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            To all the NICU nurses out there. Bless you. You make a huge difference in the lives of those preemies and their families.
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            Chapter 1

         
         Cowboy up: Get mentally ready.
         

         
         “It takes a village.”

         
         Huh?

         
         Rhett Lockhart opened one eye and studied the shapely blonde in the bed next to him. Pouty red lips, which last night had
            tasted like strawberry gloss, glistened in the bright sunshine pushing against the edges of the light-blocking curtains.
         

         
         Big smoky brown eyes, circled by smeared mascara, blinked at him. Full perky breasts, which tasted just as delicious in real
            life as they’d looked in last year’s Rodeo Queens of New Mexico pinup calendar, thrust against his arm.
         

         
         Miss September.

         
         On the calendar, she’d worn spangles, bangles, a pink cowgirl hat, and little else. Much like she was dressed now, minus the
            hat. She was cute and perky and just the right kind of wrong.
         

         
         Too bad his head throbbed like a sonofagun.

         
         The culprit, an empty bottle of cinnamon whiskey, lay wedged between his pillow and the headboard. The celebratory hooch she’d
            brought with her because, as she’d said, he was red-hot.

         
         “To get you up, cowboy.” She glanced down at his crotch with a knowing smile. “Some bozo’s been hammering on your door for
            a solid five minutes, and I’ve been calling your name . . .”
         

         
         Nausea jiggled his stomach. It took him a second to remember where they were. Oh yeah, inside his Featherlite, a horse trailer
            with living quarters, currently parked on the rodeo fairground’s back lot in Albuquerque.
         

         
         Last night, he’d come in first place, blistering his biggest rival, Brazilian hotshot Claudio Limon. Claiming a solid ninety-two-point
            ride on Smooth Operator, one of the orneriest bulls bucking. Life didn’t get much sweeter than that.
         

         
         It was only May, but he was jockeying a hot streak. Burning through the circuit, racking up points left and right. This was
            his year. He was on the cusp of earning his lifetime goal and landing the dream he’d been dreaming since he was old enough to
            strap on chaps.
         

         
         Come November in Las Vegas, he was finally going to shove Claudio off his lofty perch as a two-time winner of the Professional
            Bull Riders World Finals Championship and collect the title for himself.
         

         
         “Rhett?” The blonde snapped her fingers in front of his face. “You with me, hon?”

         
         Quick, what was her name? Carrie . . . Corrie . . . Chrissy . . . no . . . Cassie? Yes, Cassie. That was it. Right? Did he
            risk calling her Cassie, or just use his old standby?
         

         
         He flashed her a big smile, winced against the added pressure in his aching temples, and drawled, “Mornin’, sweet cheeks.”

         
         “It’s Carla,” she said, her voice flat, and her smile as fragile as iced lace.

         
         Oops, not Cassie after all. But hey, her name started with a C. He was in the ballpark. Although the look in her eyes told him she wouldn’t find that a plus.
         

         
         Carla was on her side facing him, hands stacked underneath her cheek, watching him like he was a bug doing the backstroke
            in her soup.
         

         
         “I know that,” he lied through his teeth. “But those sweet cheeks of yours are drivin’ me crazy.” He reached to palm her butt.

         
         “You’ve got a bit of the devil running through your veins, Rhett Lockhart,” she breathed out on a wistful sigh. “You ooze
            temptation with that sexy walk and charmin’ talk. How’s an honest girl supposed to resist?”
         

         
         She was right. He couldn’t deny it, much as he might want to; he was Duke Lockhart’s son. That ornery sonofabitch.

         
         Bam, bam, bam. A firm and urgent knock on his trailer door.
         

         
         “Shh.” Rhett brought a finger to his lips. “Let’s pretend we’re not here. Maybe they’ll leave.”

         
         She scooted away, nodded at his mobile phone on the bedside table beside a half-empty box of condoms. “Your cell’s been pinging
            too.”
         

         
         “Ignore it.” Rhett walked his fingers up her bare thigh, which was poking out from underneath the covers.

         
         “What if it’s an emergency?”

         
         “It’s not.”

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “Don’t you want to spend the day in bed with me?” he wheedled.

         
         “It’s not me. It’s the rude dude at the door.”

         
         “Maybe it’s TMZ wanting an interview.” He gave her another wink and a tickle. “I was pretty spectacular last night.”
         

         
         Carla laughed. “Yeah, right.”

         
         “Pardon me? Are you making fun of my bedroom prowess?”

         
         “Oh, I have no complaints in that department,” she purred.
         

         
         Bam, bam, bam.

         
         “It might not be an emergency, but whoever is out there isn’t going away. For once in your life, face the music, Lockhart.”
            Carla got out of bed.
         

         
         Face the music? Not his strong suit.

         
         “Rhett!” his lawyer, Lamar Johnston, called out. “Open the damn door. I know you’re in there.”

         
         “Want me to get that?” Carla found his black PBR T-shirt draped over the footboard. Pulled the tee down over her head, covering
            those beautiful boobs.
         

         
         Darn it.

         
         “It’s just Lamar.” He reached for her arm and hauled her back onto the mattress beside him. “Ignore him, and he’ll leave.”

         
         “Who is Lamar?”

         
         “My Texas lawyer.”

         
         “Why is your Texas lawyer in New Mexico?”

         
         “I might have been avoiding his calls.”

         
         “What have you gotten yourself messed up in?”

         
         “It’s nothing.” Rhett waved a hand. “People like to sue you when you’re in the public eye.”

         
         “It doesn’t sound like nothing.”

         
         Bam, bam, bam.

         
         “Rhett, I’m not going anywhere,” Lamar confirmed. His attorney had crap timing. “You might as well let me the hell in.”

         
         Carla rolled out of his arms. Grabbed for the tiny scrap of pink silk that passed for panties lying on the floor and wriggled
            into them.
         

         
         Rhett sat up. Shook his head. Wished he had another hour with her. But maybe this was better. Short and sweet.

         
         “This wasn’t how I anticipated the day going,” she muttered. “I had plans for you.”

         
         Yikes, both intriguing and a little frightening.

         
         “Me either,” Rhett said as way of an apology. “I’d intended on taking you out to IHOP for breakfast.”

         
         “You mean lunch.” She nodded at the digital clock on the faux panel walls. One p.m. Was it really that late?

         
         “Rain check?” he asked to be polite.

         
         “If I knew you meant it, I’d say yes.” Carla stepped into faded skinny jeans that fit like a second skin. Wriggled and jiggled
            to get the zipper up.
         

         
         Rhett licked his lips. He remembered why he’d brought her back to his trailer last night. Besides the pretty face and hot
            bod, she was an easygoing, no-strings-attached woman.
         

         
         Just his type.

         
         “But we both know this isn’t headed anywhere.” She came around to his side of the bed. Kissed him. A light brush of her lips.
            “I knew you were a good-time Charlie when I crawled into the sack with you. I had no foolish dreams that I was the one girl
            who could tie you down.”
         

         
         “No?” He gave her his best morning-after grin, relief breaking out all over him. “Giving up that easily? I wouldn’t mind if
            you tried a little harder to lasso me.”
         

         
         She laughed a soft shame-on-you sound. “Do I look stupid? You’re a fun guy, Rhett. But let’s face it, you’re not cut out for
            the long haul.”
         

         
         “That’s it?” he asked, disappointed, and surprised at his disappointment. He liked Carla for sure, but the last thing he wanted
            was a relationship.
         

         
         Not now. Not ever.

         
         He wasn’t like most people, hell-bent on finding The One, tying the knot, having a passel of kids, growing old, dying . . .

         
         Just the thought of it made him twitchy.

         
         And that spurred another thought. What would his life have been like if he hadn’t been born to one of the wealthiest men in
            the Trans-Pecos, who’d swung through women, leaving a trail of broken hearts in his wake?
         

         
         He recalled a time when he was seven years old and out to dinner with the family. His mother, that gentle soul, his brothers—two
            half, one full—and his father. They were at the Barbecue King in Alpine. He recalled the smoky smell of mesquite and the taste
            of mustard potato salad. One of the waitresses had taken one look at his father, let out a cry of shock, and dropped her tray
            with a clatter. She’d rushed over to slap Duke hard across the face. Rhett’s mother, Lucy, had burst into tears. Duke laughed
            and rubbed his cheek, which had turned bright red in the shape of a handprint. The restaurant diners gaped. The owner rushed
            over, fired the waitress, and comped their meal. Ridge punched the old man in the gut. Ranger picked up a book and started
            reading. Remington threw his arm around their mother and glared at Duke. Rhett crawled underneath the table, stuck his fingers
            in his ears, and started humming “I Wanna Be a Cowboy.”
         

         
         Ah, family memories. Good times.

         
         “Some people are born to roam the earth alone. That’s you to a T.” Carla’s eyes gentled. She was a kind woman. “Not everyone
            is meant to find true love and have a family . . . and there’s nothing wrong with that.”
         

         
         He agreed. So how come he felt oddly put down?

         
         And a tiny bit sad?

         
         She plunked onto the end of the mattress, tugging on pink rhinestone ankle boots. Stood. Headed for the door. “By the way,”
            she said, her voice as cheerful as Saturday night, “I’m keeping the T-shirt.”
         

         
         “You’re welcome to it.”

         
         She brought the neckline of the tee up to her nose, inhaled. Sighed. “God, you do smell good.” Her voice was wistful, but not in a fatalistic way. More like she’d missed out on a sweet deal on a used car.
         

         
         She picked her cell phone up off the tiny shelf on her side of the bed. Glanced at her messages. “Ah,” she said. “It’s just
            as well that we didn’t get to spend the day together.”
         

         
         “What is?” Rhett scratched his chest, yawned.

         
         “My ex just texted. He got called into work and I have to go pick up my daughter.”

         
         “I didn’t know you had a daughter.”

         
         “Ivy. She’s four.” Carla’s face was ringed with sudden happiness. “Light of my life. Wanna see a picture?”

         
         He held up a palm. “That’s okay. You have to get on the road.”

         
         A new look crossed her face, as if she’d dodged a bullet on that used car that turned out to be a clunker.

         
         Yikes.

         
         Carla was the fourth woman he’d dated this past year that had a child. When did everyone start having kids? Goose bumps sprang
            up his arms, and his throat tightened. Kids gave him the heebie-jeebies. He had no idea how to relate to them.
         

         
         She wriggled her fingers and squeezed out of the cramped bedroom loft. He watched her step down to the next level of the trailer,
            could see only her top half now. She opened the door. “Morning.”
         

         
         “Um . . . hello.” Lamar’s booming voice filled the trailer.

         
         “Bye,” she said.

         
         Rhett heard them pass on the steps, Carla going out, Lamar coming in. The door closed, and he got the oddest feeling. As if
            something irrevocable had just happened.
         

         
         Lamar’s thick head of curly black hair poked into his doorway. “You’re a scoundrel, you know that, right?”

         
         Yawning again, Rhett interlaced his fingers, stretched his arms over his head. “What can I say? I love the ladies, and the
            ladies love me.”
         

         
         “Have you no shame?”

         
         “Shame? What for? I have rules.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “No one under twenty-one, and no married women, ever.”

         
         Maybe he should start adding “no mothers” to that list too. Kids complicated things. A lot. Last week, he’d spent the night
            at a woman’s house and woke up to find a little boy in Superman Underoos staring at him. Acting as if it were no big deal
            to find a strange man in Mom’s bed, the boy took Rhett by the hand, led him to the kitchen, and asked him to make “boo-berry”
            Pop-Tarts. Rhett threw Pop-Tarts in the toaster, poured the kid some chocolate milk, and got the hell out of there ASAP. That
            was the extent of his brush with anything remotely like fatherhood. He barely even saw his brother Ridge’s two kids or his
            eighteen-month-old twin brothers his sixty-year-old father had sired with his third wife, Vivi.
         

         
         “Oh, what a code of honor.” Sarcasm was Lamar’s touchstone.

         
         “Hey, I don’t make them any promises. The women know right up front where they stand with me.”

         
         “And you go through them like Kleenex.”

         
         “Why are you here?” Rhett lowered his arms. His mouth was as dry as the Chihuahuan Desert he called home. He needed a gallon
            of water and a fistful of aspirins for his hangover. But the bed was soft, and he was feeling lazy, so he lazed.
         

         
         “Get dressed.” Lamar turned and moved to the compact kitchenette at the back of the living quarters. Pots and pans clanked.
            The coffeemaker gurgled to life.
         

         
         There was something about his lawyer’s tone of voice that grabbed Rhett by the short hairs. He threw back the covers.

         
         “Are you fixin’ my breakfast?” Rhett called, whisking his Wrangler’s from the floor and pulling them on. An uneasy tingling
            tugged his belly. Something strange was afoot.
         

         
         Bare-chested, he dropped down off the bedroom platform, landed on the laminate wood flooring with a flat-footed plop, and strolled the short space to the kitchen area.
         

         
         Lamar stood at the gas stove whisking eggs in a bowl. He pointed at a chair with his elbow. “Sit.”

         
         Bumfuzzled, Rhett slouched at the table.

         
         Lamar plunked a mug down in front of him. Coffeepot in hand, he leaned over to fill Rhett’s mug. “Drink.”

         
         “You can cook?”

         
         Fifteen years ago, Lamar had been the star of the Cupid basketball team; now, he was one of the top civil law attorneys in
            the Trans-Pecos. Lamar, as always, was impeccably dressed, wearing a tailor-made navy blue pinstripe suit, gold cuff links,
            a red pocket square, and a big diamond stud in his left ear. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”
         

         
         “Yeah, like why you’re here cooking me breakfast at one o’clock in the afternoon?”

         
         “Someone has to make sure you’re taken care of since you seem incapable of doing it yourself.” Lamar tsked, and tossed pepper,
            salt, and onion powder into the eggs. Scrambled them with a spatula.
         

         
         “Hey!”

         
         “Don’t act offended. You’re the superstar who leaves the grunt work to us mere mortals.” The microwave dinged. Lamar removed
            a paper plate with two breakfast sausages on it. He added the eggs to the plate, sprinkled cheddar cheese on top, and passed
            the food to Rhett. “Eat.”
         

         
         “What’s your problem?”

         
         “You got bigger issues than me, buddy.”

         
         “Yeah, I don’t have a fork.”

         
         Lamar rummaged around in a drawer, found a fork, and shoved it at him, tines first. Nimbly, he sank into the chair across
            from Rhett. He looked like a sleek panther that could easily snap Rhett’s neck if he wanted. “We have to talk.”
         

         
         “What about?”

         
         Lamar reached over for his brown leather briefcase, took out some legal papers stapled together, and dropped them in the middle
            of the table.
         

         
         “What’s this?” Rhett asked.

         
         “Got the test results back.”

         
         Rhett stared at the papers in front of him. It was an incomprehensible list of letters and numbers. Oh shit. From the look
            on Lamar’s face, he knew he was in big trouble. The eggs he’d swallowed hung in his throat. He couldn’t get them to go either
            up or down. There they sat, making a giant knot, choking him.
         

         
         “At last.” Lamar chuckled. “You’ve got nothing to say.”

         
         Rhett spat the eggs out into a napkin. “Oh, I got plenty to say. One of these days, you’re gonna walk in here and deliver
            some happy news. General Mills wants to feature me on a box of Wheaties. Claudio is quitting the PBR for good and returning
            to Brazil. Hollywood is paying big bucks for my life stor—”
         

         
         “Surprise!” Lamar interrupted. “This time you won the paternity lottery.” Lamar thumped the paperwork with a thumb. “Congratulations!
            You’re a father.”
         

         
         The words didn’t sink in. Father? Him? No way. He’d been sued for paternity three other times, which was why he had Lamar
            on retainer, and had always come up in the clear.
         

         
         “I can’t be the father.” Rhett hopped up and paced the tiny trailer, hand on his forehead. “There has to be some kind of mistake.”
         

         
         “DNA is ninety-nine percent accurate.”

         
         “But I never ride bareback.” Rhett whacked his hip into the counter, barely even noticed. “Nev-er.”
         

         
         “Accidents happen.” Lamar shrugged as if he’d been expecting such news for a long time. “The only perfect birth control is
            abstinence, and the whole world knows you’re incapable of that.” He pointed to Carla’s pink bra hanging from the doorknob.
            “Case in point.”
         

         
         “I was only with her once.”

         
         “Who? The owner of the pink bra or Rhona White?”

         
         “Both.”

         
         “Once is enough.”

         
         Rhett muttered a curse. “Rhona set me up. She got pregnant on purpose. She just wants money.”

         
         “Takes two to tango. Besides, it’s not Rhona who’s after you, she seems to have disappeared. It’s the state of Texas.”

         
         No. No. This could not be happening. Not at this point in his career. Not when everything was on the line. He shoved his fingers through his hair.
         

         
         A sharp pinprick of memory pierced the base of his skull. The summer he was seventeen, Brittany Fant, the girl who’d shattered
            his heart, had ended any stupid beliefs he’d ever had about romantic love. He flashed back to a positive pregnancy test, a
            rush of intense joy at the thought of being a dad . . . and then the calm announcement by Brittany’s mother that she was taking
            her daughter to a clinic and putting an end to this nonsense. “Is this what you really want?” Rhett had asked, pleading. A
            pale-faced Brittany nodded in silent agreement. And that had been that.
         

         
         “I don’t know why you’re so shocked.” Lamar propped his Gucci loafers on the Yeti cooler parked underneath the table. “It’s
            been six weeks since CPS showed up with the swab. You think you’d have braced yourself for the possibility of this outcome.”
         

         
         “I was one of four potential dads. What were the odds it’d be me?”

         
         “Um, twenty-five percent or better.”

         
         “How did this happen? It shouldn’t have happened.”

         
         “You think you’re special?” Lamar shot him a look of disdain. “That the laws of nature don’t apply to you? You keep having
            sex with random women, even protected sex, and eventually it’s going to catch up with you. Stay away from the casinos when
            you’re in Vegas. Your luck has run out.”
         

         
         “Har, har.” Rhett kneaded his brow, felt his stomach flip over. He picked up the papers, reread the part confirming that he
            was indeed the father of Rhona White’s baby.
         

         
         “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but it’s time to accept responsibility for your actions, buckaroo.”

         
         Panic was a noose around his neck, growing tighter with each breath he took. Rhona had vowed she was on birth control. Assured
            him that he didn’t need to use a condom. He’d insisted anyway. He wasn’t dumb. She wouldn’t have been the first buckle bunny
            to get pregnant in order to lasso herself a rodeo hero.
         

         
         The thing was, he’d liked Rhona. She was cute and had a bubbly personality, and she looked at him as if he’d hung the moon.
            That was always a nice combo. Although she’d been younger than he liked, just turned twenty-one.
         

         
         Still, he wished like hell he’d shut the door that night she’d shown up at his trailer, after they’d spent the evening playing
            darts together at a nearby bar. She’d been holding a bottle of champagne, wearing those hot pink short-shorts and an I-wanna-share-your-bed
            smile. They’d both gotten drunk, and one thing had led to another . . .
         

         
         God, he should have known better. Rhett whacked his forehead with the heel of his hand—stupid, stupid, stupid.
         

         
         “There’s one major thing you forget in your selfish wallow,” Lamar said.

         
         Rhett blinked. “Who? Rhona?”

         
         “The baby, you jackass.”

         
         Baby.

         
         Rhett stopped moving, stopped thinking, stopped breathing.

         
         Baby.

         
         The word rolled through him, a freight train of energy. Blasting hot and indigo up his spine. He clenched his teeth and his
            fist, but his heart loosened, floppy and soft inside his chest.
         

         
         There was a real baby.
         

         
         He was a dad. He slumped back down into the chair. His jaw dropped, his mouth falling right open of its own accord. “I have
            a son?”
         

         
         “No, you have a daughter.”

         
         “What?”

         
         Lamar tapped the paper with his index finger. “It’s a girl.”

         
         “I have a da-da-daughter,” Rhett tripped over the word. “Daughter” was so big, carried so many implications. It was too much
            to absorb. Feelings shot through him like lasers from a ray gun: fear, awe, inadequacy, helplessness, bravery, sheer terror,
            and, oddly enough, the most prominent feeling of all—joy. Followed by one prevailing thought, I am not worthy.

         
         “You do indeed have a daughter.”

         
         “Where is she? Do you know?” Rhett gripped the table with his fingers, fear tearing at the seams of his heart. Good God, he
            was a father. How was he supposed to act? Certainly not like his own father. Oh shit, oh damn, oh hell.
         

         
         “There were . . . complications,” Lamar said.

         
         “Complications?” His heart squeezed down to the size of a pecan. “What do you mean?”

         
         “Your daughter was born four months premature.”

         
         “What?” He felt all the blood drain from his face. Cold, sick fear slapped him. He didn’t even know the kid and here he was
            feeling sorry for her. “How is that possible? Can you be born four months early and still live?”
         

         
         “She was very sick.”

         
         Was? His heart popped like a slipping clutch. “What? What? Did she die?” An ugly part of him was secretly relieved that maybe
            she hadn’t made it, but the noble part of him was horrified that he could even think such a thing.
         

         
         “Relax, she is alive, and finally out of the hospital.”

         
         “Oh, thank God.” Rhett clasped a hand to his chest, dizzy and disoriented. “Is she okay now? How’s Rhona?”

         
         Lamar shook his head as if Rhett was a hopeless case. “No one knows where Rhona is. She abandoned the baby after giving birth
            at the hospital. She gave the hospital staff the names of potential fathers while she was in labor for fourteen hours. That’s
            why CPS came looking for the dad. To find out if you want the baby. I explained all this when CPS first showed up.”
         

         
         Yeah, he hadn’t really been listening, certain that the baby couldn’t have been his.

         
         A feeling unlike anything he’d ever experienced crushed Rhett in a powerful grip, flooded his entire system. Big and bad and
            scary feelings, especially for a man who avoided entanglements.
         

         
         He had a daughter. A piece of him was out there in the world. Alone.

         
         Thirty minutes ago, he was a cowboy without a worry in the world except winning the PBR championship. Now he was a father,
            and in one sharp moment, everything had changed.
         

         
         “Where is my little girl? If Rhona took off, who’s looking after her?”

         
         “Relax. She’s in good hands. Your daughter is living in El Paso with her foster mother, who, by the way, was also her neonatal
            nurse.”
         

         
         Whew, well, that was good. Someone competent was looking after her. For a second there, he’d had a crazy image of a little
            baby tucked in a wicker basket, swaddled in pink, left on a doorstep, coyotes howling in the distance. In much the same way
            that his older brother Ridge ended up dumped by his mother on their father’s doorstep when he was three.
         

         
         The Lockhart men had complicated histories with women and abandoned babies.

         
         It was going to be okay, he told himself. He could have a kid. Lots of the guys on the circuit did. Yes, many of them were
            married, but having kids didn’t seem to cramp their style. He’d provide for his daughter financially. Of course, that was
            a given, but it didn’t mean he would have to give up his life. It’s not like he had to change diapers or anything.
         

         
         “What’s the next step?” he asked his lawyer.

         
         Lamar lifted his shoulders. “That’s up to you.”

         
         “Meaning?”

         
         “You can file for custody, or . . .” Lamar took a form from his briefcase, spread it on the kitchen table. “Sign over all
            parental rights so the foster mother can adopt her, and you can walk away with a clear conscience.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Rank: A bull that is difficult to ride is considered “rank.”
         

         
         
            Meanwhile in El Paso, Texas . . .

         

         “Have you heard from Child Protective Services?”

         
         Tara Alzate, RN, shook her head. Her mother, Bridgette, sat in a rocking chair, feeding the sweet baby girl that Tara yearned
            to call her own.
         

         
         Two days ago, on May 2, four months after Julie had been born, Tara brought her home from the neonatal unit at El Paso Children’s
            Hospital. She’d been Julie’s NICU nurse. The baby had been abandoned by her young mother, who’d taken off in the middle of
            the night.
         

         
         The next day, Tara had started the process of becoming a foster parent with a single-minded goal. Adopt Julie.

         
         From the moment she’d touched that tiny flicker of life, she’d known in her heart of hearts they were fated. Julie was Tara’s
            second chance to become a mother. Two years ago, a month before her wedding to Kit Fedderson, her fiancé had contracted a
            virulent strain of viral meningitis and ended up in the hospital on a ventilator.
         

         
         Four days later, he was dead.

         
         In the shock of Kit’s sudden demise, Tara miscarried their baby eight weeks into her pregnancy. Following the loss of both
            her husband-to-be and her unborn child, Tara’s gynecologist had delivered more devastating news. Most likely, she would never
            be able to carry a pregnancy to term. A long struggle with endometriosis had permanently scarred her reproductive organs.
            Surgery was a remote possibility, but the doctor couldn’t promise it would resolve her infertility issues. Since she had no
            romantic partner, and wasn’t interested in anyone, she hadn’t yet bothered with the surgery. Although she’d had her eggs collected
            and frozen. Just in case.
         

         
         Tara rested her hand on her lower abdomen, felt the old pain surge up as if it were fresh.

         
         But now, here was Julie, ready-made and heaven-sent. The baby needed a mom just as much as Tara needed a baby to love.

         
         Julie had been an extreme preemie, born at twenty-seven weeks’ gestation, and weighing only two pounds at birth. She’d been
            so tiny, so vulnerable, unable to breathe on her own. No one in the NICU had thought Julie would make it, and they warned
            Tara not to get attached.
         

         
         But Tara believed. And for four long, arduous months, she’d prayed hard, and fought with all her heart, soul, and nursing
            skills.
         

         
         She was taking a gamble. Years might pass before she could legally call Julie her daughter . . . if ever . . . but she couldn’t
            regret giving it a shot.
         

         
         “Tea?” Her mother called her by her childhood nickname, drawing Tara’s thoughts back to the here and now. “Have you heard
            from CPS? Have they found Julie’s father?”
         

         
         “Paternity tests aren’t like on TV, Mom. No results in an hour. First, CPS had to track down the men who could possibly be
            Julie’s father. Then they administered the tests and we’re waiting for the results.”
         

         
         “Frustrating.”

         
         “It was not an easy task from what the caseworker, Ms. Bean, told me. There were several potential candidates.”

         
         “I see.” The expression on her mother’s face told Tara she’d been lecturing again. The downside of being a nurse and a part-time
            child care educator.
         

         
         “Sorry,” Tara mumbled, and pressed her fingers to her mouth. “I didn’t mean to sound like a know-it-all.”

         
         “You do know a lot. You’ve got a master’s degree in nursing. It’s something to crow about.” Mom stroked Julie’s head.
         

         
         “I shouldn’t talk down to you.”

         
         Mom’s smile forgave everything. “You weren’t. Do you have any idea who these men are?”

         
         “That’s confidential information. They won’t give me the father’s name until they’ve confirmed paternity. Privacy laws.”

         
         “Maybe he won’t want this little munchkin.” Mom tickled Julie’s cheek and the baby grinned at her.

         
         Tara’s heart fluttered. Julie was still so small, barely five pounds. One tiny foot poked from the blanket; the yellow baby
            sock that was too big for her tiny foot dangled from the end of her toes.
         

         
         “Although I have no idea how that’s possible,” her mother went on. “Look at that face! What kind of woman leaves a baby when
            she needs her the most?”
         

         
         “Julie’s mom was young. The responsibilities of caring for a preemie overwhelmed her.”

         
         “You’re too kind.”

         
         “I don’t want to get into the habit of bashing Julie’s mom.” Tara squatted beside the rocking chair, readjusted Julie’s sock.
            “It’s easy to judge when you haven’t walked a mile in someone else’s shoes.”
         

         
         Her mother cleared her throat. Loudly. “I’m proud of you for taking the high road, sweetheart, but I’ve had five babies, and
            I can’t imagine any circumstances where it would be okay to walk away.”
         

         
         “Mom . . .” Tara chided, unable to stop herself. She shifted to sit down on the arm of the couch beside the rocker. “Rhona
            White came from an abusive home. She had no help from anyone. No parenting skills.” Tara wasn’t making excuses for the woman
            abandoning her baby. She simply tried to understand. One day, if she got to adopt Julie, she’d have to explain about her biological
            mother.
         

         
         “I’m just saying, I couldn’t have left her.”
         

         
         “Julie has me now. Us. Our family. She’ll never be alone.”
         

         
         Her mother stilled, her face pensive. She opened her mouth, shut it, then opened it again. “Are you . . . absolutely sure
            this is the right thing?”
         

         
         Puzzled, Tara cocked her head. “What are you talking about?”

         
         “Adopting Julie.”

         
         “Of course I’m sure. You were just telling me how you can’t imagine anyone abandoning her. She’s helpless and alone.”

         
         “I meant her own mother abandoning her.”

         
         “You’re worried I’m going to get hurt. Don’t.” Tara fiddled with the end of her braid, noticed she had split ends. Past time
            for a trim, but she’d been too busy to schedule a haircut. “I understand exactly what I’m getting into.”
         

         
         “I know, it’s just . . .” Mom bit her bottom lip, her face filled with concern. “I’m worried that your desire to raise this
            child is rooted in your own tragedy.”
         

         
         Tara cradled her abdomen again. Yes, of course it was. How could it not be? Because she’d learned the hard way how fragile
            life was. But having her impulses guided by the past didn’t mean she was living in the past. Even if Kit and their baby hadn’t
            died, she would still want Julie. Life was precious. Julie was precious.
         

         
         “I fear you’re trying to replace the baby you lost. And while I completely understand that impulse, it’s a pretty heavy burden
            to put on an infant.”
         

         
         “No,” Tara said. “That’s not it at all. I don’t expect Julie to meet my emotional needs. I understand that she is a little
            person in her own right. I know she’s not the child I lost.” Tara clenched her jaw, fought off tears. “I’m not taking her
            on to salve my own grief. It’s been two years. I’ve had therapy. I’ve come to terms with what happened . . . and my infertility.
            I want Julie for Julie. My motive is love and nothing more.”
         

         
         Mom leaned over to cup Tara’s cheek, her eyes shiny with unshed tears. “Okay, I just wanted to make sure.”

         
         “Don’t cry, Mom. If you cry, I’m going to cry.”

         
         “No tears.” Mom sniffled. “I’m just so proud of you. You’ve been through hell and back, but you’ve done an amazing job of
            healing yourself.”
         

         
         “You and our family helped heal me. I couldn’t have done it without you guys.”

         
         “Of course, darling. Nothing is more important than family, and it truly does take a village to raise a child. My big fear
            is what if Rhona comes back—”
         

         
         “What if she doesn’t? CPS has already started the involuntary termination of Rhona’s parental rights.”

         
         “But that will be months down the road before it’s finalized. Rhona could still return to claim her.”

         
         “Yes,” Tara murmured. She thought about that all the time. “I can’t help it, Mom. I love this baby with all my heart. Even
            if I have to give her up to Rhona, or the dad when they locate him, and he wants her, I’ve got to try.”
         

         
         “Your heart is so big, my darling. You always were my most compassionate child, but you’re usually the most cautious as well.
            You’re not the type to go out on a limb.”
         

         
         “Julie is worth it.”

         
         “Then there’s the father too. What if he—”

         
         “Let’s stay positive.”

         
         “He could take her away from you.”

         
         “Trouble. Borrow. Don’t.”

         
         “Court battles. Legal fees. Are you ready for that?”

         
         “Stop worrying, Mom. If Julie’s dad wants her and is able to care for her, then in a perfect world, isn’t that the best scenario?”

         
         “So you’ll be able to let her go if it comes to that?”

         
         “I can accept it.”

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         Was she? Letting go was not her strong suit, which made her good at her job of saving preemie babies’ lives, but had caused
            her quite a few problems in life.
         

         
         Tara talked a big game. She hoped, if it came down to it, she could gracefully bow out. “Mom . . .”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “She’s stopped feeding.”

         
         “Oh, so she has.” Her mother set the bottle down. Julie yawned, lowered her lashes, curled her small fists beneath her chin.
            Mom examined the bottle. Frowned. “She only took two ounces of formula.”
         

         
         “That’s not unusual. She takes small amounts more often than a typical baby. It’s quite common in preemies.”

         
         “How often do you feed her?”

         
         Tara shrugged. “Every hour and a half.”

         
         “Goodness. When do you sleep?”

         
         “Whenever I can,” Tara said, reluctant to admit she worried about her abilities to mother a preemie with numerous health issues.

         
         “Spoken like a true mom.” Bridgette’s eyes softened as she met Tara’s gaze.

         
         Tara reached for the sleeping baby. “I can take her now.”

         
         Mom tucked the blanket more securely around Julie. “Why don’t you leave her to me and you go grab a nap?”

         
         The idea was luxurious. She hadn’t slept much in the last two days. Tara hesitated, conflicted.

         
         “I know you want to do everything for her,” Mom said. “But you’ve got to pace yourself. Motherhood is a marathon, not a sprint.”

         
         “It’s okay, I’m fine.”

         
         Mom shot her a look. Tara knew that look.

         
         She had a very clear memory of being five years old with her family in a crowded store. Tara needed to go to the bathroom,
            but she didn’t say anything because her mother was so busy with the other kids, juggling Kaia on her hip, Aria in a papoose
            pouch on her back, hollering at Ember to stop climbing on shelves and at Archer to put back the toy truck he’d tucked under
            his arm. Tara hadn’t wanted to be a burden. Inevitably, of course, she’d wet herself right there in the Wal-Mart, and burst
            into tears of shame. Mom had thrown her the same look then that she was giving her now, one of extreme exasperation for her
            solicitous middle child. “Tara,” Mom had scolded. “When you have needs, please make them known. It’s much more trouble for
            me to clean up pee than to take you to the bathroom in the first place.” Even at five, she’d been mortally mortified. Shame
            burning deep.
         

         
         “You’ve got to learn to relax,” her mother said. “It was a hard lesson for me to learn too, but when raising kids, it’s better
            to lighten up, throw away the rule book, and just listen to your gut. And my gut is telling me that my child needs some sleep.”
         

         
         “Maybe just for fifteen minutes,” Tara said. “It’s a three-hour drive back to Cupid, and I don’t want you out on the road
            after dark.”
         

         
         “I wish you lived closer.” Mom shifted Julie to her shoulder. “Your sisters and I could help out more if you were home in
            Cupid.”
         

         
         “You know I love my job here.”

         
         “But you’ve got Julie to think about now, and I’m sure they’d love to have you back at Cupid General. I also heard there is
            an opening for an RN at the WIC clinic in Pecos. Those state jobs pay well with great benefits.”
         

         
         The Women, Infants and Children’s Services of Texas might be something she’d consider down the road when she’d had her fill
            of the NICU stress. But as far as Cupid General went, returning to the well-baby nursery seemed like a step backward. Besides,
            her time as Julie’s guardian wasn’t guaranteed to last. She couldn’t make a major life change regarding residences or jobs
            until she knew that the baby’s mother and father had relinquished their parental rights.
         

         
         Mom made a good point though. She didn’t have any family support in El Paso.

         
         “It’s something I’ll have to think about if the adoption goes through. Until then . . .” Tara lifted one shoulder. “I’ll find
            a way to make it work. Luckily, the hospital offers child care for employees.”
         

         
         “Still . . .” Mom clucked her tongue. “It’s not the same as family.”

         
         “As if you don’t already have your hands full, helping Kaia and Casey with their little ones,” she said, referring to her
            younger sister and her brother Archer’s wife, who both had two small children.
         

         
         “There’s always room for another baby,” Mom said, gently patting Julie’s back. “Now go crawl into bed.”

         
         Tara kicked off her shoes and slipped into the bedroom of the small duplex she rented, an upgrade from the efficiency apartment
            she’d stayed in when she first came to El Paso. She’d moved in last month in preparation for fostering Julie. The duplex was
            close to the hospital and a park. A grandmotherly type lived on the other side of her. It wasn’t a detached home, but it was
            a nice enough environment for raising a child.
         

         
         Her head hit the pillow, and she’d just shut her eyes when the doorbell rang.

         
         Talk about rotten timing.

         
         “I’ll get it, Mom,” she called, and headed for the front door.

         
         Through the peephole, she saw Julie’s CPS caseworker, Mariah Bean, standing on the front porch. The younger woman was fresh
            from her master’s degree in social work. She was a petite little thing. Barely five foot. She wore her hair, dyed flamingo
            pink, in a short razor cut. In a camo-colored wrap dress and incongruous purple cowgirl boots with elevated heels, she looked
            like a kid playing dress up, but Ms. Bean had grown up in the foster care system herself, had gone to school on the GI Bill
            after serving four years in the army, and fought for her young charges with dedication and verve. She was as bright and cheerful
            as cherry blossoms in the spring, and just looking at her made Tara feel joyful.
         

         
         But what was the CPS caseworker doing here on a Saturday afternoon without calling or texting first?

         
         Trying not to imagine the worst, Tara steeled her spine, forced a TV-commercial smile, and opened the door. “Ms. Bean, come
            in, come in,” she invited, her pulse spiky against her veins.
         

         
         “I hope you don’t mind me dropping in unannounced.” Ms. Bean shifted her oversized tote bag to the opposite shoulder. “I was
            at the hospital when I got the news, and since you were so close, I thought I’d drop by. Is now a good time?”
         

         
         “Now is fine.” What news? Tara barely managed to rein in her anxiety and waved the young woman into the living room. “Would
            you like something to drink?” What she wanted to do was grab the social worker by the shoulders, shake her solidly, and yell
            at her to spill it. “Coffee? Tea? Water?”
         

         
         “No thank you, I can’t stay long.”

         
         She introduced Ms. Bean to her mother. All three of them oohed and aahed over Julie, who was awake now and staring at them
            with wide-eyed curiosity.
         

         
         Finally, Ms. Bean straightened and met Tara’s gaze. The look said more than words, and Tara felt her stomach slosh into her
            socks.
         

         
         “What is it?” Tara cracked her knuckles.

         
         Ms. Bean’s blue eyes dimmed, and her smile faded. “They found Julie’s father.”

         
         “Oh,” Tara said, and then, because she didn’t know what else to say, repeated, “Oh.”

         
         “He didn’t even know Julie existed until we contacted him a few weeks ago and asked him to take the paternity test. Rhona
            got around, if you know what I mean.”
         

         
         Yes, yes, Tara already knew all that. What she did not know was if the father was going to try and take Julie away from her.

         
         “What did the dad say?” she asked.

         
         “His people are delivering the results to him today.”

         
         His people. What did that mean? Did he have a legal team at his disposal ready to spring into action? All the air left her body in one
            whoosh, and it was only then Tara realized she’d been holding her breath. “I see.”
         

         
         “Don’t look so distressed.” The caseworker’s voice carried a soothing tone. “This is a good thing.”

         
         “He wants to voluntarily terminate parental rights?” Tara asked. Her hope was a brittle sound, thin and crackly in the silence
            of the room. Please let him not want her, please let him not want her . . .

         
         “I don’t know that yet. As I said, he’s being informed at the same time you are.”

         
         “Where is he?” Tara had visions of some big roughneck cowboy bursting into her house and demanding custody of his baby daughter.
            Her knees turned to water, and she had to put a hand against the wall to keep from losing her balance.
         

         
         “Albuquerque, New Mexico.”

         
         Whew. Okay, he wouldn’t be busting in her door immediately.

         
         “But he is from Rhona’s hometown, your hometown.”
         

         
         “Julie’s father is from Cupid?” Tara whispered.

         
         What were the odds? Cupid was a town of less than two thousand. Then again, many women from small towns in the Trans-Pecos
            came to the city to have their babies. Not such ridiculous odds in that context since El Paso was the nearest NICU.
         

         
         Ms. Bean nodded, clutched her tote bag with both hands. “He is.”

         
         Tara could feel the woman’s gaze slide up and down her body, as if she feared Tara was about to topple over. Mom too was watching
            her with narrowed pupils and pursed lips. Did she look that fragile?
         

         
         Her skin felt cool and dry, but inside her blood pulsed hot and sticky. Dear Lord, did she know Julie’s father? Most everyone
            in Jeff Davis County knew most everyone else. Odds were very good that she did know him.
         

         
         “Who . . .” Her voice trembled. She cleared her throat, tried again. “Who is he?”

         
         “He’s a professional bull rider, as were all the men on our list of possibles. Rhona seems to have an affinity for rodeo cowboys,”
            Ms. Bean said.
         

         
         Why was the woman dragging this out? Tara squeezed her nails so hard into her palms that bites of pain shot into her wrists.
            In her gut she already knew the answer to her question before she repeated it. “Who is he?”
         

         
         “Do you think you might know him?”

         
         “Would knowing him help my chances of adopting Julie or hurt them?” Anxiety was a brick, clobbering every corner of her body.

         
         “That would depend.”

         
         “On what?”

         
         “If he’s reasonable or not.”

         
         “Who is he?” Tara’s voice was a thin wire, high and stiff. From the look on her mother’s face, Bridgette had a shrewd guess
            of her own. Tara knew of only one professional bull rider in Cupid.
         

         
         “His name . . .” Ms. Bean paused as if waiting for a drum roll.

         
         Outside, a squirrel scampered across the gutter, clanking metal against the eaves. Tara sucked in a hard breath.

         
         “. . . is Rhett Lockhart.”

         
         Rhett Lockhart.

         
         That scoundrel. She gave a little laugh, half amusement, half scoff.

         
         Just as Tara had suspected, Julie’s father was the most irresponsible man in Jeff Davis County. A man who’d once dated, and
            dumped, her youngest sister, Aria. A man with a reputation for blowing through buckle bunnies with the whirlwind blast of
            a hot desert sandstorm.
         

         
         What juicy local gossip.

         
         What controversy.

         
         And what luck.

         
         Rhett was a charming bad boy who cared about nothing but himself. No way was he going to want a kid.

         
         She knew Rhett through and through. The Lockharts and Alzates were forever intertwined. All nine of the kids grew up as one
            big family, a pack of exuberant children who doubled as a softball team for family holiday gatherings and reunions. Her father,
            Armand, had been the Lockharts’ ranch foreman; her mother, their housekeeper and surrogate mom.
         

         
         Her brother, Archer, was the eldest of the five Alzate siblings. He had taken over as foreman of the Silver Feather once her
            father retired. Archer and his wife, Casey, were now rearing their two sons in the same rambling farmhouse where the Alzate
            children had grown up.
         

         
         The next eldest, Ember, had married Ranger, the second-born Lockhart brother. They were currently living in southern Ontario,
            Canada, where Ranger worked as an astrobiologist and Ember had her own real estate company. They were expecting their first
            baby in June.
         

         
         Tara was the middle child, halfway between Archer and Ember on one side, Kaia and Aria on the other. She’d long considered
            herself the family fulcrum, the grounding balance. Her practical, logical nature drew people to her. Particularly folks in
            crisis.
         

         
         Kaia had married Ridge, the oldest Lockhart brother. Kaia, a veterinarian, was now a stay-at-home mom, while Ridge ran the
            Silver Feather.
         

         
         “Rhett Lockhart,” Tara whispered. “You old dog, you.”

         
         She and her mother shared triumphant glances, and Tara almost laughed out loud with relief. This was the best news ever. No
            way would the likes of Rhett want custody of a sickly newborn.
         

         
         She was home free.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Muley: A term used to describe a hornless bull.
         

         
         Rhett stared down at the form on the kitchen table.

         
         At the top of the paper, in bold dark lettering, it read: VOLUNTARY RELINQUISHMENT OF PARENTAL RIGHTS.

         
         “Sign the affidavit and your troubles are over.”

         
         “Really?” His hopes bobbled.

         
         “We’ll need to get a witness and a notary, but that’s easily solvable. Clerk in the fairground’s office has a notary sign
            on the wall. We can just walk on over to the office.”
         

         
         Rhett bent over the form, too leery to even pick it up. He rubbed his palms down the tops of his thighs all the way to his
            knees, read it over. Two times. “Do I have to sign it today?”
         

         
         Lamar looked surprised. “No. I just figured you would want to. It’s why I went ahead and flew out here. That and I had some
            other business in Santa Fe tomorrow.”
         

         
         “What does it mean if I relinquish my parental rights?”

         
         “It means your daughter can be adopted out. The foster mother is eager to have her.”

         
         “What about the foster father?”

         
         “Ms. Alzate is single.”

         
         Alzate?

         
         Rhett froze. He straightened and met Lamar’s gaze. He knew of only one Alzate who was a NICU nurse. The same Alzate who’d
            babysat him when he was a kid. The very same Alzate who was also his sister-in-law. Twice. Her sisters Kaia and Ember had married his
            half brothers Ridge and Ranger.
         

         
         “Tara? She’s my daughter’s foster mother?”
         

         
         Lamar nodded, confirming.

         
         Oh wow. Tara made him uncomfortable because she saw through him like a windowpane. The one Alzate he’d never been able to
            charm. She’d always known when he was up to mischief.
         

         
         He hadn’t seen her since she’d moved to El Paso almost two years ago. Not that he’d ever really hung out with her. Just bumped
            into her at family functions where the Lockharts and Alzates mingled. He dredged up polite chitchat when he had to, but he’d
            always gotten the feeling she disapproved of him. Not that she’d ever said anything to that effect. Typically, she simply
            avoided him.
         

         
         Her attitude bothered him. He liked women, and for the most part, they returned the feeling and then some. Tara’s distaste
            for him had taken a stronger track since he’d briefly dated her youngest sister, Aria.
         

         
         Rhett and Aria were a lot alike, both fun-loving and frisky, easygoing and expressive. They’d had a ball together. They’d
            both gone into the relationship knowing it was nothing but a fling. He hadn’t hurt Aria. Aria hadn’t hurt him. They were cool.
         

         
         But Tara had disapproved. Throwing around her holier-than-thou frown.

         
         A couple of summers ago, she’d backed him into a corner of the kitchen at his brother Ridge’s house on his family’s Silver
            Feather Ranch. It was during a party following the christening of their niece, Ingrid. Tara had shaken a chiding finger in
            his face and told him in no uncertain terms to leave Aria alone. Rhett explained that Aria was a grown woman who could make
            her own decisions. Tara countered by threatening his private parts if he didn’t back off her sister.
         

         
         Hmm. So Tara wanted to adopt his daughter. He wasn’t sure how he felt about this.

         
         “Does she know the baby is mine?” he asked.

         
         “The caseworker is informing her today.”

         
         Was this a bit of good news or not? Rhett stroked his chin, unable to decide. If he signed away his parental rights and Tara
            adopted the baby, he’d still get to see his daughter from time to time when their two clans got together. On the surface it
            seemed like a win-win.
         

         
         As if reading his mind, Lamar said, “Signing away your parental rights means you will no longer have any say in how the baby
            is raised. Not her religious affiliations, not how she’s educated, not where she lives. Nothing. Even if Tara happens to let
            you see the baby once the adoption is final, you are not guaranteed that right by law.”
         

         
         Rhett rapped his fingers against the table repeatedly, feeling keyed up. He hadn’t had time to absorb all this. “What about
            Rhona?”
         

         
         Lamar put out a hand to stop the tapping. “The state has already moved to terminate Rhona’s rights involuntarily since she
            abandoned the baby. Problem is, she’s in the wind.”
         

         
         “Let me get this straight. Even if I were to sign this form right now, Tara can’t move forward with the adoption until Rhona’s
            parental rights have been terminated by the state.”
         

         
         “That’s right. Or Rhona could come back and voluntarily relinquish her rights, allowing Tara to adopt her,” Lamar said.

         
         “Conversely, she could show up and want the child back before her rights have been terminated.” Rhett toyed with the cow and
            bull salt and pepper shakers on the table, moving them around like chess pieces.
         

         
         “That is a possibility.”

         
         “What if I sign over my rights, and Rhona wants the baby back?”

         
         “Then, unless the judge concludes there’s a good reason why not, Rhona will get custody.”
         

         
         “And I’ll be left without a say in it.”

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “But neither will Tara.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “No one knows where Rhona is?”

         
         “Do you have any idea?” Lamar asked.

         
         Rhett shook his head as vigorously as if he were trying to dislodge hay from his shaggy curls. “I hardly knew her.”

         
         “I get the feeling you need more time.” Lamar reached for the paper.

         
         Rhett held on to it. Why was he hesitating? Sign the form. Get it over and done with and get back to his life. Did it really
            matter whether the baby went to Tara or Rhona? He was never going to be father of the year. The kid deserved better than the
            likes of him. It wasn’t as if Rhett had had some great role model to pattern himself after.
         

         
         Ridge didn’t have a great model and he’s an awesome dad, the thought rose up in his mind. Yeah, well, Ridge had always been the responsible type. The parenting gig for his older
            half brother had been like taking a duck to water.
         

         
         But Rhett? He simply didn’t have what it took to be a good dad. He wasn’t cut out for it. A guy had to honor who he was at
            his core, right? Yes, he could provide for the baby financially, and he would. Even if he terminated his parental rights,
            he’d still make sure the baby was taken good care of . . . monetarily, that was. That, he could do. But the day-to-day? C’mon,
            let’s be honest, he had absolutely nothing to offer.
         

         
         Perhaps if the child were a boy, he could teach him how to ride horses and tame a bull, but what did he know about tea parties
            and hair bows? He’d lost his mother when he was eight. He knew nothing about what was in the hearts and minds of women. To
            be truthful, he’d never really wanted to know.
         

         
         Women, in Rhett’s world, were pretty playthings to be savored and admired, at least until it was time to move on to the next
            town.
         

         
         For the first time ever, it occurred to him that the women he’d dated were someone else’s daughters. One day, his daughter would be old enough to hang around the rodeo circuit and pick herself up a cowboy.
         

         
         Yikes! Rhett yanked a palm down his face, snorted. That was a scary thought.
         

         
         “You’ve got more depth than I thought.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “I figured you’d be raring to sign away those rights at the drop of a Stetson.”

         
         “Shouldn’t I at least see the baby first?”

         
         “Personally, if it were me, I would. But I’m not you.” Lamar futzed with his pocket square.

         
         Rhett sat back down, anchored his elbow to the table, plunked his chin in his upturned palm. Cogitated. Sign the form and
            he was free as a bird. Or go see the baby first and risk losing his heart.
         

         
         “What should I do?” He blinked at Lamar.

         
         “You’ve spent your life keeping your heart out of the fray. Why change now?” Lamar asked.

         
         “Because this is a baby. My baby.”
         

         
         Lamar spread his hands like goalposts. “And there you have it.”

         
         Oh shit, oh damn, he was screwed. “How can I be a single dad and stay in the PBR?”

         
         “That’s the same question a judge is going to ask if you file for custody.”

         
         “Nope.” Rhett shook his head again as fear seized his stomach. “Can’t do it. Can’t give up the PBR.”

         
         Lamar pushed back his chair. “Let’s go talk to that notary.”

         
         Rhett raised his palms, stop-sign style. “Not
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