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      1976. A new year. A new rodeo season. Time for hard work to pay off.

      Thursday night found Levi Banks at the Travis County Fairgrounds on the outskirts of Austin, Texas. He backed up his chestnut quarter horse, Chunk, into the back of the box at the end of the arena, preparing for his final practice run of the day. Bob Forney, one of the men from No Bull Roughstock Supply, loaded another steer into the chute, as Chunk danced beneath Levi, eager to run.

      Levi’s hazer, Cooter Craw, was the best a bulldogger could ask for. As a friend, he was even better. Cooter nodded from the box on the other side of the steer, indicating he was ready. In turn, Levi nodded to Forney.

      As the calf burst from the chute, Levi noticed movement out of the corner of his eye. Olivia Marsh. His heart stumbled a beat, and Cooter took off, catching Levi off guard. A split second behind, he put his heels to Chunk’s sides. His horse scrambled out of the box, galloping after the steer.

      On his best black and white Pinto, Cooter rode hard to keep the steer running straight, but with Levi and Chunk playing catch-up, the calf veered too far to the left. If Levi had been smart, he’d have pulled Chunk up short. Diving off a galloping horse onto an animal with horns was dangerous enough without pushing a bad situation.

      But this was the last practice he’d get before the first rodeo of the spring series kicked off the next day.

      At least that was the excuse he went with instead of blaming his actions on ego, and a stupid, childish need of his to show off to the woman who’d made it abundantly clear that she wouldn’t spare the energy to piss on him if he struck a match and lit himself on fire.

      He pressed Chunk faster. Leaning out of the saddle, he dropped into the hole, his arm across the steer, his right foot still in the stirrup. At the point of no return, Chunk surged a little too hard, a little too fast, cutting off the steer. The steer skidded to a stop.

      Levi cussed, his body landing too far forward to wrap his hands around the horns. His boots slid through the deep arena dirt, the steer’s horn catching his shirt and raking across his ribs. Levi hissed, sucking up the pain.

      Tumbling to the ground, he managed to tuck and roll, jamming his shoulder hard enough to bruise, but not hard enough to dislocate.

      He grunted as he lay flat on his back in the dirt. He chanced a glance at Olivia. She had a supercilious grin on her face as she turned and walked away. Cooter rounded up the steer as Chunk ambled over and nibbled at the tear in Levi’s shirt. The gelding pulled on the ripped cotton, tearing the hole even wider.

      “Thanks, asshole.” Levi scrunched his fingers through Chunk’s forelock and gave him a pat on the flat of his jaw.

      Slowly, Levi rolled to his hands and knees and stood, dirt raining down.

      Cooter and his horse trotted over. “If you were tryin’ to impress the ladies, I think ya missed your mark.”

      Levi retrieved his hat and knocked off the dirt. “I’m not trying to impress nobody.”

      “Good thing.”

      Levi chuckled and he felt it in his stiffening shoulder. “You’re an asshole, too.” He gathered up his reins and led Chunk out of the arena.

      Cooter laughed and dismounted, catching up with Levi. Together they returned to the barn. Levi wanted to give Chunk a good brush out and a bath now that it had warmed up.

      “I’d sure like to know what ya did to piss that Marsh woman off,” Cooter said, his West Texas drawl as thick as it had always been. He spat a wad of tobacco, aiming for the scurrying dung beetle. “Usually she’s right even-tempered for a woman.”

      “Best not let her hear you say that. You think she’s mad now?” Levi stopped at his stall and started untacking Chunk. “For your information, I didn’t do anything. She’s probably mad because she still hasn’t found someone she trusts to manage her stock on the road.”

      Cooter looked at Levi thoughtfully and spat again for good measure. The old man scratched at the gray-grizzled stubble along his sun-weathered jaw. “Naw,” Cooter said at last. “Ain’t that. She’s got her back up and her claws out like a woman scorned. Trust me. I’ve seen enough of ‘em in my time. I’d rather wrestle a rabid wolf than tangle with one of them.”

      Well, damn. That didn’t bode well. “That may be, Coot, but for some reason, she’s latched onto me as her designated whipping boy.”

      Cooter got a knowing, sly glimmer in his old, rheumy eyes. “That’s the kind of woman you want to tame and take to bed. If you’re man enough.”

      That the old man directly contradicted himself wasn’t lost on Levi. He threw his head back and laughed. “That kind of woman chews you up and spits you out. There’s no taming that woman even if I wanted. Which I don’t.”

      It was Cooter’s turn to laugh. He collected his paint horse. As he walked away, he said, “You keep telling yourself that.”

      Levi didn’t have to. He’d learned a hard lesson after breaking things off with Patty Bennett. That lesson? He still hadn’t gotten over Cora Hayes. Probably never would. How could he love another woman when his heart was still broken?
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      Once again, the rodeo crowd had taken over a local bar for the weekend, outnumbering the locals by three to one. In a dark corner of the Rough Rider, a country bar like any other, Olivia nursed a cheap, warm bottle of beer that tasted like watered down piss. She glanced around. Neon beer signs, jukebox, a scrap of wood on the ground people called a dance floor. Tight jeans and low-cut shirts. People laughing. People crying in their beer.

      A local boy who had been eying her for the past thirty minutes must have consumed enough liquid courage because he stood, hitched up his jeans, and sauntered her way. Literally, sauntered. He’d watched one too many John Wayne movies.

      “Ma’am.” He tipped his jet-black cowboy hat. Everyone wanted to be the bad cowboy.

      Olivia leaned back and finished the last of her beer. “Can I help you?”

      The man got a grin on his face, and if Olivia squinted a bit, she might be able to call him cute. She squinted. Okay, maybe not.

      He pointed to her beer. “Can I buy you another?”

      “Thanks, but I was about to leave.” Olivia weighed the cheap price of a beer to the heavy toll of making idle chitchat while almost too exhausted to lift the bottle, much less flirt, dance, or have sex. Other women might gladly take him up on his offer.

      “It’s early yet, beautiful.” The man confidently fed her the line as if the compliment had worked many times before. He pulled out a chair and went to sit down when a meaty hand clamped down on his shoulder. The man stilled and glanced over his shoulder at Levi Banks.

      Great. She’d take the John Wayne wanna-be over Banks. The piece of shit.

      “Beat it, buddy,” Levi said.

      When a man wrestled six-hundred-pound animals for a living, people tended not to mess with them.

      The man looked like he’d quickly calculated his options and chose the one that meant life. “She your girl or something?” He must have needed that final confirmation.

      “Something like that,” Levi said.

      Olivia decided an unknown beat the devil she already knew. “Hardly.”

      One final cutting look from Levi and the wanna-be left.

      Levi held two frosty mugs of dark draft in his hand. He placed one in front of her and sat.

      She accepted the beer, because, hey, good, cold beer shouldn’t go to waste. “What are you doing?”

      With half a smile he said, “What’s it look like I’m doing?”

      Olivia didn’t have to squint or drink a gallon of beer to appreciate the way Levi filled out a pair of Wranglers or the way his crooked smile added to his so-called charm. She could see why her cousin had fallen for him not too long out of high school. Good thing Olivia knew the truth about him or she might be sorely tempted to take him to her bed for a quick tumble or two.

      “I’m not going to sleep with you.” Maybe if she said it out loud, both he and her subconscious would get the message.

      Levi grinned—full on—and Olivia’s heart betrayed her and kicked at her sternum like a damn mule. He took a long drag on his beer, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the play of his throat. His grin got impossibly wider when he caught her staring. “Don’t flatter yourself, boss lady.”

      Boss lady. That got Olivia’s back up, and her laugh came out bitter around the burned edges. “You’re telling me that if I invited you back to my motel room, you’d say no?” Olivia expected him to disagree, after all, the rodeo had no shortage of randy cowboys.

      His cocky smile fell away. “What do you have against me anyway?”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know enough.”

      In Olivia’s opinion, any man who didn’t want to have anything to do with his own kid, especially one as cute as Clementine, wasn’t the kind of man Olivia needed in her life, even if he could scratch an itch. She held his gaze as Levi eyed her over the top of his beer.

      “How? How do you ‘know enough?’”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Does to me.”

      She hadn’t expected he’d be man enough to admit that.

      “Until you took over for Scottie Hines, I’ve never even talked to you, yet you hated me from the outset.”

      “Hate is a very strong word.”

      His expression never changed, but the tick of muscle beneath one eye said she was trampling his patience. “Strongly disliked.”

      Someone turned the jukebox up. Olivia had to lean forward and practically shout when she said, “You used to date my cousin.”

      “Who?” Levi hollered back.

      “Mae,” Olivia said. “Mae Jordan.”

      Levi’s mouth went flat, and he might have muttered a curse, but not loud enough to be heard over the jukebox and the general hubbub of the crowd. “Nice girl, but you gotta know that if her lips are moving, she’s lying, right?”

      Yep. Certifiable, grade A asshole. “Is that any way to talk about—” Olivia cut herself off. She wouldn’t get anywhere going there with him. Lord knew Mae never had.

      “Talk about what?”

      “Never mind.”

      Levi leaned back and took another drag from his beer. “How is old Mae these days?”

      Olivia choked and spit out her beer. “Dead.”
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      Friday night at the rodeo had always been Levi’s favorite. Even more so than Sunday night when the checks were on the line. Fridays were a time of hope and anticipation for the weekend to come. Even the energy of the crowd differed. And even after his years of junior, amateur, and professional rodeo, Levi still got a slight twist in his gut in the time leading up to his run.

      That knot of tension didn’t worry him. The tension told him that what he did for a living still mattered.

      In the barn aisle, Levi adjusted the pad beneath Chunk’s saddle and tightened the girth. A few aisles over, Cora’s larger-than-life laugh blasted through the general noise of the competitors getting ready for their events. Horses whinnied, and Smokey Dunn’s pissy mare kicked at her stall, the bang, bang, bang, echoing throughout the barn.

      Cooter came by and leaned an arm across Chunk’s withers. “Ya doing okay?”

      Levi took the tail of his latigo and tucked it into the keeper on his saddle. “The usual Friday night jitters. I’ll be —”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about, and ya know it, son.” With a finger, Cooter nudged up the brim of his sweat and dirt-smudged cowboy hat.

      Levi should have never told Cooter about Mae’s death, but the old man had known her in those early days before Levi had gone pro. As such, he felt he’d owed the old man the courtesy of the notification.

      Way back then, Cooter had been the only one he’d shown the engagement ring he’d bought for Mae before their relationship had tanked. His friend had been privy to how hard it had been for Levi to break it off in the end, and he’d witnessed Mae’s pre-breakup downward spiral turn into an ugly, gut-wrenching nosedive.

      One she hadn’t been able to pull out of.

      Apparently, in Mae’s case, rock-bottom meant six feet under.

      “It’s almost been a year since she died.”

      “Yeah, and ya found out about her dying last night. It’s okay to let yourself grieve. Deep down, Mae was a good girl.”

      “A troubled girl. I couldn’t love her enough —” Levi’s throat got tight and his voice caught, even after so much time. Even after he’d discovered what true love was. Fuck. “Maybe if I’d—”

      “No, son. Don’t be letting your mind go there. That ain’t your burden to bear. If you’da hung on any tighter, she’d have sunk you just as surely as that hunk of ice sunk the Titanic.”

      “If things had been different, if she had accepted the help, maybe then—”

      “You can’t force people to change. They gotta want it for themselves.”

      Levi pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed at his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. Cooter was right. Didn’t make accepting the truth any easier.

      Cooter patted Chunk on his muscular neck and stepped back. “Time to get your head on straight. Those steers ain’t gonna wrestle themselves.”

      Clearing his throat, Levi said, “Yeah, sure.”

      Because he had time to spare, Levi warmed Chunk up in the practice arena. After he finished, to clear his mental cobwebs and get his head into the game, he rode Chunk to a field behind the rodeo grounds, a place where the cheers of the crowd faded, and the announcer sounded a world away.

      Time must’ve gotten away from him because the next thing Levi knew, Cooter had ridden out to the edge of the field and whistled for him. He glanced up, and Cooter hitched a thumb over his shoulder toward the arena.

      Levi put his heels to Chunk’s sides and started trotting back. To save time, he cut through the outdoor pens where the roughstock were kept.

      Olivia worked the chutes off to his right in preparation for the steer wrestling. A man with a little girl—maybe two or three-years-old—carried a small suitcase, his other hand wrapped firmly around the girl’s wrist, half dragging her along.

      “Ollie, Ollie.” The little girl broke free from the man’s grasp and ran toward Olivia.

      A husband? No, the kid hadn’t called her mommy. A boyfriend then?

      Olivia looked up, confusion on her face, and happiness—then she saw the man and froze.

      The man didn’t look as much happy to see Olivia as he looked relieved. She caught the little girl up in her arms and held her tight to her chest, giving the kid a kiss on the top of her head. Levi turned away and headed for the main arena.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Randy?” Olivia’s voice carried over the rattle and clank of the chutes and the bawling of the cattle. The distress in her voice had Levi turning his horse in the aisle to watch. Something wasn’t right.

      The man, or Randy, apparently, tried to hand Olivia the suitcase, but she refused to take it. Randy’s face turned the color of the pickled beets Levi’s grandma always ate. He dumped the suitcase at her feet.

      The girl cried out, “No, no. Dat mine!”

      Levi pushed Chunk into a trot and rode up to Olivia. “Is there a problem?”

      No one answered him or looked his way except for the waif of a girl with blond ringlets around her head like a living halo. The girl squealed, her face lighting up at the sight of Chunk. “Horsey, horsey.”

      Olivia ignored the kid, and him, but held on tight as the girl struggled to be put down. “You can’t do this,” Olivia said to Randy.

      “You’re right,” Randy said, “I can’t do this. I tried. I can’t.”

      “You promised.”

      The girl put her little hands on Olivia’s face to get her undivided attention. “Ollie, there’s a horsey.”

      “Clementine, baby, please—”

      “I no baby. Look.” She turned Olivia’s head until Chunk and Levi were in Olivia’s line of sight. “Horsey.”

      Levi dismounted, looking Randy up and down, the man’s face somehow familiar, yet not. Always good with names and faces, Levi was certain he’d never met the man before.

      “You need me to get rid of this guy?” Levi asked Olivia.

      One of Olivia’s stockmen waved his hat to get her attention and called out, “We’ve got to get the steers to the arena. We’re holding up the show.”

      “Give me a second,” Olivia hollered back. Then she tried to hand the little girl back to Randy. The guy backed away, his hands up, his eyes wide as if she held a rattlesnake in her hands, not a little girl. “Randy, you can’t do this. You promised your sister.” Her words came out more like a plea.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I just can’t. It’s past time her father stepped up.” Randy turned and walked away.

      Clementine made grabby hands toward Chuck, leaning so far out of Olivia’s arm’s Levi worried she’d take a tumble. He stuck a hand out to catch her if she fell.

      “Marsh,” another one of Olivia’s stockmen called out. “We’ve got to go!”

      Olivia still hadn’t answered Levi. He put his hand on her shoulders and turned her to him. “You want me to stop that guy?”

      “What?” Olivia asked as if she’d only now realized he was standing there.

      “That guy. Do you want me to stop him?”

      By the stricken expression on her face, she needed a lot more than for Levi to stop Randy from leaving.

      “Now, Marsh,” the stockman called out again.

      Despite her disdain for Levi, or maybe because of it, he wanted to help her. Almost needed her to let him help. Maybe he had an untapped masochistic side. “What’s going on?” Levi asked. “What do you need?”

      Olivia shoved Clementine into his arms and to Levi’s horror said, “I need you to take your daughter.”
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      Olivia strode over to the chutes and started opening gates and herding the steers on through. Levi chased after her with Clementine in his arms.

      A part of her felt guilty dumping Clementine on him like that, but what made her feel even more guilty was the sense of relief. Clementine wasn’t Olivia’s responsibility, and though Mae had extracted a promise from Randy under duress to take care of Clementine if anything were to happen to her, Clementine really wasn’t Randy’s responsibility either.

      Now that Mae was gone, it was long past time for Clementine’s father to step up to the plate. What was worse, Levi hadn’t even recognized his own kid. The pictures Mae had sent him of Clementine had to be almost a year or so old. Sure, Clementine had grown and changed, that’s what kids did, but she was far from unrecognizable. Not with Mae’s big blue eyes, that shock of bright, blond hair, and that heart-melting smile.

      “Olivia. Olivia.” Levi caught up with her, catching a hand around her elbow, forcing her to stop. He tried to hand Clementine back, but the child clung to him like a little monkey. “You have a lot of explaining to do.”

      “I think it’s pretty self-explanatory. Unless your daddy didn’t tell you that old story about the birds and the bees.” She turned up the volume on her sarcasm. “You see when a boy loves a girl, he puts his—”

      “Fuck. I know how it works, Liv.”

      “It’s Olivia.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” Clementine parroted like a salty old macaw.

      “Baby, that’s not a nice word,” Levi said.

      “Fuckity, fuck, fuck.”

      “They’re sponges at this age,” Olivia said. “You’ve got a watch your language.”

      Levi’s expression laid flat on his face. “Clearly.”

      “Marsh,” a stockman called out. “You trying to get your contract canceled?”

      “I’ve got to go.” Olivia kissed Clementine on her soft cheek and said to the little girl, “Be good.”

      When she walked away again, Levi called out, but he didn’t chase after her. “What am I supposed to do? I’ve got to ride.”

      Olivia turned, walking backward down the aisle. “You do what everyone else in her life has done. You deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      You deal. Olivia’s words rattled around Levi’s brain. He didn’t know what kind of sick joke Olivia was playing but he’d deal with her after his run.

      Levi tried to put Clementine down and have her walk with him while he led Chunk. But herding a hundred feral cats would have been easier. She darted after everything that caught her eye.

      After the second time he took something filthy from her hand, Levi decided to change things up.

      “All right, Pix,” Levi said, shortening pixie for a nickname. It seemed to suit her since she was as light as a fairy and nearly as dainty. How the hell could anyone believe that a man his size could father a kid so tiny? If she even was his kid. Seriously, he’d been careful to the point of obsession.

      He picked her up and swung her into his saddle, her frilly pink dress floated down to her knees, her pint-size pink cowgirl boots hitting her mid-shin. She giggled and laughed and held on tight to the horn.

      Chunk turned his head around and sniffed the tip of her boot. Clementine wiggled in the saddle and slapped her hand on the cantle behind her. “Giddy up, horsey.”

      Chunk stared at Levi with his big brown eyes as if to say, “Really?”

      Levi clucked to him and started walking again. Clementine squealed and laughed as Levi clamped a hand around her ankle to make sure she didn’t slip off. What the hell was he going to do with her when he had to compete?

      Beneath the stands, the concourse was thick with horses and competitors coming and going, the din of the echoing voices making it difficult to hear. He had to keep glancing over at Clementine to make sure the loud noises didn’t scare or upset her, but the grin that balled up her cheeks told him that she was dealing with the situation much better than he was.

      From atop his horse, she gave anyone who passed by a little princess wave, the kind the teen girls gave when circling the arena after being crowned rodeo princess. Had the kid ever met a stranger?

      “Hey, Levi.” Ian Murphy called out to him from his perch on top of the chutes. The rodeo photographer raised his ever-present camera and snapped a shot of Clementine on Chunk. “You’re starting to date them a little young, aren’t you?”

      Levi couldn’t help but chuckle. “You got a minute?” If Levi didn’t hurry, he’d miss his go-round.

      Ian climbed off the rails and dropped to the ground, capping his lens. “For you, buddy, anything.”

      Chunk halted when Levi stop walking. He tossed his reins over his horse’s head and lifted Clementine from the saddle. “I need you to watch her until I’m finished riding. Her name is Clementine.”

      Ian gave him a funny look, somewhere between incredulity and oh-hell-no.

      “I can explain,” Levi said, then realized he was essentially in the dark as well. As soon as he caught up with Olivia, he’d drag the information out of her if he had to. “Actually, I can’t. At least not yet.”

      Squatting down, he told Clementine, “I need you to stay with my friend, Ian. I’ll be back real soon, and then we’ll get something to eat. Okay?”

      Clementine nodded. “Otay.” She reached up and took hold of Ian’s pinkie finger.

      Ian turned green around the gills. “This isn’t funny, man.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “I don’t know anything about taking care of kids.”

      “You think I do?”

      “What if she needs her diaper changed?” Panic crept into Ian’s voice.

      Levi didn’t even know if she wore diapers. The fact he’d never thought to ask screamed at how bad he was at taking care of little humans.

      To Clementine, he asked, “Do you wear diapers?”

      She shook her head and pulled up the hem of her dress, exposing her matching pink panties. “I wears big girl panties.”

      “You can’t show your panties in public,” Levi said.

      “But they’s pwetty.” Clementine raised her dress again to show him. Then she turned so Ian could see. “Pink is for pwincesses.”

      Ian glanced away, sweat breaking out on his forehead even as he tried to suppress his amusement, but a grin slipped free. “You heard her. Pink is for pwincesses.” Ian purposely mangled the pronunciation. “You can’t argue with that logic.”

      “Give me twenty minutes. Thirty tops. And I’ll come back and find you.”

      “Don’t leave me hanging, man.”

      “I promise I’ll be right back.” That is if he couldn’t find a deep, dark hole to climb into. Somehow, someway, someone had made a huge mistake.

      He’d get this sorted.

      He had to.

      As he waited his turn, his brain started putting the pieces together. If Olivia thought Clementine was his kid, it didn’t take much mental calculation by a rocket scientist, or even a simple, homegrown steer wrestler to figure out Mae was the kid’s mother. Now that the initial shock had worn off and his brain had kind of kicked back in, that was the only reasonable conclusion.

      Which might explain why Olivia thought he was such an asshole, dead-beat dad. Well her ire needed to be pointed at the kid’s real father, not him.

      Knowing Mae, there was no telling how many lies she’d fed Olivia. Quite a few, from the looks of it.

      Anger replaced his lingering grief over Mae’s death. How could Mae do that to him? More importantly, how could she lie to an innocent child?

      Levi’s ride finished in a blur, his increasing anger pushing him harder. Chunk was on the steer in minimal strides, and Levi had his hands around the horns, taking them to the ground in record time. In fact, his personal best.

      But he couldn’t take any pleasure in it, not when fury fueled him.

      Cooter walked over leading his horse. He clapped Levi on the shoulder. “Damn fine run, son.”

      Shaking the man’s hand, Levi forced enthusiasm into his voice. “Couldn’t do it without a good hazer.”

      “Ain’t nothin’.” Then Cooter focused on Levi, and the congratulatory smile slipped off the old codger’s face. “Still having woman problems?”

      Levi pulled his reins from around Chunk’s neck. “Yeah, and I think they just doubled.”
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      Back at her motel room later that night, Olivia finished the peanut butter sandwich she’d made for dinner. It was about time to check on Levi and Clementine and see how they’d fared for the evening.

      While she was still pissed at Randy for taking advantage of the local stop on the rodeo’s tour to dump Clementine on her, she had to keep in mind that Randy had lasted almost a year—months longer than she’d expected.

      After Mae had died, Olivia had bet Randy wouldn’t last a day, but he’d surprised her. Today, she’d put Levi to the test. She’d have to see if Levi would make it past the twenty-four-hour mark before he cried uncle as well.

      A knock came at her motel room door. She brushed the time-worn, paper-thin curtains aside and peeked out. Rusty Dennard. Good guy. Smart guy. Crappy rodeo cowboy.

      Olivia released the door chain, flipped the lock, and opened the door. “Hey, Rusty.”

      “Evening, ma’am.” Rusty had his best cowboy hat in his hand. He only wore it out to the bars, though he didn’t smell like he’d been drinking. “Sorry to be bothering you so late.”

      “It’s not that late, and you’re almost ten years older than I am. You don’t have to call me ma’am.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Rusty’s smile turned apologetic. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      Olivia waved him off. “It’s fine. I don’t mind. I just didn’t want you feeling obligated.”

      “I appreciate that, ma’am.”

      “You can’t help yourself. Can you?”

      His toothy grin spread, the tips of his lips turning up. “No, ma’am.”

      Opening the door wider, Olivia stepped back and invited him in. Rusty kicked the dirt off his boots against the door sill and stepped over the threshold, a few early-season mosquitoes following him in.

      Rusty took the chair at the small table in front of the window, and Olivia sat across from him on the bed. She really needed to check on Clementine. She made a get-on-with-it gesture with her hand. “What can I do for you, Rusty? “

      “I’m done. With the rodeo. With bronc riding. As much as I wanted to be like my daddy, I don’t have what it takes to be a champion. Besides, it’s hard to live up to a ghost.”

      Olivia didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t like they were friends, though he’d ridden plenty of No Bull stock over the years. “I’m sorry to hear that, but what does that have to do with me?”

      “I can’t hardly feed my wife and kid on what I make on the circuit. Hell, I can hardly feed myself. It’s time I got a real job and stopped chasing the dream my daddy had for me.” Rusty fiddled with the snakeskin band around the crown of his hat, then glanced back up at her, his gaze somehow both solemn yet determined. “This is me, asking for a job.”

      Before she could ask him any questions, his nervousness must have gotten the better of him because he started making a case for himself. “Look, I know you’ve been in a bind since...”

      “You can say it. Since Scottie Hines was arrested for assaulting Cora.”

      “I didn’t want to beat a dead horse.” He gave her a sorry-about-the-shitty-employee kind of shrug. “Thought you might need a new guy. I can haul the animals. I can do the logbooks. I can clean. I can feed. I’m good with animals. Good with a wrench. Hell, I’ll do anything you need. I know you already got guys who can do Scottie’s job. I’m not asking for that. I just need something steady. A paycheck my family can count on.”

      While Bob Forney and Jim Thomas were dependable, hard-working guys, part of the reason she was still on the road with the roughstock was that those men weren’t exactly Harvard material. To make matters worse, she really needed to get back to the ranch before the calves and foals were born.

      “Tell you what,” Olivia said, “why don’t you show up at the stockyard at six tomorrow morning? Starting wages. I pay on Fridays. No promises for anything permanent, but I’ll give you a shot.”

      Rusty let out a heavy breath. He glanced away and swallowed hard, and stuck out his hand for her to shake, his voice still rough when he said, “Thanks. I won’t let you down.”

      “No,” Olivia said, with confidence, “I don’t believe you will.”
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      Levi sat at the dinette in the shell camper on his pickup truck and nursed a beer that had gone warm while he’d put an over-tired three-year-old to sleep. Exactly, how had he ended up with a tiny human his bed?

      He had so many questions for Olivia, but she’d disappeared by the time he’d cooled Chunk down and had a chance go searching for her.

      Leaning against the back wall, he watched the little girl sleep. How the hell had everyone in this girl’s life failed her? How could her uncle dump her? Where were her grandparents? More importantly, where was Clementine’s real father?

      If Levi ever got his hands on the bastard who’d left her behind, the man might barely survive. Or
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