
Coyote Creek Box Set

Books 1-3

A Lesson in Love

A Heart Torn Apart

A Secret to Shatter

Katie O’Connor

Snarky Heart Press

[image: image]

⎯ Coyote Creek Box Set Books One-Three⎯

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2022 by Katie O’Connor

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, without permission in writing from its copyright holder.

Published June 2022

(katieohwrites.com)

Snarky Heart Press

ISBN: 978-1-989816-38-7 (Kindle Edition) 

ISBN: 978-1-989816-39-4 (Amazon Print Version)

ISBN: 978-1-989816-40-0 (D2D Print Version)


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Coyote Creek Box Set Books 1-3

A Lesson in Love | Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

A Heart Torn Apart | Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

A Secret to Shatter | Dear Readers:

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter: Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Sign up for Katie O'Connor's Mailing List

Further Reading: Christmas in Silver Creek

Design and cover art by P.S. Cover Design

Formatting by Shelley Kassian

Editing by Terri St. Clair

A Lesson in Love

Sparks fly when secrets from two pasts collide.

Fired from her job and accused of a crime she has not committed, Tricia Paxton retreats to Coyote Creek to recover from trauma and rebuild her career. Though she shields herself from the past, her secrets challenge new relationships, and her new position as an elementary school teacher further complicate personal boundaries when an eye-catching stranger requires lessons of his own.

Carefree bachelor, Riley Flint, has problems, too. While focusing on building a veterinary practice, his plans grind to a halt when a daughter he has never known enters his life. Accepting the troublesome news that the mother has passed away and her maternal grandparents cannot offer their care, he assumes the responsibility of raising his daughter. But he has little experience with children and the girl needs more instruction than a man can give, so Riley approaches the new teacher for help.

Who knew a daughter to Riley and a student to Tricia would spark joy and conflict in a couple’s life? Daisy might complicate their romance, but Riley’s family urges him to embrace his new life as a father and welcome both Daisy and Tricia into his heart. Can love find common ground and unite a family or will Tricia’s past tear them apart?

A Heart Torn Apart

Missing teens, broken hearts and an undeniable love.

RCMP Constable Amy Baxter, retreated to Coyote Creek to escape an enormous mistake. She wants to do her job as a police officer until the scandal passes and she can further her career in another large city.  Her attractive new neighbor is secretive, doesn’t seem to have a job and keeps weird hours. His behavior triggers her law enforcement warning bells and his body sets off sensations best forgotten.

Justice Flint is a man on a mission and Amy is an unwanted distraction, poking her nose into his business. His teenage daughter is missing. With no idea if she’s run away or been abducted, he’s spent the last two years searching for her. His broken heart won’t allow him to give up searching until he finds her.

When Amy catches him breaking the law in search of clues, she has two choices: arrest him or team up to search for his daughter. Either way, she needs to ignore her attraction and protect the walls she’s built around her heart.

A Secret to Shatter

A soldier, an undercover government operative, and a clash of ideologies.

Honey Dalton can’t resist Ira Castillo’s handsome face and kind, if somewhat taciturn manner. She admires his dedication and service to his country, but senses he’s hiding something from her. She’s determined to ferret out his secrets while concealing her above average intelligence and secret career as a counter-terrorism agent for the Canadian government.

For his entire life, Ira believed his father was dead. After a deathbed confession by his mother, he learns that his father is alive and well and raising another family. Seeking answers, he heads to Coyote Creek where he meets a beautiful, but seemingly purposeless waitress.

Ira, a medically retired, and total balls-to-the-wall soldier, cannot reconcile himself with Honey’s carefree, pointless life. Nor can he fight the attraction building between them. If not for her apparent lack of ambition, and his own focus on getting to know his newfound family, Honey Dalton would be perfect for him.

But they’ve got more in common than either realizes.

Can they shatter the secrets between them and build a life together, or is the gulf between them too wide to breach?
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A Lesson in Love

Chapter One
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Perched on the edge of her high-backed wooden stool, Tricia Paxton leaned one elbow against the raised, rough pine table and watched the dancers whirl around Bar None’s crowded dance floor. The popular night spot had a country and western theme. Saddles and horse paraphernalia hung everywhere. Hurricane lamps with flameless candles lit every table and all of the solid, wooden furniture was marked with the brands of local ranches. Time and hard use had worn the finish off the furnishings leaving a welcome, rustic feel. A vague lemony scent failed to completely hide the smell of stale beer. Luckily, the aroma of French fries and burgers hung enticingly in the air. She’d come here tonight with Joanne Mahoney. They’d been best friends since university. Jo had disappeared into the crowd ten minutes ago after vowing she’d only be a jiffy. Tricia had laughed, one thing Jo never got right was timing. She was always punctual for work but in all other aspects of her life, Jo lacked the ability to judge the passing of time.

Tonight, Jo’d dragged Tricia out claiming they needed a night on the town because Tuesday marked the start of a new school year. She’d promised conversation and dancing and Tricia loved dancing. She’d be out on the floor if anyone asked her to join them, despite her awkward dance moves. Three women danced alone in the small crowd on the floor, surrounded by couples. She debated joining them, but a night out in a town of two thousand people meant familiar faces rather than city anonymity. Here, where everyone knew each other, she preferred not to show off her uncoordinated side alone. She’d only hit the floor if someone asked her to join them.

She’d only been in Coyote Creek for fifteen months. After losing her previous teaching position in Edmonton, she’d taken a job at the small, north central Alberta town’s only school. She’d tried getting a position in a private school, but the blemish on her record made her a risky hire. She’d debated changing careers altogether; but in the end decided she loved interacting with children too much to embark on a new career. Nothing she’d ever done matched the happiness and pride which came from helping a child riddle out a complex problem. When the light of understanding bloomed in their eyes, she knew her reason for walking the earth was to educate children.

She’d lucked out with this position when an accident had taken the previous grade one teacher, Mrs. Chips, out of work. Tricia had filled in as a substitute for the last month of classes. When the sixty-something teacher had chosen not to return to work, the principal had encouraged the school board to hire Tricia on in her place.

Changing from an enormous, exclusive, city school to a small-town school housing kindergarten to grade twelve was an adjustment. Seeing her coworkers around town daily had taken some getting used to; but she was adapting to the intimacy. There were at least half a dozen teachers from the school in the bar tonight; some dancing, some seated and enjoying their evening with friends and coworkers. She knew them by sight and name, but hadn’t had much interaction with them; otherwise, she’d join them.

She wasn’t shy, exactly. She just wasn’t good at introducing herself to adults; with her students, it was easy. The battle between her urge to socialize and her urge to hide roiled in her stomach like stampeding buffalo.

Across the floor, she saw Riley Flint dancing with a curvaceous blonde. Tricia had met him last spring when he’d picked up his nephews, Gary and Zander, at school. Riley was barely under six feet tall and broad shouldered. He had a lean, almost wiry look. Tonight, his neatly trimmed, dark brown hair was hidden by his usual tan Stetson. Blue jeans and a plaid button-down shirt spoke of his cowboy roots even though he’d left the family ranch for a career as a veterinarian.

Riley’s movements were graceful and mesmerizing. His narrow hips swayed and his shoulders dipped as he twirled his partner about. He and the blonde danced in perfect unison. The song ended and she returned to her seat; Riley changed partners and stayed on the floor for several songs; slow, fast and everything in between. It was a pleasure to watch him dance; he was graceful and elegant. Women chose Riley for their partner. If not, he ambled through the crowd until he found a willing companion. He danced and danced and she watched until he left the floor and slipped into a chair beside his brother Carl who sat three tables over with a couple of the mechanics who worked in his repair shop on Sparrow Street. Carl and Riley looked a lot alike except Carl had a second dimple and was shorter and stockier.

Riley sat for a moment and sipped his beer before a redhead grabbed his arm and pulled him to the floor. When the music rolled into a slow waltz, he traded partners, bowed to an elderly woman and led her to the floor. He returned the blue haired lady to her husband. He then turned his green eyes in Tricia’s direction. She looked away when he winked and tipped his Stetson. She was glad he noticed her though.  Excitement trickled through her; she’d gone two years without a date. It was nice to know she could still catch a man’s eye.

She waved at a couple of parents she knew from the school and studied the crowd. She recognized a few welders, some operators from the local sour-gas plant, the town’s librarian and a local hunting guide. Unless she was mistaken, the kids in the corner worked at the ski hill and skateboard park north of town.

She searched the dancers for Jo. Unable to find her, Tricia debated the merits of abandoning her and heading home. She discarded the idea, she’d never ditch a friend, even in Coyote Creek.

Though Tricia had been in town teaching just over a year, it felt much longer.  Probably because she didn’t have much of a social life. There’d been a few staff dinners and lots of girls’ nights with Jo but she usually spent her evenings at home. Alone. The solitude was wearing thin. Before she’d been wrongly accused and fired from her previous position, her social life had been active. Coworkers, university friends, neighbors and her fiancé; there’d always been something going on.

Here, not so much. She should socialize, make the first move and join her fellow teachers. Why was it so hard to make the initial overture of friendship? They were nice people, she chatted with them in the staff room every day yet something held her back.

The music morphed from quick paced to a slow, sexy love song. The dance floor emptied leaving only a few couples wrapped tight in each other’s arms, oblivious to the crowd. Beautiful. What would it be like to feel the love she saw shining in their eyes again? She shrugged the thought off. No sense fretting over something unattainable. She wouldn’t risk opening her heart again to the pain love could bring after the disaster with her ex-fiancé. If he’d loved her, he would have stayed by her side when things had gotten rough in Edmonton; instead, he’d bolted and taken up with one of her closest friends. She’d lost her two closest confidants that day. Anger and disappointment at their duplicity surged anew making her stomach ache.

A bark of deep masculine laughter rose over the twang of country music and she pivoted to find the source. Riley leaned against the bar looking more like a model than a veterinarian in his Wranglers, Stetson and cowboy boots. She did not want to be interested in a cowboy like him, no matter how good looking he was. She’d look her fill and move on; he had a reputation as a lady’s man which put him miles out of her league.

All five of the Flint brothers were utterly dependable and danged good looking. Riley’s three sisters were as beautiful as his brothers were handsome. Eight kids. As a teacher, she couldn’t fathom having that many children. Who could survive a family with eight kids? It was one thing to have twenty kids for a few hours a day, but all day, every day? No thank you.

Tricia scanned the floor again for Joanne, she’d been dancing with Riley’s best friend and business partner, Houston Jackson. She spotted her redheaded friend across the room; headed out the door on Houston’s arm. Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out to find a text from Jo. Sorry to abandon you. Riley will give you a ride home. He’s a great guy. You’ll like him. Call you in the morning.

Tricia groaned, slid off her stool and reached for her light cotton jacket.

“Hey, Tricia.” Riley ambled into view. “Jo told me you’d need a ride home. I’m here to oblige.”

She rocked back on her heels. “No thanks. I’ll take a taxi.”

“Not likely. Well, my brother Carl owns the cab and it’s in the shop. Blew the tranny this morning.” Riley answered, a sexy grin curving his lips.

“Figures. Isn’t there more than one?” She asked with a mental eye roll. Well, the exercise wouldn’t hurt her and this was the safest town she’d ever lived in. Crime was almost non-existent.

“No. I guess two more have been ordered from the dealership but haven’t come in. Carl’s lamenting not buying a couple more cabs earlier on. People will have to walk or catch a ride with a friend. Which is what I’m offering you. It’s no trouble.”

“No. Thanks anyway.” She smiled.

“Come on. Dance with me and then I’ll take you home.” His eyes looked into hers and pulled her in. Even in the dim light of the bar, those unmistakably Flint-green eyes were mesmerizing. Everyone in town talked about green eyes being a Flint family trait. Riley smiled and tipped his hat like a gentleman. She hesitated; temptation prodded her to accept.

“I don’t think so. Thank you. I’ll just go home.” She inched backward.

“Well, I’ll be hanged. You don’t know how to dance, do you?” He chuckled and a dimple appeared in his right cheek.

Bananas. She was such a sucker for those green eyes and his dimple. “I do know how to dance but I’m an elementary school teacher. I am concerned about what people would think.”

“Tricia, I’ve only ever seen you in the bar twice. I’ll bet you haven’t had a single drink since you arrived in town. Frank, the bartender, tells me you’re drinking iced tea. Therefore, your reputation will come out unscathed.”  He said lightly, a teasing grin wreathing his face.

He’d asked the bartender what she was drinking?

“Look over there.” He pointed to a table in the corner. “The principal, the vice principal, the secretary and the physics teacher. They’re all having a beer. Nobody cares. This is Friday night in Coyote Creek.” He dragged the word into three distinct syllables the way everyone in town did; rhyming the first syllable with my. Ky-oh-tee.

She followed his gesture. Once again, she was tempted. Too tempted. Not to drink, but to dance with him. Maybe she would. She’d really like to. A cashier from the grocery store slipped in between her and Riley. With her back to Tricia, she slid her arms around Riley’s neck and kissed him on the cheek. “Dance with me, Riley.”

“Sure.” He gave Tricia one last, disappointed look and followed his new partner onto the floor.” The music changed from slow to a fast-paced Jive-type beat. Riley grasped the woman’s hand and spun her in an exaggerated circle. They dance and twirled. Together, they could have won a dance competition. Envy rocketed through Tricia. She should have accepted his offer. The man danced like a pro. Her gaze glued to them, she flushed when Riley flashed her a grin as they spun by.

Dang.

Okay, this was it. She marshalled her courage as the song came to an end. A deep breath and she stepped onto the dance floor, heading straight toward Riley. He must have noticed her coming, he turned, a wide smile on his face. 

“I’m not much of a dancer, but I think I’d like to dance with you.” She smiled nervously.

He sketched a slight bow and offered his hand.

Eagerly, but with a touch of shyness, she placed her icy hand in his warm, strong one. A brief brush of fingers and he whirled her across the floor, his other hand light on her upper arm. He guided her through half a dozen steps and into a spin. Expecting her usual klutziness, she discovered, under his guidance, she barely stumbled at all. In his arms, she felt like she was floating on air.

“Riley Robert Flint. I demand an explanation!” 

His eyes went wide, he stumbled to a halt and grimaced. He dropped Tricia’s hand and turned with a false smile. “Mom?”

Sue Flint, Riley’s stepmother was a force to be reckoned with and not one of her eight children dared disobey her. Nor did any of her four grandchildren. She glared at her son, her blue eyes flashing in anger, her hands on her hips.

“Good evening, Mrs. Flint. Constable Baxter.” Tricia greeted the newcomers. Amy Baxter, RCMP constable, her long blonde hair in a neat braid hanging down her back, stood beside Mrs. Flint looking deadly serious. They greeted her and turned their attention to Riley.

“What?” He looked back and forth between the two women and then stared at the shiny toes of his boots, like a boy caught doing something wrong.

“I never thought I’d see the day when the police showed up on my doorstep looking for one of my grown sons. I taught you better. Amy tells me there’s a baby at the police station with your name on it.” She shook her head disapprovingly and made a tsking sound.

His gaze flew up, eyes wide. His mouth flapped soundlessly. He swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing harshly.

“What?” He croaked out. “I never...”

“Not a baby, exactly. A small child. I don’t want to discuss this here. Come with us,” Constable Baxter suggested. Her uniform was immaculate. She rested her hand on her holster as if she were expecting trouble. Whatever this was about, it must be serious business.

“If there’s a kid. It’s not mine. I never, ever, mess around without protection.”

Sue pinched his ear. “Don’t you sass. You’re coming with us and we’re going to straighten this out. Now.” She frog-marched him toward the door, Constable Baxter followed, grinning, in their wake.

The bar fell silent, even the band stopped playing. Nobody moved or said a word until they were out the door. Pandemonium erupted.

Jeepers, and she’d been worried about dancing. She paid her tab and headed for home. Good thing she’d worn comfortable shoes for walking. First Jo ditched her and now, her other ride option was gone as well.

Riley Flint, bachelor extraordinaire, had a child? He didn’t seem to think so. Curiosity gnawed at her. He didn’t seem careless. She shook off the thought. He did date a lot; but he was friends with all his exes, though, according to Jo, he never dated anyone more than a few times. There’d never been even a hint of a rumor involving Riley fathering a child.

He wasn’t a paragon of virtue by any stretch. He drank a bit, but never drove under the influence and he had a flawless reputation as a veterinarian. He was beyond handsome. Too bad their dance had been cut so short; she’d been enjoying herself. Well maybe it was for the best.

She turned her mind away from him, walked two blocks north and turned right on Main Street. Luckily the evening was warm. A soft pine-scented breeze ruffled her hair as she strolled along the south side of the street and admired the buildings across the wide road. The angle parking stalls were virtually empty.  Her favorite shop had to be the bubble-gum pink chocolate shop called Sweet Heaven. It had the most adorable white gingerbread trim and a lovely shaded deck where you could sip coffee and eat treats. The rock shop and bookstore were next.

With two lakes and a small ski hill nearby, Coyote Creek businesses relied on the tourist trade to keep going. As a result, there were numerous specialty shops. It was, in effect, a mini-Banff dropped smack dab in north central Alberta.

The ski hill was man-made, constructed by an entrepreneurial farmer and his engineer son who’d grown tired of the insecurity of farm life. They’d bought some equipment, hired a crew and turned a huge portion of their five thousand acres of hilly land into a small ski hill. It wouldn’t challenge an experienced skier, but for beginners and people looking for an escape from the province’s larger hills, it was a cozy destination hill just twenty minutes north of town. Recently, they’d added an extensive skateboard park and picnic area.

Skiing brought winter tourists; the lakes brought summer guests. Gunderson’s Tours offered hunting, fishing and backpacking to visitors. The surrounding mixed arboreal forests providing plenty of opportunity for all kinds of outdoor activity year-round. Last summer, Tricia had gone on a wonderful four-day backpacking excursion with Jo.

She turned north again for two more blocks, enjoying the waning evening light and late summer breeze.  She felt safe walking the few blocks to her apartment building, directly across from the Kinsmen’s Play Park, and kitty-corner to the curling rink and attached arena. She smiled as she approached the first of two identical buildings and jogged up the brown painted concrete steps. The building manager who had a green thumb and gift for decorating kept the lobby and front steps decorated for every season. Pumpkins, gourds and witches were sprinkled amongst the marigolds and lobelia overflowing their pots on each stair and on the landing. Tricia stopped to admire the display, sniffed the alyssum blossoms and opened the outside door. 

Modeled after a brownstone, the three-story brick building had been her home for the past year. She’d been lucky to find the perfect apartment. The vacancy rate here was low. Her two-bedroom suite overlooked Fifteenth Avenue on the front and Spruce Street on the south side. She stepped into the vestibule of her apartment complex and unlocked the inner door. She padded quietly up the carpeted stairs to her third-floor suite and let herself inside.

Her suite number was four-ten. She laughed at the irony of being on the third floor with a four-hundred number. Numbering started with the basement suites being one-oh-one and one-oh-two.

She eased the door shut behind her and leaned against the wall. Home. Her home. Her comfort zone. The furnishings weren’t the top end leather and chrome pieces from the apartment she’d shared with her fiancé. Instead, they reflected her tastes. A light and airy floral couch and two burgundy wing chairs flanked a small television.  The TV stand, end tables and coffee table were garage sale finds but in good shape. They matched the maple kitchen table and chairs her aunt had given her.

Tricia set her purse on the table beside the door, hung her jacket in the closet, placed her shoes inside and closed the bi-fold doors. She grabbed her slippers because while the modern tile floor was beautiful, it was hard on her feet. She’d buy some throw rugs next time she was in Edmonton. Maybe something in a forest green to accentuate the profusion of greenery growing in her windows.

She padded down the hallway into her bedroom and exchanged her jeans and blouse for shorts and a T-shirt. It was early yet; she’d pull out the cozy mystery she’d bought yesterday and make herself some tea.

She could have, no should have, joined her coworkers. She shook her head at her own cowardice. Instead, she’d let Riley rattle her and bolted for home and another night alone.
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Chapter Two
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“Seriously?” Riley frowned at Amy Baxter as she pushed his head down and herded him into the back seat of her RCMP cruiser. “Am I under arrest?”

She slammed the door and climbed into the front seat beside his mother. “You are not under arrest, but your presence is required at the station. Buckle up.”

“Someone want to tell me what this is all about? Why did you haul me out of the bar? The night’s young and I’ve only had one beer. I was dancing with Tricia Paxton. She’s cute and Houston says she’s got a great sense of humor to go along with those pretty blue eyes and black hair.” He pulled out the seatbelt and fastened it around himself.

His stepmother flashed him her patented ‘don’t sass me’ glare and he fell silent. She’d been giving him the look since she married his dad when Riley was ten. It meant business. Sue Flint might be kind hearted and generous, but the entire town knew not to mess with her when she was upset; mainly because it took a lot to break her cheery attitude. His stepmother always smiled, except tonight.  Her shoulder length, salt and pepper hair usually curled neatly under, but was uncharacteristically disarrayed tonight. Not bad, but anyone who knew her well would know she was out of sorts.

She looked tired. Her shoulders drooped. Her thin frame, normally strong and upright, bowed like she carried the weight of the world on her shoulders. His dad had been battling a bug for weeks. Was it more serious than they let on? Stubborn as always, his father insisted he was fine. If it was dragging Sue down, it must be serious. He made a mental vow to find out exactly what was going on. Sue’s blue eyes narrowed as she looked at him over the seat.

What the heck had he done to annoy her? He wracked his brains for an answer.

Whoa! wait!

“You said there’s a baby? No way. No how. I’ve never had unprotected sex. Somebody’s trying to pull a fast one. I’m not a father. I guarantee it.”

“You mind your manners, Riley Robert Flint. No more back talk.”

He groaned and covered his eyes with his Stetson. He knew when to argue and when to shut up. If there was a baby, it wasn’t his. His mind flashed to the past, for a short time, probably six weeks or so, he’d dated a waitress in the city. Mona had been great fun, but in the end, they’d wanted different things. He wasn’t ready to settle down and she was. They’d argued about it during their last evening together, after their condom had broken. She’d assured him for months there were no repercussions. She’d told him she wasn’t pregnant. It was over six years ago. Way too long ago to leave a baby behind.

He followed Sue and Constable Baxter through the front office of the police station, past some closed doors, and an interrogation room and into the staff room. A couple who appeared to be in their mid-sixties sat perfectly upright on the couch, their faces marred by sad frowns, their eyes damp. They were the only people in the room.

“Mr. and Mrs. Able. This is Riley Flint. You’ve already met his stepmother, Sue Flint. Why don’t you go ahead and tell Riley your story?”

Riley stared at the couple. Mr. Able’s fists clenched against his thighs, his jaw was tight and his short-cropped hair stood in disarray, like he’d been trying to pull it out, but he met Riley’s gaze with a watery stare. Mrs. Able twisted her hands together and stared at the wall.

“I believe you were acquainted with Mona Able? In Edmonton?” He waited, his tapping toe tearing strips off Riley’s conscience.

“Mona Able?” He paused. “Yeah, we dated for a while. Years ago. I thought this was about a baby?” His pulse thundered in his ears and his breath caught. Had she lied to him? Had she been pregnant despite her reassurances to the contrary? Had he failed to live up to his responsibilities? Bile rose in his throat.

“It is about a child. Mona’s child. Your child.” Mrs. Able looked at him, her eyes brimming with tears. “We expect you to do right by her and her child now that she’s gone.”

“Gone?” He looked from one person to the next until he’d made the rounds of the room. A tiny squeak came from beside him. He looked in the direction of the sound, a small girl huddled under the table, hidden behind the chairs. She clutched a well-used backpack and a pink stuffed animal. She peeked at him and buried her head in the animal’s fur. Holy shit! That was no baby. This was a full-fledged child. She was scrunched way down, but he guessed her to be forty inches tall and very slight. Her blonde hair was a rats’ nest of tangled curls.

Mr. Able’s angry voice dragged Riley back to the conversation.

“Yes, gone. Dead. Our Mona passed away six months ago. Cancer.” His voice cracked on the word. “She left her precious daughter with us. But my wife is ailing. We can’t take care of her properly. You fathered her. Mona would want you to take responsibility for her. You are her next of kin.” How could one man’s voice carry so much recrimination, shame, and hurt all at once? Something in his voice told Riley the strength behind the man’s words was mostly bluster. His chest tightened and he shifted to ease the tension building in his shoulders.

The broken condom. Crap! He felt—gob smacked—was the only word he could come up with. His knees wobbled, forcing him to grab the back of a chair for stability. Blood drained from his face. He didn’t dare look at Sue, she’d read his guilt in a second.

“I did date your daughter, for a while. But I can’t believe she’d want me to look after her child after telling me she wasn’t pregnant. She hid her pregnancy from me.” Damn! “It was a long time ago. I was maybe twenty-one, twenty-two. We went our separate ways.” His mind shifted into overdrive. He glanced at the child under the table. No way! The wee one was not his. She couldn’t be. He had called Mona to ask and she’d promised him, repeatedly, she wasn’t pregnant. He’d have accepted responsibility if she had been. But now, coming out of the blue like this... “Whoa!”

Pain sliced through him. Holy crap, Mona was dead. Shit. Shit. Shit. They hadn’t dated for long and now she was gone. He sucked in a breath; his hands fisted. He raked his fingers through his hair, trying to make sense of the situation.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he mumbled, blinking away a tear. “I don’t know what to say. You want me to take your grandchild?”

“Yes. You admit she’s yours?” Mr. Able asked, his voice shaking.

“I admit she could be,” Riley agreed cautiously.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Constable Baxter declared.

“Mona put your name on her daughter’s birth certificate. She says you are her father.”

“Her? You keep saying her. I assume she has a name?” The man’s refusal to call her by name made Riley’s hackles rise and his left eye twitch.

“Daisy,” he whispered, seeming to choke on the word. “Her name is Daisy. Mona said you were, are, Daisy’s father. She’s told Daisy, and us, all about you. How you were in veterinary school when you met at the diner where she worked. How you had a short-term relationship that ended amicably. Mona was sick for months before she passed. We know all about you. She wanted us to have custody of Daisy, but said if anything should happen, you were to get her.” He swallowed hard and wiped the tears from his cheeks. His wife buried her face in her hands and sobbed.

“Okay,” Riley said, his knees still wobbling and threatening to pitch him to the floor. “Assuming I am Daisy’s father, and I want a paternity test. I’ll help with her upbringing. I’ll pay the bills. I’ll do what I can.”  His body went cold, then hot. Crap. He didn’t have the time to look after a child. He had a flourishing veterinary practice to run. He had to help out on the family ranch until his father recovered from the bug ailing him. Money he could spare. He had some savings and he made a good income. But time? Not so much.

“We don’t want your money. We need you to take custody of her and be her father. We don’t want to give her up. It’s killing us. But my wife is sick. She’s got rheumatoid arthritis and they can’t get it under control. The meds lower her immunity and she’s exhausted all the time. I need to devote myself to her care. I’m almost seventy. She’s seventy-five. We can’t do this without you.”

Riley paced the room. “I need to think. Give me a minute. One minute.” He crossed the room and went into the hall. Out of sight of those he left behind, he rested his forehead against the cool cinder block wall. Holy sheep dip. Crap on a cracker. He could barely form a coherent thought, let alone figure out what to do. How did this happen to him? He was careful, always so careful. Yeah, he dated. A lot. But he never, ever had careless sex. He’d followed up. She’d said she wasn’t pregnant. He’d believed her.

Dammit. She’d lied.

The walls closed in on him, stealing his breath. He cussed a string of words that would have Sue whopping his backside. As much as he was loath to admit it, he had to face the music. Straightening his spine, he strode back into the room.

Riley scanned the room. The Ables sat on the couch clutching each other. Sue was on her backside, halfway under the table, smiling at Daisy.

Riley kneeled beside the table and slid a chair aside. He motioned to the girl “Come on out sweetheart. There’s nothing to be afraid of here. Grampa says your name is Daisy. I’m Riley.”

“No!” She shuffled further away, cowering into herself. 

Tension ratcheted up his body. Any traces of alcohol left in his blood evaporated like water under a blow torch. She was scared, terrified.

Mr. Able jerked to his feet. “She’s upset we can’t keep her. She’s already lost her mother. Now we have to give her up. This has to be killing her. Lord knows it’s ripping our hearts out.”

With a brisk nod, Riley turned his back on them and sat on the floor facing the table. “Daisy? Why don’t you come on out of there?” She shook her head, her green eyes looked out at him before she buried her head again. He felt sucker punched. She had his eyes. The room wobbled and his head went light. Two deep breaths restored his physical balance but mentally he remained unstable. “Daisy, darling, the nice lady beside you is my mom. She’s got eight children and four grandchildren. She’s sweet and kind and loves everybody. Constable Baxter, do you still give out blankets and teddy bears to kids?” He kept his gaze on Daisy.

“Yes. We’ve got a cabinet full in the squad room. One of the other officers will show your mom where they are.”

“Daisy, how about if you go to the squad room with my mom and she’ll get you a new teddy. You can keep your things with you if you like, or Constable Baxter can protect them for you. She’s good at protecting things.”

“No.” Her voice quivered with fear and his heart broke.

“Come on darling,” his mother coaxed. “We’ll just leave the grownups to talk and we’ll get you a blanket and a toy. Why, I made some of those quilts myself. There’s one with a Sun Bonnet Sue you might like. Come, let’s have a look.” She held out her hand, palm up and waited.

Riley’s chest clenched; he could barely breathe. Slowly, Daisy inched toward his mother and crawled into her lap. His breath shuddered out in a tense sigh as they walked out of the room together, Daisy clutching her pack and toy in her skinny arms. The door closed behind them and he leaped to his feet. Why wasn’t she clinging to her grandparents?

He spun a kitchen chair around and sat backward on it, the back clutched in a white knuckled, death-grip and faced the Ables. “Tell me everything,” he demanded through clenched teeth.

Constable Baxter’s comforting hand landed on his shoulder. 

Slowly, with plenty of tears, they related Mona’s story. They’d helped Mona care for Daisy from the moment she was born, watching her while Mona was at work. Then, when cancer struck, Mona and Daisy had moved into their home. Pancreatic cancer had taken her fast, but not before she’d told them, and Daisy dozens of stories about Riley. How he was a good man, one who could be trusted. How she’d lied to him about being a father. How before she’d become sick, guilt had eaten her alive and she’d decided to tell Riley about his child.

Mr. Able lifted a box from beside the couch and handed it to Riley. Inside was Daisy’s birth certificate, a stack of DVD discs, some sealed letters, some photographs and a letter to Riley. He tore the letter open with trembling fingers.

Riley:


I’m sorry you have to learn this after I’ve gone. I promised myself I’d tell you about Daisy, she’s yours. Before you, it was almost a year since I was with anyone else. After, there was no one. She’s your child and I swear that I was going to call you. I was wrong to hide the truth from you. Please, dear Lord, I beg you, help my parents care for her. She’s my heart, my life. I can’t stand knowing I’ll never see her grow up. I’ve left letters for her, to be opened on her birthdays, with things I think she’ll need to know. I’ve left videos of my life with her and with advice. Share them with her.

There are no words for the pain I feel for my lies. I regret them.

They say stress can cause cancer. I’m not sure I believe it, but if it’s true, I deserve this cancer for my lies and keeping your child from you. 

Take care of my baby. We didn’t have a fancy life, we had a simple, but good life. She doesn’t need things, she needs love. Your love. 



Mona.

His fist clenched around the letter. Shit. He smoothed it against his leg, trying to flatten the damage he’d done. Whatever she’d done, no matter what lies she’d told or what truths she’d left unsaid, Mona hadn’t deserved to suffer through cancer. She hadn’t deserved to die. She deserved happiness with her family, with her child. He blinked back tears. They should have been a family.

There was no doubt he was Daisy’s father. Even if the letter and birth certificate weren’t enough, she had Flint-green eyes. He had those eyes, as did his father and all of his brothers. Piercing lawn green with shades of brown and gold, the sure sign of Flint genealogy. Paperwork proved she was about to turn six. The timing matched.

“We’d keep her if we could. But we can’t. We’re getting on in years. But we want visitation. Lots of it.”

“Please help us. Look after our baby.” Mrs. Able whispered tearfully.

How could he not? Family was everything and if Daisy was his, he’d do his best by her. He buried his face in his hands and closed his eyes. With the birth certificate, and the letter but mostly from looking at Daisy herself, she was his daughter. He’d do the right thing.

Panic squeezed at his chest. What did he know about raising a child? He didn’t even know where to begin. Thank God for his huge family, they’d help. And thank God for the internet. He’d be researching forever!

“Daisy is my daughter. I’ll do right by her.” His whole world was unravelling, his life imploding, but there was no way in hell he’d ignore his responsibilities.  Life without one parent was bad enough. Without two, it would be intolerable. Yeah, she had her grandparents, but they were exhausted and he didn’t see how they could keep up with an active child. “How do we handle this? I believe she’s mine, but I do want a paternity test to be sure.”

“Are you saying we lied?” Mr. Able asked.

“No. I’m saying knowing I missed so much of her life is killing me. I want to be certain, to be sure we aren’t depriving another man of his child.” He paused. “I can’t explain it. I just want... Oh hell, never mind.”

“It’s okay son.” Mr. Able stood and patted Riley on the shoulder. “This is a shock. Mona said you’d be shocked but you’d do right. The least we can do is give you one final reassurance. Once the test is done, and you’re satisfied, our lawyer will work out the custody arrangements. Promise us we’ll have visitation until then.”

Riley stood and shook the man’s hand. “Mr. Able, Mrs. Able, I swear I’ll keep you involved in Daisy’s life. But I have to know, why now? Why today? Why didn’t you come during the daytime? Why not approach me and give us time to get to know each other rather than springing this on me unprepared? Why wait so long to come to me if she died six months ago?” The questions bubbled out one after another until he clamped his jaw tight to stem the flow.

“Call me Bruce. This is Ruth. The truth is, despite believing Mona about your reputation and suitability as a parent, we had you investigated. There’s no way we’d give our only grandchild over to someone unworthy.”

“Shit.” Riley stared at him. They’d had him investigated? Good Lord. He should be angry, he wanted to be upset, but frankly he didn’t blame them one bit.

“Nothing personal, Daisy is everything to us but we needed to know who you were. We’d planned on doing this differently, slowly. But besides Ruth’s health issues, I have a growth in my intestines. They don’t think it’s serious, probably not cancer. But the post-surgical recovery is six weeks. They called yesterday. I go into the hospital tomorrow. I’m in early due to a cancellation. We had no choice except to approach you this way. Can you handle this?”

A simple question, laced with so many layers. None of which he had an answer to. “I’ll do my best.” He clenched his fists, banking down the urge to scream. He was a father! Of a six-year-old girl he knew nothing about, besides her first name. Crap. Holy crap.

The taste of beer and nachos rose in his throat. Hell no, he wouldn’t puke. His guts clenched and he swallowed hard, Daisy needed him calm and rational. His brief encounter with the Ables left no doubt they loved her and they had no other options. Like it or not, he’d just become a father. Pass out the fricken cigars!

He could see his life swirling around the bowl, about to be flushed away. No more carefree bachelor nights in the bar. No more impulsive trips to the city. Okay, that might be a blessing, at twenty-eight, it was time to consider growing up.

“Our lawyer says if you agree, you need to sign this document.” Bruce produced a sheaf of papers from inside his jacket pocket. “It grants you temporary custody and full parental rights for ninety days, or until the test results come back. It doesn’t take away our rights, just ensures your rights and protects Daisy if anything happens to Ruth or I.”

Riley scanned the document. He signed it, Constable Baxter witnessed his signature, and handed it back to Bruce.

He shouldn’t feel proud. All this was the result of a mistake and his failure to follow up on his responsibilities, but dammit, it felt good to take control and do the right thing.

The door opened and Sue and Daisy came back in, hand in hand. 

“Daisy, we have to go. Grampa has to go to the hospital tomorrow. Riley will take good care of you and he’ll bring you to visit us. Okay?” Ruth hugged the child tightly and Bruce hugged them both.

“I don’t want you to go!” she wailed.

“Sweetie, we talked about this. It doesn’t mean we don’t love you. We do, and we’ll see you lots. Your mom told you one day you’d meet your daddy. She wanted this. We’ll see you soon. Stay with your daddy, and we’ll call you, a lot. Love you to bits.” Their eyes filled with tears, they gave her one last hug and hurried away. Constable Baxter followed them out.
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Chapter Three
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“Hi.” Riley greeted his new daughter quietly. “Welcome to the Flint family. I’m Riley, your dad. That’s my mom. She’s your grandmother. Is it okay if I call you Daisy?”

Her nod was barely a tip of her head and she shifted closer to his mom. “You can call me Riley, or Dad.” She shook her head in disagreement. The tiny negative motion slammed into his chest like he’d been gored by a bull.  She was like a dog who had been kicked too many times; beat down by life and uncertainty. She was scared to death. He had seen this kind of behavior as a vet and it always tore his heart strings. One of the things he abhorred as a vet was seeing an animal hurt.  Maybe his vet experience with injured animals would help him with Daisy. He sure hoped so.  One thing he knew about kids, probably the only thing, was they needed love and acceptance.

“Well, you don’t have to call me anything, if you don’t want to. You don’t have to talk at all. We can be silent friends.”

His mom gave him an encouraging smile. He was used to taming and calming frightened or stray animals, how different could this be? Okay, a lot. But he’d start there and blunder his way through. He sat on the couch as far away from them as he could. “I see you picked a quilt. I recognize it. I remember taking mom into the city to buy fabric for it. She needed the perfect pinks and purples for Sunbonnet Sue’s hats. We have a fabric shop here, it’s called Marcy’s, it’s in a bright yellow building. But Mom wanted something different, so we drove all the way to Edmonton, where you lived with your mom. Your mom was my friend a long time ago.”

Daisy’s shoulders dropped a bit. Relaxation? Sadness? He couldn’t tell, but she’d reacted which was a good start. “Mom, come sit. It’s late, you need to rest your feet.” She didn’t, it was barely ten o’clock and she was a night owl, but she sat on the opposite end of the couch. Daisy stood beside her, her hands struggling to hold her meager belongings and his mother’s hand.

“Look,” Riley exclaimed. “There are cookies on the table. I could use something to eat. I’m starved. How about you, Daisy? Would you like a cookie?”

She nodded shyly.

“I’ll bet there’s milk in the fridge too,” his mother added. “Let’s sit at the table and have a snack.” She tugged Daisy gently toward the table.

Riley rummaged through the fridge and pulled out some milk and an apple. He’d find out who to repay later. Right now, comforting Daisy was his first concern. Since Sue joined the Flint family, food had meant comfort. Maybe that would work with Daisy “Look at this. An apple and milk. And, an Aero bar. This is practically a feast.”

Daisy’s shy smile told him he might be on the right track. He rinsed the apple and passed it to her. “Apple first, then we’ll eat the treats.”

After looking at Sue for permission, Daisy bit into the apple with a loud crunch and slurping sound. He’d never seen anyone gobble an apple so quickly.

Later, after Daisy finished her snack, Constable Baxter drove them back to the bar to pick up his truck. She showed him how to install the booster seat the Ables had left at the station and loaded a suitcase and a small box into the back of his truck along with the box the Ables had shown him. “These are Daisy’s belongings. I guess they split her belongings, they kept some, you get most of it.” She turned to Daisy in the back seat of the truck. “Buckle up sweetie. Here’s my card with my phone number. Call me if you need anything. Anything at all. I promise you Riley is a good guy. He won’t hurt you. He saved my friend’s dog once. He’s a good, kind man and your grandparents trust him.” She tucked the card into Daisy’s backpack.

“Now, you better go, tomorrow is your new grandmother’s birthday. She needs to get home to her family. You’ll be living with Riley. So, take your grandmother to her house and Riley will take you to your new home. Remember he was your mom’s friend. She wants you to be with him. Her letter said so.” She buckled Daisy in and kissed her on the forehead. “You’ll be safe and you’ll like your new family. I promise.”

She cut Riley with a glare that was almost physical. “Right, Riley?” Constable Baxter dealt guilt almost as well as his stepmother.

“Your mom was a wonderful lady. I’ll keep you safe for her. You’re my daughter and we’re going to find a way to be friends.” He paused. He hadn’t wanted a child, but one look at this wee one, and his heart tripped.

Daisy almost smiled and the pressure on his chest eased. The tiny curve at the corner of her mouth made him feel like a superhero. Holy crap, he did love this little bundle of fear and timidity. He didn’t know her, or anything about her and she’d already wormed her way into his heart. Love at first sight. Who knew it was even possible?

“After we drop Grandma off, we’ll go home.”

“That’s a great plan,” his mother enthused and climbed into the back of the truck and secured her seatbelt. “Tomorrow, I’ll show you the kittens. We have a new batch of kittens; in a few weeks they’ll be big enough to go to their new homes. Maybe your daddy will let you have one.”

One look at the glimmer of hope in Daisy’s eyes and he’d acquired a cat. He’d probably have to let the thing live in the house too. He was a vet, but he hadn’t owned a pet since he left home. He hadn’t allowed himself to get close to any of the farm dogs since his birth mother’s favorite cattle dog died when he was ten. The dog had been his last link to his mother and losing him had broken Riley’s heart. He was in and out all the time. Animal emergencies didn’t run on normal work hours and pets needed attention. His busy career and pet ownership didn’t mesh well.

Damn. He’d have to figure out how to look after Daisy when he worked. He couldn’t drag her with him. He couldn’t just foist her off on anyone, not even his parents. His mom was running about double-time to ensure his father rested. He’d have to push them for the truth about his father’s protracted illness. At sixty, his father should still be fit and healthy. Sure, he carried a bit of extra weight, but he’d been under the weather for months. Riley should have manned up instead of letting them push his questions aside.

They dropped Sue off and headed home. Daisy was on the verge of sleep but refused to let him carry her into the house. She clutched his hand as he led her up the sidewalk and inside. He led her past the living room, empty except for an enormous television, a rickety side table and two recliners. He made a mental note to buy furniture. At least he had a kitchen table and chairs, even if he didn’t have much for groceries besides coffee and junk food.

Daisy was quiet as he helped her into the pajamas they’d found in her box of possessions. She stood, uncomplaining as he worked a comb through her hair. He chattered away about his job as a vet and told her about his brother Ken’s children, her new cousins.

Her hair was silky soft, the blonde strands curled against his fingers when he finally worked all the knots out. She was all bony elbows and knees, the pajamas half a size too small. She had the adorable gangliness of a child who’d just endured a growth spurt. No wonder her nightwear was too small. Hopefully, she had some that fit properly. He’d check it out after he helped her bathe tomorrow. Good lord, he’d never bathed a kid before. He shrugged the thought aside. He’d bathed plenty of animals and he’d ask his folks for some tips.

Riley spent an uncomfortable night sleeping propped in the corner of his bedroom, letting Daisy have his bed. His backside was stiff and his neck ached. He shifted around on the plush, grey carpet, thinking ahead to all the things he’d need to do. His house was enormous. Four bedrooms, three baths, a living room, family room, dining room, kitchen and small office and an undeveloped basement. His bedroom furniture was new. He’d replaced his old, well-worn bed when he returned to Coyote Creek to start his veterinary practice. His living room and kitchen furnishings were well used.

Furniture. He’d have to buy some for Daisy. His was the only bedroom with anything in it. For all its shiny newness, his house was nothing more than a bachelor pad. He should have spent more time setting up his home and less time socializing. Too late now. He could almost see his bank account dwindling. He sighed. He’d made this mess and he’d deal with it the best he could.

His bladder was fit to burst by the time Daisy woke in the morning. He debated sneaking out of the room to relieve the pressure but didn’t want her to wake alone.

“Good morning, sunshine.” He spoke as soon as she peeked open her eyes. “I hope you slept okay. I expect you need to use the bathroom. I sure do.” He chuckled. “Come, I’ll show you where it is in case you forgot while you slept. Sometimes it’s hard to remember where things are in a new place.”

She climbed out of bed and followed him to the bathroom. He gave her a toothbrush and toothpaste and stood outside the door talking about his job and his family. When she was finished, they traded spots and she waited for him.

“Okay, now we have a problem.” Her face fell and she turtled into herself. “Oh, no. Not that kind of problem. Come with me. I’ll show you something.” He led her down the hall to the biggest of three empty bedrooms. He opened the door and showed her the room.

“This is your bedroom, unless you prefer one of the others. You can have your pick of any of them. Except mine. But, none of them have furniture. We’ll have to get some and you need new pajamas. Plus, we need to buy Grandma a birthday gift.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “I forgot to get her something. Can you help me pick out something nice?”

She nodded. “Yes.” She spoke so low he barely heard the words, but she’d responded without hesitation. “I like her.”

They toured the empty rooms and she settled on the one he’d shown her. Large enough for a bed and play area with a window seat and a bank of bookcases. With effort, he convinced her to leave her meager belongings in the room while they went to town. “You can bring one thing with you.” She clutched her tattered stuffed animal and Constable Baxter’s card. “Okay, two things,” he conceded. “We’re making a quick stop at Grandma and Grampa’s for breakfast before we go shopping. I’d like you to meet the cousins I mentioned last night.”

He paused. “I guess we better buy groceries too.”

He helped her buckle into her seat and climbed into the front of the truck for the three-minute drive to his parents’ ranch. “We’re going to the house I grew up in. It’s pretty big. I think you’ll like it. It’s painted yellow and white. The color’s kind of like butter; but don’t call it that in front of Grandma. She calls it pale egg yolk.” He laughed. “It’s just yellow to me. It has seven bedrooms. My family has lots of kids.” He glanced in the rear-view mirror; her eyes were as wide as saucers.

“I have four brothers and three sisters. Each girl had her own room. I shared with my brother Carl. Jason and Ken shared a room. Justice, he’s the oldest, had his own room. Having your own room is special. Don’t worry, you don’t have to remember their names. Look. There it is.” He pointed toward the imposing two-story house as he turned into the long driveway. It always seemed happy to him, its many windows reminded him of eyes and the wide, white porch reminded him of a big smile.

Riley was fourteen months old when his mother passed away leaving him bereft of memories of her. His only connection had been her dog. Riley had been ten when Robert married Sue. His stepsisters had their mother, his brothers all had memories of their mother. His father loved him, unconditionally, as did Sue, but somehow, he’d always felt a bit like an outsider. It wasn’t that he didn’t love Sue, he did. It was more about fitting in. Still, every time he pulled into the yard, it felt like he was coming home. The Bar Three Ranch would always be his home. Especially with his new family. God, he had a kid. Just the idea thrilled and terrified him.

He pulled to a stop in front of the house and unbuckled. “Here we are. Let’s go eat.” He rubbed his hands briskly and helped Daisy out of the truck. “Remind me to get you some books when we’re in town. We’ll want to read bedtime stories.” He doubted she would but was optimistic asking her for help would make her feel more comfortable, like he needed her. Sue always said kids, like some dogs, needed to feel useful.

“Look over there,” Riley said, waving down a gravel lane toward a classic red and white barn. “The big red building is one of Grampa’s barns. He keeps cows and equipment in there. He’s got two smaller ones right behind it. One for cows, the other for horses. I’ll teach you to ride horses. That building,” he pointed to a steel Quonset, “is where everyone works on tractors and cars. It’s like the biggest workshop you’ve ever seen and it has a play area upstairs.”

They turned in a slow circle taking in the cattle dotted rolling fields and the distant tree line. “Those are special cows, Simmentals. There are lots of types of cows, like there are lots of types of dogs. Huskies, boxers, chihuahuas.” He smiled when Daisy nodded solemnly.

He explained all the outbuildings and their uses. The wood shed, the garden shed, an old and refurbished cabin used as a guest house. He talked about the rows of corrals standing empty and how in the spring they’d hold dozens and dozens of calves.

A barn cat wandered close and paused to sniff their legs. “That’s Boots. I think. There are lots of cats here. They eat mice and the food Grandma gives them. Most of them are friendly. You can pet them, if they come to you first, but don’t chase them. Come on, let’s go inside and get some breakfast.”

“Who’s she?” Riley’s eight-year-old nephew, Gary, pointed at Daisy where she hid behind Riley in his mother’s kitchen.

“This is my daughter and your cousin, Daisy. She’s new to town. Play nice.”

“You don’t have kids,” Zander, his seven-year-old nephew added, backing up his brother.

“You boys stop it.” A petite red headed girl stepped in front of them and smiled at Daisy. “Those are my stupid brothers. They’re mean. I’m Jane. Uncle Riley is my uncle. Ken is my dad. He’s in Edmonton trying to talk some sense into Mommy. I don’t know what that means, except we get to sleep over at Grandma and Grampa’s all weekend. Even Sunday, ‘cause school doesn’t start until Tuesday. I’m gonna be in Miss Tricia’s class this year. She’s the best grade one teacher in the whole school. She’s so pretty. She’s got black hair and blue eyes and she wears pretty skirts with flowers and sometimes,” her eyes went wide, “she wears high heels.”

She stopped speaking and looked at Daisy. “Hey, you look like me. You have green eyes like me and Daddy and Uncle Riley, and my other uncles. Who’s taller, Uncle Riley?” She tried to stand back-to-back with Daisy.

“I think you’re close to the same height,” Riley stated. “You do look alike, except your hair is red and Daisy’s is blonde. You’re both thin and tall and you do have the same eyes. You look like cousins.”

“I think we look like sisters,” Jane declared. She looked up at Riley. “If you don’t have a wife, like Daddy, how come you have a kid? Kids need mommies and daddies. Didn’t Grandma tell you? She told Daddy. She said ‘Get off your high horse and apologize.’ She made Daddy sad. I don’t want you to be sad. Uncle Riley, you need a wife.”

Listening to Jane chatter was like hearing his stepmother’s voice in his head. She even had her grandmother’s mannerisms down pat. The raised eyebrow. The hands on her hips.

Riley sputtered, torn between laughter and paralyzing fear. Dear God, he did not need a wife. Did he? A wife might know how to raise a daughter.

Whoa! What the devil was he thinking? He didn’t need a wife.

But a woman's perspective might help.

“Hi.” He kissed his stepmother on the cheek as she poured him coffee. “We came by to say happy birthday; and for Daisy to meet her cousins. Daisy starts school next week. I thought it might be nice if she knew some other kids.”

Sue gave him the ‘I know what you’re up to’ look. “And?”

“And, I thought you might like to help us shop for the things Daisy needs. I’m not sure what to get.” He slid into a chair at the kitchen table. Daisy climbed on his lap. “After breakfast. I’ve got nothing to eat at my place.” He smoothed her hair, pleased she was trusting him.

Sue busied herself at the stove. Her shoulder length hair was neat and tidy. She had a few lines in her face but looked much younger than her fifty-eight years. She was almost as tall as his father, but considerably thinner.

She smiled at them over her shoulder. “Blueberry pancakes?”

“Yes. Please.” Riley glanced at Daisy who nodded in agreement.

“I’ll cook and help you make a supply list, but there’s no way I’m going to drag these three hooligans shopping. You have to learn to do these things. You should probably stop at the bookstore and do some research on raising children.” His stepmother was a huge fan of books. Fiction, non-fiction. mystery, romance. Autobiographies and self-help, she had them all. She’d converted an empty bedroom into her own personal library.

“I’ll do that on the internet. As soon as I have a chance.”

“Uncle Riley,” Jane piped in. She’d retreated to a small table in the corner to color. “Maybe Miss Tricia would help you be a daddy. She’s the best teacher ever. She knows lots about kids.”

“Oh. I don’t know honey. I don’t know Miss Tricia very well.”

“But, she’s really nice and she loves kids. She tolded me.”

“Good idea.” His stepmother grinned at him. “You were with her last night when we interrupted; and judging from the projected class lists for this year, Daisy is likely to be in Tricia’s class.” Even though Sue no longer had children in school, she still volunteered there regularly. She slid a plate of pancakes and fresh fruit in front of Daisy who stared at them suspiciously before tasting them. After one bite, she dug in and gobbled her breakfast right up.

“Her name is Miss Tricia,” Jane corrected.

“Come on, Mom. Can’t you help? Between the two of us, we can wrangle four kids.” He hated begging, but he couldn’t do this alone. No way.

“Why don’t you call Miss Tricia and ask her? If she can’t, we’ll discuss options.”

“Or we could just go.” Why was she being so stubborn? She was usually quick to help out. He stifled a groan. She was trying to teach him a lesson. His stomach churned. There was no way she’d help if she was in lesson mode. He chugged his coffee, nearly burning his mouth.

“Let’s make a list and I’ll call her. I assume you have her number?”

“Daisy, why don’t you go play with Jane? She can show you the toys in the playroom downstairs.” His stepmother smiled her best smile. “You might be in her class at school.”

Daisy refused with a shake of her head and burrowed closer to Riley’s side. “No school,” she whispered.

“Well, sweetie; school is not debatable. All kids go to school.” He stroked her hair.

She shook her head wildly.

“Didn’t you go to kindergarten?” Jane stared wide-eyed at Daisy who shook her head again. “I love school. We read and play and I can even write my name!”

The terror and dismay on Daisy’s face cut through Riley. “Tell you what, pumpkin; I’ll see if Miss Tricia will help us shop today. She’s a teacher and she knows everything about school. Plus, not all kids start school
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