rude as all hell, told them he’d just drift away like the fucking piece of trash he was, thank you. He could still remember his momma’s pale cheeks and the tears... Nate’d never meant to hurt her. Not her. He just wanted to shock the rest like they’d hurt him.

      The only person he stopped to see on the way out of town’d been Lacey. Lacey, with her dark, messy ponytail and her bangs falling in her eyes, her men’s Wranglers and her determined chin.

      He pulled up to her momma and daddy’s place in a cloud of dust, his ‘72 Chevy rattling like it was on its last legs, everything he owned sitting like a pile of nothing in the back. He had a little pup tent and a cooler, a backpack full of clothes and his bareback rope. That was pretty much it.

      Lacey was out in the shed, working saddle soap into a harness.

      “I’m leaving, Lace. Just thought I’d stop by and say so.”

      “Already?” Blue eyes flashed up at him, surprised and shocked. “Leaving to where, Hoppy?”

      Nate stuck his hands in his pockets, looking at the toes of his boots. They were new, had little silver toe caps on them. His good boots. “I dunno, Annie. Maybe up to snow country. Bound to be someone needs a line shack man or a feeder.”

      “Oh.” Lacey looked back down at the tack, fingers moving again, a little slower. “I. Things a little small here, huh?”

      A loud snort escaped him before he could stop it. “You know damned well I was gonna winter here.”

      “So? Why’re you running?”

      “Well, if I stay I’ll be getting the third degree the whole time, won’t I?” Goddamn everyone and their nosy selves. “They all...cousin Ron. Edgar Rice from the feed store. Old man McMurtry. Momma’s cousin Elizabeth. They all came to the house today, Lace.” His cheeks heated just thinking of how humiliating it was, to have them all staring at him like an angry jury.

      “Ah, shit.” Lacey sighed, ponytail swinging as she shook her head. “They wanting you home for good, I take it?”

      His voice half broke. “They called me trashy. Said I’d amount to nothing.”

      “Fuck them and the horse they rode in on.” The harness hit the ground with a thump as Lacey stood, damn near vibrating. “You do good on the circuit, Nate. You know it. Your momma knows it. I know it.”

      That had his face sliding into a smile. His Annie Oakley—always ready to take up for him. Nate grinned at her, his hands unclenching so he could actually get them out of his pockets to grab his cigarettes out of his shirt. “Yeah. I know. I guess... I guess I’ll just do it more full time, you know? I had planned to wait until almost April for my first event. But now I can go to Florida in February.”

      “You could... you could stay here, if you want, ‘til then. Daddy wouldn’t mind.” Right, like Mr. Garrison had minded anything since the missus passed away.

      “Oh, thanks, Lace. But I. I got to go. I burned some bridges today.” If his momma was gonna hold her head high, well, he had to stay away, to show them he could make a living, send good money home. He’d have to apologize, though. “Can you do me a favor, though?”

      “Anything, Hoppy.”

      “I need to send Momma flowers.” The unlit cigarette went back in the pack so he could get his wallet and get out a twenty, handing it over to Lacey. “Can you go to Mrs. Garcia’s shop tomorrow when she’s open, give her this and tell her to send Momma whatever that will buy, and just have the card say I’m sorry?”

      “Sure.” Lacey waved the money away, pushed a stray hair behind her ear and streaked her cheek with oil. “Put that back. Herschel paid me yesterday.”

      Nate wanted to argue, but he knew he was running on fumes and it would've sure been nice had he not spent the money on Momma's damn roof before everybody turned on his ass, wouldn't it? Sighing, he put the twenty away and reached out to rub the oil off her cheek. “You’re the best. You’ll keep an eye on Momma for me?”

      She nodded against his hand, eyes closed for a second. She had a tiny beauty mark right near one eyebrow, sorta shaped like a heart. “I will. I promise.”

      Nate tapped her chin with his thumb before pulling back. “You’re always as good as your word, honey. I’ll call when I get settled for the next month or two. Then call from Florida. You know?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be here. I.” Her lips twisted as she chewed on the bottom one, fretting a little. “You make sure you keep the oil changed in that truck, Hopalong. She’s a good girl.”

      He wanted to say some more shit, but what good would it do? The only way he would is if they had all night and a twelve pack of beer, and they didn’t. So he just nodded, grabbing her up real quick for a bone jarring hug. “You be good to yourself, Annie.”

      “Don’t forget about us.” She held on a second, cheek on his shoulder. “I... I got some camping stuff. A little stove, a lantern, a good sleeping bag. It’ll fit in your truck.”

      Nate let his lips ghost over her temple before he backed off. “Okay. Yeah, okay. I. Thanks. I’ll pay you back, when I can. You know that.”

      “I know. Come on, I’ll fix you up.” She always did, just like that.

      She was the best friend he’d ever had, and he knew it. They got everything settled in the truck, a tarp over, lashed down, two quarts of oil in the tool box. Nate kicked the dirt. Fuck, it was time to go. This was... it was time. Firming his lips to keep from babbling, Nate put an arm around Lacey’s shoulders, walked to the driver’s side of the truck. “I’m not sure when I’ll be back. If I will...”

      Lacey had nodded, eyes on his boots. “Yeah. I know. Just go on, Hoppy, you’re losing light.”

      So he’d gone. He’d given her another half hug and turned away, hopping up in the truck before he agreed to stay at her place and live in the barn or some shit. He could go find work until the season started. He could, damn it, no matter what folks said.

      Nate had waved at Lacey as he drove off, looking at her in the rearview as he pulled out of the long track from her folks’ place to the road. She’d watched him, hand pushing the hair away from her face, getting smaller and smaller until she got lost in the dust from his tires.

      And now his tires were hydroplaning, the rain sudden and ugly, a real gullywhomper. Nate laughed, making Hank look up at him from the passenger seat. He’d left like a piece of trash on the wind and now he was washing in with the storm like so much mud.

      Didn’t that just figure?

      Lacey’s folks’ house looked...smaller somehow. Maybe it was the fact that he could only see what was illuminated by his headlights. Or maybe time just made everything seem like it had been bigger in his head. He hoped to God she was home now, not at the hospital. It had taken him nearly three hours longer than he’d wanted to get there, thanks to the weather. He'd called up to Presbyterian once he'd hit Lake Ray Hubbard, talking to Flora Krodle—who was still working the nurses' station, just like she'd been for twenty years. The old gal had told him that June was sleeping comfortably, and that if he showed up and woke her up, Cathy McMillan would put her size eight, ever-so-comfortable nursing shoe so far up his ass he'd be swallowing around her toes.

      He'd taken the words as a sign.

      The truck his headlights landed on was a ‘95 now, but it was the same old dirt track he pulled into, and it looked like the same damned old rooster that scattered out of his way when he slid to a stop and hopped out to knock on the back door.

      “Coming.” He knew that voice down in his bones. He’d put more time on the line with that girl in the last bunch of years.

      The door swung open with a creak and a groan, and tired blue eyes blinked up at him. “Hoppy.”

      She had a burn on one cheek, a bandage on her arm, a pot of coffee in her hand, and Nate was fairly sure she’d had that t-shirt for ten years, and God knew that ponytail was just as dark and just as timeless as Heaven.

      “Hey, Lace,” Nate said, figuring he looked as pooped as she did. “You got room for a tired cowboy and an ugly dog?”

      “Always. I made up the middle bedroom for you. I’ll put your momma in the front one. Hank need feeding?” She pulled two mugs from the counter and poured. “You want a sandwich?”

      “He probably does, yeah. You got a towel?” He had one hand on Hank’s back as he went inside, keeping the silly mutt from shaking, but Nate needed to dry him off.

      “Yeah. Chickie, get back.” She caught the big rottie by the collar as the beast rounded the corner. Poor guy was getting on in years, took a bit to realize a stranger was in the house. “Come on in the bedroom with Tag, pup. We got company and I need the towels.”

      Lord, Lacey’d got Chicken Little as a graduation present. Hard to reckon that stump-tailed puppy had become a hundred pound, old beast. He wasn't sure he'd even gotten to meet Tag; she'd gotten that pup only a couple-three years ago. Hank was just wagging like crazy, wanting to go make friends, silly thing. His tail left a big old wet spot on Nate’s jeans. Lacey eventually came back with a towel, and Nate made quick work of rubbing Hank down.

      “I hope to hell it lets up out there,” Nate said. “Hank’s gonna go on a tear soon. He’s been cooped up.”

      “Let him go. Tag and Chickie are in the bedroom.” A measured can full of kibbles got plopped in a bowl, then Lacey looked over at him, gave him a half-smile. “I’m sorry, Hoppy. I told her to be careful, I did, but she gets confused.”

      “Lord, Lace. Why?” Well, he knew why. Nate cleared his throat. “How long has she been this bad?”

      Hank wandered over, sniffed the food, then went to town, slobbering around his damned snaggle tooth.

      “Six months. I take her to the doctor once a month for her meds and make sure she takes them. He says she just is slowing down some.”

      “She’s not failing then? Just…” Just getting on up there, missing his daddy, needing Nate at home. Nate sighed, grabbing the coffee mug, and sat, staring at Lacey. “You’re okay? That the worst of it?” he asked, nodding at her arm.

      “I’m fine.” She grabbed a loaf of bread and a hunk of cheese, some ham and plopped them in front of him.

      “Thanks,” He said, starting to assemble a sandwich. “You want one?”

      “Nah. I’m a little queasy from the pills they gave me.” Lacey sighed, sat in the little shiny metal chairs they’d sat in for...Christ, twenty years. “Me and the boys from the fire department moved a bunch of Miss June’s stuff into the shed. The roof is still solid, but I didn’t want... I’ve got a load of her clothes in the washer and one in the dryer.”

      He reached out, grabbed her hand, getting a little smear of cheese on the back. “You’re a good egg, Annie. And if you’re queasy you should have toast.” He let go, got up, went over where the toaster still was after all this time and popped in two pieces.

      “I took the next two days off. I didn’t know what I oughta do. I didn't know what you'd need.” Lacey leaned down for a second, rested her head in her hands. “I still don’t know, I guess. How was your drive, Hopalong? You shouldn’t be doing for me. You gotta be wore clear through.”

      “Yeah, well, we both are.” He needed to move after being in the truck all that time. Nate leaned against the counter, fingers drumming on the little strip of Formica that ran along the front. “The drive sucked. Almost got washed off the road. But Hank is good company.”

      The dog looked up from his almost empty bowl of kibble, burping delicately, and Nate snorted. “See?”

      “Yeah. He’s a good boy. Ugly as sin, but a sweetie.” Lacey sighed, stood up and got the butter from the fridge. The thing was covered in drawings—trucks and dinosaurs, suns and flowers and dragons. Moving back, Nate reached for a paper towel for her to put the toast on. His sandwich was still sitting over there on the table, and Nate stared at it, trying to remember making it. Oh right. He meant to ask about the drawings.

      “Nieces and nephews?”

      She nodded, sorta smiled as she dug around for a butter knife, foot moving to slide one loose square of linoleum back in place. “Tommy’s got five boys, Chris has two of each. Pete’s ex-wife has the twins, but she lets me write to them. One day Benj’s little one will be old enough, too, least when it gets here.”

      Christ, he’d always thought it was sort of a miracle Lacey’d survived four older brothers.

      He knew it was a miracle they’d survived her.

      “So how come you ain’t married with a passel of kids?” Nate knew why, had talked to her about it once a week for at least five years, how neither of them could find someone permanent-like, but he always asked, and she always answered the same way.

      “Oh, I’m waiting for my cowboy to come riding in on a white horse, you know.”

      “Yeah, you know those white horses are kinda hard to keep clean.” The toast popped up, making him jump. He handed it to her on the little paper towel that had butterflies on it. “God, this is fucking weird, Lace.”

      “Yeah, it’s been a long time.” She put the toast down on the counter, then just came over and hugged him. “I’m sorry, Hoppy. I didn’t want to have to call you, but... I can’t. I don’t. I didn’t. Fuck. I’m so sorry.”

      “No.” Hugging her back just as tight, Nate let himself hold on this time. “No, it’s okay. I needed to come home for her. And for you. You shouldn’t have to deal with all this shit like you have been. God, Lacey. Thank God you did. And thank you, honey. Thank you.”

      He’d never wanted to come back, and he’d wished he could every day. Now he was home. He’d deal with it. He had to. And Lacey would make it easier. She always did. She just always did.
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      The weird, blank numb feeling lasted for about two days. Lacey cooked, she ran errands, she washed clothes, she fed dogs. She answered questions and got someone to go do Miss June’s hair and...

      And she watched Nate wander through her house like it was ten years ago and they were just kids in high school.

      God.

      He looked good. Well, he’d always looked good, but he wasn’t getting that droopy, swollen, too-much-beer-and-barbeque thing her brothers were getting.

      Nate just looked...real.

      She stared down into the sink, her hands wrinkled from the dishwater, looking like her momma’s, her face distorted in the ripples. God. Just. God.

      “Hey, Lacey? I took your truck this morning to go over to the house with that load of two by fours, went over to see Momma. Let me tell you, whatever shit they got her on makes her loopy as all fuck. I told her we'd come over to Greenville and see her around supper time and bring her some ice cream and...” Nate’s voice trailed off, making her smile as the screen door smacked shut behind him, the rush of air cool on her legs and back. “You okay, Annie? You feeling peaked? I can finish the dishes.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay. Just woolgathering.” She found a grin, washed the little white plates and stacked them. “Isn’t she pretty? My baby truck? I’m fourteen months from having her paid off.”

      “She’s great. But your brakes are kinda spongy.” Grabbing a towel, Nate started drying for her.

      “Spongy? What on earth does that mean?” She pushed the stray hair out of her face, shook her head. “Is it bad?”

      Please, Lord, she so didn’t need car troubles.

      “Nah. They probably just need new pads and some fluid. I can have a look. I just wanted to make sure you were okay with me poking around.”

      It was like he’d never left, the way he popped her with the dishtowel. And like he’d been gone forever.

      “Yeah? That’s cool, otherwise I’ll have to get Tommy to come over and pay him in babysitting.” She blew soap bubbles at him, the suds catching on the brim of his gimme cap, his blond curls that were peeking out. The man needed a damn haircut. “You just tell me what I owe you; I’ll write you a check.”

      Man, she needed a beer. She bet there were still a couple left in the fridge.

      “Shit.” This time he popped her hard. “You’re letting me and Momma stay here. You don’t owe me a thing.”

      “Ow!” She rubbed her ass, stuck her tongue out at him. God, he was such a boy. “You know y’all are welcome here. Whatever you need.”

      “Well, it goes both ways.” His grin faded. “God, Lace, the house just...tell me I can fix it up for her and I’ll believe you.”

      Oh. Oh, baby. No. She dropped the rag, turned to face him. “We’ll fix it, Hopalong. We’ll fix it. Richard and Teddy Pecina are bringing a load of lumber tomorrow, and I called that little weasel Bennie Rogers at the insurance company and he’s drawing up a check. I might even get some spare drywall out of Andy Krodle; they just finished that church. We’ll fix it.”

      Nodding, Nate turned a little, his arms going around her so he could lean on her. He’d probably touched her like that more in the last two days than he had in their whole life. Somehow he seemed liked he’d grown up enough to admit he needed it.

      She held on, petting his back a little, just touching. Just...touching.

      “Yeah. We’ll fix it.” His lips moved against her ear, making her shiver before he pulled away. “So Momma comes home tomorrow, yeah? We’ll need to...” he paused, his hands waving. “Momma-proof your house.”

      “Well, she’s here a lot. Four or five times a week and she spends the night if it storms, so it won’t be too bad.” She just needed to put the matches away, maybe the knives.

      Every time he learned something he didn’t know his eyelids would flutter just like that, like she’d smacked him one. Nate gave her sort of an asking look. “That often, huh?”

      “Yeah. I go see her twice a day—before I go into work and on my way home. Do laundry and dishes and stuff. Lots of times she’s not ready to be alone, and she knows I’ve got to get the critters fed, so it’s easier for her to just ride home with me and sit and chat, you know?”

      Miss June was a real lady, sweet as pie and just precious. Besides, Lacey’d promised to look after her when Nate left, hadn’t she?

      “Yeah. Yeah, I can see that.” One hand rose to rub the back of his neck. “I had no idea, Annie. Neither one of you even came close to telling.”

      “What was I ‘sposed to tell, Hoppy? She needed somebody; I’m here.” She’d been born in the back bedroom of this house, after the road had washed out and Daddy got the truck stuck in the gumbo. She reckoned she’d die here.

      “I know.” That grin, all crooked and self-effacing, that grin she knew like she was looking in the mirror. “And I did more for her by being gone. But, damn. Okay, what do you need help with tonight?”

      “Nothing. I’m going to finish the dishes and then check on the critters. That mare’s gonna foal any day, and I’m hoping for a pretty one. I’d sure like to get enough for it to pay the taxes this year.” She stopped herself before she started rambling on about the cattle and the horses and the chickens in the back and how she kept meaning to sell off because, damn, she was tired, but then she’d go out there and it was Daddy’s barn and Daddy’s land and she just couldn’t, could she?

      “Okay. I need...” The last plate got set aside; Nate sort of wandered. “I need to do something.”

      He’d always been the restless one, the one who needed to be busier because he thought too damned much, even when they were kids.

      She chuckled, patted his arm. “Come on, then. We’ll go feed, and let the dogs run. Maybe there’ll be some eggs.” Lacey snatched the quilted shirt from the coat tree and shrugged it on over her t-shirt, grabbing the rifle by the door on the way out, just in case of snakes.

      His boot heels rung on the little porch as he followed her out, the door smacking again. Nate’s dog, Hank, ran up, wagging and panting, his screwed up mouth making him sound kinda like a grunting pig.

      Chickie came barreling around the house at the sound, his big rottie butt nipped and herded around by the dorkiest shepherd mix in East Texas. “Tag, you quit that now. Chick’s gonna eat your head.”

      Silly mutt. Cute though, with the one ear up and the one ear down.

      She poured out kibbles first, to maybe convince the dogs that the chickens weren’t chew toys, then headed for the barn. “I need to get more chicken feed from the store, Monday. I’ll bring a bag of feed up for Miss June’s critters. Les Walton and Sam McBride take turns feeding and stuff for her, so long as I keep the supplies coming in.”

      “I’ll have to thank them. Do you think they’d mind keeping on, at least until I get Momma settled and get the house going again?” Nate nudged Hank out of the way and headed past her toward the barn. “Chickens or horses?”

      “You can start with the horses, that leghorn’s mean as a snake, and I don’t want you spurred.” She traded rifle for pitchfork, tossing the rooster back as he attacked her, fucking feathers flying. She could hear Nate, hooting and snorting, and she’d’ve turned to flip him off, but between tossing the rooster and feeding the hens, her hands were busy.

      Nate moved his ass, though, helping her feed, only having to ask once how much she gave. It was good, to be working with him again, easy.

      Feathers and Sniffles were curious as all get out, stomping and snuffling, the long Arabian noses leaning out, lips reaching to nibble and nip. The pair of quarter horses couldn’t have cared less, though, Salt and Pepper both eyeball deep in the feed bags. She whistled loud, listening for the snort and stomp of the Herefords heading in from the pasture. “Watch yourself, that bull’s a stone bastard.”

      “Got it.” Nate came on over, fending off one of the dogs, who had come to chase chickens anyway. “You got a good place here, Lacey. I mean, it always was, but you’ve done it up right.”

      “You think?” She beamed over, pushing her hair back. “I’m not Daddy, but I’m trying to keep it so’s he’d be proud.”

      Damn near every dime of Daddy’s insurance had gone to paying off the boys for their parts of the land. Well, Benj hadn’t taken his, had just put it back in her checking account and kissed her cheek.

      “He would be. I like it.” He bumped her hip with his. “Lot of work, though, with you looking after mine, too. So it makes me feel bad, Lace. It really does.” Oh, he looked over at her, his puppy-dog brown eyes serious as a heart attack. No one should have eyes like that.

      “No, don’t. I told you I’d take care of her for you, Hoppy. I promised.”

      “I know.” He sighed, looking a little shell-shocked. Well, maybe he was. He hadn’t known, she knew that. His momma would tell her how she’d lie. Tell him everything was fine.

      “It’s okay. She’s... She’s okay, just a little lonely, a little wandery. I didn’t think that she would do anything dangerous. You know she hates worrying you.” June hated worrying anyone. Hell, Miss June was the most... ladylike lady on Earth.

      “She always has. I did the best I could, Annie. Sent money home.” Nate spun around abruptly, his back stiff and straight as he started moving feed bags for her.

      “Hey! Don’t you get like that with me!” She stormed over and grabbed his arm. “Don’t you get all pissy. Nobody’s lecturing your ass. Shit, Hoppy. I talk to you twice a week on the phone. You think I wouldn’t tell you if I didn’t think you weren’t pulling your load?”

      He turned and looked at her. “Oh, honey, you can’t be harder on me than I am on myself. I’m not saying you’re bitching. Not one bit. I just... God. I came back. That still blows my mind.”

      Something in her just sorta went dead. It wasn’t a surprise. It just spread a little farther and farther every time she realized that he hated it here, that she was as big a fool as Deanna said she was.

      Hell, she’d flown all the way to Santa Barbara for him. First time on a plane, first time on the coast. First time for a lot of stuff. Deanna’d told her, as she boarded, “You tell him, you hear? You finally just suck it up and tell him.”

      God, he’d been a sight for sore eyes, just standing there at the airport, hat in his hands, grinning like a fool.

      “Hey, Annie. Hey.” He’d come right up, but held onto that stupid hat, not quite reaching out to her, shifting from foot to foot. He was tanned, teeth flashing white.

      “Hopalong!” She’d hugged him tight, kissed his nose. “You are still in one piece! Go you!”

      The return hug when he finally unbent enough to do it almost cracked her ribs. “I am. No worse than a sprained thumb this season.”

      “I’ve been following along. I’m so proud, Hoppy! We all are.” God, he smelled good. “Do you like it here? Have you seen the beach?”

      “I have. It’s pretty, but it’s not me, you know? Is that all you brought?” Indicating her little carryon, Nate put an arm around her and started walking, heading down to the terminal and baggage claim.

      “No. No, Lord. You’ve got a whole bag that’s staying here with you.” Miss June had sent shirts and jeans and a pair of boots and she had a bunch of fun bunny things for him. Plus some Pop-Tarts and cigarettes and stuff.

      “Okay.” Damn him, he snapped her bra strap, hooting when she jumped a good foot in the air. “You look good, Annie. Lost that baby fat on your chin.”

      “Fuck you, Hopalong.” Baby fat. Christ. “And you finally shaved that fuzzy caterpillar crawling across your upper lip.”

      “I did. You know they call it a pussy tickler but all it does is get soggy.” Oh, gross. He was always trying to get her goat.

      “You kiss your momma with that mouth?” She wrinkled her nose and grabbed her momma’s old blue suitcase, then the new one June sent for Hoppy. Pussy tickler. Nasty.

      “Not lately. She’d be damn horrified.” He grinned, muscling the heavier of the two bags away from her. “Can’t wait for you to see my new truck. And the guys can’t wait to meet you.”

      He was rooming with a couple of cowboys from Wyoming or Montana or something, sharing expenses so they could live out of hotels instead of the KOA. Though he’d said he’d get her a room of her own.

      “What kind of truck did you get?” She wasn’t sure about this whole guy-meeting thing; she really just wanted to watch Nate ride, maybe sit and talk a while. See the ocean.

      “It’s another Chevy, a sweet little ‘95 S-10. It’s not as big as old Bertha, but it’s pretty.” Grinning, Nate led her out, practically bouncing along like the bunny she compared him to.

      “Oh, cool. What color is it?” Oh, it was chilly out here, but look at the sun shine. She’d bet Deanna’d just swallow her tongue in pure jealousy.

      “Red. And you wouldn’t believe how much gas I save. So how’s Momma?”

      She’d missed his smile.

      “She’s real good. I go over when I can, help out. She’s been doing some work at the church.” Miss June’d finally stopped sniffling and settled down, spending lots of time telling her all about Nate. Like she didn’t know already. Lord, she’d known him forever.

      “Oh, I bet she’s doing that quilts for the needy thing. She still making teddy bears for the hospital?” Well, now, it was a sweet little truck Nate guided her to, shiny and sleek.

      “Of course. Look at her! I love it!” She bounced a little, hand sliding over the wheel well. “Gonna let me drive it?”

      “Yeah, okay, but we have to stop at the gas station up from the arena. Wouldn’t do me a bit of good to have the guys see you drive.” He grinned, actually handed her the damned keys.

      “Oh, what’s wrong, Hopalong? Am I a threat to your masculinity?” She hopped on, slid into the driver’s seat, giggling as her feet didn’t even reach the pedals. “Lord gave you some legs, boy.”

      She scooted the seat up, started the truck up, grinning at the hum and purr.

      “Hey, a man’s got to protect his reputation.” Laughing, he hopped in next to her. “We got time to drive by the beach, look a little.”

      “Yeah? Cool. I’ve always wanted to see. Which way?” He pointed her down a little highway, then they headed toward the beach. They chatted and laughed the entire way, settling right back into the groove they’d made for years.

      “There she blows. Pretty, huh?” Nate
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