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BOB SAT BACK AS GRISELDA cleared the table after the Cauldron family dinner. Griselda was Pops’s new housekeeper...well, relatively new. She’d been working for him since Grams had died two years before, but she still felt like a new addition to Sunday dinners at the main house. They all liked her, but she didn’t quite fit into the family dynamic the way Grams had.

Pops looked at his six grandsons—all born within five days of one another—and said, “Let’s head into the living room. I want to talk to all of you.”

Bob knew the groan he withheld was being echoed in the minds of his two brothers and his three cousins. They’d all six been raised by Pops and Grams when their parents had gone on a weekend retreat to the Bahamas and died in a plane crash together when the boys were five. And really, his cousins were biologically his brothers. The family was strange for certain. He and his two brothers were triplets, and his cousins were triplets. Their mothers had been identical twins, and so had their fathers. So biologically, that meant they were all siblings, but they were really cousins. As a geneticist, he knew the odds of triplets born to two sets of identical twins was infinitesimal, but it had happened, and he and his brothers and cousins were living proof.

They all moved into the living room to obey their grandfather, a man all six of them had the utmost respect for. If they hadn’t respected him so much, they’d have run for the hills, as they all knew this lecture would be about carrying on the family line, something none of them had jumped to do as of yet. 

As soon as they were seated in the large space, Pops started talking, and even though they all knew what he’d be talking about, they paid rapt attention, trying to act like they cared. That was how much they loved him. Even if they didn’t care about the same things he did, they could pretend, and they did.

“I’m sure you’re wondering why I’ve called you all in here,” Pops started.

“Not really,” Wyatt said, but the others glared at him, and he grew quiet. Wyatt was firmly against marriage and having a family. 

Pops acted as if nothing had happened. He was used to all six boys and their temperaments. “When your parents died, your grams and I took you in without a hesitation. We knew that you six were the future of the ranch, and in some ways, you proved us right. All of you work hard for the ranch and for our annual rodeo and race. You are the best six grandsons a man could ask for.”

“However...” Wyatt said, immediately quieting down when his three cousins and two brothers glared at him in unison. He knew he was supposed to sit quietly through these lectures, but he never seemed to be able to.

Pops once again pretended Wyatt hadn’t spoken. “However, as much as you boys have done for the ranch with your skills and your hard work, you have disappointed me in one aspect. If your grams knew that none of you were married yet, she would be rolling over in her grave.”

“Here it comes!” Wyatt mumbled.

“This ranch has been in the Cauldron family since 1855. For those of you who can’t do math to save your lives, and no one is staring at you, Jim, that’s a hundred and sixty-five years. I’m starting to think that if I want this ranch handed down to my great-grandkids, I’m going to have to adopt some! When are you boys going to get married? Start making some kids? I’m ready to be a great-grandpops, and you’re making it rather difficult by not marrying!”

Wyatt opened his mouth, but Deck kicked him. 

Bob frowned, wishing someone else would say something, but since this was the fifth lecture of that sort since January, he knew it was time to do something drastic. “I plan to be married within a few weeks, Pops.” He could feel every eye in the room on him as he said the words. He hadn’t yet told anyone of his plan, but it was perfect for him.

The man whom he’d been named after, narrowed his eyes at him. “You’ve been dating someone and haven’t introduced her to me yet? When are you bringing her home for Sunday dinner?”

Bob grinned. “I talked to a matchmaker after this lecture two weeks ago. I am going to be introduced at the altar. Some lady back east runs a business called Matchrimony, and she’s bringing me a bride. Wedding is in two weeks.” He wasn’t looking at his brothers or cousins when he made his little announcement, but he knew if he had been, they’d all be looking like they were trying to catch flies in their mouths. 

Pops glared at him for a moment. “Are you serious, boy?”

“Very serious. I’ll marry whomever she brings me, and we will live happily ever after and there will be many more babies to run around the ranch. You satisfied now?” Bob was sure his news would make Pops feel much better about the fact none of them were married yet. 

Pops shook his head. “No, I’m not going to be satisfied until every single one of you is married and has given me a grandbaby or six. This ranch is meant to have children running all over it!”

“Isn’t there a camp field trip coming here next month?” Wyatt asked, unable to control his tongue once again. “There’ll be kids all over it then.”

Pops joined the others in glaring at Wyatt that time. When Deck kicked Wyatt this time, Pops said, “A little harder there, Deck.”

Deck laughed and happily obeyed. He was probably the most caring of all the Cauldrons, but Wyatt could get on anyone’s nerves.

“All right, I want all of you to think about marrying. Soon. I’m getting up there in years, and I want to be young enough to bounce my great-grands on my real knees and not the replacements I’ll need before too terribly long. You hear me?”

Five of the men nodded, but Wyatt stuck his chin out belligerently. He never planned to marry, and they’d all known it for years.

There was a crash from the kitchen and Pops sighed dramatically. “I wonder what Griselda broke this time.”

“She probably tripped over her feet when she was trying to make you the best dessert you’ve ever tasted,” Ted said with a grin. “She has a crush on you, Pops.”

“Don’t be silly. Women do not have crushes on men my age.” Pops glared at Ted, but they all knew better. Griselda had a crush, and she was hot to trot for Pops. None of them wanted to think too hard on it though, because ew, but it was hard not to know.

“Maybe you should try to father those kids you want to repopulate the ranch,” Jim said. “You’re not too old to have more kids.”

Pops rolled his eyes and went to the kitchen to see what had happened with Griselda. They could hear him using a soothing tone with her, as the six cousins looked at one another. Bob shook his head. “I probably shouldn’t have told Pops my plans yet, but I didn’t know what else to say to get him off our cases.”

Wyatt shook his head. “He’s never going to be off our cases. Well, not mine anyway, because I’m never getting married.”

Jim frowned at Wyatt. “You’re being a pill tonight, Wyatt. I’m open for marriage if love finds me, but I’m not sure it ever will, so I’ll just leave it at that.” Jim trained the horses that Bob bred. They raised the best horses in the country when it came to horse racing. Bob was a geneticist, and he was careful about lineage.

Ted shrugged. “I don’t care one way or the other really, so I’ll get married if the right girl comes along.” Ted was the only one of the cousins to live in the big house with Pops. He was the manager of the ranch, always crunching numbers. 

Bob looked at his cousins. He’d heard from his brothers, Jim and Ted. Now it was time to hear what the others were doing. 

Deck had been sitting quietly through it all, only kicking when certain people needed to be kicked. “I’ve always wanted a dozen kids. I’m in.”

Cade looked at his brother as if he’d grown horns. “A dozen?”

Deck shrugged. “Half-dozen then. I’m not picky. I like kids and becoming a father seems like the least-creepy way to hang out with them. You know?”

Cade crossed his arms over his chest. “Sorry, it’s just hard to wrap my head around you being a dad, or any of us getting married, I guess.” Bob could tell his cousin was worried about the future, but there was nothing new about that.

Wyatt didn’t wait to be asked. “I’m still not getting married. I don’t care what you all do. I know marriage is not for me.”

Bob felt a corner of his mouth pull upward in a half-grin. “What do you boys wanna bet that Wyatt’s married before the annual rodeo is over.” If it didn’t happen quick enough, he was happy to nudge it along in the right direction. 

“I’ll see whatever bet you put down,” Wyatt said. “I’m not marrying no way, no how. I have a thousand dollars down to start.” Wyatt was the gambler of the group, and the others all knew it. He rarely lost a bet.

Bob grinned. “I’ll see that thousand.”

“I’m not marrying this year or next. It’s not happening, and if you think it is, you’re nuttier than a squirrel.” 

Pops walked back into the room then, and sat down in the chair he’d ignored earlier. “She dropped a dozen eggs, and when she tried to catch the last one and keep it from falling on the floor, she knocked a bowl off the counter as well. I swear, I miss your grams more with every minute I spend with that woman.”

Ted frowned. “Give her a chance, Pops. Just because she’s not Grams doesn’t mean that she’s not worth loving.”

Pops’s eyes looked sad when he answered. “When you’ve found the love of your life and had fifty years with her, you know you can’t settle for anything less. No, I’m not marrying again, no matter what you fool boys say.”

Bob shrugged. “We just want you to be happy, Pops, and whatever that takes is what we are looking for.” He got to his feet. “I’m heading home. We have a stallion coming in tomorrow from Rush Creek Ranch, and I want to breed him to Lilac Lady. They’re going to have the fastest foals in all of Montana.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Pops said. No one ever questioned Bob’s ability to breed the fastest horses around. 

“Goodnight!” Bob called as he headed out the back door and across the ranch. He only wished he could study his prospective bride’s bloodline the way he had the horses’. He wanted to make sure his children were as well-bred as his horses.

* * *
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TESSA WALKED INTO THE principal’s office and sat down in the hot seat across from his desk. She and Keith had dated for three years before he’d announced he was going to marry her sister. This was the third time she’d been called into his office in as many weeks. “Yes, Mr. Burton?”

“I’ve had a parent complain about you once again, Miss Stanton.”

Tessa knew better, but she also knew that he was trying to force her out of her job. Her sister hated the idea of the two of them working together now that they’d split up. “Is that so?”

Keith nodded. “It is. Little Jeremy Seller’s parents think you’re not doing all you can for him.”

Tessa closed her eyes. The complaint was probably real. “Little Jeremy Seller’s parents refuse to believe he is a low functioning autistic and will probably never speak. They have very unrealistic expectations for what speech will do for him.” She kept her voice calm, and she was proud of that fact.

“Maybe they do, but they don’t feel like you’re doing all you can to help him. They are against him using a device that will speak for him in school, and yet you’ve made it part of his IEP.”

She sighed. “It’s the only way he can communicate. If they’d be open to him using one at home, he could actually respond to them when they talk to him. They’re refusing to give him the chance to communicate, and I only have his best interests in mind.” She’d argued with Jeremy’s parents until she was blue in the face. He needed to be able to communicate, but he couldn’t verbalize.

He shook his head. “You need to work with the parents and do what they want for their child.”

“Even if what they want isn’t in his best interest? How am I supposed to live with myself if I don’t take care of the boy?” she asked. He would spend his life in solitude if he couldn’t communicate, and Jeremy responded so well to the assist device.

“I don’t care whether you can live with yourself or not. You do what the parents want you to do, and that’s all there is to it. I’m going to have to write you up again.”

Tessa got to her feet. “Of course, you are. Why don’t I just give my resignation? I’m sure you’ve been interviewing people to take my place anyway.”

He nodded. “Of course, I have. I knew you’d stop doing your job properly as soon as I asked your sister to marry me.”

She closed her eyes and counted to ten. “You know, if you’d been dating her for three years before you asked her to marry you, I wouldn’t have thought anything of it. Instead you dated me for three years and then asked my sister to marry you. Isn’t that a little bit odd?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “My resignation will be on your desk first thing in the morning. I’ll work out my two weeks, but nothing more.” There was no way she could continue to work with him with the way he was treating her.

She left his office and walked down the hall to her best friend’s. Knocking quickly, she opened the door. Joy was the only counselor for the K-8 school, and she and Tessa had been best friends since grad school. Tessa sat down across from her friend, and waited for her to look up from the paperwork she was so intent on. 

“What happened?” Joy asked as soon as she saw Tessa’s face. “You look mad.”

“I just tendered my resignation. One of the parents complained that I’m not doing my job properly, and I’m putting things into IEPs that they don’t want.”

Joy closed her eyes and shook her head. “Don’t tell me. Jeremy Seller? I was in that IEP meeting with you, and they refused to believe that having a device speaking for him was the best thing for him. They’d rather he couldn’t communicate at all.”

“I know. He’s locked inside himself with no way to express his needs without that machine, and they refuse to see it. They say I’m not doing my job properly because he’s in third grade and can’t speak. They sent me a letter last week, and I offered to meet with them, but instead they talked
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