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            Chapter One

         

         Lucas Ryan’s mama, Pearl, had a plaque on the wall that read, Home is where the heart is. He wasn’t sure if that was true where he was concerned. He’d been roaming around the world for the better part of twenty years now, and if he had a motto, it would probably be: Home is where you hang your hat.

         Lucas had always been more comfortable with horses than with people—even with his two brothers, Jesse and Cody—so he had mixed feelings about moving back to Honey Grove, Texas. Visiting the family was great, but after a few days, the wanderlust started calling his name again. Sometimes he stopped by the ranch in between his gigs as a trainer for cutting horses, and even though he hung his hat on the rack beside the back door, it still didn’t seem like home.

         He had planned to move back to help his brothers on the family property, the huge Sunflower Ranch, back in the summer, but then a six-month job that paid so well he couldn’t turn it down had come up. Now he had an offer to go to Ireland—one of the places on his bucket list—to work for a year. As he hooked up the horse trailer to the back of his truck, he wondered if he really wanted to put a few more dollars in his already fat bank account or if it was an excuse not to move back to Honey Grove. For a long time, he had told himself that he wanted to learn more about training horses before he went home. There was always some new technique to pick up. Lately, though, he had felt a yearning for more than bachelorhood when he spent time around his two older brothers and their wives.

         The time had finally come when he had to either sign on the dotted line for the Ireland job or else make good his promise to go home. As luck would have it, his brother Jesse had called him a couple of days ago and told him how much the family was looking forward to having him on the ranch during the holiday season.

         “We can sure use some help around here,” Jesse had said. “With the holidays coming on, a lot of the hired hands are wanting to be with their families, and it’s stretching us out pretty thin. I don’t want Dad to think he needs to go out in the cold in his condition.”

         “I’ll be there soon as I can,” Lucas had promised, and a Ryan didn’t go back on his word even if his hand itched to sign a contract.

         Lucas hunched his broad shoulders against the howling wind and held on to his hat. A strand of light brown hair fell across his forehead. He removed his hat, combed his hair back with his fingertips, and resettled the old worn black hat that had been with him for more than a decade more comfortably on his head.

         “Am I doing the right thing?” he asked himself as he headed back to the barn to get his horses. On one hand, he couldn’t wait to get to Sunflower Ranch, to have some of his mama Pearl’s cooking, visit with his father, Sonny, and see the rest of the family. Then there was the other side that had been fussing at him about a trip to Ireland, a place he’d always wanted to see.

         In his mind, he knew that commitment to family would put him on the ranch forever, and to a drifting cowboy that was more than a little scary. Lucas wasn’t sure that he was—or ever would be—ready to put down roots. According to the rancher in Ireland, the job was his anytime he wanted it, so even though he was going home, he could keep that on the back burner.

         His father had MS, but he was managing it, and Jesse and Cody were there to take care of the ranch, so when it came right down to the brass tacks of the issue, Lucas wouldn’t really be needed at the ranch when the holidays were over. Addy, Jesse’s wife, was a nurse, and she took good care of his father. Cody’s wife was a veterinarian, and both she and Addy were good ranch hands. They were all getting along fine without him living on the place.

         Maybe it was the crow’s feet around his eyes that reminded him he wasn’t getting any younger and made him think—even for a minute—that he was ready to settle down. Or it could be the fact that he had begun to get pretty danged homesick for the first time in all the years he’d been gone.

         I want to be there for Dad, but I feel like a fifth wheel when I’m around Jesse and his family, and Cody and his new wife, Stevie, he thought. I’m not sure I’m ready to settle down to a family or even if I want one, but the yearning is there.

         If you are arguing with yourself, you better be careful. His father’s voice popped into his head when he entered the barn and headed back to the stalls where Winnie and Buttercup were waiting.

         “I don’t know if I’m ready for this or not, but I can’t disappoint the folks another time. Besides, Jesse and Cody shouldn’t have to bear the entire burden of taking care of the ranch. It wouldn’t be fair for me to inherit the same portion as they do if I don’t help,” he told Winnie, his Appaloosa horse as he tossed a bright blue blanket over the animal and fastened the straps under her belly. “It’s a little warmer than this in north Texas, and when we get to the Sunflower Ranch you will have a really nice barn to stay in when the weather is bad, and a big pasture to run when the sun is shining.”

         When he led Winnie out of the barn, he saw the foreman of the Pine Valley Ranch leaning against his truck’s back fender. Lucas hated goodbyes. He thought he had taken care of all that the night before when he and his bunkhouse buddies had shared a few drinks and promised to stay in touch.

         “Any way I could talk you into sticking around?” Eddie asked. “I’ll double your salary if you’ll sign on for another six months.”

         “I appreciate the offer, but my folks are expecting me to be in Texas by suppertime.” Lucas busied himself getting Winnie into her side of the double trailer and making sure she was comfortable before he closed the door.

         “Well, son,”—Eddie straightened up and stuck out his hand,—“you’ve got a job here any time you want or need one. We’ll miss you.”

         “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.” Lucas shook with him and appreciated the fact that the man just turned and disappeared into the darkness without trying to talk him into staying for breakfast.

         He went back into the barn, flipped a red blanket over Buttercup’s back. He had chosen the two Appaloosa horses to train as therapy horses a few years back because they were so good with children. After he bought them, he’d accepted only jobs that he could drive to and bring his horses with him. But the Irishman had offered to pay for his horses to be transported across the Atlantic and give them free room and board on his ranch—that made turning the job down even tougher.

         “If all goes well, we’ll be in Honey Grove by suppertime,” he said as he fastened the blanket and led Buttercup out of the barn. “This could be the last time you have to get into this trailer. Hopefully, by springtime there will be some little kids that will come around to get acquainted with you.”

         He took time to close the barn door, and then he and Buttercup walked out across the crunchy, frozen grass together. When she was tucked into her side of the trailer, he took out his phone and checked off the list that he kept for the days when he left a job. Saddles were in the storage room at the front of the silver trailer. His personal belongings were in duffel bags in the back seat of the club cab truck—not much accumulation for a thirty-eight-year-old cowboy.

         The wind whistled through the cab of the truck when he opened the door. He quickly slid under the steering wheel, slammed the door shut, fastened his seat belt, and started the engine.

         “Just another place to leave behind,” he whispered around the lump in his throat. Lord have mercy, he hated making friends and having to say goodbye. He removed his cowboy hat, laid it over on the passenger seat, and smiled.

         “Right fittin’,” he whispered, “a pickup truck has been my home for almost two decades, and other than dozens of bunkhouses, my cowboy hat has ridden beside me every mile. It’s where I’ve hung my hat, so I probably should call it home.”

         He adjusted the rearview mirror and stared at his reflection for a moment. The eyes were the same light brown as they had been almost twenty years ago when he had left Honey Grove to go to Wyoming to work on a horse ranch. His hair—blond or brown, depending on who was judging—was a little longer than it had been back then, but he hadn’t been in the military like his oldest brother, Jesse. Ranchers didn’t care if their hired hands had a crop of hair that hung down their backs, if they were bald, or even if they had a mixture of both. Lucas smiled at his reflection when he thought about Buster, one of the guys in the last bunkhouse, who had only a rim of gray hair that was so long that his braid reached halfway down his back. He glanced down at the dashboard—six-thirty a.m., December 10—not quite two weeks until Christmas.

         “Enough procrastinating,” he told his reflection. “You are going home whether it’s where your heart is. Your traveling days are over, and you’ll be hanging your hat in the old bunkhouse where you will be living alone.”

         By the time he reached Erin, Tennessee, a beautiful sunrise filled his side window. Of all the things he missed about Honey Grove, Texas, the sunsets were what he missed the most. He and his dad had spent many evenings out behind the barn—sometimes not saying a word—and enjoyed the beauty of the land as the sun made its nightly descent out there beyond the scrub oak and mesquite trees.

         “I’m hoping that we can have more days like that while he’s still able to enjoy them,” he said as hooked up his phone to Bluetooth and listened to his playlist—a combination of old country songs that he’d grown up hearing and the newer ones that he liked.

         When he reached Interstate 40 and made a turn toward Memphis, “Sand in My Boots” was playing, and Lucas nodded in agreement with lyrics when they mentioned that all the vocalist was taking home was sand in his boots.

         “I may not have been to the beach, but all I’m taking home is worn-down-at-the-heel boots and a nervous stomach at the idea of settling down,” he muttered.

         His hat didn’t have anything to say about that, so he settled in for the long nine-hour trip. Before he had gone very far, a few snowflakes began to swirl around and shoot up past his windshield—nothing to be worried about. They brought back memories of the times when they gotten snow in Honey Grove. Hard winters meant freezing weather and ice, but seldom snow.

         He visualized his dad standing at the kitchen window and saying, “Boys, we’ve got snow. It’s just a flake to the acre, but it’s sure enough snow.”

         Lucas had seen real snow in his travels since those days. He’d seen snow that was belly deep on horses in Wyoming. On the flip side, he had ridden through sandstorms in Arizona, and he had spent time on every continent in the world. Still nothing compared to a Texas sunrise or sunset—winter or summer—in any of those places.

         Maybe the reason for that is because you shared so many with your dad. His mother’s voice whispered so softly in his ear that he whipped around to see if she was sitting behind him.

         “Maybe so, Mama,” he said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         On some days, Vada Winters swore she would never forgive her ex-husband, Travis, for leaving her and their then three-year-old son, Theron. Other days, she was glad he was gone. If Travis couldn’t deal with Theron’s special needs and super intelligence, they were better off without him. But, boy, it was exhausting some days to handle everything on her own.

         Since their divorce seven years ago, her ex had moved to West Virginia, remarried, and started a new family. He still paid child support, but he hadn’t come around to see Theron or even called to talk to him in all those years.

         Of course when Theron was having a bad day, Vada wished that she, too, could run away from all the stress and anguish of not knowing how to help her son better fit into the world.

         She took Theron’s bowl of dry cereal to him—no milk, no sugar, no fruit; just Cheerios in a bowl with a bottle of orange juice on the side. She went into his bedroom, and the blinds were closed. Only the light from his computer screen made it possible to see anything at all. His back was ramrod straight, and his eyes never left the screen. He wore sweatpants and a hoodie with the hood pulled up. Vada glanced down at his screen and it looked like his normal classwork, but today was Saturday. 

         “Good morning, son,” she said cheerfully.

         “Mornin’,” he answered. “I’m researching ways to help kids like me who are really smart.”

         “That’s good. Let me know if I can help.” She set his food down on the edge of his desk and left, easing the door shut behind her. The coffeepot had just gurgled out its last drops when she made it to the kitchen. She poured a mug full and sipped on it while she made herself a scrambled egg sandwich. She had just sat down at the table when someone knocked on the door, and a familiar voice yelled.

         “Hey, Vada, it’s cold out here,” Stevie called out. “Can a wayfaring stranger find a warm fire?”

         Vada hurried to open the back door. “Come in, girl. I’m so glad to have company this morning. Coffee is ready. Can I make you an egg sandwich?”

         “I brought pastries from the doughnut place.” Stevie held up a paper bag and crossed the room to the table. She removed her heavy coat, hung it on the back of a chair, and poured herself a cup of coffee. Taller than Vada by several inches, Stevie had red hair and bright green eyes, and was married to Cody, the middle son in the Ryan family.

         Vada opened the bag and put the pastries on a plate. “Thank you for these. You must’ve read my mind. I wanted a doughnut for breakfast, but I was too lazy to get dressed and drive up to Main Street to get one. What are you doing out this early on a Saturday morning?”

         Stevie carried her coffee to the table and took a seat across from Vada. She blew on the hot liquid and then pushed a strand of curly red hair behind her ear. “Vet duty. Joe Don Clement’s old mare needed help to birth her colt. Little filly was healthy, and the mama took to her once it was on the ground.”

         Vada sat down, ignored her sandwich, and picked up a doughnut with maple icing. “Sounds like you had a good start to the day.”

         She and Stevie had gone to school together right there in Honey Grove and graduated almost twenty years ago. Vada had married Travis Winters, her high school sweetheart, right after they had finished college. Stevie had gone to a different university, and their paths hadn’t crossed again until this last year.

         Aren’t you glad that she came back to Honey Grove, and y’all became good friends when you really needed someone? Vada’s grandmother’s voice popped into her head.

         “Yes,” she whispered.

         Stevie had dunked a maple glazed doughnut into her hot coffee and taken a bite. “I’m sorry. Did you say something to me?”

         “No, I was talking to my grandmother,” Vada answered. “She was such a big part of my life until she passed away last year that I can still hear her voice sometimes.”

         “I understand,” Stevie said with a nod. “My mother pops into my head all the time. I’m grateful for those times.”

         “Me, too.” Vada bit into her doughnut and sighed. “This is still warm.”

         “Yep, I brought it straight from the bakery to here,” Stevie said between bites. “There’s also a couple of bear claws and doughnuts with sprinkles for Theron.”

         “I’ll offer them to him and hope that he will eat one. He’s on a Cheerios kick right now. Breakfast and supper. Dinner is a grilled cheese sandwich and a cup of hot chocolate. No vegetables and no fruit.”

         “Is he still diving into his online courses like a hungry coyote?” Stevie asked.

         “Yes, and as soon as he finishes one, he’s ready for me to pay for another one. Right now, he is conquering online chess in addition to his studies, but it’s been weeks since he’s gone outside. Sometimes he will come out of his room for dinner, but he hasn’t now for several days,” Vada said. “I’m at my wit’s end, Stevie. Thank God I’ve got a job I can do from home.”

         “That’s one of the reasons I came by today,” Stevie said between bites. “You remember Lucas? He’s Jesse and Cody’s younger brother, and he graduated from high school a year behind us. He’s been training cutting horses since he left Honey Grove, but a few years ago he got into horse therapy for kids. He was working on a ranch, and the foreman’s son was super intelligent like Theron, but his social skills weren’t the best. The foreman was paying for the boy to get therapy with horses, and Lucas got into it. He’s taken a few online psychology classes since then and is ready to put in his own business when he gets back to Texas.”

         “Sure, I remember him. A quiet kid who always seemed to be in the shadows of his older brothers,” Vada answered. “What’s he got to do with anything?”

         “He’s on his way back here to stay,” Stevie told her. “He left Tennessee this morning and is coming back to Honey Grove with two horses that he’s trained as therapy animals. He’ll be working on the ranch with his brothers, but he wants to build up a practice to help kids like Theron.”

         “With horses?” Vada could hear the disbelief in her own ears and caught just a brief glimpse of a motion in her peripheral vision. When she glanced that way, there was nothing there, so she chalked it up to the sunshine coming through the windows and making patterns on the wall.

         “It’s not a new thing,” Stevie said. “I understand that folks have been using animals to bring children with all kinds of disabilities out of their shells for a while. I thought maybe you might bring Theron out to the ranch on Monday morning and see what Lucas can do.”

         “Honey, I would try anything at this point, up to and including standing on my head in hot ashes, but what makes you think a horse can help when every therapist I could take him to, or pay to come to the house, from here to Dallas, hasn’t done much good?” Vada asked.

         Stevie shrugged. “Never know until you give it a try. If it works, you might have a Christmas miracle. If it doesn’t, at least you’ve gotten Theron to go for a ride in the country. Lucas will be here around suppertime today. Can I tell him that you’ll bring Theron out to the ranch on Monday morning? Say around ten o’clock?”

         “Like I said, I’ll try anything,” Vada answered. “I can’t see where a horse could do what trained therapist can’t, but anything is worth a shot.”

         Stevie pushed back her chair, crossed the room, and brought the coffeepot to the table. She topped off Vada’s mug and refilled hers. “Lucas has a lot of patience, and kids are drawn to him. He was awesome with Addy and Jesse’s twins the last time he came home.”

         “But they’re just over a year old. Theron is ten,” Vada said.

         “And Mia is almost twenty, and she still adores her uncle Lucas,” Stevie argued.

         Vada chuckled and touched her mug with Stevie’s. “Here’s to Lucas being right. I bet Pearl is excited that all her boys will be home for good and just in time for Christmas. And how is Sonny?”

         Stevie picked up a bear claw and tore it in half. She handed off the part in her right hand to Vada and answered, “Sonny’s meds are working very well. His MS isn’t any better, but it hasn’t gotten worse in the past few months. Pearl is ecstatic about Lucas coming back to the ranch permanently and has been cooking for days. You’ve been to the ranch, haven’t you?”

         Vada shook her head. “Nope. I was too busy with Travis in high school, and by the time I came back home to Honey Grove, my old friends hardly even remembered my name. You can’t know how glad I am that our paths crossed that day in the grocery store.”

         “Me, too. I love my Ryan family, but I sure appreciate our friendship,” Stevie said and then frowned. “I never asked, but what caused the problem between you and Travis? If that’s too personal or painful then just say so.”

         Vada wasn’t sure she wanted to get into those details, but after a moment’s hesitation, she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It makes more sense to me to talk to you than to talk to a horse, I guess,” she said with a smile.

         Stevie chuckled. “Thanks for that, but you might find talking to an animal is a help. Sometimes, I go out to the barn and tell Dixie, my alpaca, all about my frustrations. She’s a danged fine listener.”

         “I bet she is,” Vada said. “Okay, here goes. Travis and I wrote down our plans for our whole life when we graduated from high school. I mean we really wrote them on paper, and we followed them to the letter. We would get married when we finished college and had good jobs. We would start our family when we had been married four years, and then we’d have another child two years later.”

         She paused and took time to eat a couple of bites of the bear claw. “Everything went just like we planned. We had Theron, a beautiful baby boy, but looking back, I could see that something wasn’t quite right from the beginning. I started working from home because he was so difficult, and we couldn’t keep a nanny. I thought maybe he was on the autism spectrum, but when I had him tested, we found out that his IQ was off the charts. He was three when Travis said he couldn’t take the stress of having a kid who was more interested in books than playing with toys. He had already packed up his personal things, and everything he wanted from our apartment was in his truck. I was thirty years old and had a three-year-old child who required most of my attention…” she paused, “and didn’t know what I was going to do. I called my grandmother, and she said that I should move back to Honey Grove and told me I could live in her rental house. My company didn’t care where I lived just so long as I got my work done. Been here ever since.”

         Stevie finished off her coffee, went to the cabinet, and brought back the pot to refill Vada’s cup and her own. “What happened next?”

         “I moved here and took him to the four-year-old program at the school. He was already reading on fifth-grade level by then, so he was bored out of his mind, and I guess the word is that he retreated into himself. The teachers didn’t know what to do with him. He didn’t want to play with the other kids, which I understood. Why would a kid with fifth-grade intelligence want to even talk to kids who couldn’t read or do math problems? I took him home after the first two months and let him learn at his own speed. That fed his antisocial behavior, and now he’s even looking into ways to help ‘kids like him.’” She air quoted the last three words. “He doesn’t like to come out of his room because everything in there is put in its place. His OCD is almost as bad as his intelligence is good, if that makes sense.”

         “Well, at least he realizes he’s got a problem, and that’s the first step toward getting any kind of help,” Stevie said, “Thank you for trusting me enough to share that story. I’ve always wondered if Theron might be autistic; now I just realize that he’s probably the person who will grow up and design the rocket that puts a man on Mars.”

         “Just telling it to someone other than my grandmother is kind of cathartic, so I appreciate you for listening,” Vada said. “Maybe horse therapy will work for Theron if talking to an animal makes him feel better.”

         “I bet you miss your grandmother as much as I miss my mother, and the therapy might work since he’s evidently looking for ways to help himself and others,” Stevie said.

         “Yes, I do,”—Vada nodded—“but I’m sure glad that you and I are friends.”

         Stevie stood up, then bent and gave Vada a hug. “Me, too, and like I’ve told you a million times, you are welcome to come out to the ranch anytime—with or without Theron.”

         “And like I’ve told you a million times,” Vada said, smiling, “it’s tough enough to get Theron to go outside. Being around that many people would send him swirling into a dark hole.”

         “I’ll be sure to tell everyone on Monday to let Lucas be the only new person Theron meets,” Stevie said.

         “Thank you—again.” Vada pushed back her chair and walked Stevie to the door. “I’ll see you on Monday if Theron will agree to go see the horses, but don’t expect a miracle.”

         Stevie stopped at the back door and said, “Mia and I have vet appointments all day, but I’ll call you that evening to see how things go.”

         “Fingers crossed that I’ll be able to tell you good things.” Vada watched her drove away and then closed the door and went back to the table.

         Even though the idea of horse therapy was new to her, she crossed her fingers in hopes that it would help Theron to overcome being in a crowd. She finished off her breakfast, loaded and started the dishwasher, and headed down the hallway to her home office. She opened the door into Theron’s bedroom and was surprised to see the lights on, the window blinds open, and his hood thrown back to show his pretty blond hair.

         “I’ll be in my office if you need me,” she said.

         “I’m doing research,” he said without looking up.

         She sat at her desk, opened her computer, brought up the day’s work for the insurance company out of Dallas that she’d worked for since she graduated from college. A picture of Theron as a baby sat beside her computer, and next to it, the latest one of him taken last Easter with one of his rare smiles. He had been born just a few days after her twenty-sixth birthday. Who would have thought that by the time he was crawling, he didn’t want anyone other than Vada to hold him—and that included his father? Or that by the time he was three, he wouldn’t function well with anyone else around him other than Vada?

         She glanced over at the last picture taken of her grandmother. She had done her best to make their holiday together last year special for Vada—and for Theron. She had always been patient with him, understood that he had difficulties with his peers, and had told Vada that God must trust her a lot to give her such a special child.

         “It’s going to be tough without you this year, Granny.” Vada wiped a tear from her cheek. “I probably won’t even put up a tree. Theron hates anything that changes in his world, so what’s the use.”

         Don’t give up hope. Miracles happen during this season; her grandmother was back in her head.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Lucas had slept in bunkhouses for most of the past twenty years, and the one he awoke in on Monday morning wasn’t all that different. A living area with a couple of bunk beds shoved over to one side. A door that led to a large pantry, and another one into a bathroom. The kitchen was part of the open living space and had a table and chairs for four people, and a separate bedroom and bathroom for the foreman, which he figured he’d might as well take since there was no one else to claim it. For just a split second, he had trouble remembering where he was when opened his eyes. He was used to sleeping in a bunk—if he was lucky—or in a sleeping bag out under the stars, not in a king-size bed that felt like it covered an acre of ground.

         He remembered that Theron was coming that morning and bailed out of bed so fast that he scared the ranch hound dog, who’d been sleeping on the rug beside the bed. “Sorry about that, Tex. I got excited about a kid coming out here for his first session in horse therapy.”

         He remembered Vada from high school and almost blushed when he thought about the crush he had had on her. Not that he ever approached her or even spoke to her all that often because she and Travis Winters, the star of everything in school, were a couple, and she only had eyes for him.

         Tex growled and headed toward the door without even looking back.

         “Guess you aren’t interested in hearing me talk about how I’ve always measured every woman I dated by what I thought Vada would be like?” Lucas plodded along behind him and let the dog outside. “I built her up in my head to be a perfect woman, and now no one else has snowball’s chance in hell of measuring up to that.”

         Tex took off in a dead run around the bunkhouse without even so much as a growl.

         Lucas closed the door, went back to the bathroom just off his bedroom, shaved, combed his hair straight back, and stared at his reflection in the mirror. “She’s only here for therapy for her boy. Remember that and don’t get all shy and bashful around her.”

         His reflection didn’t have a single bit of advice for him, so he got dressed and headed out to the kitchen to make himself some breakfast. He had worked in huge ranches and hung his hat in both small and huge bunkhouses. He had stayed in this very one a couple of times when he had come home the past year, but that morning when he made an omelet, it felt emptier than it ever had before.

         He had gotten in so late the night before that he put the horses in the barn and then went straight to the bunkhouse. Stevie had called him about the time he hit the Texas line and told him about the child who needed help, and he was too excited to get much sleep, and up too early to join the family for breakfast. He would get hugs from them all when he saw some lights come on in the ranch house, but right now he was hungry. At the news of having his first horse therapy client, he’d been too excited to eat supper. He’d just finished slipping the omelet out of the cast iron skillet and over onto a plate when he heard Tex scratching at the door.

         “Great timing,” he said as he slung the door open to let the dog back inside. “I suppose you want a bite of my breakfast, right?”

         The noise that Tex’s claws made when he marched across the wood floor into the kitchen area echoed through the place. Lucas thought of grumbling cowboys fussing at one another for snoring or telling tales about the night they’d just had with some lady they’d met at a local bar, and the bunkhouse seemed to get even emptier.

         Even though he was the one who sat back and listened most of the time, he missed the hustle and bustle of what had become his normal routine. Tex sat down beside his chair and waited for Lucas to share a few bites with him.

         “I’m not really a people person,” Lucas said as put a forkful of the omelet in his mouth, and then gave Tex one, “but I’m figuring out real quick that I don’t like to be alone either.”

         When he and Tex had finished breakfast and he had cleaned up the kitchen, Lucas put on his coat and hat and headed outside with Tex right behind him. Lucas made a left turn when he reached the fork in the path—one led to the ranch house where Jesse and Addy lived with their family, and the other one led to his folks’ place. Tex turned around after he’d gone a few feet down the well-traveled path toward the ranch house and bounded back toward Lucas.

         “So you decided to have a second breakfast with Mama and Dad, rather than Jesse and Addy, did you?” Lucas chuckled.

         Tex barked his answer and took off in a trot toward Pearl and Sonny’s house. Sunflower Ranch had four dwellings on it—the original ranch house where Jesse lived with his family, the foreman’s small house where Pearl and Sonny now lived, Stevie and Cody’s place across the section line road, and, of course, the bunkhouse. Lucas had spent a lot of time sitting on the former foreman’s porch and in Henry’s house when he had been a teenager. Henry had been the ranch foreman long before the three Ryan brothers had been adopted and had been more like a favorite uncle to all of them than a hired hand. It still didn’t seem right that he had left Sunflower Ranch for a cabin in the Colorado mountains.

         Lucas didn’t knock on the back door but stuck his head inside and yelled, “I smell coffee and bacon.”

         “Come on in and pour yourself a cup,” Sonny called from the table where he sat with his morning newspaper. “Breakfast is on the bar. Your mama hasn’t learned to cook for two yet, so there’s always plenty.”

         Lucas removed his coat and hat and hung them on an old, familiar rack beside the back door. “Mama’s food is the best in the whole world,” he said as he crossed the floor and kissed his mother on the cheek, then gave his father’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I’ve eaten in too many bunkhouses to count, and Mama’s food tops them all, but I’ve already had breakfast.”

         “Oh, hush up with all that talk. It’s just breakfast.” Pearl’s smile said that she had enjoyed every compliment. “Cody came by earlier and grabbed a couple of biscuits. He said that you’ve got your first customer in the therapy business today.”

         “How does that work, son?” Sonny asked.

         “I’ve talked to Theron’s mama, Vada, on the phone,” Lucas explained as he poured himself a cup of coffee and then grabbed a blueberry muffin, “and she gave me a little information about the boy. He’s ten years old and has been diagnosed as super intelligent with social issues. Sometimes that goes along with folks who are smarter than their peers. He can take care of himself but change is hard for him. He doesn’t like to talk to anyone but his mother, and he lives in a solitary world.” He sat down across from his mother and took his first sip of coffee.

         “And how do you propose to help with that?” Sonny asked.

         “Mostly, I’ve worked with Down’s syndrome kids, and those with low self-esteem,” Lucas answered. “So I’ll have to feel things out as we go. I’ll introduce him to Buttercup today, and if things go well, maybe I’ll bring Winnie out to meet him later on down the road, just to show him that he can accept change. If he just wants to watch me brush and talk to the horses this first time, that’s fine. We’ll go at his speed, whether it’s slow or even slower. I don’t expect a lot on the first day.”

         “What about other people being there?” Sonny asked.

         “Not for a little while, and then only if he shows signs of improvement. It will most likely be a long process,” Lucas answered. “Horses don’t see a kid who is different in any way. They just see a child. Somehow, children with their own challenges understand this, and it helps them to heal and eventually have positive relationships with people, even if it’s just a few folks.”

         Pearl nodded. “I can understand that. When you came to our family, it seemed like Champ, the old ranch dog we had at the time, helped you.”

         “I loved that dog, and he took a lot of my secrets to the grave with him. From my research.” He took a bite of his muffin and a sip of coffee. “I don’t know what you put into these, Mama, but they are the best in the world.”

         “Love, son,” Sonny said. “She puts love in all her cooking. Now tell us more about these children you hope to help.”

         “I’ve discovered that a child with problems needs to learn to have a relationship with himself so that he can accept change and figure out how to live in the world,” Lucas answered, and wondered if he was talking about himself as much as about the kids he worked with.

         “So your goal for today is simply to meet Theron and let him look at the horses?” Sonny asked.

         “That’s right, Dad,” Lucas answered.

         “And later, maybe in a few weeks, I can meet him?” Sonny asked.

         “I hope so,” Lucas answered. “Once he’s adjusted to having me around, I’d like for you to be the next person he meets.”

         “I’ll be looking forward to it,” Sonny said.

         “Do you remember Vada from high school?” Pearl asked.

         “Of course,” Lucas said. “It’s not like Honey Grove High was that big.” Lucas almost blushed. There was no way he was going to admit that he had had a serious crush on Vada all those years ago and that he still dreamed about her.

         “It was such a shame she lost her grandmother last year. We miss her at church. It can’t be easy for Vada, working at home and being closed off from the world so much. I’ll gladly pay for these therapy sessions,” Pearl offered.

         “There is no charge,” Lucas said. “If I build up a client list that takes all my time, then maybe then I’ll figure up a price for my services, but right now, I just want to help kids.”

         “That’s pretty generous, son,” Sonny said, “and it makes me proud of you.”

         Lucas pushed back his chair and took his coffee mug to the dishwasher. “Thanks, Dad, and thank you, Mama, for the offer to pay for the sessions. I hate to eat and run, but Jesse wants me to help herd some cattle from one pasture to another. It’s been a long time since I did that job on a four-wheeler rather than a cutting horse.”

         “You brought two horses back home with you,” Sonny reminded him.

         “Those are therapy horses.” Lucas chuckled. “They wouldn’t know how to herd cattle. Their job is to make friends with kids and let them learn to ride.”

         “Kind of like kids,” Sonny said with a broad smile.

         “How’s that?” Lucas asked with a frown.

         “You’ve raised those horses to be therapy horses, and that’s what they are. I raised three sons to be ranchers and be danged if they don’t all three go off and be doctors, military, and horse trainers,” Sonny told him. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Buttercup or Winnie would either one be good cutting horses if you gave them a chance.”

         “But then we all come back home to be ranchers. What is it that the Good Book says about raising a child up for a few years?” Lucas put on his coat and settled his old, worn hat onto his head.

         “It says, ‘Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.’” Pearl said.

         “And y’all did a good job of it. Ranchin’ is in our blood, and we just can’t get away from it,” Lucas said with a smile.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Vada wasn’t hopeful when she awoke that Monday morning. She had learned not to tell Theron about any kind of outing—even a simple trip to the backyard—until a few minutes before the event. If she did, he fretted about it until he was a wreck when the time came. That morning she was surprised when he came out of his room and sat down at the table. He had his fidget toy in his hands, but he wasn’t playing with it.

         “Cheerios?” she asked.

         “Bacon, please, and eggs.” He kept his eyes on the table.

         “Scrambled or fried?” Vada asked and then wished she could take the words back. Choices would not be a good thing that morning.

         “Do horses eat scrambled or fried?” he asked.

         “I think they eat hay or grass. I know they like carrots and apples,” she said.

         “Scrambled then, and I will need an apple to take to the horse,” he said.

         “What horse?” Vada almost dropped the whole carton of eggs she was taking from the refrigerator to the counter.

         “The one we are going to see today. I looked horses up on the computer. I think I will like them,” Theron said. “They are supposed to help kids like me.”

         Vada was both excited and shocked almost speechless. “How did you know about horses?”

         “I heard you talking to Stevie and to someone about going to see a horse this morning at ten,” he answered, “so I did some research.”

         “You’ve had therapists, Theron, and…” Vada stumbled over the words.

         “I don’t like people. They scare me and the ones my age bore me. That’s not nice to say, but they do…” He paused, and Vada half expected him to go back to his room, but he went on, “The therapists you took me to, and the ones that came here want me talk about the way I feel. They want me to say more than I just feel alone and lonely.” He raised one thin shoulder and looked up at her.

         Vada had almost forgotten how pretty his brown eyes were. “Well, I don’t expect Buttercup—that’s the horse’s name that you will meet today—will expect you to talk if you don’t want to.”

         “Are there more animals where we are going?” Theron asked.

         “I understand there’s a dog named Tex, a cat and some kittens in the barn, and alpacas.” Vada thought she was dreaming until she took bacon out of the microwave and a bit of the grease popped onto her finger. It burned badly enough that she knew she was wide awake.

         “I will research those and see if they help kids like me,” Theron said.

         Why didn’t I think of that before? Vada wondered. If any animal would help him, then he could have a cat or a dog.

         Hope. Miracles. Magic. ’Tis the season for all of it, her grandmother whispered softly in her ear.

         She whipped up two eggs, scrambled them in a bit of butter. “Do you want the horse to help you, son?”

         Theron picked up the plate of bacon and carried it to the table. “Yes, I do. Will there be people there?”

         “Just Lucas. He owns the horses and lives on the ranch,” Vada answered.

         Theron got two plates from the cabinet and cutlery from the drawer. He set a perfect table, poured a mug of coffee for his mother, and set a bottle of orange juice beside his plate.

         “Lucas won’t want me to talk a lot like the therapist did, will he?” Theron began to work with his fidget gadget.

         “I don’t think so,” Vada assured him. “I knew him a long time ago, and he was kind of shy back then. I imagine he’ll just want to tell you about the horse.”

         He laid the fidget toy to the side and began to eat his breakfast. That he even came out of his room was a miracle. That he talked to her that morning gave her hope. Could a bit of holiday magic really be waiting for her out at Sunflower Ranch? she wondered as she sat down at the table and had breakfast with her son.

         When he had finished his food and drank all his juice, Theron carried his plate to the dishwasher and then sat back down at the table. “I might like Lucas if he doesn’t ask me how I feel about every little thing.”

         “That would be good,” Vada said.

         “If this helps me, will we go back for more therapy?” he asked.

         “That will be up to you,” Vada answered.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Lucas brought Buttercup out into the corral, brushed her coat until it was shiny, and then put the bridle and lead rope on her. “Theron Winters is coming to visit you today,” he told the horse. “You will need to be patient with him. I understand that he doesn’t talk much except to his mother, and that’s only occasionally.”

         The horse nuzzled Lucas on the neck. He pulled an apple from his coat pocket and fed it to her. “I hear a vehicle coming now. I’ve never dealt with a child just like this, so maybe you could calm me down, too. And just between me and you, I haven’t seen Vada in many years, and I’m as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs.”

         Lucas glanced over Buttercup’s back when the car came to a stop right outside the corral fence. A minute passed, and no one got out of the vehicle. His hands began to sweat inside his work gloves. Another minute went by, and he figured that maybe today Theron would just look at the ranch through the window, and he wouldn’t get to see Vada at all. The sun seemed to hang up there in the clear blue sky and not move at all for a while longer. Then the passenger door opened, and a small, thin boy got out and walked slowly over to the fence. Vada came out from the driver’s side and stood beside the car, as if she were waiting for Theron to bolt and run at any minute.

         Her dark brown hair was pulled up in a ponytail that hung halfway down her back. She wore sunglasses, so Lucas couldn’t see her pretty, aqua-colored eyes, but she seemed slimmer than he remembered her being in high school.

         That was almost two decades ago, the pesky voice in his head reminded him, and her living situation hasn’t exactly been wonderful.

         He didn’t say anything at all to Theron but simply walked Buttercup over to the fence and stood to one side. The plan for that day was to let the horse and child get to know each other. Whether Theron wanted to say anything to Lucas was up to him.

         “Buttercup or Winnie?” Theron whispered.

         “This is Buttercup,” Lucas answered.

         The horse hung her head over the top railing and waited.

         “Can I touch her?” Theron asked.

         Lucas nodded.

         Theron put what looked like a small toy into his coat pocket and stroked Buttercup’s head very gently. “My name is Theron Winters. I want to be your friend so you can help me.”

         Buttercup moved forward a few more inches until she could lay her head on Theron’s shoulder. He untied the string that had tightened up the hood of his jacket until just his nose and eyes were showing and flipped back the hood.

         “I think maybe we can be friends. Can I come inside the fence?” he asked, but he kept his eyes on the ground.

         “That would be fine,” Lucas said. “Would you like for me to stay, or would you rather I left you and Buttercup alone?”

         Theron didn’t raise his eyes. “Just me and Buttercup.”

         Lucas put one hand on the fence and hopped over it. Theron crawled between two rails and went into the corral with the horse and picked up the lead rope. Lucas didn’t realize that Vada had jogged over from her car to the fence until he caught a whiff of coconut that reminded him of riding on the beach in Florida.

         “Please, tell me he won’t get hurt,” she whispered. “It’s so wonderful to see him trying something new. If he got hurt, he would revert back to where he was.”

         “Buttercup is trained to do this,” Lucas assured her. His heart skipped a beat and then began to race. “From what you told me about him, I wasn’t expecting even this much progress in one day.”

         “Neither was I,” Vada said. “He’s been researching horse therapy since he overhead Stevie and me talking, and then he eavesdropped on the conversation I had with you. You can’t begin to imagine how big of a step this is for him.”

         “And for you?” Lucas wished she would remove her sunglasses so he could see her eyes. So much could be determined by a person’s expressions and whether their eyes twinkled or were sad.

         “Even bigger for me,” Vada answered in a voice barely above a whisper. “It’s bordering on huge and unbelievable.” She pointed toward the corral. “Look at that. Buttercup is letting him lead her around the corral, and I can tell he’s saying a few words. Can you hear what he’s saying?”

         “Nope, and we don’t need to.” Lucas could hear pain and fear in Vada’s voice and wanted so badly to comfort her with an arm around her shoulders. “That is between the two of them. Buttercup is a good listener.”

         Vada finally removed the sunglasses and stared at her son. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing.”

         Her eyes were the same as he remembered. They had a few crow’s feet around them, and today they weren’t twinkling, but then they weren’t sad either—more like totally amazed.

         “He must want to be helped to be willing to do this,” Lucas said. “That goes a long way in the process. Today he can stay as long as he wants, and anytime he asks to come back, give me a call. I’ll have things ready by the time you arrive, but I don’t take appointments. This is totally up to him.”

         Vada looked up and locked gazes with Lucas. He could have dived right into her eyes like he would a pool of clear water and stayed there forever, but she blinked and turned back toward the corral.

         “That’s so generous of you, Lucas.” Her voice hadn’t changed one bit. It still remined him of good whiskey mixed with honey—a little on the edgy side with a dose of pure southern sweetness added to it.

         “Maybe so.” He propped a boot on the bottom rail. “But it brings me a lot of pleasure to help a child.”

         Tex ambled up from behind the barn, his head down and tail wagging. He slipped under the bottom rail and followed alongside the horse for a couple of minutes before Theron saw him. The boy stopped in his tracks. Buttercup did the same thing and waited patiently.

         Lucas held his breath until Theron dropped to his knees in the dirt and held out a hand. Tex stretched out on his belly beside the Theron and wagged his tail so hard that dust flew up around the child.

         “I like you, too,” Theron said as he stroked the dog’s head. “Buttercup told me you wouldn’t bite me. She’s real smart.”

         “Talk about a miracle,” Vada whispered. “If I wasn’t seeing it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it.” She rounded her vehicle, opened the trunk, and took out a couple of folding chairs. “How long can we stay?”

         Lucas popped both open and waited for her to sit in one before he eased down in the other one. “As long as it takes. Theron will decide when he’s ready to leave, not us. I should’ve remembered to bring chairs, but I didn’t expect this much progress in one day.”

         “I keep chairs in the trunk and snacks in the back seat just in case he wants to stay longer when I can talk him into going to the park,” she said.

         “With other kids there?” Lucas asked.

         “Oh, no, usually late in the evening, and then he doesn’t play on the equipment,” she answered. “He sits in the chair and looks at the stars. Sometimes, he’ll have a bag of chips and a travel mug of hot tea. He’s partial to herbal peach, and, forgive me, I talk too much when I’m nervous.”

         “No problem.” Lucas could have listened to her read the dictionary and asked for her to read it again when she finished. “I usually clam up when I’m nervous. That’s why I get along with the animals better than people for the most part.”

         “I remember you being shy in high school,” Vada said.

         “Not shy so much as I just liked to watch people and try to figure out what made them the way they were. I don’t imagine any of y’all would have liked to have known what I thought.” He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t lost his ability to speak around Vada. Maybe it was the fact that Theron was doing so well, or that he needed someone to talk to as much as she did.

         “Probably not. We might not have liked what you saw in us.” She smiled. “Am I keeping you from other appointments or jobs?”

         “This is my job for today or any day that Theron needs to come out here,” Lucas said. “Someday when he’s comfortable with me, I can show him the ranching business, and he can meet the family, but only in small doses at first.”

         “Do you really think that day will ever come?” Vada asked.

         “That’s the end game. He might never be comfortable with a room full of people or with strangers, but I’d like to introduce him to one person at a time later on down the road,” Lucas explained. “Again, that’s all just future goals and will be done on his time schedule. My dad, Sonny, already has dibs on being the first one to meet Theron. He’s good with kids and he’s patient. He had to be to raise three wild boys.”

         Theron draped an arm around Tex and sat there with him until the dog got tired of being still and ran out of the corral toward the side of the barn where the alpacas were and turned around to bark at Theron.

         “I think Tex is asking Theron to follow him, so Tex can introduce him to the alpacas,” Lucas chuckled.

         “Looks like a horse and a dog might be enough for one day.” Vada nodded toward the corral, where Theron stood up, dusted off the seat of his jeans, picked up the rope, and began leading Buttercup around the corral again.

         Lucas could see the child’s mouth moving as he whispered to the horse. He wondered if he should say something to Vada or not, but he was so comfortable sitting there beside her that he didn’t want to break the spell.

         After another half hour, Theron brought Buttercup to the fence, whipped his hood back up over his head, and crawled between the railings. He went straight to the car and got inside without saying a word to anyone.

         “Is that usual for him?” Lucas asked.

         “Usually he’d not even get out of the car. On a rare day, it might mean that he would stare at the horse and the dog for a few minutes and then tell me to take him home. There he would go into his room to either play his games, do his online schoolwork, or research something. He loves to learn and is constantly looking up something. The past couple of days he’s been all into horse therapy,” Vada explained as she stood up and folded her chair.

         Lucas did the same and took her chair from her hands. “I’ll put these away. How does he do on his schoolwork?”

         “If he went to public school, he would be in fifth grade, but he’s doing advanced studies in eleventh-grade work right now. I expect he will graduate in another year and begin working on his first online college degree.” Vada followed him to the back of the car.

         “That’s genius level.” Lucas couldn’t hide the shock in his voice.

         “He loves to learn about all kinds of things. By his next visit he’ll be able to tell you things about horses that even you probably don’t know.”

         “What are his favorite subjects?” Lucas asked.

         “Science and math,” Vada answered.

         “If he keeps going at this pace, he’ll have a degree before he can drive,” Lucas told her as he closed the truck lid. “I bet he would be an asset on a ranch like this one.”

         “Most likely he’ll have at least one doctorate before most kids graduate from high school. His intelligence level is off the charts. Lucas, I can’t tell you how much I want this to help him with his other issues, or how much today has meant to us.” Vada laid a hand on Lucas’s arm.

         Heat shot through his body at her touch. “It meant as much to me to see him get this far in one session with Buttercup and Tex.” Lucas hoped his voice didn’t sound as hoarse to Vada as it did to his own ears. “I’m just glad to be able to help, but I’m not doing much. Buttercup is doing most of the work,” Lucas said. “I’ll be looking for your call later today.”

         “Why today?” Vada asked and removed her hand.

         “Theron is going to want to come back tomorrow,” Lucas said. “I can feel it in my bones.”

         “I hope your bones are right.” Vada smiled brightly as she got into her vehicle.

         “So do I,” Lucas whispered as he watched her drive away.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Vada thought she had already had her Christmas miracle when she slid in behind the steering wheel and started the engine—but she was wrong.

         “Talking to Buttercup and to the dog made me hungry.” Theron removed the hood and glanced over at his mother. “Can we, please, get a hamburger and a chocolate shake, and go to the park?”

         “Of course.” Vada could almost hear her heart humming.

         “When can we go back?” Theron asked. “I forgot to tell Buttercup about my class schedule for next semester, and that I will finish my high school courses in three more semesters.”

         “Lucas says you can come anytime, and the dog’s name is Tex,” Vada told him.

         “Tomorrow at one o’clock. Tex sounds like a good name for a cowboy’s dog,” Theron said. “I will have my schoolwork done by then. I like Tex for a dog’s name.” He turned and looked out the side window.

         “I’ll let Lucas know that we’ll be there about one o’clock. I’m glad you’ve had a good day with the horse. So, you think Buttercup is a better therapist than the ones you’ve seen in the past?” Vada drove into town and pulled in behind one other car in the line for the drive-up window.

         “Yes, she just listens and doesn’t ask me how I feel about you or being so smart, or anything like that. I like her a lot, and Tex is a good dog. I talked to him some, too,” Theron answered. “I didn’t know that I liked dogs and horses, but I do. I’ll have to do some research on them when we get home.”

         The place wasn’t too busy, so they got their order and were on their way to the park when Theron straightened up in his seat and asked, “Can we move out to that ranch so I can talk to Buttercup and Tex anytime I want?”

         Vada opened her mouth to say something, but words wouldn’t come out. She remembered the day they had moved from Dallas to Honey Grove with a shiver. Theron hadn’t done well with the change. He liked his things neatly arranged in his room, and having to get used to a new house and a different bedroom took a while for him to adapt. All this progress in one day was more than she could take in, and all because of a horse? Surely, she had to be dreaming.

         “Do you mean forever or just for a weekend?” Vada asked as she snagged a parking place at the park in front of the swings where several little kids were playing. Mothers, grandmothers, or maybe some of them were nannies, watched from the benches not far away. “You do know that there’s a big family that lives on that ranch, don’t you?”

         Theron removed the paper from his burger, held the sandwich in one hand and his fidget toy in the other. “How many is a big family? Is it like infinity or all the stars in the sky? Or is it just like fifteen?”

         “Not as many as the stars,” Vada answered. “Pearl and Sonny are the older folks. They’re about Granny’s age. Then there’s Jesse and his wife, Addy, their daughter, Mia, who is about twenty years old, and their twin boys, who would be a year old. Cody and Stevie, and now Lucas. I would imagine in the summertime that they would have extra hired hands.”

         Theron nodded and kept eating. When he finished his burger, he wadded up the paper and put it back in the sack and picked up his chocolate shake. “Maybe just for one week, and maybe I wouldn’t have to be around anyone but Lucas.”

         Vada ate her burger slowly and enjoyed being outside, even if it was in a warm car. “I would love to go to the ranch for a week, but since it’s your idea, you should ask Lucas about it.”

         Theron set the shake in the cup holder on the console and began to work overtime on his fidget device. “Can’t I just ask Buttercup?”

         “Buttercup lives in the barn.” Vada hoped she wasn’t pushing his or her limits too far, especially after such a phenomenal morning. “This is wintertime, and it’s cold outside. We would need to live in a house. I’ll ask Lucas to rent the bunkhouse to us for a week if you will ask him if we can have a few days out there.”

         Theron kept his eyes on the device. “Will Lucas be in the bunkhouse?”

         “I don’t know about that,” Vada said. “He lives there now, but he might go stay with his folks while we are there. That’s something we would have to work out with him.”

         “Can we go home now?” Theron whispered. “I need to research bunkhouses before I ask Lucas.”

         “Yes, we can.” Vada started the engine and backed out of the parking spot.

         Theron put his toy away and pulled his hood up over his head, but he didn’t tie the strings under his chin. They had barely made it back to the house when Stevie pulled up beside them. Vada motioned for her to come inside and hurried to unlock the door for Theron to escape to his room.

         “Come on in,” Vada said.

         “I haven’t got but a minute, but I wanted to see how things went,” Stevie said. “I’ve called Lucas like a dozen times, but every time it goes right to voice mail. I expect he’s talking to Sonny.”

         Vada removed her coat and led the way to the kitchen. “How about a cup of hot tea or chocolate to warm up your bones?” A vision of Lucas’s smile popped into her head at the mention of bones. He’d said he could feel it in his bones—that Theron would want to come back to the ranch the next day.

         “Don’t have time for that,” Stevie said. “I really do only have five minutes, so please talk fast. How did things go?”

         “Shockingly well. Spectacular by Theron’s standards. He wants to go live on the ranch for a week.” Vada couldn’t believe the words were coming from her mouth. “That horse and dog did more in one day than all the therapists I’ve tried could do in all these years. I really think that he’s ready to want help.”

         “That’s great!” Stevie said. “I’m so happy for him. Want me to talk to Lucas about Theron coming out to the ranch for a week?”

         “No, I’ll call him,” Vada whispered, and shifted her eyes down the hallway to be sure Theron wasn’t eavesdropping, “but I told Theron that he has to ask Lucas himself before we even consider it. It’s a big step and a hard choice, but if he’s ever going to get any better…”

         “I understand.” Stevie laid a hand on Vada’s shoulder. “Let me know if I can help in any way.”

         “Thank you.” Vada pulled out a chair and sank down into it. She still felt like she should pinch herself to be sure she wasn’t dreaming. The old Theron would never, ever—not in a thousand years—have done some of the things he had done that day.

         She took her phone from her purse and shoved it into the hip pocket of her jeans and tiptoed down the hallway. That there was a light showing under his door was yet another surprise. When she reached the bathroom, she closed the door behind her and sat down on the vanity stool. Then she turned the water on in the sink and called Lucas.

         “Hello,” Lucas said.

         He might have traveled all over the world, but he still had a deep Texas drawl that she could listen to for days on end. She had always been intrigued by him back in high school, but seeing him at the ranch, there had been a little spark between them. It was wild to even think like that, and most likely the little jolt she’d gotten when she touched his arm came from the fact she hadn’t dated since her divorce.

         “This is Vada,” she said.

         “I figured it was either you or Theron, since your name came up on the caller ID,” Lucas said.

         “Theron may change his mind tomorrow, but on the way home he told me that he wants to come to the ranch and stay a week,” she blurted out. “He hates any kind of change, so I’m shocked that he even said that.”

         “It can be arranged and would be good for him to be here so he could go out to the corral anytime he wanted,” Lucas said. “When does he want to move in?”

         Vada took a deep breath and let it out in a loud whoosh. “He has to ask you himself. We need to agree on a price. I feel bad at running you out of the bunkhouse,” she said.

         The line was quiet for a long while, and then Lucas said, “That’s asking a lot of the little guy.”

         “Maybe so, and I’m walking on new ground here, but…” She hesitated.

         “I understand. You are his mother, and you know him well, so I’ll abide by whatever you think is best,” Lucas said. “But only if I can stay in the bunkhouse. It would crowd Jesse and Addie to have me in the ranch house, and Mama and Daddy only have one bedroom, so I’d be on the couch.”

         “Is it all right if we come to the ranch at one o’clock tomorrow then even if he doesn’t make the call?” Vada asked.

         “I’ll be waiting, and I hope he asks me, because I could use some company. I thought I wanted privacy, but I’d forgotten how lonely it can be to have a whole bunkhouse to myself,” Lucas told her. “I’ve been used to living with several other cowboys, and this one feels pretty danged empty.”

         “You do realize I’ll be with him?” Vada was suddenly more than a little nervous about sharing a house with Lucas for a whole week.

         “I was counting on it,” Lucas chuckled.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Theron came out of his room on Tuesday morning wearing jeans, a black T-shirt with a bright colored symbol of an atom on it, and no hoodie. “Could we have waffles and sausage for breakfast, please?”

         “Of course.” Vada still felt like she was living in a dream. “Hot tea or juice?”

         “Milk,” Theron said. “I read that a growing person my age needs more calcium for the bones, and sunshine to get the D vitamin. I should have researched this before now.”

         Vada popped a package of sausage links into the microwave and put two frozen waffles in the toaster. She tried to remember a time when her son had come out of his room two days in a row, but she couldn’t.

         “I am ready to move to the ranch for one week,” Theron said. “I researched what I would need, and I have my things laid out on the bed. I need a duffel bag or a suitcase to put them in. After I eat, I will call Lucas and ask him if we can come today. I will need his phone number.”

         To Vada’s knowledge, Theron had never used his cell phone for anything other than playing games or as a research tool, so she wasn’t sure he would even know how to use it to make a call.

         “It will be easier if I talk to him on the phone,” Theron said.

         “And if he says no?” Vada asked.

         “Then I will put my things away,” he answered, “but I think he will say yes.”

         From the time he started talking at a year old, he used very proper English—when he wanted to say something. To hear him verbalize as much as he had the past two days was mind boggling.

         Vada wrote Lucas’s number on a scrap piece of paper and slid it across the table to Theron. “Here you go. Let me know what he says so I can get my things together, too.”

         “I will,” Theron said with a brief nod. “My research says kids like me have trouble with change, but I need to work through that.”

         “I’ll be right there beside you, son.” Vada blinked back tears as she got the sausage out of the microwave and put it on a plate. “If it gets to be too much for you, we can get in the car and come home.”

         Theron nodded but didn’t say anything. Vada decided that she wouldn’t start packing to be away for a whole week until after Theron had really made the call. Her heart hurt for her son, knowing how much courage he would have to muster up to even poke the numbers into the phone.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Lucas’s phone rang and he answered it without checking the Caller ID. “Good morning.”

         “This is Theron,” the voice in his ear said. “May I come stay on the ranch for a week, so I can see Buttercup and Tex every day?”

         “I think that would be a very good idea.” Lucas did a fist pump and mouthed the word, “Yes!”

         “May we come this morning?” Theron asked.

         “Of course, but you should know the place where I live only has one bedroom. You and your mama can have the bunk beds in the living room, or you and I can take them and let her have the bedroom. You decide which would work better for you,” Lucas said.

         “I have researched both bunkhouses and bunk beds, and I will take the top bunk. Mama can have the bottom one. Older folks might hurt themselves if they fall out of a top bunk,” Theron said.

         Ouch, Lucas thought, but he said, “That sounds like a fine idea. Then you will be here in just a little while?”

         “Yes, sir,” Theron answered. “Will you tell Buttercup and Tex that I am on the way?”

         “I will certainly do that,” Lucas said. “Be sure to bring a warm coat and boots. A cold front is headed our way.”

         “I have researched the weather, and I am ready,” Theron said. “Goodbye.”

         Lucas started to tell Theron goodbye, but when he looked down the phone screen was dark. “Man, that had to take a lot of courage,” he said.

         “What took courage, and who were you talking to?” Mia, his niece, asked as she tossed the last bag of cattle feed into the bed of the ranch’s old work truck.

         “Theron Winters wants to spend a week in the bunkhouse,” Lucas said.

         Mia closed the truck’s tailgate. “Is he coming today?”

         “Yes, he is,” Lucas answered.

         Mia rounded the truck and slid into the driver’s side. “Then we better get this feed out to the pasture. You need to be here when he arrives, or he might change his mind. This is a good thing you’re doing for him.”

         “I wonder if he’s moving too fast,” Lucas said as he settled into the passenger seat and wondered just how things would go with Vada living in the same house with him, “but he seems determined to be here a whole week. I’ll be happy if he lasts a couple of days this first time.”

         Mia started the engine and backed the truck out of the barn. “I hope I get to meet him while he’s here.”

         “Me, too.” Lucas nodded. “He’s super intelligent but isn’t comfortable around people.”

         Mia drove down the pathway that was just a couple of ruts in the pasture. “There was a kid like that at college. He was maybe fourteen and taking advanced classes. I kind of felt sorry for him. He didn’t fit in, and it was plain that he just wanted someone to talk to.” She pulled up to the place where they needed to dump feed and pointed to the cattle that had fallen in behind the truck. “Looks like we’ve got a waiting line. Maybe if Theron gets more comfortable at being around people, we can bring him out here some morning.”

         A blast of cold air that could be promising sleet or snow hit Lucas in the face when he opened the truck door. “I’ll take care of this. You keep the vehicle warm.”

         Mia shook her head. “I’m not just a pretty face, Uncle Lucas. I’m a ranch hand.” She slid out from behind the wheel and hopped up into the truck bed. She set one bag up on the end, pulled a pocketknife from her back pocket, and slit the top open. “There now, it’s ready for you to dump.”

         Lucas carefully hefted the bag to the ground and pushed several cows back so he could get to the feeder. “You really are more than a pretty face.”

         “That’s what I keep telling my boyfriend, Beau,” Mia said as she got another bag ready for him. “I can’t wait for you to meet him, Uncle Lucas. He’ll be here for Sunday dinner day after tomorrow. He missed last week because he had to take his grandpa to a rodeo. They invited me to go, but I wanted to be here with you on your first real day back at the ranch.”

         “Well, thank you, darlin’.” Lucas took care of the last bag and tossed the empty in with the others in the back of the truck. “It sure was nice to sit down to Sunday dinner with the whole family. I can’t believe how much the twins have grown. They’re walking and trying to talk.”

         “Oh, they’re talking,” Mia said with half a giggle as she jumped out of the truck’s bed and went back to the cab. “It’s just that they have a language of their own and only communicate with each other. I hope Beau and I have twins someday.”

         “Oh, so you’re plannin’ babies before the wedding?” Lucas teased as he got back into the truck.

         “No, sir!” Mia gasped. “We’re not plannin’ either for a while, but we know we love each other and all that’s on the calendar down the road. He’s a good man, Uncle Lucas, and he treats me right.”

         “That’s what matters.” Lucas wondered if he’d ever find someone to share his life with—that would be on the calendar for a long-term relationship—as Mia said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Vada packed jeans, sweatshirts, and casual clothing for the week. She thought about adding something for church but figured it would just take up space. She hadn’t been to Sunday services since her grandmother died. When her granny was alive, they had switched off attending Sunday services. One week, Vada went to morning worship, and Granny attended the evening service. The next week, they swapped. Common sense told Vada that she sure couldn’t leave Theron alone, especially in a new and strange place, and there was no way he would go with her.

         She was only mildly surprised when she rolled her suitcase into the living room and found Theron sitting on the sofa. His feet were planted in front of him, and his hands were folded in his lap. His computer case and a smaller case that matched hers were beside the door with his coat, gloves, and the watch cap her mother had knitted for him lying on the top of it.

         “I am ready.” Theron pulled up the hood of his gray jacket, and then pushed it back again. “I will put on my cap when we get there. I wonder if Buttercup’s ears get cold. I will have to research that tonight. I wouldn’t like for her to be cold just for me.”

         Vada pulled her suitcase over to the door. “She might be in the barn in her stall since it’s so cold. Are you going to be comfortable spending time with her in the barn?”

         “Yes, I am,” Theron answered as he stood up. “I will talk to Buttercup wherever she is. Do you think Tex comes into the bunkhouse to get warm? I read about ranch dogs when I did research. I hope he gets to come inside when it’s cold.”

         “We can ask Lucas about that,” Vada answered.

         When they reached the lane, he pulled out his fidget toy and played with it, but he didn’t pull the hood up on his jacket. She drove past the empty corral, and Theron straightened up in his seat.

         “I guess she’s in the barn,” he said. “I can see her today, can’t I?”

         “I’m sure Lucas will arrange it so that you can.” Vada parked in front of the long, low building that Stevie had described when she gave her directions to the bunkhouse. “Are you sure about this, Theron?”

         He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No, I’m not sure about it, but I want to get better. I don’t like people looking at me like I’m weird.”

         “Do you really think they do that?” Vada hoped that she wasn’t treading on thin ice.

         “I can feel how people see me, Mama,” Theron answered. “Lucas and Buttercup don’t treat me like I’m different. They see me as a ten-year-old boy, not a genius.”

         “Then I guess the next thing for us to do is go inside,” Vada said.

         “First, we knock on the door and wait to be invited in,” Theron told her. “That is what my research says about going to another person’s home. It’s rude to just walk in. I don’t want to do something that will make Lucas think I’m weird.”

         Vada felt a slight prick in her heart for not teaching Theron the proper etiquette about going to see other folks. In her defense, she hadn’t thought that Theron would ever leave the house or face a situation like this.

         “That’s right,” Vada said. “Do you want to knock or shall I?”

         “I should do it.” Theron opened the car door. “It will help me to get better if I learn this. It can’t be harder than analytical psychology.”

         “Is that where you got the idea to come out here for a week? Is this one of your experiments?” Vada got out of the car and removed her suitcase from the back seat.

         Theron got out of the car and took out his suitcase. “I’ve been studying the relationship between the consciousness, which is what I do when I sink back into myself and don’t let others inside to be a part of my life, and the subconsciousness that keeps me from being social.” He stopped to inhale deeply again. “I figure I have to balance those two things, so yes, I suppose it is a bit of an experiment. Buttercup understands me, and I can talk to her about the correlation between the two. Sometimes I don’t need an answer to my questions. I just need to ask them so I can figure them out in my head.”

         Vada wasn’t sure she understood a word of what he had said other than something about not being social. If it helped him come out of his shell, she was all for whatever conscious or subconscious signs he got, and for a horse that listened to his intelligent one-sided conversations.

         She knew by the way his hand trembled that it took a great deal of determination for him to raise his fist and knock. In just seconds, Lucas threw open the door and motioned them inside. “Come on in. Tex is waiting in the living room, and I’ve got a pot of tea ready with some of my mama’s sugar cookies on the table.”

         “That is very good,” Theron said. “A host is supposed to offer a guest a beverage and a snack. I like hot tea. What kind did you make?”

         “Earl Grey,” Lucas answered.

         “That’s a good one for this time of day,” Theron said. “Is it okay for me to look around before we have a break?”

         “Of course it is,” Lucas answered.

         Theron parked his suitcase at the end of the bottom bunk, dropped down on his knees, and stroked Tex’s head before he even took in the rest of the place.

         “You look like you just saw a ghost,” Lucas whispered for Vada’s ears only.

         “I just found out that he’s been studying analytical psychology on his own. I always know what high school classes he’s taking, but I don’t know what he’s ‘researching.’” She air-quoted the last word.

         “Buttercup’s a real smart horse,” Lucas said with a smile. “She can listen to intelligent conversation or to babbling that doesn’t amount to anything at all.”

         Theron rose, crossed the big room that served as kitchen as well as living and dining area, and stopped at the end of the sofa. “I have not been in very many houses, but I like this one. I’m ready for tea now.”

         “I’m glad. Shall we sit around the table for tea?” Lucas asked.

         “I would like that,” Theron answered. “And then can I go talk to Buttercup? Is she in the barn where it’s warm?”

         “Yes, she is. Your mama and I can go with you out there, and you can spend as much time as you want with her.” Lucas poured three cups of tea and motioned toward the cream and sugar. “I like it plain, but you can fix yours however you like.”

         Vada pinched her leg, and it hurt, so she knew she wasn’t dreaming. This child that she had all but given up hope of ever leaving her house was talking to a man he’d only met one time. She glanced over at Lucas and caught his eye. She wasn’t a bit surprised at the flutter in her stomach, or that her breath caught in her chest.

         Good for you, her grandmother’s voice popped into her head. It’s about time you were attracted to a man, and I knew these boys. They’ve grown up to be good men.

         But, Granny, I have to think of Theron, she argued.

         Yep, but the way I see it is that he is beginning to think for himself, her grandmother said.

         She didn’t have an argument for that. She took a sip of her tea and took in the whole bunkhouse with one glance. She could see into the bedroom. Lucas’s bed was made so tightly that she could bounce the old proverbial quarter on it. The bunk beds were straightened so well that she would have sworn that Theron had taken care of them. A blaze burned in a big stone fireplace that sat across the room from the sofa and a well-worn coffee table.

         Just the basics, she thought. Maybe Theron and I both need just the basics.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Vada awoke to a whispered, one-sided conversation between Lucas and Tex, along with the smell of bacon and coffee. Her first thought was that she was dreaming. She hadn’t woken up to someone in the kitchen since she was eighteen years old and left home for college. Her father had owned an air conditioning and heating business in Honey Grove, and her mother worked in the office for him. She had grown up eating a big breakfast because that’s what her folks both liked. They had died together in a car accident the year before Travis divorced her, and she still missed them terribly. She opened her eyes slowly to find it wasn’t a dream.

         “Is this a bunkhouse breakfast?” Theron rubbed sleep from his eyes as he crawled down the bunk bed ladder.

         Lucas turned around from the stove and nodded. “Cowboys need a good breakfast so they can get lots of work done. I’m making bacon, and eggs, oatmeal, and hot biscuits this morning. Does that sound good to you?”

         “Yes, sir,” Theron said. “Can I help? I know how to set the table.”

         “That would be great.” Lucas reached up into the cabinet and took down plates and bowls. Then he pointed toward a cabinet door. “Silverware is in there. Napkins are in the holder on the table.”

         Vada threw her legs over the side of the bed. Lucas crossed the room in a few long strides, dropped down on his knees in front of her, and held out a bedroom slipper. She blinked back tears as she slipped her feet down into the fur-lined booties.

         “That’s called spoiling a woman,” she said with a smile—still unsure if she was awake or if this was a beautiful dream.

         “The woman is so worth it,” Lucas whispered.

         He held out a hand, and she put hers in it. He pulled her up to a standing position, and gently squeezed her fingers. “Now your feet won’t freeze. These old wood floors are cold in the wintertime. Did you sleep well?”

         “Yes, I did,” she answered. No one had been that concerned about her since—well, she couldn’t remember a time. “What can I do to help with breakfast?”

         Lucas turned and went back to the kitchen. “You could get the juice and the jellies out of the fridge.”

         Travis had never cooked breakfast or even helped her with Theron. He had dang sure never raced across the room to put her house shoes on her feet. He came from a family where the housework and raising babies were women’s work.

         “Hey, Theron,” Lucas said, “you are doing a great job. Did your mama teach you to set a nice table like that?”

         “I researched it, but Mama said that we didn’t need to set it like the queen of England,” Theron beamed. “So, we just make it look like this at home.”

         Vada’s eyes popped wide open, and she glanced across the open space to the kitchen area. Theron was talking to Lucas as if he were an old friend. Maybe her grandmother had been right when she said that Christmas was the season of miracles.

         “Well, it looks mighty fine. What have you asked Santa to bring you for Christmas?” Lucas asked.

         “Santa is a myth. But…” Theron paused.

         Vada didn’t realize she was holding her breath until her chest began to ache. Theron had never asked for anything for Christmas. She’d bought him games and given him gift cards to buy whatever he needed for his computer and wrapped new pajamas up for under the tree.

         “But…” Theron repeated, “if…” he stammered, “if I could have what I wanted, I would ask for a pair of cowboy boots like yours, with square toes. The pointed toed ones are not good for a growing boy’s feet, and maybe a cowboy hat, a black one like you wear.”

         “I see.” Lucas whipped up eggs to scramble. “Is there a reason you would want those things?”

         “Because I want to ride Buttercup,” Theron answered.

         A strong sense of dread filled Vada’s heart when she thought about having to leave the ranch in a few days. The different setting and spending time with that horse every day had brought her son out of his shell. Would he go back to his old hermit ways after they went back home?

         Lucas filled a mug with coffee and handed it to Vada. “Just like you like it—black and strong.”

         “Thanks—again,” she said, “Granny used to say that weak coffee was just murdered water.”

         She couldn’t help feeling a special thrill when his fingertips brushed hers, the warmth shooting right through her.

         At last, someone likes you and Theron as well, her grandmother was back in her head.

         Theron waited patiently at the table with his hands folded in his lap. Lucas seated Vada and then took his chair at the head of the table. “I will say the blessing this morning,” Theron said.

         Vada almost fell out of her chair when Theron began, “Thank you to God or the universe or whoever is out there for this breakfast and for my mama, for Lucas, and for Buttercup. Amen. And one more thing, thank you for Tex. He is a good dog.”

         He looked up and said, “What?” just like a regular ten-year-old would. “I learned how to say a blessing on the Internet. I was practicing. Did I do it right?”

         “You did just fine,” Lucas said with a nod as he passed the platter of bacon and eggs to Vada.

         That was another first in her world. Her ex-husband would have taken out a portion for himself before handing it to her. “Thank you—again. Seems like I’m saying that every five minutes,” she said.

         “You are very welcome,” Lucas answered. “It’s quite a treat having someone in the bunkhouse with me. I’ve always had lots of guys around in the past, and this old place can get really lonely and empty feeling. So, I’m glad to have you and Theron here, but the thanks should go to you for making dinner and supper for us. I can do a fairly good job of breakfast, but I’m not much of a cook with the other two meals.” He took the platter from Theron and helped his own plate. “And FYI, I can’t bake at all, so the cake you made the first day, the pie the second, and the cookies that seem to magically appear in the jar are very welcome.”

         “It’s the least I can do since you won’t let us pay for staying here.” Vada bit the end from a piece of crispy bacon—cooked just the way she and Theron liked it.

         “If Mama cooked every day and made cakes and pies, do you think we could stay here a little longer than a week?” Theron asked.

         Vada sucked in air and almost choked on a sip of coffee. She opened her mouth to tell Theron that wasn’t polite, but she locked eyes with Lucas, who just barely shook his head.

         “I reckon that Buttercup would be glad to have someone to talk to for a while longer,” Lucas said, “and I do like your mama’s cookin’. Have you put up a Christmas tree at your house in town?”

         “No,” Theron said.

         “What would you think of me and you going out in the woods and cutting down a tree? I bet my mama has some extra decorations. We could set it over there by the fireplace, and put our presents under it,” Lucas asked between bites.

         “I would like that,” Theron said.

         “Then if it’s all right with your mama, maybe you could stay until after Christmas—just so I wouldn’t be lonely,” Lucas said.

         “I suppose that would be all right,” Vada said, “but if you change your mind, we can go home at any time.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” Theron said with a smile.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Well, partner,” Lucas said when they’d finished cleaning up after breakfast, “are you ready to go tell Buttercup that you’re sticking around for a while?”

         Theron nodded. “I just need to get my coat and hat on. It’s very cold from here to the barn.”

         “This is a miracle,” Vada whispered.

         “No, it’s a horse that likes kids,” Lucas said out of the side of his mouth.

         “Thank you for taking so much time with him.” Tears welled up in Vada’s eyes.

         “Hey, he’s making me feel like I’m doing something special,” Lucas told her. “See you at noon, or before if he gets tired or hungry. We keep bottled water and snacks in the tack room, so we should be good until then.” He lowered his voice. “And thank you for letting him stay longer. He’s made such good progress that I’d hate to see y’all leave now.”

         “And it has nothing to do with my cooking?” she teased.

         “I wouldn’t say that.” Lucas winked.

         “I am ready,” Theron said when he had changed from pajamas into jeans and a blue sweatshirt. His brown cap was pulled down over his ears, and his gloves were sticking out of his pockets of his coat.

         “Do you think you should put those gloves on your hands?” Vada asked.

         “I’ll put them on if my hands get cold. I like to feel Buttercup’s hair when I pet her,” Theron replied.

         “Okay, then,” Vada said. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

         “I have decided that if I am going to get better, I need to do some things on my own. That’s what my research says,” Theron answered in his most serious tone and headed outside with a wave over his shoulder. “I have my phone. I will call you if I need to, but Lucas will be there, so I think I’ll be fine.”

         “That is amazing,” Vada whispered.

         Lucas patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll watch his every movement, and if he gets out that toy, I’ll call you.”

         There it was again—Mia called it vibes, but to Lucas it was more like electricity between him and Vada. He wondered if she felt it, too, and if she did, would she even consider a date with him.

         He hadn’t made it twenty feet from the bunkhouse when the niggling voice in his head reminded him that he hadn’t been out with a woman whom he could get serious with in years. “No time like the present,” he muttered.

         “Are you thinking about presents for you for Christmas?” Theron asked.

         “I sure am,” Lucas stammered and tried to cover his tracks without lying to the boy. “I hoping your mama makes some more of those peanut butter cookies and gives them to me for Christmas.”

         “I’ll tell her,” Theron said and then ran on ahead of Lucas toward the barn.

         This was exactly why he wanted to work with disabled children—no matter what the problems—and help them to attain some level of self-confidence. His success story with Theron might turn out to be the best one he had ever had.

         Lucas was feeling pretty good, right up until Theron came running hell bent for leather out of the barn. The way he was going, it looked like he wasn’t going to stop until he reached the bunkhouse.

         “So much for feeling good,” he muttered.

         If the pathway had been paved and Theron’s shoes had had rubber soles, he would have come to a screeching halt right in front of Lucas. As it was, Lucas reached out a hand to steady the kid when he stopped and bent forward to grab his knees.

         “Are you sick, son?” Lucas asked.

         “No,” Theron panted. “Out. Of. Breath,” he managed to get out. “Someone in the barn.”

         Lucas glanced that way and saw his father’s pickup truck. “That would be my mama and daddy. They said they were bringing alpacas up to the barn today because there’s a possibility of freezing weather tonight. I didn’t think they would be out this early. Are you up to meeting them, or should we go back to the house?”

         Theron raised up slowly, whipped his hat off, and scratched his head. “Will you stay right there with me?”

         “Yes, I will,” Lucas promised.

         “Do I have to talk?” he asked.

         “Not if you don’t want to, but I have to tell you, the alpacas, especially Dixie, are real friendly and they love attention,” Lucas answered. “She would probably love for you to play chase with her.”

         “How do I do that?” Theron asked. “I haven’t researched that game.”

         Lucas removed his hand and took a step toward the barn. “You chase after her, and then she whips around and chases you. After a couple of times around the corral, she will flop down and want you to pet her. That’s the game that she and Mia play all the time. They make a sweet little noise when they are happy, and Dixie listens as well as Buttercup and Tex. But if you don’t want to play, you can just spend some time in the stall with Buttercup.”

         Theron pulled his fidget toy from his pocket and started playing with it. “I will try. I researched cowboys, and you are one? I think the man in the barn might be one, too.”

         “No, but I’m not surprised,” Lucas said with a smile. “You are really good at researching and learning new things.”

         “I love to learn,” Theron said with a sigh, “but that makes me kind of a weirdo, doesn’t it?”

         “I don’t think of you as a weirdo at all,” Lucas assured him. “You are an awesome person that I’m glad to get to know, but I don’t want you to be uncomfortable around my folks. Should I call your mom to go with us?” Lucas asked.

         Theron shook his head and put the toy back in his pocket. He started back to the barn, one slow step at a time.

         When they arrived at the doors, he took a deep breath and put his hand in Lucas’s. “I can do this if you will hold my hand.”

         Lucas took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I believe in you. Just remember, these two people already like you.”

         “Yes, but according to my reading, it’s not unusual for kids like me to have difficulty in social situations,” Theron said. “Buttercup helps me, and so does Tex. How do you know those people in the barn like me?”

         “And you help Buttercup.” Lucas led him into the barn and toward where he could hear his mother’s and father’s voices. “She would be very lonely if you didn’t come see her and talk to Winnie, too. And the way I know about those people is because they are my mom and dad. They must already like you because they told me that they wanted to meet you. They love kids.”

         “Do they even like kids who are different?” Theron asked.

         “Yes, they do. I was a different little kid when they adopted me,” Lucas said.

         “Really?” Theron cocked his head to one side.

         “Really. They had already adopted Jesse, but then my brother Cody and I needed a home, and they took us in, too, and made us all a family,” Lucas explained as they walked toward the back of the barn. “I was kind of shy, but they helped me and loved me so much that I got over it.”

         “I’m glad to know that,” Theron said. “That makes me feel like there is hope for me.”

         “Always, son,” Lucas said, “there is always hope.”

         As if he had settled something in his mind, Theron let go of Lucas’s hand. “Winnie is almost as good a listener as Buttercup is. Sometimes, I just talk to both of them at the same time since their stalls are so close together. Today I will tell them that I met more people than just you and Mama.”

         Lucas remembered the first day that he had gone to school. If it hadn’t been for Cody and Jesse, he would have hidden in the back of the bus until the day ended. Socially challenged were the words he heard his teacher tell his mother when she came for parent-teacher conference that year. He didn’t know what that meant and wasn’t as smart as Theron, so for years, he worried about whether it meant he had a horrible disease that would kill him.

         Finally, he looked it up and agreed with what the teacher had said, and like Theron, he worked hard to overcome it. Having to stay in a bunkhouse with other guys—complete strangers at first—was his first test, and it took him weeks to be even semi-comfortable. He still had trouble opening up to people he had just met, and he liked his “alone time.”

         So, what’s different about Vada and Theron? asked the voice in his head.

         “I understand them both,” he muttered and then wondered if he’d said that out loud.

         Sonny came into the barn from the corral and leaned on his cane while Pearl closed the door and hurried over to drag a lawn chair across the floor and set it beside him. Sonny eased down into it and said, “Well, hello, son.”

         “How are you feeling today, Dad?” Lucas asked.

         “Better, and I see you brought someone with you,” Sonny answered.

         Theron slipped his hand back into Lucas’s. “Hello, I am Theron. I am here to get better at being social. Buttercup is helping me.”

         “I’m glad,” Sonny said.

         Pearl brought over another chair and sat down beside Sonny. “I hear you are very smart.”

         “Yes, I am. You are Mrs. Ryan and,” he turned to face Sonny, “and you are Mr. Ryan. Is it all right if I don’t shake hands with you?”

         “That’s fine,” Sonny answered. “Dixie and some of the baby alpacas are out in the corral. We thought we’d let them romp and play for an hour and then put them in stalls. They’ll have to stay inside for a couple of days if the weatherman is right.”

         “Would you like to go out and see them?” Pearl asked.

         “Yes, ma’am,” Theron answered, barely above a whisper.

         “Lucas, you could go introduce him to Dixie and the others,” Sonny said.

         Lucas started around them, and Theron’s grip got even tighter. “Will you still be here when we get back?”

         “Probably not, but y’all feel free to come see us anytime you want. I’ve been making Christmas cookies this week,” Pearl answered. “If y’all are going to be out here a while, would you mind bringing Dixie and the babies all inside to the stalls?”

         “Sure thing,” Lucas agreed.

         “Did I do all right?” Theron’s hand relaxed once they were outside, and after just a few seconds he pulled it free.

         “You did just fine. I was proud of you,” Lucas answered. “Now, that bigger alpaca over there is Dixie. Stevie, that’s my sister-in-law who is a veterinarian, rescued her last year. We’ve all babied her so she’s a big pet.”

         Dixie came across the corral in a run and stopped in front of Lucas. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a banana, and offered it to Theron. “She likes bananas. Do you want to feed her?”

         “Do I peel it?” Theron took it from Lucas, and Dixie came right to him.

         “Yes, and then just hold it out to her. She’ll bite chunks off until she’s finished the whole thing,” Lucas answered.

         “When she is done, will she want to play chase?” Theron removed the skin and held out the banana toward the alpaca.

         She made a noise in her throat and took the first bite.

         Lucas backed up to the rail and leaned against it. “I imagine that she will.”

         Within minutes Dixie had finished her banana and nudged Theron on the leg.

         “Does that mean she wants me to run?” Theron asked.

         “Yes, but not as fast as you did a while ago,” Lucas answered.

         Theron stayed close to the fence when he started running laps around the corral. Lucas slipped his phone from his back pocket and videoed about three minutes of the little boy and the alpaca. Theron’s laughter echoed through the air as Dixie and the four baby alpacas chased after him.

         When Theron got tired, Lucas sent the video to Vada with a message: I feel like a king sitting on top of the world.

         Theron was already in the barn, telling Buttercup and Winnie all about his day, when Lucas got a text from Vada: Have tears in my eyes. I’ve never seen him play like a child or laugh that much. I will treasure this video forever. Thank you, Lucas.

         Lucas pretended to need something from the tack room so that Theron wouldn’t see his emotional state. He wiped his wet cheeks, gathered up two bottles of water and a couple of protein bars, and carried them out to where Theron was sitting facing Winnie and Buttercup. He handed a bottle and a bar to Theron and then headed out to bring in the alpacas. He wanted more than just nine more days with Vada and Theron. Falling in love with Vada would be so easy.

         “This is crazy. I’ve only really known her a few days,” he muttered. “I’ve never been a guy who drew women to him like my two brothers do.”

         Be yourself, the voice in his head said.

         “What if she doesn’t like who I am?” Lucas whispered.

         You’ve got nine days to see if she likes you for more than a horse therapist, the voice in his head told him. Make the most of it.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Vada waited until she was sure that Theron was sound asleep before she crawled out of her bunk and tiptoed across the cold floor. She pulled a warm blanket from the back of the sofa, sat down and covered her feet with it, then opened the video on her phone and watched it a half dozen times.

         “Having trouble sleeping?” Lucas asked as he came out of the bedroom. “Beer?”

         “Love one,” she answered, “and yes, I couldn’t sleep, so I got up to look at the video you sent, and to think about what’s next.”

         “What do you mean by next?” Lucas asked.

         “I’ve never seen my son act like kids his age,” she answered. “He loves it here, and he is opening up in ways I never thought possible. He actually wants to go outside, and before we went to sleep, he said that he wanted to walk out to the barn by himself tomorrow to talk to the animals.”

         “Do I hear a ‘but’?” Lucas sat down on the end of the sofa and pulled her feet over into his lap.

         “You do,” she said with a nod. “I like you, Lucas, and Theron thinks you are a superhero, but what happens when we go home? What happens when…”

         “What if that never had to happen?” he asked.

         “We can’t stay here forever,” Vada said.

         “Why? I like having company, and you’re a fantastic cook. I could hire you, and Theron could be my sidekick,” he said. “Why don’t we leave the end date open. You can stay as long as you and Theron want.”

         “That’s very generous of you.” Vada smiled. “I just keep thinking that if he’s come so far in less than a week, what could happen if he has more time.”

         Lucas reached under the blanket and began to massage Vada’s feet. “We can give him all the time he needs.”

         “Thank you for that,” Vada said. “Can you imagine being in college when you were only twelve years old?”

         “No, I couldn’t imagine being in college when I was eighteen. That’s why I went to work on a ranch,” Lucas said. “I wasn’t book smart like my brothers, but I loved ranchin’. Still do. I was serious, Vada, about you staying on. You can do your work here. I’ll find a desk somewhere on the ranch for you, and you can cook for me and Theron to pay your way.”

         She groaned and then clamped a hand over her mouth.

         “Does that mean you hate the idea?” he asked.

         See there, you didn’t do it right, the niggling voice in his head said. You should have been more romantic—told her that you wanted her to stay because you have feelings for her, not because you like her fried chicken.

         “No, it means that I’ve never had a foot massage before. That is downright glorious,” she muttered.

         “Never?” he asked. “Have all the men you’ve dated been idiots?”

         “I haven’t dated in years. Theron has…well, you know,” she said.

         Lucas slowly shook his head from side to side. “A man would be lucky to get to know that boy. He’s so smart and has such a big heart. He just wants someone to accept him just like he is.”

         “Yep, but there aren’t many men like you out there,” she said.

         “Don’t I know it,” he said with a sigh.

         Vada pulled her feet back and scooted over next to Lucas. She laid her head on his shoulder and said, “Lucas Ryan, I have never met anyone like you—and I like you a lot.”

         Lucas slipped an arm around Vada’s shoulders and kissed her on the forehead. It felt oh, so right to sit there in a simple bunkhouse with her in the semi-darkness with a ten-year-old boy sleeping soundly across the room in a top bunk. If this was what having a family of his own felt like, then he wanted to hold on to Vada and Theron forever.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The air was so crisp that it looked like smoke came out when Vada exhaled. Her face was chilled by the time they’d gone a hundred yards from the truck, but she could still feel the warmth of Lucas’s kiss on her forehead from the night before. She hadn’t known what to expect when she awoke that morning, but he had acted like nothing had happened the night before.

         Enjoy the day and stop trying to analyze everything, her grandmother’s voice seemed to float on the cold wind.

         “Yes, ma’am,” she muttered.

         “I’m not a ma’am,” Theron said, “Who are you talking to?”

         “I was thinking about something my grandmother said,” Vada answered. No way was she telling Theron that occasionally her granny popped into her head. He would be researching the issue of hearing voices and what it meant.

         “What did she say?” Theron asked as he eyed a cedar tree.

         “She said for me to enjoy the time I have with you and Lucas while we’re picking out a Christmas tree,” Vada said.

         Theron eyed her carefully, “How did she know we were picking out a tree today?”

         “She didn’t, but I just figured since she used to tell me to enjoy the day, that she would want me to have a good time today,” she answered. “Are you having a good time?”

         “Yes, I am,” Theron answered. “I think this tree would be just right. It’s about four feet tall, and not too big around.”

         “How do you know how tall it is?” Lucas asked.

         “The sun is right there,” Theron pointed, “and the tree is throwing a shadow over there,” he moved his finger, “so if you do the math, then the tree is four feet tall and about two and a half feet across. That’s unusual for a cedar because they are most usually kind of round.”

         Lucas set his tool bag down and removed a small chainsaw. “This will get noisy, but it won’t take long.”

         “You should leave as much trunk on as you can, and then we have to put it in a container that will hold water,” Theron said.

         Vada still had trouble believing that this child was her son.

         Lucas fired up the chain saw and cut down the tree in a matter of minutes. When it had fallen away from Theron and Vada, he put the saw back into the bag. “You want to help me take this to the truck, Theron?” he asked. “You grab up the end and I’ll take the trunk.”

         “I can do that,” Theron said. “I’ve never decorated a tree before, and I forgot to do research last night before we went to bed.”

         “You didn’t help your mama trim the tree?” Lucas asked as they started back toward the vehicle.

         “No, sir, I did not,” Theron answered. “I’m not really religious, and I don’t believe in Santa Claus. It’s hard to believe in something I can’t see.”

         “What changed this year?” Lucas asked.

         “Buttercup did,” he answered. “I talked to her and figured out that this can just be a holiday where families get together. It doesn’t have to have a lot of meaning, and Buttercup and you and Tex and now the alpacas, especially Dixie, are like family to me. I want to share this holiday with all of them. Can we put a tree in the barn?”

         Without a moment’s hesitation, Lucas pointed toward a small cedar only a few feet from the truck, and asked, “Is that one big enough?”

         “I think so,” Theron answered. “They will like having a tree of their own, and I will tell them all the stories about Christmas, from Jesus to Santa Claus.”

         “That’s a good reason, and I’m sure they’ll like having a tree of their own in the barn,” Lucas said as he dropped his tool bag and took out the saw.

         Vada’s eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them back.

         When both trees were in the back of the truck, Theron hopped into the back seat and fastened his seat belt and began to hum. Vada cocked her head to one side and tried to pick up the tune. She’d never heard him hum or sing, either one. His first therapist suggested having soft classic music playing in the house, but that seemed to agitate him even more than normal. Vada loved country music, so she listened to it with her earphones as she worked most days.

         “What song you got going in your head?” Lucas asked.

         Theron stopped humming and said, “That will be ‘Everything’s Gonna be Alright,” by David Lee Murphy. When we drove to the barn it was on the radio, so I looked it up, and found out that I like country music, so I’ve been listening to it on my phone. I let Buttercup listen to a couple of songs and she seems to like it, too.”

         “So do I,” Lucas said.

         “And me, too,” Vada chimed in.

         “That’s interesting,” Theron said. “Three people in a car, and we all like the same kind of music. Very unusual.”

         Lucas glanced over at Vada and winked. A surge of happiness filled her breast. These feelings were crazy, she thought. Sure, she’d known Lucas in high school, and she had felt some chemistry last night when he kissed her on the forehead, but she had been around him only a week this time around. Was it even possible to feel the way she did in such a short time?

         She remembered a plaque she’d seen several years ago that said, “The heart knows. Listen to it.”

         “Penny for your thoughts,” Lucas whispered.

         She told him about the plaque and what was written on it.

         “Amen!” Lucas said. “If we paid attention to what our heart tells us, we wouldn’t make nearly as many mistakes.”

         “What is your heart telling you right now?” Vada asked.

         “That’s a silly question,” Theron piped up from the back seat. “A heart pumps blood. It doesn’t talk.”

         Lucas winked again, and Vada smiled. Just having someone who understood and accepted her child was beyond any miracle the universe could boast about.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         “There’s a tree stand in the storage room, so we can set up the tree, but I’ll have to go to Mama’s to get some decorations,” Lucas said as he hauled the bigger tree into the bunkhouse and laid it on the floor.

         Theron took a deep breath and blurted out, “May I go with you?”

         Vada almost hyperventilated. “Are you sure about this?”

         Theron nodded. “I’m not ready for a big crowd with lots of people around me, but I’d like to talk some more to Sonny and Pearl. They were nice to me.” His hands trembled, but he didn’t shove them into his pockets or get out one of the fidget toys that calmed him. “I researched the idea of going around people, and from what I read, if I try just a couple at a time, it’s better.”

         “Baby steps,” Vada said.

         “I’m not a baby, Mama,” Theron protested. “I’m ten years old and very smart.”

         “Yes, you are,” Lucas agreed as he brought out the tree stand that had been red at one time but now the paint was chipped, “but baby steps just means that you take one little step at a time in this journey to get better.”

         “I see.” Theron nodded again. “I agree that it has to be a slow process so as not to overwhelm the patient—that’s me in this journey. So, are we going now or are we going to put the tree up first?”

         “Let’s set the tree up and water it real good so it doesn’t dry out,” Lucas said. “This is the first Christmas tree I’ve ever put up.”

         “You didn’t have one when you were a boy like me?” Theron asked.

         “Yes, but that was for our family,” Lucas explained as he worked. “We helped decorate it, and we all loved Christmas, but this is the first one I’m putting up that’s kind of like for my own little family.”

         “I like that,” Theron said.

         “You reckon you could hold the tree real steady for me while I get the screws into the bark to hold it upright?” Lucas asked.

         “Yes, sir, I can do that,” Theron reached into the limbs and grasped the tree firmly. “I am glad that I’m wearing gloves. These things are kind of prickly.”

         When they finished getting the tree in position, Lucas and Theron waved goodbye to Vada and disappeared outside. She grabbed her phone and called Stevie.

         Stevie answered the phone with, “Hey, girl, how are things going? I’ve been dying to get over to the bunkhouse for a visit, but I didn’t want to spook Theron.”

         “I’m in total shock,” Vada said and then told Stevie about all the progress Theron was making. “I’m so proud of him, but I can’t help but be afraid he will revert back to his hermit lifestyle. I don’t want to ever leave the ranch for any reason for fear that the magic lies right here. What if I take him home and…” She paused for a breath.

         “The difference in the way things were and the way they are is that he wants to be helped,” Stevie reminded her. “I don’t think that will change one bit. How about you, Vada? How are you doing living out here in the boonies?”

         “After living in the small house and seldom getting outside, I feel like a bird let out of a cage,” she answered. “When Theron and Lucas go to the barn, I have time to myself. I’m getting my work done in a shorter time because I’m not constantly worried about my son. I love cooking for three. Theron is eating more, and Lucas is so sweet. He compliments me and thanks me for every meal.”

         “That’s a Ryan thing for sure,” Stevie said. “Cody does the same thing, and I love it. I understand you’ve agreed to stay until after Christmas, right?”

         “I’d stay forever, but…” Vada said and then clamped a hand over her mouth.

         “I bet it could be arranged,” Stevie told her.

         “Do you think the family would sell me an acre of ground to put a double-wide trailer on?” Vada asked, but in her dreams, she and Theron and Lucas lived right there in the bunkhouse.

         “One never knows,” Stevie said with a giggle.

         “They’re back with the decorations. Give us a couple of hours and then come see our tree,” Vada said.

         “Do you think Theron is ready to be introduced to another person?” Stevie asked.

         “He went with Lucas to get the decorations, so he’s getting acquainted with Sonny and Pearl,” Vada replied. “And if he gets nervous, Lucas can take him out to the barn and let him talk to Buttercup or the alpacas.”

         “What about bringing Cody?” Stevie asked.

         “Let’s give it a try,” Vada said. “Theron is into all things cowboy right now, so maybe…”

         “If you think it’s too much for him, just give me a signal, and we’ll leave,” Stevie said.

         Vada cocked an ear toward the door. “I will, and Stevie, he’s laughing, so I guess things went well at Sonny and Pearl’s house.”

         “Good sign. See you later,” Stevie said, and the screen went dark.

         Who was this child coming in out of the cold with a cardboard box in his arms? He looked a little like her son, Theron, with his blond hair that needed cutting, but his blue eyes sparkled with joy. How could a horse cause such a fast turnaround in a kid?

         It wasn’t the horse, her granny answered her questions. It was the fact that he decided he wanted to get better.

         Lucas carried three boxes into the bunkhouse right behind Theron. “There should be enough stuff here for our tree and the one out in the barn. This kid says that he wants to do both trees tonight, so we’d better get busy.”

         Theron set his box on the kitchen table. “This one has cookies, some fudge, and part of a chocolate cake. Pearl says I’m supposed to call her Granny and Sonny is Poppa. Is that all right with you, Mama? It’s not disrespecting my real granny, is it?”

         “Your real granny would be glad that you have found a new granny and poppa,” Vada assured him. “I can almost feel her smiling.”

         Theron frowned as he opened the box and took out a sugar cookie. “How do you feel a smile, Mama?”

         “How does it make you feel to brush Buttercup after you walk her around the corral?” Lucas asked.

         “All warm inside,” Theron answered without hesitation.

         “That’s what a smile feels like,” Lucas explained.

         “Thank you. Now I understand. All of this is really new to me, but I like it so far,” Theron said and bit off a chunk of the cookie.

         Vada felt as if her feet were floating six inches off the floor. “A tree needs presents under it. Do you still want boots and a hat?”

         “Yes, I do, and gloves like Lucas has,” he replied. “I want to ride Buttercup after Christmas, and I need a new external hard drive to keep all my pictures of the ranch, and the horses, and the bunkhouse on.”

         “If there was a Santa Claus, what would you ask him for?” Lucas asked.

         “I would ask for enough money to buy this ranch, so I never had to leave it,” he said. “Now can we put the stuff on this tree. I can’t wait to see what Buttercup and Winnie think of the one in the barn. And, Mama, tomorrow I’m going to meet the twins and Mia. I think I’m ready.”

         “Stevie and Cody might drop in for a few minutes tonight to see our tree,” Vada said.

         “Could they come to the barn and see that one, too?” Theron asked with a long sigh. “Lucas says I can fix it up all by myself.”

         Vada wouldn’t have cared if he wanted to decorate forty trees. To hear him excited and asking for boots and a hat even before something for his computer put a big smile on her face. “I think Stevie and Cody would love to see your barn tree. I’ll call her and tell her to meet us out there.”

         “Is Cody a cowboy?” Theron asked.

         “Yes, he is,” Lucas answered as he opened the first box and took out a strand of lights. “This is a two-person job. I’ll feed them to you, Vada, if you’ll get them situated.”

         Theron plopped down on the sofa and frowned. “Why would you feed lights to my Mama? They are made of glass. Humans do not digest glass.”

         Lucas bit back a chuckle. “That’s just cowboy talk that means I will put the lights around my arms and let your mama pick them off, one at a time, to put on the tree branches. We won’t do lights on the barn tree because it might spook the horses. We’ll just put garland and unbreakable ornaments on that one.”

         “Unbreakable?” Vada asked as she began helping get the lights on the tree.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “When we were just little kids, Dad made Mama some ornaments out of wood. Three boys romping around in a house can be rough on things that break,” Lucas answered.

         Every single time, without fail, that Vada reached for another stretch of lights, her hand brushed against this, and her touch jacked up his pulse a notch or two. His mama always said that whatever you do on New Year’s Day would be what you did all year. With that in mind, he hoped he could convince Vada to stay on the ranch until after that day. Then there would be the possibility that the three of them would be together for the whole year—if his mama’s superstition was right.

         When the lights were finally on the tree, Lucas opened another box and brought out a long rope with bandanas tied to it about every six inches. “This is the garland that mama used when we were kids.”

         “A cowboy Christmas tree!” Theron whispered.

         “Yep, complete with one of my dad’s old hats to put on the top instead of an angel or a star,” Lucas told him.

         “Can we make the one in the barn just like this?” Theron’s eyes were as big as silver dollars.

         “We can, but we’ve only got one hat,” Lucas said.

         “Why don’t you guys use the hat for the barn tree and let me create a topper with whatever I can find?” Vada suggested.

         Theron looked so happy that Lucas was glad Vada had come up with the idea. He planned to go into town the next day and buy Theron boots and a hat as near to the ones he wore as he could find. Maybe he would need a work coat, too, to go with his gloves.

         “What are you thinking about?” Vada asked.

         “Christmas presents,” he answered. “What do you want?”

         “I’ve got everything right here that I could possibly want,” she replied.

         Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really.”

         She raised her head and looked him right in the eyes. “Yes, Lucas Ryan, I really do.”

         She blinked, picked up the rope garland and began to drape it around the tree, and then started hanging ornaments—small wooden boots, steer horns, bird houses, angel wings, and more than a dozen other shapes. Theron stood to the side and told her where each piece should go, and when she was finished, he crossed his arms over his chest and walked around three sides of the tree.

         “This is a good tree,” he declared. “I like it better than the ones I saw on the Internet when I researched how to decorate one.”

         “That’s great,” Lucas said with a grin. “You ready to go set up the barn tree?”

         “Yes, I am.” Theron headed across the room to the sofa where he’d tossed his coat.

         “I’m buying him boots and a hat,” Lucas whispered to Vada. “Want me to pick up a work coat like mine?”

         “You don’t have to do that,” Vada argued.

         “Nope, I don’t, but I want to,” Lucas said. “He’s made such good progress, and he’s a wonderful kid. A little too smart. Sometimes when he’s done his ‘research,’” he air-quoted the words, “he tells me things that are even above my head, but I love spending time with him.”

         “Then, yes, I’d like for him to have a work coat,” Vada said with a nod.

         The whole room lit up brighter than the Christmas tree when she smiled up at him. He wanted so badly to take her in his arms and kiss her, but there was no way when Theron was right there staring at them.

         A knock on the door startled all three of them.

         Theron stood perfectly still and locked eyes with his mother. Lucas hurried to open the door and let Pearl into the bunkhouse.

         “Come on in, Mama,” he said. “Is something wrong?”

         “No, I wanted to see your tree,” she answered. “It’s just like I remembered it. I’m so glad you could use all those ornaments. And I wanted to ask Theron if it would be all right if Sonny and I watch him decorate the one in the barn. You can say no and we won’t be offended, but Sonny wanted to get out a little while this evening. If that big winter storm hits us, he’ll be in the house for a while.”

         “Yes, you may,” Theron said. “I liked your cookies, Granny Pearl.”

         “I’m so glad,” Pearl said. “When you eat all of what I sent, you come on down to my house and I’ll give you some more. Poppa and I will go on down to the barn and be ready when you get there,” Pearl said with a smile and closed the door behind her as she left.

         “Are you coming, Mama?” Theron asked.

         Vada picked up her coat. “You bet I am. I want to see how you fix up your barn tree. I just know that Buttercup and Winnie, and even Dixie, are going to love it.”

         Lucas’s hand brushed against hers as they followed Theron outside to the truck, and he locked his pinky finger with hers. Even though it was a brief walk across the porch and to the vehicle, he enjoyed every minute of being united with her in that small way. He felt like a teenager on a first date—or in his case, a twenty-year-old. He hadn’t dated anyone in high school, and his first experience with a girlfriend had been when he was with the daughter of the rancher where he worked. He gave Vada’s hand a gentle squeeze before he let go to open the door for her, and she responded by patting him on the arm.

         “I wish Lucas was my daddy,” Theron piped up from the back seat.

         “Oh, my!” Vada muttered. “I’m sorry.”

         “Why?” Lucas asked.

         “Why?” Theron must have thought Lucas was talking to him, because he unfastened his seat belt and leaned up so that his head was between Vada and Lucas. “Because you understand kids like me, and because I like you, and Sonny and Pearl like me, and they would be my real grandparents if you were my daddy.”

         “We understand each other very well, son,” Lucas said, “and it’s okay for you to wish that. I’m honored that you like me that much.”

         Lucas had to swallow hard to get the lump in his throat to go down. He would love to have Theron for a son—he’d even adopt him if that was possible—but what he’d like most was to deck the man that was privileged to have such a smart little boy and yet made him feel ashamed and unwanted.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         Lucas and Theron came in after doing the feeding chores that Tuesday evening. The aromas of fresh bread baking and savory soup filled the bunkhouse. Theron followed Lucas’s lead and hung his coat on the rack inside the door, then kicked off his shoes and set them beside Lucas’s boots.

         Vada gave the pot of soup bubbling on the stovetop a stir, then turned to face them. Her brown hair hung over her shoulders in two thick braids. She wore a pair of faded skinny jeans and an oatmeal-colored, thermal knit shirt that hugged her curves.

         Lucas’s mouth went dry, and his pulse went into overtime—again. The light from the kitchen window created a halo around her head, and had she sprouted big, fluffy wings in that instant, he would not have been surprised.

         “Something smells good,” Theron said as he headed toward the bathroom. “Is it all right if I take a bath before supper?”

         “Of course. The bread won’t be done for about twenty minutes,” Vada replied. “Did you have a good time?”

         “I learned that cattle need feed in the winter as well as hay.” Theron closed the door behind him and then opened it back up. “And I’m going to research and learn more about cattle. I’m going to study agriculture in my spare time this semester.” The door eased shut, and then Lucas heard the water running.

         He crossed the room in a few long strides, wrapped his arms around Vada, and hugged her tightly. “You are so beautiful.” He buried his face in her hair.

         “Good grief,” she said with a laugh, “what brought all this on?”

         “I’m just happy that you and Theron are staying on the ranch for a while.” Lucas took half a step back, tipped up her chin with his knuckles, looked deep into her aqua colored eyes, and kissed her.

         The kiss started off slow and sweet, but then her arms snaked up around his neck, and she pressed her body close to his. He deepened the kiss, and a jolt of pure, fiery desire shot through his body. He’d kissed women, dated women, slept with women, and even had a couple of fairly serious relationships, but nothing had ever prepared him for the way he felt right then.

         “Oh! My!” Vada gasped when the kiss ended.

         “Sparks?” Lucas’s voice sounded hoarse even in his own ears.

         “No,” Vada said breathlessly, “white hot fire like I’ve never felt before.”

         “Me, too,” Lucas said. “I’ve wanted to kiss you for days now, but…”

         “But we’ve got a little boy underfoot,” Vada said with a smile.

         “I love that kid,” Lucas said, “and I really like his mama.”

         “His mama thinks a lot of you, too,” Vada said.

         Lucas drew her back into his arms and brushed a soft kiss across her lips. “Is it too soon to say that I could so easily fall in love with you?”

         “Probably, but the feeling is mutual,” Vada told him. “And as much as I hate to ruin this romantic moment, if I don’t take that bread out of the oven, it’s going to be burned.” She raised up on her tiptoes and kissed Lucas on the chin. “And if that happens, I’m going to let you explain why it’s ruined to Theron.”

         “Go, good woman, go!” Lucas teased.

         Vada crossed over to the stove, grabbed an oven mitt, and removed a pan of hot rolls from the oven. She set them on the cabinet and buttered the tops. Lucas slipped his arms around her waist from the back and kissed her on the neck.

         “This is a cowboy’s dream,” he said.

         “What’s that?” Vada asked.

         “Coming home after a day on the ranch, to a hot meal, and even hotter kisses from a beautiful woman,” Lucas said.

         Vada turned around and slipped her arms around his neck. “I always thought you were the shy Ryan brother.”

         “I am, but you bring out the romantic in me,” he told her. “Never even thought I had that side, but I’m kind of liking it.”

         “Mama!” Theron called out. “I forgot to bring in my pajama bottoms.”

         “And the romance ends,” Vada said with a chuckle.

         “No, honey, the romance is just beginning,” Lucas told her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Vada had thought she would need to buy a Flirting for Dummies book if she ever had the opportunity to date again, but it was coming naturally with Lucas. For the past couple of days, she could see the same longing in his eyes that she felt in her heart. The kisses and brief romantic time had proved she wasn’t wrong.

         Now what do I do? she asked herself. I’ve got to think of Theron, not just myself. How would he react to sharing me with someone else?

         Don’t rush, but don’t slam the door to the opportunity, either, her grandmother’s voice answered. He’s already said that he wishes Lucas was his daddy, so that’s a good start.

         “Good advice,” she muttered as she found Theron’s pajama bottoms in his perfectly organized suitcase and carried them to the bathroom.

         When she knocked on the door, he opened it just a crack, stuck out a hand and took them from her. “Thank you. Is supper ready?”

         “It will be on the table when you get there,” she answered.

         When Theron came out of the bathroom, he was dressed in his superhero pajamas and a pair of socks. His blond hair, usually parted on the side, had been combed straight back like Lucas’s. “I’m hungry,” he said. “I will have to talk to Buttercup about it, but I think the ranch is giving me a big appetite.”

         Vada led the way to the kitchen area where Lucas was busy making supper. “I bet all that fresh air and walking Buttercup around in the corral has made you need more food for fuel,” she said as she headed to the kitchen area.

         Lucas had just finished setting the table and dipping up three bowls of soup. Vada’s ex-husband had never helped her get food on the table, not even after Theron was born and things got hectic. That simple gesture was almost as romantic as his kisses had been.

         Oh, really. Her grandmother’s giggles were so real that she stopped and glanced over her shoulder to see if she was there.

         “Well, almost,” Vada muttered.

         “Almost what?” Theron asked as he pulled out his chair and sat down.

         Vada noticed that his pajamas were tight on him, and his face had filled out some. His eyes didn’t have black circles around them, and he wasn’t pale anymore. If he had changed this much in less than two weeks, then she couldn’t imagine what six months or a year on the ranch would do for him.

         “Did I do something wrong?” he asked.

         “Of course not,” Vada said. “I like your hair fixed that way, and I was just thinking that you have more color in your face than usual.”

         “That would be vitamin D from the sunshine,” Theron told her. “A person needs time in the sun every single day. I knew that, but I used to not like going outside. I like it here because Buttercup and Dixie and Tex are here. And Cody and Stevie and Granny and Poppa. Today I met Mia out in the field. She can drive a tractor, and she said when my legs get long enough to reach the pedals that she will teach me how to operate one.”

         Lucas seated Vada before he took his place. “You’ll have to eat good, run and play with the alpacas, and sleep good at night to grow tall enough to drive a tractor. Mia started off driving a hay truck when she was just a kid. She’s really good help on the ranch, plus she is learning to be a vet tech from Stevie.”

         “I don’t want to be a vet anything,” Theron said. “It would make me sad to see an animal die. Please pass the rolls and butter. This soup is wonderful, Mama. I don’t remember you making it at our town home.”

         Vada handed the basket of rolls across to her son. “If you will remember, you were on a grilled cheese kick before we came out here.”

         Theron looked up and sighed. “That’s before I did the horse research. I’m glad I did.”

         Lucas took a bite of the soup. “You are right. This is very good.”

         “Thank you both. My grandmother taught me to make it, and it’s always good on a cold day like this.” Vada couldn’t remember a time when Theron had complimented her on her cooking. He ate. He thanked her politely for the meal—sometimes. He went back to his room. She might just go out to the barn after supper and kiss Buttercup right between her pretty brown eyes for the change she had brought about in him.

         And then kiss Lucas right on his sexy lips? the pesky voice in her head asked.

         “Yep,” she said under her breath.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

            One year later

         

         Vada awoke before daylight that morning, eased out of bed, and went to the kitchen. When she reached into the cabinet for the coffee, she noticed that there was a big red circle around the date on the calendar. She smiled and let her mind wander back to what had happened one year ago—the day that she and Theron had come to the ranch for the first time.

         A lot had changed in that year, and every single bit of it for the better. She and Lucas had gotten married in June. They’d thought about building a new house, but Theron loved the bunkhouse, so they had just built on to it—a bedroom and bathroom for Theron, and an office for Vada. They’d removed the bunk beds and put in a couple of recliners, and she’d added a few feminine touches to the kitchen to make the place homier.

         Vada’s pride and joy was a simple little sign hanging from chains that squeaked every time the wind blew. Sonny had helped Theron make it to give to her and Lucas as a wedding gift. The lettering for “Buttercup Farms” wasn’t perfect, but every time she looked up at it, a new rush of love filled her heart. Buttercup Farms was the name that Theron had given the bunkhouse, and Lucas had adopted it for his therapy business as well. Now, it was home—all three of them had finally found a place to belong and a family to belong to.

         As usual, she felt Lucas’s presence long before he slipped his arms around her waist and kissed her on the neck. “Good morning, darlin’.”

         She turned around and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Happy anniversary.”

         “But we haven’t been married but six months.” He frowned and then a flashed a brilliant smile. “It’s been a year since y’all came to the ranch the first time. That was the best day of my life.”

         “You said our wedding was the best day.” She tiptoed and kissed him on the cheek.

         “Every day since a year ago today has been the best.” He pulled her in tighter to his chest. “And every day from now on will be even better.”

         “Mornin’.” Theron yawned as he came out of his bedroom. “Are we going to put up our tree today? Buttercup is excited that she gets another one this year.”

         “Yes, we are, right after you take your final exam for the semester,” Lucas said.

         “I got up an hour ago and finished it.” Theron went to the refrigerator and brought out the orange juice. He poured himself a glass and downed half of it. “I’ve decided to major in agri-business for my bachelor’s degree when I start taking college classes next fall.”

         “We could always use that kind of brain power right here on the ranch,” Lucas said.

         “I hope I’m a real Ryan by the time I start my college courses.” Theron sighed.

         Lucas locked gazes with Vada, who gave him a brief nod.

         “We were saving this for Christmas, but you’ll have lots of presents that day.” Lucas headed off toward the bedroom and returned with an unwrapped box. “This is for you, son.”

         Theron took the box and sighed again. “It feels kind of light, so it can’t be new boots. Mine are getting too small, so I thought that might be what you and Mama got me.”

         Vada was so excited that her hands shook. “You are right. It’s not boots. Go ahead and open it.”

         Theron gently removed the lid and picked up a new leather belt. “But I didn’t ask for this.”

         “Turn it over and look at the back,” Vada said.

         “Oh. Oh. Oh!” Theron gasped when he saw the name “Ryan” engraved across the back of the new belt. “Does this mean…”

         “Your copy of the adoption papers are right there in the box,” Lucas said. “You are officially my son now and…”

         Theron jumped up and hugged Lucas for the first time. “Now you are my daddy. This is the best Christmas ever. My high school diploma will have the name Ryan on it, and so will all my degrees.”

         Vada’s eyes filled with tears, and she didn’t even try to stop them from flowing down her cheeks. She had been worried that Travis would refuse to sign the papers and let Lucas adopt Theron, but he had sent them back with his signature on them within a week.

         “Why are you crying, Mama?” Theron asked.

         “These are happy tears,” Vada said.

         “Then I should be crying, too, but I’m too happy to cry. Can I go tell Granny and Poppa and the rest of the family after breakfast?” Theron asked.

         “Yes, you can.” Lucas swiped away a tear. “Mama has a plaque in her house that says Home is where the heart is.”

         “Is your heart here?” Vada asked.

         “I’ve always thought that home is where I hang my hat,” Lucas said, “but I agree with her now. This is home and my heart is right here.”

         “Yep, it is.” Theron put his new belt on over his pajamas. “It fits me, and I love my new name. Theron Ryan. We are all Ryans on this ranch now.”

         “Yes, we are,” Lucas said.

         “I’ll be back in a minute.” Theron rushed into his bedroom.

         “What’s that all about?” Lucas asked.

         Vada put her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest. “He’s got to go look at himself in the mirror to see if he’s different than he was ten minutes ago.”

         “He’s sure enough different than he was a year ago. He may never be like other kids his age, but that’s okay, too. We have a special kid, and now he’s mine as well as yours,” Lucas said.

         “Yes, he is, and, honey, my heart is right here, and always will be,” Vada whispered. “I love you, Lucas Ryan.”

         “And I love you, Mrs. Lucas Ryan.” He smiled.
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         Cody Ryan inched along at less than ten miles an hour on the icy roads. He had driven through sandstorms, outrun tornadoes, and even worked his way over snowcapped mountains, but nothing had ever been like this.

         “So much for a big Texas homecoming,” he muttered as his truck slid over toward a ditch and then back again to the middle of the road. His windshield wipers were doing double time, but with the blizzard-like conditions, he couldn’t have seen the yellow line in the middle of the pavement even if there were one.

         So, you’re tired of having sand everywhere and living in a tent, are you? The words of his old friend Nate Fisher came back to his mind.

         “We don’t have much choice right now. We’ve got to get out of this place, and I’m ready to go home to Texas where it gets cold in the winter.” Cody repeated what he had told Nate last summer when he had hurriedly packed his bags and gotten ready to catch the next military truck headed toward a town with an airport.

         “But I didn’t expect a damn blizzard to settle down right over the top of us just weeks after I got home.” His truck tires lost traction again and fishtailed all over the road.

         When he finally got control, he hit the speed dial for Sunflower Ranch to let his family know he wouldn’t be home as soon as he thought. Addy, his sister-in-law, answered the phone on the third ring.

         “Hey, Cody, everything okay?” she asked. “The roads look pretty bad out there.”

         “Yeah, sorry I’m running late. Please don’t hold supper. It’ll be a while before I can get back home in this storm,” Cody said.

         “I’m putting you on speaker. I’ve got Pearl, Sonny, Mia, and Jesse all here around the table with me.”

         “Hey, everyone!” Cody answered. “Y’all need to stay inside as much as possible, and off these slick roads. Have you heard a weather report?”

         “Uncle Cody, they say this snow isn’t going to stop for a couple of days,” Mia chimed in.

         “Drive safe,” his father yelled.

         “Will do, and save me some supper,” Cody said and ended the call.

         Cody’s dad had been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis a while back, and a few months ago, he’d had a reaction to the drugs in the clinical trial. That incident had made Cody realize just how much he missed family and being home in Texas, so he’d given up his job with Doctors Without Borders and moved back to Honey Grove.

         “But I damn sure didn’t miss brutally cold winters,” he muttered.

         When he came home, Cody had thought about hanging out his shingle for a family practice right there in Honey Grove. After looking around for a place to buy or rent and not finding a thing that he liked, he came up with the idea of doing old-fashioned house calls in the whole community. Elderly folks, like Max Hilton, who needed him that morning but couldn’t drive more than twenty miles to see a doctor in his condition, had quickly built up his business. Now, between helping his brother Jesse on Sunflower Ranch and trying to keep up with his patients, Cody stayed busy from daylight to dark most days.

         “Poor old Max.” Cody kept his eyes on the road, but he said a quick prayer that the ambulance got Max to the hospital without sliding off the slick roads. Max was too stubborn to see a doctor and had said more than once that his time was worth more than sitting in an office waiting for hours for a doctor to see him. But when he found out that Cody would come to his ranch house to see him, he called on him every few weeks. Lately, Cody had been telling him that he needed to see a heart specialist.

         “I guess he’ll see one now, whether he wants to or not.” Cody slowed down another five miles per hour and leaned over the steering wheel to better see the road in front of him.

         Addy, Cody’s nurse, would be glad that Max would be getting help. She’d been worried about him after the last two times they had been out to Max’s ranch.

         Cody hit another slick spot and went sideways in the road for a few seconds before he got straightened out. He started to pull off to the side until his heart stopped pounding, but the smart thing was to keep moving ahead. He made it another quarter of a mile, when a front tire hit a pothole and sent him into another greasy slide. He gripped the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles ached, and hoped that no one would need his doctor services again until the roads were clear.

         “And I thought a sandstorm was the most horrible thing in the world. Thank God you aren’t here, Addy. I would never forgive myself if you got hurt and those twins didn’t have a mother.” He thought of the twin boys his brother and Addy had adopted right after they got married. Sam and Taylor were only about three months old, and Cody loved them almost as much as if they were his own sons.

         He leaned forward as far as the seat belt would allow, hoping to get a better view of the road up ahead. “It’s only twenty miles to the ranch. Even at this rate I should be there before bedtime. Talking to myself doesn’t help, so why am I doing it?”

         The words had barely left his mouth when a buck with a huge rack of antlers jumped out right in front of his truck. Instinctively, his foot left the gas pedal and stomped the brake. The deer disappeared in a flash, but Cody’s vehicle began to spin like a top, and there was nothing that he could do to stop the motion.

         The steering wheel had a mind of its own, and neither the brake nor the gas pedal had any effect on what was happening. Adrenaline raced through his body, and he covered his face with his arms, expecting his crew cab truck to hit one of the many potholes in the old country road and begin to roll.

         Then Cody felt as if he was flying for a split second, and the truck landed with so much force that it jarred his teeth. For several seconds he wasn’t sure what had happened, but then he realized all the white stuff around him wasn’t snow but airbags. He fought them back away from his face and unfastened the seat belt, only to fall forward nose down.

         He slung open the door and rolled out of the truck to land in several inches of snow. When his heart settled enough that he could breathe without panting, he pulled his phone from his hip pocket to call the ranch for help, only to realize that there was no service. He stood up, checked for blood or broken bones, and heaved a huge sigh of relief when he figured out that he was fine.

         “Thank you, God!” he said when he recognized an old mailbox. Just last week, he’d met Max at a barn about a quarter of a mile down the lane to check his blood pressure. Cody remembered Max’s blood pressure being too high then and had told the octogenarian that he needed some tests done, but the old guy flat-out refused.

         “They’ll put me on some god-awful diet and tell me to exercise,” Max had growled. “I’m going to eat what I want, and I get all the exercise I need right here on this ranch.”

         Cody visualized an old potbellied stove in the tack room where he’d done what he could for Max. He’d seen a pile of firewood in one of the stalls out in the barn, and there had been a bunch of kittens playing chase in the hay bales. “Maybe there will be phone service when I reach the barn,” he muttered as he opened the back door of the truck and grabbed his black doctor bag. “If there is, I can let the folks know where I am.”

         He pocketed his keys, zipped his coat to his chin, and turned his collar up. Then, bent against the driving north wind blowing snow right in his face, he headed up the lane. He vowed that he would never leave home again without both a ski mask and a stocking hat—even if it was summertime and the thermometer registered over a hundred degrees. At least his cowboy boots gave him protection from the snow.

         His nose and ears felt like Popsicles by the time he made it to the barn. He was wearing gloves, but his hands were stiff, and he had trouble sliding the barn door open enough to get inside. Unfortunately, it wasn’t any warmer than the outside.

         “But at least it’s dry and out of the wind,” Cody told himself as he removed his cowboy hat and brushed snow from it on the way to the tack room. Bits of snow sifted under the collar of his mustard yellow work coat and down the back of his neck.

         The tack room door was already open, and dry wood was stacked neatly in the corner, which, otherwise, was a mess. He threw the stove door open and shoved several sticks of kindling inside, and then stacked three sticks of firewood on top of it. Everything was ready to start a fire, but he didn’t have a lighter or matches, so he went in search of something to light it. He found rusty screws stored in peanut butter jars, several cans of beans, tuna fish, and chicken, a container of cornmeal and one of flour, but no matches.

         “Why on earth would Max have food here when he couldn’t even start a fire to heat it?” Cody muttered.

         A cast-iron skillet was sitting on top of an old green rounded-top refrigerator, and because he had left his phone in the fridge one time, he even opened the door to see if there were matches in there. Other than a withered apple and two jars of elderberry jelly, the fridge was empty. In the freezer he found a few packages of meat wrapped in white butcher paper—steaks was written on the outside of a couple of them—so he wouldn’t starve. He was disappointed when he turned on a burner and found there was no gas.

         “Propane tank must be empty, so I guess I’ll have to use the woodstove, provided I can ever get a fire going,” he said.

         He was about to give up ever being warm again, when he glanced around the room and noticed a rusty old match holder on the wall to the left of the stove. The burlap curtain hanging over the window where the vent pipe went outside covered part of it, but still Cody fussed at himself for not seeing it earlier as he made his way toward it. His mama always kept a container of matches a lot like that on the wall beside the stove at the ranch house.

         “Country folks put things where they need them,” he said and reached for a match, and discovered that there were only six left.

         He held one of the matches close to the little chips of wood and struck it against the stove. Nothing happened. He tried again, and the head of the match popped off, but there was no flame. The same thing happened with the second one.

         His heart had begun to beat fast, and he had visions of busting a bale of hay and covering himself with a layer of the stuff just to get warm. “Four more tries, and then Jesse may find me frozen when he shows up here.” He thought of his brother and the rest of the family, all warm on Sunflower Ranch while the cold was seeping into his bone marrow.

         At the thought of his brother, he jerked his phone out of his pocket only to see that the battery was almost dead. He didn’t even try to call but sent a text: I’m fine. Slid off the road not far from Max Hilton’s old barn. Will hole up here until storm blows over. He hit send, and the screen went dark.

         He tried the third match. When it flared, he held it carefully next to the kindling until a tiny little blaze started, and then he blew on it to encourage the thing to grow. That tiny blaze meant more to him right then than all the money he had in the bank. When the blaze finally ignited and warmth began to spread out from the stove, he slumped down on the old brown-and-orange-plaid sofa not far away. His eyes slid shut, but he snapped them open and recited the signs of hypothermia out loud, starting with shivering and ending with drowsiness.

         Afraid to close his eyes again, he stood and began pacing from one end of the room to the other. On one of his trips, he noticed two little beady eyes peeking out from underneath the sofa and came close to jumping up on the workbench, but then a little gray kitten inched its way toward the stove. In a few seconds, a yellow one and then a black-and-white one did the same. And then a big calico cat came from the tiny bathroom with a dead mouse in her teeth. She dropped it beside the kittens, and they began to growl and fight over their dinner.

         “I’m not afraid of mice or spiders, and I’ve seen rats as big as possums and spiders that would cover a dinner plate,” he told the cats, “but snakes are a different matter, and for a second there, I thought for sure you were one of those.”

         He went back over the symptoms of hypothermia—fumbling and confusion. He ripped his gloves off and held his hands out. No tremors. That was a good sign, but talking to himself and seeing snakes instead of kittens wasn’t.

         The mama cat came right over to him and began to rub around his legs, her purrs so loud that they covered up the crackling sounds of the fire. Cody squatted down and rubbed her fur from the top of her head to the tip of her tail. “Are you depending on mice to raise these kids of yours, or has Max got some dry food hiding somewhere in this room?”

         As if she understood him, she went over to a plastic bin shoved up under the worktable and sniffed it. Cody pulled the lid off, and sure enough, it was filled to the brim with dry cat food. He found an empty margarine container and scooped out enough to fill it, then set it beside the stove. “That should keep you for a day or two, but you’re a good mama to give your kids a taste for mice. That will keep the varmints out of the barn.”

         His hands and feet finally stopped tingling, so he removed his hat and coat and tossed them on the end of the sofa. The room was warming up nicely, and there was nothing to do but settle in for the duration. He laid his head on the sofa arm and closed his eyes. With all the work going on at the ranch, and his doctoring business, he was usually on the run from daylight until after dark. Jesse would come rescue him by morning, so he might as well take advantage of a free evening.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dr. Stephanie O’Dell, Stevie to the folks around Honey Grove, figured when she left her place that morning that the going could get rough. The roads were icy, and noise similar to shotgun blasts filled the air as the tree limbs laden with a thick layer of ice snapped off. But Dale Watson had called with the news that both of his female alpacas had died giving birth that morning. He was able to save one baby, but he had no idea how to care for it.

         She had made a call over to the Sunflower Ranch and talked to Sonny before she ever set out on the twenty-mile drive to rescue a tiny little newborn alpaca—a cria. Sonny had alpacas and was more than willing to see if one of his female alpacas—a hembra—would adopt the new baby. She determined that even on slick roads, she should be able to drive to her destination and back in two or three hours, but she hadn’t figured on the blizzard-like wind and snow that hit when she was returning home.

         The weatherman on the television that morning had said there was a possibility of an accumulation of two to three inches of snow in the area. But after she had picked up the cria and was on the way home, she caught a report on the radio that said the storm had taken a sudden turn. Residents of the area should be prepared for at least a foot of snow on top of the ice that was already on the ground.

         Stevie still thought she could make it to Sunflower Ranch, pass the cria off to Sonny, and head back home by suppertime. She sure didn’t want to get stuck at the ranch, not with Cody Ryan there. They had dated in high school, and she’d fallen head over heels in love with him, but then he went off to college when she still had her senior year to do. He had his heart set on being a doctor, and according to what he told her that last night they were together, he had to devote all his time to study. He had made the decision to help other people, especially those in foreign countries, and to be involved with a girl would get in the way of his dreams.

         “We both knew this day would come,” Cody had said. “I like you, Stevie, but…”

         He had left the sentence hanging, and she had managed to keep the tears at bay until she got home that evening. When she finally stopped crying, she vowed that she would prove to him that she would have been worth the wait. She would study hard, become a veterinarian, and show him that he made a wrong choice.

         She let go of the steering wheel for a brief moment to touch the locket around her neck. Inside was a tiny picture of wildflowers as a reminder to never give every bit of her heart to a man again. She’d taken the picture the last night she and Cody were together, and she didn’t have to open the locket to see the photo of the sun setting over a field of yellow, purple, and red flowers. She had taken the picture out the window of the bunkhouse out on Sunflower Ranch. In the foreground was a blue vase filled with wild daisies and small purple flowers. That had been more than twenty years ago, and she had moved on since then, but the picture was still with her urging her to go on with life like the wildflowers that popped up every spring.

         Stevie really thought she had moved past that teenage love until Cody Ryan came back to Honey Grove. Just seeing him again made her angry—proving that she still carried a little torch for him.

         The cria began to hum, which meant the poor little girl was missing her mama.

         “It’s okay, sweetheart. In another hour or two, we’ll have you in a herd of your own kind, probably in a nice warm barn. You’re going to be fine,” she told the baby. “Just hang on. I’m going as fast as I can.”

         Stevie still thought she could get home before the storm hit—right up until the gray skies opened up and began to dump flakes on her so thick that she couldn’t see two feet in front of her van. The wipers could hardly keep up, so in between swipes, she felt as if she were driving blind down the country road. She was still a long way from Sunflower Ranch when she felt a pull to the right and realized she was getting a flat tire. At the same time, she remembered that she was already using her spare tire and had left the other one at the garage to be fixed two days before.

         “Sweet Jesus in heaven!” She turned in to the next lane she saw. “I hope I’m where I think I am,” she muttered as she slowed to a crawl and fought with the steering wheel. “Max Hilton’s barn should be right up ahead of us. If I am right, we can stay there until this damn thing passes over us, and we can get some help. Don’t you worry, little darlin’. I’ve got alpaca colostrum in the van to get you started and milk to mix up for you after the first twenty-four hours.”

         She glanced down at her phone lying on the console. The last time she had come out to this area, she hadn’t been able to get a bit of service, but today she could see one bar up there at the top of her screen.

         “This is damn sure not what I expected when I made up my mind to move back to Texas,” she grumbled.

         Up ahead, she saw the shape of the barn and tapped her brakes, but that put her van into a long, greasy slide that ended when she slammed into the big, sheet metal barn doors.

         Stevie picked up her phone and tried to call Sonny but got a busy signal. So she sent a text: Had a flat tire. Am at Max Hilton’s old barn. I’m fine. Cria is fine. Send help when this blows over please.

         Sure enough, when she opened the van door and glanced down at the phone to see if she’d gotten a response, she had a NO SERVICE message.

         “Hope it went through,” she said as she grabbed the handle of the big sliding door and gave it a shove with all the strength she had, but nothing happened. Then a force from the other side slid the door wide open, and there was Cody Ryan standing right in front of her.

         “What the hell are you doing here?” she gasped.

         Cody folded his arms over his chest. “I might ask you the same question, except that I figure with those two flat tires, you got as far as you could and then tried to plow through the doors and into the barn.”

         “I just need to get my van inside so my supplies don’t freeze, and I’ve got a baby cria to take care of.” Stevie pushed past him. “Don’t just stand there letting the snow blow all over you. Help me get the van inside.”

         “Give me your keys. The tack room is heated up. Take the baby in there, and I’ll take care of the vehicle. Tires are ruined anyway so it won’t matter if I drive it on the rims,” Cody said.

         Stevie shook snow from her red hair and slid the van’s side panel door open.

         “Come on, pretty little girl. Let’s get you to a warm place and fix you a bottle. You don’t get to join a new herd tonight. You’ll just have to make do with me.” She crooned as she picked up the cria still snuggled down in an old plush blanket and carried it inside. “I’m sorry your mama didn’t make it, but when we get you to Sonny’s place, there will be lots of alpacas ready to adopt you.”

         She took the baby into the tack room and laid her on the floor beside the stove. “You stay right here, and I’ll be back in a minute,” Stevie whispered as she hurried back out into the barn.

         Cody glared at her and pointed to the tires. “Why in the hell were you driving in this kind of weather on tires like these? The two that aren’t flat have hardly any tread left on them.”

         “Don’t.” She glared at him. “Just don’t. It’s not easy trying to start a business in a small town. I was trying to get one more month out of the tires before I replaced them.”

         “You could have been killed, or worse yet, you could have frozen to death if…” He returned the dirty look.

         Stevie blinked and then looked around the barn. “Where is your fancy-schmancy truck with all the bells and whistles? Don’t tell me…” She got inside the van and began digging around in her supplies. “Let me guess. It’s sitting somewhere out there with a flat tire, too, right?”

         “Nope, it’s at the end of the lane in a ditch,” he answered. “A deer jumped out in front of me. I swerved and wound up facedown in a ditch. I managed to send a text to my folks, and then I lost power.”

         Stevie brought out a bag of powdered colostrum for alpacas and a baby bottle. “Is there water in there?”

         “In the bathroom,” Cody said, nodding. “Max told me that he built this barn on top of an old well. Since he had water, and since this is so far from his other property, he put a bathroom just off the tack room. Only cold water, though.”

         “I can warm up some on the stove,” she said as she edged past him.

         In a few long strides, he was across the barn floor and had opened the door for her. “Guess we’re stuck here together until this storm passes and the folks come to help me.”

         “Maybe they’ll be coming to help me. I sent them a message too,” she said.

         “Oh, really,” Cody groaned.

         “What are you moaning about?” she asked. “At least I got a message out to tell them where they can find me. That’s a good thing, right?”

         Cody followed her into the tack room and closed the door. “Can you even begin to imagine the teasing we’re going to face tomorrow?”

         “Tomorrow, nothing!” Stevie said. “The weather report has been updated. This isn’t going to let up for at least two days, and then we’ll have to dig out from under anywhere from ten to eighteen inches of snow. They’re expecting power to be down for a week. And who gives a damn about teasing? I’ve got a cria to save who needs others of her breed around her. You want to learn to hum like that baby’s mama?”

         Cody had been around alpacas since he had gotten home a few months ago, so he knew exactly what she was talking about. They made a humming noise when they were happy, and although it was a little different, they also hummed when they were sad. If they were upset or angry, they made a high-pitched screeching sound that came close to breaking glass.

         “I took an oath that I would try to save lives.” Cody warmed his hands over the top of the stove. “I guess it doesn’t matter if it’s an alpaca or a human, so I would be willing to give humming a try if I needed to, but I do believe we’ve got something better.” He stopped and pointed.

         The cria had changed position and now had her head up as she sniffed the calico cat, who was rubbing herself all around the cria’s neck. The humming had gone from mournful to happy, and all three kittens were playing hide-and-seek under the blanket and romping all over the new baby.

         “She’s bonding with the cats,” Stevie said as she went to the small bathroom and filled the bottle with water. “I’ve never seen anything like that before, but thank God for it. If she eats…where’s something to heat this bottle?”

         “We’ve got a cast-iron skillet, but I haven’t found any pans, and is that plastic?” Cody asked as he started looking around for something that might work. “I’ve got an idea. Let’s open up a can of beans, put them in the skillet, and hey, would you look at this?”

         He found a camping set in a box under the workbench. “One bowl and three metal plates. And here’s a couple of forks and a spoon.”

         Stevie stooped down beside him and took the bowl from the box. “I can heat water in this, then transfer it to the bottle. I’d rather have a microwave or maybe a stove to sterilize things, but…”

         “But we’ll take our miracles where we find them, right?” Cody set the box on the workbench. “Like you finding me here.”

         She gave him another dirty look. Finding Cody Ryan was anything but a miracle, she thought. She hated rattlesnakes, but she would rather face off with one four feet long than spend days cooped up in a small room with Cody Ryan.
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         Cricket Lawson was never one of the popular girls, and she’s perfectly content running her little bookshop. Then Bryce Walton comes to town, and suddenly all the ladies in Bloom, Texas, are pulling out every ounce of Southern charm they have. But the only one Bryce wants to spend time with is Cricket. When one of the Belles reaches out to Cricket for help, she’ll have to decide between the opportunity for friendship or losing the man who’s quickly
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         Bonnie Malloy never knew the meaning of home. But now she has a chance to run her very own Texas ranch. The only catch? To inherit the ranch, Bonnie must live there for a whole year with cowboy Rusty Dawson—and he thinks the property is rightfully his. As both try to drive the other out…will they realize just how much they enjoy being together?
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         Shiloh Walker always imagined what it was like to have sisters. Now she’s finding out that she has two when they all inherit a Texas ranch. The only catch: They must stay for a year or forfeit their stake. So when a neighboring cowboy is injured, Shiloh staying with him a few days to help out turns into her toughest decision yet: follow her heart or win the ranch?
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