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			Chapter 1

			Ewing was keeping an eye on the kids while he changed Billy’s diaper. He’d been getting really good at changing the boy’s diaper since he and the other children came to him. But with six kids, he knew that something could change in a heartbeat, and he’d be right back to square one in learning an entirely new set of rules and standards for them all. He thought that this was the hardest job he’d ever held. And the one with the most benefits. 

			Two weeks ago—he couldn’t believe that it had only been a couple of weeks now. He’d been out taking a walk on his property checking on things and came upon a man stealing his grape starters for the new wine he was planning. At first his plan had been to scare him off, call the police perhaps. But in the end, he’d done so much more than that.

			The man, Ben Kinsley, a bastard of a man had two little girls with him that looked like not only could they use a good bath but a good meal too. As soon as he’d spoken to the man, one of the children, Beth, came running to him and hid behind his legs. He and his bear both could feel her terror. It was all he could do not to kill the man where he stood when the other child, another six-year-old, Rachel, came toward him only to be knocked down and stomped on by the bastard. By the time his brothers showed up, he had them both with him and was ready to become their knight in shining armor for anything that they needed.

			“What do you ‘pose they’re going to do with us today?” He asked Lily, the most worldly seven-year-old he knew what she meant and what reason. “You said this man is going to decide if we can live with you and your family or not until they find the other kids’ parents. What happens if they don’t?”

			“You’ll stay with me, I hope.” She asked him if he was nuts. “Sometimes I think that I am, but we’re doing all right, aren’t we? I mean, nothing bad has happened, and so far, I’ve been able to keep you all alive and fed.”

			“Yeah, you’re doing good about that, but I heard that lady in the bathroom telling her friend that you needed a wife and shouldn’t be taking little girls to the bathroom. I don’t know how she expects us to get all our bits and pieces covered up without you there. All she did was lift her nose at us.” He didn’t comment even though he’d heard the woman talking, too. “You think that you’ll get you a wife, and she’ll be all right with all of us?”

			“She will.” She eyed him like he was a spot on her new dress. “She will. I know it. And if I do have a mate out there, I’m not going to drop you like a hot potato because some woman has a burr up her bottom about me having six kids.” 

			“Uncle Mark said that you were a good man. I didn’t want to believe him, but I think you’re the best.” He kissed her on the cheek and told he that he loved her as well. “Don’t get all sappy on me. You know how I hate that crap.”

			It was their turn to go in and see the judge. All five of the little girls, each one of them a stair step down from the first child, Patty, who was also the oldest. At eight, she’d been hurt more than most people had their entire lives. Both mentally and physically. Once they were seated, the new rule he’d given them, they sat on their hands and didn’t touch each other. They meant no harm when doing that, not that they were teasing one another either, but some of the children were still healing, and touching one of the many wounds would cause a meltdown. He sat little Billy in his car seat on the seat next to him while he slept through his first nap of the day.

			After making sure that the first two children he’d gotten that night were taken care of then little Billy came to him. The infant, only a couple of weeks old then, wouldn’t have made it had it not been for the magic of the women that were in the family nor the bits of blood that he gave the baby too. Billy had been too long without anyone ever caring for him. At four weeks old, he weighed less than the normal nine to nine and a half pounds a one-month-old should weigh. However, he was getting bigger daily. 

			The next three children, little girls, all of them with blond curly hair and varying shades of blue eyes, were brought to the hospital after finding them in an abandoned home with nothing for them to eat, much less drink, when they too were brought to him. They’d been together since, and he wondered daily what he was going to do without them if the judge told him he wasn’t fit to be a father—a single father to them any longer. The door behind him opened, and he saw his family coming in. He asked Mark, his older brother, what he was doing here.

			“You didn’t think we’d let you have all the fun, did you? He hugged them all and was happy when his five sisters-in-law hugged him as well. Ewing was much too busy keeping the kids quiet when the door behind them opened once again, and a group of others came into the room. He told Mark how worried he was. “You’ve got this little brother. Don’t worry. I promise you, you’ve got this.”

			Ewing certainly hoped so. There were days that he wasn’t sure he was doing the right thing with these kids. Then one of them would come up to him and hug him, and he’d be all right until the next near catastrophe came along to have him worrying once again. 

			There really had been some near misses, too. Once, when he’d decided that he needed to just pop into the shower and get ready for the day, one of the kids decided that they’d simply make breakfast for the rest of the kids that were up. It was a mess, and he was still finding batter on walls when she’d burnt her little finger on the stove. No one had ended up in the hospital, nor had anyone had him arrested so he wasn’t sure what kind of disaster he was waiting on to befall them all.

			After standing up and then having a seat when the judge entered, he realized that they weren’t the only ones in the courthouse today to get things cleared away. Making sure that the girls were all right, he thought about the work that was getting more behind every day at home. Ewing wondered if he’d been smart or not in asking the faeries to help him with his grapes. These were the faeries that his family took care of and they would be able to get all the grapes tied up to the wires that held the vines up. He usually did all the work himself in a day or two, but there just hadn’t been any time for much more than the kids in a while. When one of the kids poked him, he turned to look where she pointed.

			“Do you know that man?” He grinned and told Harper that he was the president. “Of what? He sure does dress fancy.”

			“The United States, honey. Pay attention. This might be good for whoever he’s here for.” She rolled her eyes at him, something that he was getting fairly familiar with, having little girls in his home. It could mean one of several things, but he thought that the one being used right now as that he was in over his head. Again. He didn’t particularly care for that look but since he felt like that most of the time, he didn’t disagree with her. Ewing was asked to stand, and he was barely able to get up before his beautiful little girls stood up as well in their seats.

			“You’re not gonna hurt him.” He told Beth that he had this. “I don’t care who he is. He’s not gonna hurt you. You’re all I gots.”

			“You have all those children surrounding you as well as the family here behind you, isn’t that right?” The Judge, Fred Hartman, asked Beth to sit down, but she was on a roll. “What’s your name, little girl? I should have it here, but I don’t…can you please tell me your name, honey?”

			“Beth Carter Cross, but I don’t like the Carter part.” The judge told her that he could understand that. “No, you can’t. No body that wasn’t with us can understand the stuff that we’ve had to do because our parents weren’t fit to have a puppy.” Then Patty started talking.

			“I was going to do this my own way after we voted on it last night—” Patty glared at Beth. “Anyway, we voted and we don’t want to ever leave here without Mr. Ewing. He’s been so good to us that I’m about to pop a button or two. And you know what? I have buttons to pop. We didn’t have not a single sock when we were trapped up inside that nasty house. None of us even had an idea that we’d be around the next day the way those people kept bringing us in and out cages.” She leaned down when Lily spoke to her then Patty looked at the judge. “I’m supposed to tell you that we want to adopt Mr. Ewing as our daddy. I know he’s not but he sure did take us into his house that day. He even says that he loves us. Nobody ever said that to us before him. We get to have baths and food and he even took us all out to a restaurant. I don’t know that he’s going to do that again, but up until that lady yelled at us for hogging up the bathroom, it was going right well.”

			Ewing laughed, and so did the judge and the president. But it was Shippley, Mr. President, that started speaking. 

			“I don’t know that I could have said it better myself, young lady. And I heard about the woman yelling at the lot of you. I think I might have been more upset with her than Ewing was.” Patty asked if they could stay. “That’s not up to me, but this judge right here. And if it matters at all, I couldn’t recommend anyone better for the job than Ewing here. He not only has the patience of a saint with them but also the backing of his family to do right by these children. If my opinion matters, that is.”

			He didn’t know who was more impressed with the vote of confidence, the judge or himself. But Patty apparently wasn’t satisfied with that answer and told him to tell her what she had to do to get to stay with him. The judge cleared his throat, amused that things were going in this direction, Ewing thought.

			“We’ve had very little luck in finding your parents, Miss Patty. I also have it here that Miss Beth and Miss Rachel’s parents are all no longer with us. Young Billy…well, it looks like his parents have no desire to raise him either. The only ones that I do have a bead on are Miss Harper and Miss Lily.” He looked at Patty before going on. “I’m going to talk to you as you’ve been talking with me, young lady, and tell you that all you children will continue to live with the Cross family, Ewing as the main person that will answer for you until such time as we can get to the bottom of the mess that is the families in this thing. Does that mean that he can adopt you today? No, I’m sorry, it does not. But I do know that as soon as I know something, you will as well.”

			“Can we call him daddy?” The judge looked at him just as he was wiping the tears off his cheeks. He told her that would be up to Ewing but he’d bet he’d not mind. “He’s the best, Mr. Judge. The other night…well, I had me an accident. I was having a bad dream, and he was right there for me. Didn’t cuff me upside the head like my parents would have, and didn’t take away none of my food. He just helped me to clean up and while I was taking a shower, he made sure my bed was clean and dried off so I could go back to sleep. He never one time said anything to anyone. I won’t go back to that other kind of house, Mr. Judge. I’ve…we all love him so much and want to stay with him forever.”

			He held Patty while she sobbed to him about how it wasn’t fair. That people shouldn’t have children if they were going to be mean to them. For five minutes, there wasn’t a dry eye in the room. He himself was hurting so badly for the children that were in his care that he might well have run off with them if anyone was coming for them.

			By the time the adoption paperwork for the other four children was completed, they were all exhausted. Billy was doing the best, he supposed, since he seemed to be able to sleep through just about anything but the girls. His girls were so tired even the prospect of having lunch with their favorite uncles and aunts wasn’t enough to pull them out of their funk.

			He hoped that tomorrow would be better. However if anyone asked, he wasn’t counting on it. Ewing had to leave the kids with a sitter for a few hours later this evening to go to the vineyard and check on things. It was a test of sorts to see how much work he could get done without them there to distract him. 

			He was so happy that he’d found a friend in the Applegate family through their daughter Pauline Dixon, whom he’d met at the hospital. The family provided him with endless hand-me-downs as well as advice that he couldn’t get from his family as he was the only one that had all girls but for Billy and the only one with an infant. Just then, he decided that he needed a good long nap.

			~*~

			Liza asked again why it was her that had to go to the Cross house to babysit. She still didn’t have an answer, but she was willing to bet that no one wanted to do it because the kids were brats. She said as much to her older sister, Pauline.

			“I’ve told you this several times, Liza. They’re wonderful children, and they have a good father in Ewing.” She told her that they probably had all the gizmos in the world. “Doubtful any of them have much more than the clothing on their backs. Why are you being such a bitch about this? Christ, I would have loved to have been able to babysit a rich man’s kids for a couple of hours and make the kind of bucks he’s talking about.”

			“He’ll more than likely sue me or something if one of them gets a simple splinter.” Liza knew she was being a bitch, but she had wanted to go to the mall with her friends, not babysit. Besides, there was a cute guy at the movie theater that she wanted to get to know, too. She looked up when Shelby, the second older sister, came into the room. “I have to sit for the Cross kids.”

			“Good for you. I hear that poor Mr. Cross hasn’t been out doing anything since he got them. They’re supposed to be these really nice kids, too.” She said that it was also more than likely a lie concocted because they had money. “Oh, grow up. You’re sixteen. Get your head out of your ass and go sit the kids. You might enjoy it.”

			“Doubtful that anyone would enjoy watching six kids with money.” Shelby asked her if she was pissed off because they had money. “Yes. I’m betting that he only pays about ten bucks an hour for me to go there. I will miss out on fun at the mall and be made fun of because I’m stuck there. I need to get away from this family. Why would anyone think that it’s all right to volunteer anyone for a sitting job when they know that I have a life.”

			“You’re sixteen, as I said. You’re not entitled to a life just yet. Mom volunteered you because you said that you wanted money this summer. Well, you’ll get it this way.” She stomped her foot while leaving the kitchen, where her sister was laughing at her. “What are you going to do when he gives you fifty bucks? Complain about that, too?”

			“I’ll go.” She looked at her sister Megan when she came into the kitchen. “Mom said that you were being a brat and that since you think you’re too good to go babysit for the nicest family around, I’ll do it.”

			“Really?” She nodded, pulling off her sweatshirt in favor of the warmer weather. “Really, and for truly, you’ll do this?”

			“I said that I would, didn’t I? Besides, it will be the perfect way for me to get out of the house and make a few bucks for my next quarter in college. I’m sure that you would be mean to the kids simply because you don’t want to be there.” She told her sister that she would not. “Sure you won’t. Like you weren’t mean to Clay when you watched him for only fifteen minutes. However, if I make some really good bucks off of this, I’m going to rub it in your face for all eternity.”

			“Good. I’m so glad that you’ll do this for me.” Liza was making plans even before she pulled out her cell phone to call her friends. One of the girls had an older brother, Devlin, who was going to be dropping them off at the mall, and she couldn’t have been more happy. She didn’t even feel guilty for her sister taking over the dreaded job because she was going to have herself some fun. “Can I borrow ten bucks in case we can go to the movies?”

			No one in the house would lend her even enough money to get her a cola while the others had pizza at the mall. Family sucked, and she would be so thrilled when she was old enough to leave home. 

			Liza only had a couple more years, and she’d be free. Once she was, she wasn’t ever coming back to this stupid town, even for funerals. Well, maybe for a funeral, but nothing else. They all sucked as far as she was concerned.

			By the time she was picked up, she’d made enough phone calls to let everyone know that she’d been set free. Posting selfies of herself on the web had her doing kissy faces to her followers. Getting into the car, something else that she was going to own soon, they were all headed to the one place where she could be free and herself. 

			The mall around here wasn’t the one that the tourists liked to visit. It was a little more run-down than the one just outside of town, but it was a place that didn’t cater to the stupid and boring people who came to the park a million times a year. She was excited too that the movie theater guy was sitting in one of the big seats outside the movie place and was smoking a cigarette. 

			“Here, have a hit.” It wasn’t a cigarette at all but some pot. Telling the guy—he was even more handsome this close that she didn’t want any had her friends and Vance, the guy, making fun of her. She didn’t want anything to do with drugs. Her family would kill her if they found out, and she knew that they would, and she’d never be able to go out again. 

			“Come on, Liza. Just take a little. It’ll get you all relaxed.” Liza was good at ignoring peer pressure. Simply telling them no had worked before, but this time, it was in front of Vance. Shaking her head she could feel her resolve waning and wondered if she was going to be able to say no all night. “You’re a big baby. What are they going to do, smell it on you? By the time we’re headed home, you’ll be all right, and we’ll have had a good time.”

			“No.” She finally walked away, her heart pounding in her chest enough to make her feel like she was in trouble. Vance came to sit next to her, and he told her it was all right. “I just don’t want to get into trouble. You have no idea how hard it is to have so many sisters and brothers, and they know your every move. Just stop it. All right?”

			When she looked at him, he blew smoke in her face. For a few seconds, no more, she felt good, but that soon wore off, and she felt a pinch to her arm. Turning to yell at the person who had hurt her, she was falling off the chair and onto the mall’s dirty floor. The syringe in his hands made her so terrified that she didn’t know what to do now.

			“You just had to keep saying no, didn’t you? Stupid bitch. You’re not going to fuck up my ability to make a little more cash.” She could hear voices; however, she wasn’t able to respond to them. Her mouth felt nasty, and her entire body felt like it didn’t belong to her. “We’ll have to carry her. She’s too fucking stupid to just do what others told her. Put them in the trunk with that kid Devlin. Moron. Thought he could take me on when we knew what we were doing. As for this bitch,” The kick to her ribs had her crying out. “Put her in the trunk, too. It’s all she deserves for making me have to drug her up.” 

			She was helped to the car by being dragged. Liza could see the other girls that she hung out with. Each of them, too, was being dragged out of the mall. Terror like she’d never felt before made her sick to her stomach, and just as she was getting her feet under her, she felt another pinch to her arm
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