
  
    [image: Second Chance Cowboy]
  


  
    
      Second Chance Cowboy

      
        COWBOY WANTED

        BOOK TWO

      

    

    
      
        BA TORTUGA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Turtlehat Creatives]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

    

    
      
        Want More?

      

      
        About BA

      

      
        Also Available from BA

      

      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      The Second Chance Cowboy

      Copyright © 2024 BA Tortuga

      Cover Art Illustration by Alexandria Corza. Used with permission.

      Editing by Sue Meadows

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this eBook may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. For information electronic address Turtlehat Creatives help@turtlehatcreatives.com

      Printed in the United States of America.

      ISBN: 978-1-953438-84-3

      1st Edition Turtlehat Creatives 2024

    

  


  
    
      For Michelle, Steve, Jay, and Mike. They know why.

      As always, to my wife.

      I’d love to thank my editor, Sue; my alpha readers, Jaymi, Kim,  Michael, and NolaKim; and my Ream supporters: Aliana, Ann Alaskan, Debbie, Dyan, Energymomma, KayMTee, LisaG, RhondaN, Sue Brown, and Xaneria Ann.

      Y’all make me better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, this is a weird one, babe.” Tom walked into Koby Foster’s home office, a sheaf of papers in his hand.

      Koby glanced up from his computer where he’d been studying a ranch in Rangely that was selling their beef themselves, cutting out the middleman. “A weird what?” His lover, Tom, did all his spreadsheets and websites and answered his phone and emails. So it could be anything.

      “The Cowboy Wanted request I just got.”

      “Yeah?” He sat back in his chair, grinning even as his spine popped and crackled. Oh, that part was fun as hell. “Tell.” He did love his side business, Cowboy Wanted LLC. It gave him something to think about besides ranch work, and it never failed to make Tom smile.

      “Cowboy needed for escort to Cattleman’s Ball. Must be between twenty-five and thirty-five, handsome, well-dressed, intelligent enough to fool my ex into thinking I’d date him, and not well-known in the area.” Tom was damned near bouncing and the diamond stud in his nose caught the light, the heavy man-bun barely hanging on.

      That gave him absolutely non-work-y ideas in his littlest brain.

      Instead of opening his mouth and asking for quickie over the desk, he blinked. “Well, that’s specific.”

      “Yep. I sent a quote to kind of stall him, and he said to send him an invoice.” Tom propped himself on the edge of the desk, one leg swinging like a pendulum.

      “Him? Like a him-date. Huh.” Oh, damn. That was interesting. They were gay-friendly as a rule in Aspen, but that was damn clear for a cowboy.

      “Yes, love. A cowboy-boy date. At the ball. We shattered that rainbow ceiling.” Tom winked at him, and he remembered that night, six years ago, walking in with Tom on his arm and proposing to the fine son of a bitch on the stage. No one would ever say Koby was ashamed of his wild, amazing, techy geek of man.

      “Well, you got a point. That makes it even more important to get this right. We got anyone on tap?”

      “A few guys who haven’t done a job for us yet.” Tom leaned over, and he got a whiff of pure heaven—black pepper, Dove soap, and a hint of the sandalwood chips he kept in his underwear drawer. Perfect. “But check out the name.”

      He took another glance, trying to focus. “Liam McMartin. Why do I know that name?”

      Tom pursed his lips, and Koby was so tempted to steal a kiss. “Babe, he was Sawyer’s husband. You only have lunch with Sawyer Canton once a week.”

      He sat back in his chair, eyebrows rising. “So I do. I never met the ex, though.” His buddy Sawyer had been divorced for about a year. They’d met nine months ago at some rodeo cowboy tribute they’d both attended, their formal cowboy wear chafing. The cowboy community in the Roaring Fork Valley was pretty small. “Well, let me call him.”

      Tom tilted his head. “Is that not a confidentiality breach?”

      “I haven’t read the paperwork, love.” He wouldn’t spill any beans, but he wasn’t going to step in a huge cow flop on purpose either.

      Tom rolled his bright blue eyes, shaking his head. “You’re awful. Okay, but I need to know who to tap for this soon.”

      “Sure. I have someone in mind, but I want to make sure it works.”

      Tom shrugged, but then nodded, gaze dragging over Koby’s belly, landing solidly on his crotch. “You about ready for lunch?”

      Fuck yes. More than.

      Still, work was work, right? Dammit. “I’ll be there in ten. Let me just check in on Sawyer.”

      “Don’t keep me waiting, lover.”

      “I won’t.” In fact, he thought he might take the afternoon off and lock the front door.

      He grabbed his phone and searched his contact list.

      He happened to know that Sawyer Canton was still dead silly over his ex. So, this could really get interesting.
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      Sawyer pulled into the parking lot at the City Market and parked before blowing out a hard breath. Okay. So, he had to get through this exchange without making an ass out of himself. That was it.

      Anyone would think he knew how to do this now after a year of going to get the kids three days on and three days off. But he was still just— He didn’t know how to do this.

      He was never going to know how to do this.

      Seeing Liam twice a week was like scraping open a wound every time it had just started to heal better, keeping it fresh and bleeding all the goddamn time.

      The fancy-assed silver Escalade was waiting there already, and he knew Liam would be on his phone, the front seat filled with blueprints and his iPad and the rolling office that followed him everywhere.

      Liam was an architect. He had a paper or a tablet or a blueprint for everything. His jeans were neat, his boots polished, and no one ever saw him sweat.

      Him? Hell, he wouldn’t know what to do if his fucking boots weren’t covered in shit. Sawyer ran a sizeable ranch that raised bucking horses, and it had been in his family so long he had sunshine, horsehair, and dirt dug so deep into his skin it would never wash. He could barely remember a grocery list. Which his momma had written, and he had tucked into the front pocket of his snap-front shirt, because they would need to run into the store and get food for the girls while they were with him.

      His cupboards were pretty bare. They’d had a bit of a mouse problem, and he’d had Harriet clean them out completely so the exterminator could do his thing.

      Good thing his housekeeper wasn’t scared of anything. They’d found the nest in the far back of the pantry underneath a case of Mac and Cheese boxes. That cheese packet seemed to be quite the mousey draw, for sure.

      A knock on the window made him jump, and he grinned at Emily, his impatient eight-year-old in her gymnastics tracksuit, hair pulled back so tight it squeaked, who wasn’t about to let him have a little nap in his truck.

      He motioned for her to step back before opening the door. “Hey, kiddo. How’s it going?”

      “Well—”

      Oh, fuck.

      “—It’s going. Rosie got hit in the face with a toy in daycare. Da had to take her to the doctor and cancel a big meeting. She hid under a chair when they went to sew up her face.”

      “Wait. Sew up her⁠—”

      “She’s fine. Don’t worry. It won’t scar.”

      “But—”

      “Daddy! Listen!”

      He was fixin’ to have a stroke.

      “So, when he pulled her out, she sprayed blood on his good white shirt, and when she saw the blood? She puked all over him! Can you imagine?”

      As a matter of fact, yes, but how come Liam hadn’t called him?

      “Anyway, they’re both mad, and I am so over this.” She sighed dramatically. “She’s a baby and he’s a worrywart. Can we leave her with Da? Please?”

      Jesus save him from this brilliant, talented girl who had wanted to eat her sister from the day Rosie was born.

      “Hey, no. I know you get frustrated sometimes, but she can hang out with Gran and we’ll go to the barns, okay?” Poor Em was at that age where eight and four was a huge gulf, and her sister made her nuts. “Let’s get her, and we’ll grab something to snack on for the drive home when we get groceries, okay?” Hangry was a thing. He put her backpack in the truck, then took her hand to hurry to Liam’s Escalade and get his Rosie.

      Liam unfolded himself from the car wearing a skin-tight white undershirt, his face a thundercloud. “Sawyer.”

      “Why didn’t you call?”

      “I did. Your mother answered.”

      Fuck his life. Seriously? Unless Rose had been dying, Liam wasn’t going to say shit to his momma, and he knew it.

      “Is she okay?” Sawyer could hear Rosie screaming, “No! No! No!” over and over.

      “I hope you have a good weekend,” Liam spoke directly to Em, who rolled her eyes.

      “It’s started out like a dream.”

      “Tell me about it. This isn’t Rosie’s fault.”

      “Nothing is ever her fault.”

      “Guys!” This wasn’t Liam and Em. Those two were thick as thieves.

      “You’re right. I’m not up for a fight. I have to get back to the office.” His ex arched an eyebrow at Emily, and Jesus, Liam seemed wore to the bone. “You going to kiss me goodbye?”

      “Nope. I’m not feeling it right now.”

      Oh, ouch.

      Liam shrugged, those blue eyes going like chips of ice, and God help him, didn’t he know how fast Liam’s hurt feelings could slice a person out with surgical precision. “Fair enough. Have a good weekend. I’ll pick you up Tuesday after school.”

      She frowned at him, her baby sister still screaming bloody murder. Thank God for car seats, because this fight out here was way bigger than the tantrum in the car. “You’re not coming to my gymnastics meet tomorrow?”

      Emily was pushing her da, hard, and Sawyer opened his mouth to intervene when Liam pursed his lips and inhaled deep. “I guess I could tell you it depended on whether or not I was feeling it, Em, but that would be hurtful and nasty to say to someone I loved, so yes. I’ll be there.” Then Liam turned to him. “It appears Rose is in a bit of a mood, Saw, and there’s a list of instructions from the emergency room. Do you want me to keep her?”

      “No. I got it. But I can call if I need to?” Liam was never a dick to him about the kids, and they worked hard to still present a united front to them.

      “Of course.” Once upon a time, Liam would have teased him, waggled his eyebrows and winked and said, “Nope, not answering the phone.”

      Those days were gone.

      Both girls had Liam’s blue eyes, and Rosie had the black curls where her big sister had a coppery red mane that was as uncontrollable as could be. Rosie had Sawyer’s temper, though, loud and furious and snapping, and she glared at him when he opened the car door.

      “NOT GOING!”

      “No? Why not, baby girl? I have a comfy couch, and you can hang with Gran.”

      “Hurts, Daddy!”

      “She’s got three stitches above her eyebrow. It shouldn’t scar. She’s got a headache, and the hospital scared the fire out of her.”

      “I bet. Come on, sweetie. We’ll be done here in just a few, and we can go home.” He needed to get moving.

      Liam went to get Rose’s backpack, plus the sheaf of papers from the hospital. “The prescription for her headache was called in.”

      “Okay, cool. I’ll grab it here.” He resisted the urge to touch Liam’s hand as they made the exchange. It wouldn’t be welcome. He’d just screwed up too much, and they’d never recovered.

      Em went and hugged Liam hard, whispering. “Sorry for being mean. I hate this part, and Rosie scared me.”

      “Me too,” Liam whispered back. “I’ll be there tomorrow with my pompoms and signs.”

      “Okay, Da.” She beamed, and Sawyer got Rosie in his arms, where she clung to him, crying. Poor baby.

      “I know, but we’ll get your medicine and some snacks, okay? Come on. If you’re good, I’ll buy you a color book.”

      “Colors?” She sniffled. “My head.”

      “I know, baby girl. Remember that time little Gremlin kicked me right in the face.” That mini horse was evil incarnate.

      “Bad horsey. So bad.” She leaned into him. “Da holded me for the shot. I cried.”

      “It’s hard to be brave when your head hurts so bad. You can ride in the cart, huh? We’ll get some good stuff at the store.” He hated it when his kids hurt. “Tell Da goodbye.”

      “Love you, sugarbutt.” Liam winked at her. “Call me if you need me.”

      “Okay, Da. Love you.”

      Like Rosie would need to call. Em? Yes.

      She would have forgotten her hair spray, her shoes, the leotard she liked, and bobby pins. He didn’t do her hair so it stayed; she’d want Liam to bring her the ‘special’ water bottle, and she’d need to make sure Liam was right in front to watch her floor routine.

      “I love you both. Be good. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Okay, Da. Bye.”

      They all watched Liam get into the Escalade and leave, and he bit back a sigh.

      “All right, hooligans. We’re in need of food. We had mice in the pantry. Can you believe it? We need to get a couple of totes for your mac and cheese, too. That’s what they went after.” He put Rosie’s bag away, locked up the truck, and took them to the store, carrying Rosie and holding Em’s hand.

      “There are no mice in the condo,” Em pointed out. “And it’s next to the coffee shop too.”

      “Uh-huh. But there are no horses or goats or dogs, either.” The girls loved all the animals at the ranch. And the swimming pool in the summer.

      “Yeah, I guess.” Em grinned at him, though, even as she rolled her eyes. “I sort of like Peaches…”

      She loved that old mare, and he knew it.

      “And you like the practice gym I set up for you in the tack barn.” No condo had that. So there.

      “Yeah, that’s cool. Marnie is dying from jealousy. Just dying.”

      “Is Marnie still a frenemy or are you back to being friends?” He felt Rosie giggle when he asked.

      “We’re mostly friends, even though she’s kinda mean…”

      “Well, watch your back, huh? Kinda mean can turn snake-mean if you’re not paying attention.”

      “I know.” She flipped her hair dramatically. “But I have Kylie.”

      “If I say I like her will you stop being friends? Because I don’t want to ruin it.”

      “Daaaaddy. I’m too big for that kind of drama.”

      “Oh, sorry. Of course.” Eight was damn near ancient. Completely grown.

      She sniffed, and he shook his head at Rosie. “Sounds like she’ll go to college next week, huh? You’re on your own.”

      “Ha,” Em shot back. “I’m going to Oxford. I’ve already told Da, and he said okay. You’ll miss me when I’m gone.”

      “Oxford. Wow. That’s a long way. What do they have that CU doesn’t, honey?” He knew better than to just flat-out say WTF. She had huge dreams, like all kids her age, and who was he to squash them?

      “Daddy! It’s in England. It’s fancy and important.” She shrugged, shot him a look, but there was uncertainty lurking there. “Shouldn’t I want to do important things?”

      “Absolutely. And fun things too. England sounds like a hoot, baby.” They got inside, and Rosie was asleep in no time, her little bruised head drooping. “What kind of cereal do you want, Em?”

      “Can I have Lucky Charms?”

      “Sure.” Liam was fussy about artificial this and processed that, but the girl wanted marshmallow unicorn cereal.

      “Yep. And we’ll get Rosie her Froot Loops.” And he would get him some Chex for when he had less time. Mac and cheese. Some canned soup. He got a bunch of fruit and veg too, so Liam couldn’t bitch about what he fed them too much.

      Not that Liam would tell him. He would tell Em, who would then call him and tell him he’d gotten her in trouble. Wash, rinse, repeat.

      God, he hated this.

      He hated that it had been him, being suspicious, being jealous, being accusatory that had led Liam to stare him down and walk out.

      Fuck. The memory still burned to the bone.

      Oh, there had been other things. Liam had been working like a dog at his architecture firm, his partner dropping the ball left and right. He’d been crazy busy getting started in the reining horse business, which paid a hell of a lot more than bucking horses, though he loved his mustang mixes.

      But it had been his damn fault that it had all finally broke.

      “Daddy, can we have noodles and sauce for supper?” Em asked as they wandered the pasta aisle.

      “Sure, baby girl.” He added several packs of spaghetti and a couple jars of that Classico flavor Em and Rosie agreed on. That would be easy-peasy with some cheesy toast.

      “We need Gatorade and grapes for the meet tomorrow, don’t forget.”

      “For just you, or am I doing the team snacks?” He chuckled. Last-minute Em. That was his girl. At least with the kids around he had way less time to dwell.

      “The team! It’s our turn.”

      “All right.” Lord have mercy.

      By the time he’d picked up Rosie’s prescription and everything else in the entire store, Em had seen three kids from her class, and two guys had stopped to talk brood mares, it was late, everyone was grumpy, and he stopped to grab burgers, fries, and milkshakes on the way home.

      He’d make spaghetti tomorrow after gymnastics.

      Dinner, baths, bed. Once the kids were settled, Emma reading in her room and Rosie out like a light, he headed to his mancave and poured a whiskey.

      He might even work up the energy to drink it.
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      “Liam McMartin, you cannot spend your entire waking hours working.”

      Liam chuckled at his best friend, Darin, who was the househusband for a lovely couple with five kids and six German shepherds and still managed to find time to call him. “You spend your entire life with Lisa and Alan and the kids. That’s work.”

      “That’s love,” Darren shot back.

      Yeah, well, he’d given that shit up.

      “I just do what I do, Dare. You know that asshole Erik left me with a real mess.” His business partner had carried a different work ethic, which was the biggest understatement in the history of understatements, and when they’d split up the business it had taken him ages to rebuild the firm. “And that doesn’t include the kids.”

      Who he was missing bad today. Yesterday was the final gymnastics meet of the year, Em had managed to place, and little Rose had been there, her tiny scar barely pink now, so excited that she could do it next year too. He’d wanted to be the one to go out to celebrate with them, but it was the asshole’s day with the kids, so he’d missed it.

      It was the luck of the draw. They were three days on, three days off, so Liam got an equal number of days. It sucked anyway.

      “—listening to me?”

      Oh shit. “Totally,” he lied.

      “Baloney. What was I saying?”

      He took a shot in the dark. “You were threatening to muzzle one of the dogs.”

      That earned him a sigh. “Lucky guess!”

      “With that many dogs, it’s not much of a guess.” He missed the border collies on the ranch, but they’d been working dogs, really. Not house dogs. He and Saw had talked about something more kid-friendly for the girls, but there had never been time, and now there was no room at his condo.

      He checked the clock. He got his reasons back at four.

      Soon he would get in the car, drive to the parking lot, and it would all be closer to okay. There would be homework and bedtime stories, cartoons and “Da, look at this YouTube video” to fill up every second of his time.

      Unless, of course, Em wanted to yell at him about not being at her celebration supper. She didn’t get why he and Sawyer the ex of doom couldn’t simply get back together for her. Why they couldn’t just be grown-ups and deal.

      It wasn’t as if he could just tell her that if Saw didn’t trust him, he couldn’t fix it. He had never cheated, he’d never considered it, and he’d still been accused of it.

      Complete with screaming and slamming down sheafs of printed-out emails and a private investigator hired to find what? Nothing, because he was in love with Sawyer, even if he was a raging asshat.

      And then he’d been swamped with work, because he had been trying to start this damn business, hadn’t he? He had been drowning, and they hadn’t talked, and…

      It had been easier to go. And to serve Saw with divorce papers. And now they had nothing to talk about but the kids.

      So no. He could not have been at that supper.

      Because the simple fact was, they had been adults, and sometimes adult problems weren’t fixed by being in love.

      “Anyway,” Dare said, “You need to get out more. Maybe you should try a dating service.”

      “I’m not interested.” He didn’t have enough energy to try. He didn’t want to try.

      “Well, someone might be interested in you. Then your life would be better.”

      He didn’t even bother to try to not roll his eyes. “Sure. I did so well at being in a relationship.”

      “It wasn’t your fault!” Dare’s denial was instant and dear, because Dare was his oldest friend, and this was their job.

      “We both know it was partly my fault. He knew very well I wasn’t a cheater, but he obviously felt neglected.” Liam sighed, shook his head. He’d gone over this—again and again. If he’d been a better person—smarter, quicker on the ball—he might have seen that Saw doubted him, but he’d been so shocked. Utterly taken aback.

      I can’t believe you’d fuck around on me. Go behind my back. We have babies.

      The fury had been like a hammer slamming him in the center of his chest, cracking him. And he couldn’t take it. He’d walked.

      “Well, he was an ass.”

      “He was.” Liam shook his head, even if Dare couldn’t see. “Hey, you, this is all pretty depressing. Can’t you tell me something good?”

      “I love you, and Lisa’s pregnant again.”

      “Again? Wow!” That was a lot of babies. Surely they knew what caused them. “Congratulations!”

      “Yeah. Thanks. We’re excited, but we wish you were here. Closer.”

      No, he wouldn’t take the girls away from Sawyer. He was a better man than that. “I can’t. You know that.”

      “I know. I just wish…I mean, damn. I miss you guys.”

      Oh, good lord and butter. “Dare. She’s supposed to be hormonal, not you.”

      “I know. I know. Tell me you’ll come to Denver soon, hang with me?”

      That he could promise. “I will do my best. I swear.”

      “Thanks, Liam. I just want to put eyes on you.”

      “Maybe on my holiday with the girls.”

      “Are you each going two weeks at a time over the summer then?”

      He winced at the thought of two weeks without them, but he loved the idea of two weeks away with them. “I don’t know. I have to talk to the ex.”

      “Ah. Well, you should do it sooner rather than later. Send an email.”

      “Are you kidding? Saw usually has his phone in his hand, but emails? No.”  The mother-in-law of doom saw those.

      “Cowboys,” Dare teased. “That’s what you get for hooking up with one.”

      “Yep. I should have run like the wind, but he just kept sitting in my section.” Liam had waited tables to get through his undergrad, and Saw had been in Denver on business. He hadn’t fought the attraction for long at all.

      Like not even a whole two days. When Sawyer had given him a phone number, he’d called it. And he’d ended up at the Grizzly Rose, two-stepping the night away.

      There may have been a fistfight in the parking lot, which had led to the hottest blowjob he’d ever given, right in the cab of Saw’s truck.

      Lord, he hadn’t done anything that spontaneous in…well, possibly forever. He wasn’t living the spontaneous kind of existence.

      Everything in his life now revolved around work and his kids.

      He groaned, rolling his head on his neck. “I need to go meet the girls at the City Market, man. I love you. I’ll talk to you later, huh?”

      “Absolutely. Tell the girls Uncle Darin says hi.”

      “Will do.” He put his phone in his pocket and forced himself not to sigh.

      It was becoming a bad habit, and his girls were coming home.

      He knew three days wasn’t long, but it was three days with no reason to stop and eat and smile.

      Now he had a good reason, someone to talk to. Two someones.

      No one ever told you how hard it was, to work alone, to go upstairs to an empty condo just to go back down and work.

      Maybe he needed a dog.

      A purse dog. Something he could bond with and talk to in the office.

      That wasn’t unreasonable, right?

      He thought Rosie and Em would be over the moon.

      They could stop at the shelter after he picked the girls up.
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      “Hey, boss. I got the mail on the way in from town.” One of the hands, Jae, handed him a sheaf of paper bullshit.

      “Ugh. Thanks.” At least he’d been on his way into the house. He had some calls to make, and he needed to spend time going over accounts and paying some bills.

      He’d much rather be out playing cowboy.

      “Hey, sweetie,” his mom said when he walked in.

      He winced, hoping she didn’t have some weird thing she wanted him to do for her or some wild idea about how to redecorate the house, which was at least a quarterly argument.

      She wanted to eradicate any remnant of Liam, even though she liked his ex a lot. Said it would make things easier for him.

      Sawyer liked the house the way it was.

      “Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

      “I just wanted to tell you I’m making King Ranch casserole for supper. Unless you’d rather have chicken broccoli.”

      You could take the girl out of Texas, but no one could ever take the Texas out of his mom. “King Ranch is fine.”

      “Good deal. I was making chicken anyway, and I know you have the girls tonight, so I thought I’d just make us both supper, you know?”

      “Yeah. That sounds great.” Em loved King Ranch. He was sure his mom would leave some chicken out for Rosie, who was still deeply suspicious of casseroles.

      “Are you okay? You seem down?”

      Seemed down. Shit. He was never up unless he was riding or with his girls. “I’m fine, Momma. Just working.”

      “Did you want me to pick the girls up from school? I can. I’ll be in town.”

      He thought about it, then nodded. “Sure. They shouldn’t need anything from Liam’s.”

      “I still don’t see why you didn’t just try for full custody…” she muttered, and he knew she missed them almost as much as he did. Hell, she lived three minutes away and walked over to see him and make coffee almost every morning.

      “Because Liam deserves time with them.” He knew it was a hard arrangement for all of them.

      “Still, it’s supposed to be about what’s good for them, not Liam.”

      “I know, but they love him, Mom. And they love staying in town half the week, being close to school and their friends.” He shrugged. What could he say? He sat at the kitchen table, sorting mail.

      One of the envelopes was heavy paper, fancy, and he put it aside.

      “Of course they love him, but that condo above the office isn’t good for them.”

      “Momma, please.” His head was starting to pound. Now, a packet of checks from Hiram, who was on the road with the reining team, helped. That would pay a lot of bills.

      Not that they were hurting, but he liked to put money back into things he’d paid out for so they broke even.

      He intended to prove that his horse concept was going to pay out big enough that he wasn’t going to be leaning on old family money. Cowboys were stubborn to the bone, he reckoned. Some things never changed.

      “I’m just trying to take care of you, son.”

      Yeah, he knew. He really knew, but it didn’t matter. “Well, thank you, Momma, but I need to take care of that stuff for myself.”

      His fingers fell on a heavy envelope, the paper stiff, the embossing super formal. He frowned. What the heck? No one he knew had a kid graduating, and no one was getting married, he didn’t think.

      He opened it, pulling out the card, and then grinning at it in disbelief.

      “What is that, son?”

      “I got an invite to the fancy Cattleman’s Ball. Not the Central Colorado Association one, but the ritzy Aspen club thing.”

      “Well, you have come into your own, haven’t you? Congratulations, son!”

      “Thanks, Momma.” He put the envelope aside. He didn’t have anyone to go with, so there wasn’t any sense in it.

      “Well, I think it’s amazing. You’ll be able to have fun. You’ll have a ball.” Momma smiled at him. “You deserve to go out and about.”

      “Uh-huh.” He wasn’t gonna argue with her.

      “We’ll have to take you shopping.”

      Oh, Lord. “Now, Momma.”

      “Seriously. It’s a formal event. You need new boots.” She nodded as if it were all settled. “Emily and Rosie will be so excited for you.”

      “My dress boots are just fine.”

      She gave him an arch glare. “Your dress boots are eight years old.”

      “That doesn’t mean they’re not fine. I got them resoled.” They were comfortable, and he liked the way they made him feel.

      Liam had liked them too and had always let him know.

      “But—”

      He held up a hand. “Momma. I have a vicious headache, okay? Can we talk about all this later?”

      She gave him a knowing glance. “Sure we can. Maybe over lunch out on Friday.”

      “Lunch on Friday. You got it.”

      She gave him a warm smile. “We’ll go have burgers at that little diner. Maybe share a milkshake, hmm?”

      He reminded himself that she worried about him, that she’d lost his dad, his brother, and she was trying to fill her time with him. She was lonely.

      “That sounds great, Momma. Really fine.” He found a smile for her. “And I’m holding you to the King Ranch casserole.”

      “It’s done, with a little bit of chicken and cheese left on the side for our Rosie-Posie.”

      Sawyer rolled his eyes. “Yes. Because she’s at the casseroles-are-scary phase.”

      “She’ll get over it.”

      “I sure hope so. I want chicken spaghetti. And lasagna. And⁠—”

      She laughed. “You’re doing that just to mess with her.”

      “I am?” He chuckled. “Maybe. But casseroles are important. Lord knows she eats enough mac and cheese.”

      “That baby is going to turn orange, I swear to God.” They laughed together, and she put a bottle of Excedrin on the table for him, along with a fresh cup of coffee without him even asking.

      “Thanks, Momma.” He knew it had always been a bone of contention with Liam that his mom was around so much, but he couldn’t up and ask her to not be. She was a momma. It was what she did.

      His eyes fell on the invitation. The Aspen Cowboy Ball.

      He’d be damned.

      He must be going up in the world.

      
        * * *

      

      “Lord have mercy, how much laundry can two girls make?”

      Liam had on his favorite pair of ancient jeans, the Eagles blaring, and his feather duster hooked in his waistband. This condo was a mess.

      Work had been eating him alive, and for the first time in he couldn’t remember when he had nothing to do down in the office, and his girls home without plans.

      “Da! I putted my blocks away!” Rosie crowed. “What next?”

      “Pick up all Daisy’s toys and put them in the basket, angel baby.”

      “Okay!”

      That would take at least an hour. How one tiny rescue shih tzu could have so many toys was a mystery. And Rosie would start playing with her rather than getting them all put away.

      “Yes, sir!”

      He started another load of tiny clothes before he went to check on Emily, who was the neatnik child of his heart. “How goes it, my dancing queen?”

      “It goes like a going thing!” She laughed for him, and he loved to see it. She was so much more relaxed now that gymnastics was over for the year, spending hours decorating her room and playing with their wee rescue dog. “Can I have the duster?”

      “Yeppers.” He unclipped it to hand it to her. “I’ll get you the dust mop for the floor.”

      “Ooh…Daisy loves that. Can I pick the next playlist?”

      He nodded. It would be something from one of the Disney channel girls, possibly Taylor Swift. He reckoned he learned a lot about where his girl’s mind was through the music.

      And it kept him up on stuff. He guessed that was good. He and Sawyer had always joked that their taste in music was a good twenty to thirty years older than them.

      His folks had been older, so at least he had an excuse. Saw’s was most likely that he was a cowboy, and he could like what he liked.

      “Thanks, Da.” She blew him a kiss and danced away.

      He did love the times when Em allowed herself to be a little girl, when life was cartoons and Barbies and stuffies and not stressing about friends and tumbling and whether she was ever going to get breasts.

      They grew up so damn fast, and the girls in this area were precocious, to say the least.

      “Da! I did the Daisy toys! What’s next?” Rosie did the cutest butt wiggle.

      “Put all the pillows and blankets up on the sofa for me to fold?” He was running out of easy, fun cleaning chores.

      “Pillows!” She went running. He was going to owe both of these girls lunch.

      Maybe he’d take them for a long walk, get lunch, maybe pick up a book and a cup of coffee. They loved the bookstore, and he needed to grab the mail.

      Before long, the cleaning was done, they were all dressed in fresh clothes, and they were headed out into the late spring sunshine. It felt great to be outside, and while Daisy had been sad to be left behind, come summer she would be trained enough to go with them to the open “petios”.

      Rosie danced along, her hand in his, while Em fluttered more like a bird, wandering off, then coming back to check-in.

      “Da?”

      “Yes, my love.”

      “Do you love me so much?”

      He chuckled and glanced down at her. “More than that. I love you and Em more than anyone on earth.”

      “Even Daddy?”

      God, what a question. “More than anything.”

      “Okay.” Rosie swung his hand, but Em gave him a sidelong glance. Or maybe even a side-eye.

      “Do you still love Daddy?”

      “Em.”

      She shrugged. “It’s a fair question.”

      “It may be, but it’s an adult answer, and I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “You married him. You had kids. Do. You. Still. Love. Him.”

      “Yes, but we couldn’t stay married, and I’m sorry, but that is the truth.” Liam would always love the son of a bitch, but that didn’t make a marriage work.

      “He still loves you too.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Baby girl, this hurts to talk about, okay?”

      She frowned at him, but she nodded. “I’m sorry. That stinks. I love you.”

      Oh, thank God. He couldn’t handle this right now. “Thank you. I love you too. Do you know what book you’re going to get?”

      “Nope. Maybe something about gymnasts. Or horses. Or maybe the book for that TV series.”

      “Oh, that one seemed cool. I’d like to read it too.”

      “You could read it to us, Da!” Rosie bounced. “It would be momatic?”

      “Mom…”

      “Romantic, Da.” Em blushed dark. “We were watching soap operas with Granny.”

      “Ah. Well, I can see that.” God help him. Barb was a good woman, but pushy and nosy and involved in every fucking thing known to man. And she was encouraging his girls to watch soaps…

      Rosie smacked her lips and made kissing noises.

      “Like you know what that means,” Em muttered.

      “It means having bubble drinks and wearing jewelry and reading by the fire to be happy!”

      He snorted. “Uh-huh. Oh. Look at the window, huh?” He distracted them with a mystery game window at a game store.

      “Oh…we should do a jigsaw puzzle.” Em nodded to him. “Let’s
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