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Message From The Author

	You Are A Gem!

	Thank you so much for ordering this book. I appreciate my readers everywhere. I hope you thoroughly enjoy this story and it takes you out of your ordinary day or evening. May it transform your world in a few hours!

	 

	            Happy Reading,

	            Opal Nicks

	www.opalnicks.com
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	The Cowboys of Cady Springs Series is set in the fictional small town of Cady Springs, Colorado. The first trilogy in the series centers around a giant summer event: Cowboy Yard Sale. This celebration takes place several weekends during the summer months.

	You may also like Opal’s Mountain Men of Cady Springs series set in the same town.

	 


Dedication

	 

	For those who believe in second chances, found families, and the kind of love that finds you when you least expect it. To the ones who’ve loved through loss, who’ve found beauty in starting over, and who know that the heart doesn’t come with an expiration date. And to everyone touched by autism, this book includes you, sees you, and celebrates you.

	 

	 


Chapter 1
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	Shane

	 

	Morning rays filter through the open barn doors, casting a golden hue on the weathered wooden beams. A soft breeze carries the scent of hay. The horses, their coats gleaming in the morning light, stand patiently in their stalls, their warm breath creating misty clouds in the tranquil air. 

	One stamps his foot. Another shakes his mane. A black mare’s gaze follows me, tracing my path to the office. I touch the rim of my hat in a little nod as I pass her stall. The door groans on its hinges. A photograph of my late wife, smiling down from the wall, is the first thing I see. It always is. 

	Inside, the air is still. Quiet. Her picture hangs right where it should be, where it’s been since she left us. “Morning,” I say. I stand there, taking her in. Dark hair, bright smile, the kind of face that made the world fade away. It still does. There’s an ache in my chest, the same old wound. I press my hand to it, like that could somehow keep it from spreading. It can’t.

	I drop into the chair and feel the weight of the place settle in around me. The barn is mine, but so are the memories. They hang in the air, just like her photograph, just like the scent of cedar and horses that never goes away. I close my eyes and imagine that she’s still here.

	I know it’s crazy, but sometimes I almost expect her to answer when I greet her photograph. I rise, catch one last look at her before stepping into the barn again. 

	I hear him before I see him, the barn filling with the clatter of size eleven boots and a ruckus of energy. “You’re late,” I say, but it’s not true, and he knows it. He stops short to the side of me, his breath a quick. There’s a tug on my sleeve, a light, an insistent pull. I turn to find him holding up a wrinkled piece of paper like it’s treasure. The Cowboy Yard Sale flyer. The same one from last year. I let him dangle a moment longer, then grab it with a little shake of my head. 

	“Can’t get enough of those rides,” I say. 

	Luke smiles, wide and warm. My son has the kind of smile that never fades. I’m about to say more, but he’s already halfway down the line of stalls, moving with purpose. 

	The barn fills with the buzz of work, a slow build from the quiet of earlier. Horses shuffle and snort and Luke moves from one to the next, a flurry of limbs and concentration. I follow his path, keeping him in my sights. 

	“Don’t forget this one,” I call, pointing at the colt we got in last week. 

	“Okay,” Luke replies, his voice a flat echo that somehow fills the space. ‘Okay” is one word he often replies with. Despite numerous speech pathologists working with him, Luke still has a hard time putting a full sentence together. But I can guarantee that he understands everything anyone says. Everything!

	He’s already at the feed room, hauling bags like they weigh nothing. I join him, matching his rhythm, letting the warmth of the place soak in. There’s a kind of music to it, the sound of grain pouring, horses nickering, the clang of a bucket hitting the floor. We fall into the routine, easy and natural, like breathing.

	I watch Luke out of the corner of my eye. He moves with the kind of intensity that shuts out everything else. Sometimes I wonder what he thinks about in those moments, what goes on in that sharp mind of his. Right now, it’s the horses. He’s humming a little, off-key and under his breath. It’s the kind of sound that makes me stop and just listen. 

	Luke hums quite a bit. Sometimes, he repeats certain things he’s heard repetitively. It can get to you after a while if you’re human. It’s funny, the horses don’t mind at all. 

	Mostly, our mornings are a quiet dance, the two of us circling the barn, feeding, checking, and mending things. We’re deep into the morning’s work. He’s brushing down a mare, fingers moving with the kind of care and precision that would surprise most people. Not me. He’s been doing this forever, knows it as well as I do. Maybe better.

	I grab a saddle from the tack room, the one he’s had his eye on, and drop it near the stall he’s working. He glances up, just a flick of the eyes, but I see the thanks there. A small nod, then back to business. He runs a brush through the mare’s coat, long strokes that catch the first light. I watch him and see the joy he finds in this.

	It strikes me how much of my life is tied to this place, these routines. How full they are, how empty. I push the thought away, focus on Luke, the horses, the tasks at hand. He’s showing me a cut on one of the colts, pointing with quick, precise motions. 

	“Nothing serious,” I tell him, “We’ll get it cleaned up. Grab the first aid kit.”

	He hands it to me and I open it, showing him exactly how to clean the area on the colt and what salve to apply. Luke nods, moves to the next job, never slowing down. 

	I get the tools out, line them up just so, and Luke is right there beside me, eyes bright. I ask about a busted fence, and he nods, like he’s already fixed it in his head. That’s Luke.

	The fence still needs mending so I follow through. Then I check the water and the feed. The work piles up if you don’t stay on top of it. Together, we chip away at it, bit by bit, together. We wrap up the morning chores in the barn. 

	“We’ll head to the Cowboy Yard Sale before it closes for the summer. I promise,” I say as we finish up. Luke’s eyes light up and he smiles. 

	We stack the last of the feed and sweep the floor. The place feels ready for whatever comes next, and maybe I am too. 

	Luke is by the office, waiting, patient and steady. He’s my anchor. I don’t know if he knows that, but I do. “Come on,” I call, waving him over. “Let’s see what else needs doing.”

	I want to be enough for my son, to be everything he needs. But the holes in my own heart make it damn hard to fill his. I feel like I’m failing both of us. I think about the way Luke looks at me, the trust in those hazel eyes. I wonder if he sees the cracks, the places where I’m coming apart. 

	The morning loops back in my head, the way we worked the barn, the way Luke lit up when I said we’d go to the Cowboy Yard Sale before summer ends. It’s not much, but it’s something to look forward to. I just hope it’s enough.

	“Hey,” I call. “Let’s get a bite to eat.” He looks up, eyes wide and questioning. 

	“Then back to work,” I add. 

	The hint of a smile from him is enough to keep me going. We head to the house, side by side. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2
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	Claire

	It wasn’t just Chicago I was running from when I came to Cady Springs. I fled from everything that reminded me I was disposable. The shadow of my ex-husband followed me everywhere in the windy city. All going on under my nose while he stood holding another woman, pointing out to her all my flaws.

	For months, my chest ached with his memory, and my pride lay in scraps at my feet. I’d never let anyone see me that weak again. The day my divorce was finalized, I walked into the hospital and handed in my resignation. It was a good move, the final cut that untethered me from everything that stung. 

	I thought being married to another doctor meant understanding, someone who got the late nights and the exhaustion. I didn’t know it meant he’d also be brilliant enough to juggle multiple mistresses. The first was a resident. The last was a nurse. There were five in between. I might still be in the dark if a concerned friend hadn’t tipped me off. I caught them in the parking garage together. He kissed her the way he used to kiss me.

	That’s when I knew. That … and the panic in his eyes when he saw I was watching. 

	 I signed the divorce papers with shaking hands. My ex strolled out of the lawyer’s office whistling, as if he hadn’t noticed the ten years he left behind. But I noticed. 

	All the stupid, little things—the coffee he brought me on the rare Sunday mornings we were both home. Or, the way he knew exactly where to find my ticklish spot.

	For two years, we laughed about having kids. For eight, he found every reason not to. We don’t talk anymore. He lives with the nurse now, a comfortable fifteen-minute drive from the hospital I abandoned, just like I abandoned him and everything else that hurt. 

	 Cady Springs is a twelve-hour drive from Chicago, not that I was counting the minutes it took to get here. If they offered a shuttle to Mars, I would have been on it. 

	A year ago, I would have laughed at myself. I was on the fast track at one of the country’s top hospitals. But now, there’s something wonderful about a place where no one knows who I am or what I’ve lost. It gives me space to start over and catch my breath. Here, no one asks about the prestige of my work, only about the patients. Just the way I like it. 

	 Cady Springs has a small community hospital that overlooks a huge lake, which is nestled at the base of the Rockies and surrounded by ranches. Quaint stores line the main thoroughfare in town. 

	Most of the staff know each other’s families by name. They host monthly barbecues instead of networking events. My first day on the job, the hospital administrator insisted on a potluck. I don’t know if he realized the poor woman bringing in a Jell-O mold collapsed in the middle of the parking lot, but by the time the hot dogs were on the grill, I’d reset her shoulder and signed myself up for an extra shift. 

	 Chicago’s emergency room was chaos, the kind I loved. I’d throw myself in with twelve-hour days, pushing through the endless tide of patients, the hallways like a jigsaw puzzle of gurneys and waiting family members. Time felt elastic there, stretching and squeezing without logic. The only constant was a steady flow of adrenaline in my veins. I never imagined I’d leave it. But here I am. I breathe easier now. 

	Medicine has always been the love of my life, maybe because it makes sense, or maybe because it never cheats. It’s full of risks, but they’re the kind you can calculate. Chest pains at two in the morning. A code blue on Christmas Eve. I can handle that. It’s what I trained for, what I’m good at. Not like marriage, which proved to be the messiest operation of all. 

	Here, they joke that I’m the fastest gun in the West. I can intubate a toddler, relieve a tension pneumothorax, and sew someone up before my morning cup of coffee gets cold. 

	 My ex’s name doesn’t haunt the journal articles I’m not writing anymore. There are no collaborations with him here, no prestigious papers full of ambition. Most of all, there’s no more infidelity. 

	When we first met, he seemed like an ally – a true partner. How did I fall for that? I think of his easy laugh and charming, relentless pursuit. I still can’t figure it out. He was ten years older than me, distinguished and arrogant. Maybe I was too dazzled by the halo of his ego to notice how quickly it turned into a noose. 

	 Cady Springs doesn’t have room for men like him. It barely has room for me. The first few weeks, the pace felt like suffocation. There are slow afternoons where I read half a novel between patients. But the mountain air is cleaner, the coffee stronger, and the people—they aren’t pretending to be anyone other than themselves. I almost envy them for that. 

	The divorce was the most humiliating thing I’ve ever survived. He lied through his teeth until the bitter end, convinced he could still win me back. He left the hospital administrator a voicemail, something about how I’d change my mind once I cooled off. I haven’t cooled off. The burn was exactly what I needed. 

	I’m doing what I want to do, even if I don’t always know what that is. I don’t get swept up in the sentimental lure of things. Not anymore. But it’s hard to argue with the logic of moving on. I’ve seen enough hearts break to know mine won’t be one of them again. Love is for idiots and masochists. Letting yourself be that vulnerable, that open? It’s not romantic. It’s reckless. 

	 Chicago is still there. But I’m not. I’m somewhere much better.

	Miss Snuggles doesn’t care if the laundry isn’t done. She doesn’t care if I remember to call her on my way home or if I’m too busy saving a life to notice it’s our anniversary. She cares if her bowl is empty, which it rarely is, and that’s why she’s the only relationship I have. The only one I trust. I curl up on the couch with her. She’s my sole commitment. Then, on nights when the silence starts to shout, I imagine a love that isn’t messy. I don’t trust it. I’m too smart for that. 

	I made a lot of mistakes with my ex. Love, marriage, believing he was something other than what he was. It won’t happen again. 

	I approach my life like a chess game, strategic and calculating, not one to make the same move twice. Logic is my shield. It keeps me from mistakes I can’t unmake, from opening doors I can’t close. I think, sometimes, it’s what drew me to medicine in the first place—the cold, sharp rationality of it. Blood tests and X-rays don’t lie. Unlike people. 

	When Miss Snuggles gets bored with my
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