
  
    [image: Diamonds in the Rough]
  


  
    
      DIAMONDS IN THE ROUGH

      
        ON THE RANCH

        BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        JODI PAYNE

        BA TORTUGA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tygerseye Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher.

      

      

      
        
        Diamonds in the Rough

        Copyright © 2024 by Jodi Payne & BA Tortuga

      

      

      
        
        Edited by LC Hinson

      

        

      
        Cover illustration by AJ Corza

        http://www.seeingstatic.com/

        Cover content is for illustrative purposes only and any person depicted on the cover is a model.

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-963644-04-3

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. This eBook is licensed to the original purchaser only. Duplication or distribution via any means is illegal and a violation of international copyright law, subject to criminal prosecution and upon conviction, fines, and/or imprisonment. No eBook format cannot be legally loaned or given to others. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Tygerseye Publishing, LLC, www.tygerseyepublishing.com

      

      

      
        
        Electronic edition published by Tygerseye Publishing, LLC,  August 2024

        Printed in the USA

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DIAMONDS IN THE ROUGH

          

        

      

    

    
      Diamonds in the Rough is an opposites attract, single dad, insta-family romance featuring a rancher cowboy and a New York City manny looking for a summer job.

      

      When Asher Allen heads west to become the nanny to a family in New Mexico for the summer, he’s expecting three kids who’ve lost their parents. He’s expecting to have to step in and save the day so their uncle, the cowboy who took them in, can get back to work on the family ranch. What he doesn’t expect is to fall so hard for New Mexico. And for his new boss.

      

      Sebastian Martindale is about to give up and make a run for it when Ash arrives. His niece hates him, he never gets enough sleep, and he can’t juggle three small kids and the mountain of work that needs to get done. Despite his total exhaustion he’s skeptical when his mom hires a nanny, but once Ash shows up, Bastian isn’t sure how he’d managed without the man.

      

      Together, Bastian and Ash have to navigate the children’s grief, the first day of school, helping the kids understand they have a home right where they are, and falling for each other at the same time. Can they work it all out and polish up the diamonds in the rough they find?
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      Holy fuck. This place looks like a hotel.

      Asher Allen drove past the rustic sign that read “Diamond M Ranch” and up the long driveway toward the main house. The closer he got, the bigger the house seemed, until he started to wonder if he was in the right place.

      Two floors, a thousand windows, a picture postcard view…

      Toto, we are not in Kansas anymore.

      What the hell had he gotten himself into? It had been a long trip from New York, and he was not at all ready for… whatever this place was. He took a couple of pictures with his phone and texted them to his best friend Max.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ash

      

      
        Made it. This is home for the next three months. Or it’s a cult. I guess we’ll see.

      

      

      

      

      

      Two stories of white plaster. Huge balconies. Three trucks in the driveway. Great big windows.

      It was wild and absolutely not kid-friendly and⁠—

      A little naked red-headed boy went running across the second-story balcony, followed by a screaming man holding a second naked little boy.

      Wow.

      Guess I’m in the right place after all.

      He popped the trunk and pulled out his suitcase, got his backpack from the back seat, stuffed his phone in his pocket, and headed for the front steps. He hauled everything onto the first-floor porch and knocked on the door.

      Then he rang the doorbell.

      And then knocked again.

      Asher decided the guy wasn’t coming to the door if he was busy chasing naked children around upstairs, so he let himself in.

      “Hello?” he called out. “It’s Ash. Asher Allen. The nanny?”

      A young girl with hair as black as night—Samantha, if he remembered correctly—peered at him from the top of the stairs. “Are you here to take us back to Connecticut?”

      She was adorable, with big eyes, and her long hair was pulled back in a hairband. “No, I’m sorry. I’m here to help you get settled in New Mexico though. Are you Samantha?”

      “Uh-huh. Uncle Bastian is going to dunk my brothers in the tub. If he can catch Will. Walt is slower.”

      “Maybe I can help.” He left his things at the bottom of the stairs and made his way up. “Is there a trick to catching him that I should know? I bet you know all the tricks.”

      “I do. He likes to play freeze dance.”

      “Who are you talking to, girl? Is someone here?” The voice was stressed, full of a near-desperate edge.

      “Asher Allen, your nanny.” He climbed the rest of the stairs to meet his employer. The guy had such a great name. Sebastian. How dignified was that?

      “Oh. Shit. I—” A cowboy in jeans, boots, and a soaking wet T-shirt stood there with two dripping little boys in his arms. “Hey. Bastian Martindale. I assume you been talking to my mama, Stella?”

      Bastian. Okay, then. “I think so, yes. She was working with my agency. What can I do?”

      “I—” The man blinked for a second. “I don’t know. What can you do?”

      “Let him take us back to Connecticut,” the little girl snapped.

      “Sam. You’re not going anywhere.”

      Ash had his eyes and ears open. He knew very few details about what had happened, but he knew the family was grieving. This had to be so hard for these kids, especially Samantha, at her age.

      Bastian was carrying both boys now. It seemed like that game of freeze dance wasn’t going to be necessary, but he filed it away for next time.

      With boys, there was always a next time.

      “Bath time?”

      “The water is run in the big tub. You’d think they’d like it, but they fight every inch.”

      “No!” one screamed.

      As the other went, “No baf!”

      He reached out and took one of the boys from Bastian. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Will.”

      “Oh, you’re the fast one. I’ve heard about you. I love a bath. You sure you don’t want one? I can totally go enjoy the warm water and the toys and all instead.”

      Walt frowned at him, suspicious, but Will lit up. “Toyses? I play!”

      “I don’t know, you said no bath, but if you’ve changed your mind, that’s cool. You can have some bath toys.” He looked at Samantha. “Help me out here; where am I going?”

      “Uncle Bastian’s room. He has the great big bathroom. Great big.” Samantha rolled her eyes. “Come on. I’ll show you.”

      She pointed an imperious finger, the other boy started struggling in the cowboy’s arms, and for a second, Ash could see utter exhaustion.

      “Okay, let’s go.” He went the way Samantha was pointing and set Will down in the tub, then turned to take—Walt? Was it Walt?—from Bastian.

      “I got this.” He gave Bastian a smile. “Samantha will show me where the boys’ room is so I can get them in pjs. You’re good. Go have a drink.” He started tossing everything he could find that would float into the bathtub to be used as toys. Plastic cups, washcloths, a mostly empty shampoo bottle.

      “Okay…” Bastian grabbed a towel on his way and headed out of the room with a sigh.

      “He’s not a dad. He’s not my dad.” Samantha sat on the closed commode. “Did you know my mom and dad?”

      “No, but I wish I had. He’s not trying to be your dad, Samantha; he’s just trying to give you a safe home. I think he’s new at this parenting stuff, you know?”

      The boys splashed and laughed, and he managed to get Walt shampooed without the kid even really noticing. One down…

      Will dumped a glass of water on his own head, cheering. “I do!”

      Oh, this little boy was fearless.

      “Wow, you’re good at that.” He quickly lathered up Will’s head. “Do it again!”

      “Again!” Will filled the cup and poured it over his head. “Again!”

      Walt began to cry.

      Oh, boy.

      “You want a turn, Walt?” He grabbed another cup and put it in Walt’s hands. “You can do it too.” He glanced over his shoulder at Samantha. He was going to make her feel so smart and useful she didn’t have time to miss Connecticut. “Are they always like this?”

      “They’re awful, but they’re mine, so I have to keep them.” She sighed, so dramatic. “There aren’t any fun kids here.”

      He kept his hands busy with the boys while he talked with her. Finish the bath, pop the boys in pjs—had they had dinner yet? “No? What about school? That should be starting soon, right?”

      “Yes!” Like it was a betrayal. “I’m running out of time!”

      “Running out of time for what?” He hit the drain on the bathtub and rinsed the boys off. “Towels?”

      “I’ll get them. For the summer. I don’t want to go to school here. I don’t like it here. I won’t go.” She handed him towels. “I’m going back to my old house, my old school.”

      “Oh, I see.” He understood. It wasn’t something he was going to argue with her about when he’d been here five minutes. Or really, ever. He’d just have to help her like it here.

      Assuming he figured out how to like it here.

      Gotta love a challenge.

      He took the towels and wrapped the boys in them. He picked Will up but offered Walt his hand. “Show me your room, Walt.”

      “Room! Room!” The little boy glanced at his sister, wide-eyed. “Sisser?”

      “You have the blue room. Will has the green room.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that it matters. They always end up together.”

      “Twins do. It’s a thing.” He sort of led and sort of followed Walt into a blue room and closed the door behind them, hoping that would at least slow Will down if he took off. “Pajamas…” He looked around and finally started opening dresser drawers.

      “Turtle ones.” Will pointed to the bed. “Turtle.”

      Walt went to the dresser and opened up another drawer, pulling out a pair of pajamas with moose all over them. “Dease ones.”

      “Okay. Perfect.” Turtles for Will, moose for Walt. “You guys look great.” He glanced at Samantha. “Have you all had dinner?”

      “No. Everything here is hot. Everything.”

      “Eggses! Eat all the eggses!” Will cheered, and Walt climbed up on the little bed, covering his head with the blankets.

      “Okay. You want eggs? I can make eggs, no problem. Walt? Are you coming?” He gave Walt’s little butt a pat. Scrambled eggs were a perfectly fine dinner for his first night in town.

      “Eggses. Eggses. Egg-a-ses!” Will cheered and marched to the top of the stairs, where Bastian met them.

      “No boys on the stairs alone, little dude.” Bastian met Samantha’s eyes. “You going to eat?”

      “Are you going to cook?”

      Those lips tightened, and Bastian shrugged one shoulder. “Starve, then. I don’t care. Stay up here with your brother.”

      “Fine.” Samantha crossed her arms.

      “Whoa, now. I can cook. No one needs to starve. Good rule about the stairs though. You got this one? Let me grab Walt.” He went back for the boy with his head still under the blanket and scooped him up. “Dinner, buddy.”

      Walt just snuggled right into him with a little hum, but that was it. No fight. Just a snuggle.

      Poor kid. That was a little boy who wanted his mommy. Will probably did too; he just seemed better at distracting himself.

      When he got to the stairs, everyone was already gone, probably on their way to the kitchen. That was quite a staring match between Bastian and Samantha. She was angry, and he was out of patience—or just plain energy—for it. He couldn’t blame either of them. This was impossibly hard, incredibly unfair, and there was nothing either of them could do about it.

      Well, Bastian could have refused to take the kids in, Ash supposed, but he hadn’t, and something about the guy’s vibe told Ash that he wouldn’t have even thought about that. Bastian seemed like a family guy—his mother had set all of this up, so they must be close too.

      The kitchen was tense when he walked in. Samantha was at the table with Will, and Bastian had his back turned to her, making something. Coffee?

      He walked over and stood beside Bastian. “I’m sorry that I just barged into your home like that, but it seemed like you could use a minute to yourself.”

      “Yeah. A minute. Thanks, man. I’ll get you set up with your rooms and everything here in a bit. I—Thanks for jumping in.”

      The kitchen door thumped open. “Boss? You need to sign off on all this sh—shtuff from the auction house.”

      The man who came stomping in was filthy, smelled bad, and had a voice like a foghorn.

      Walt immediately started wailing, while Will launched himself toward the big guy—who had obviously been rolling in manure.

      Samantha caught Will by his collar and pulled him back, which wasn’t ideal but got the job done. He bounced Walt on his hip and tried not to wrinkle his nose too obviously at the stench. “Oh, good catch, Samantha.”

      The temptation to tell the guy that they were all standing right there, and he needn’t shout was almost irresistible, but he managed for the sake of… something. Respect. Politeness. Just being too new to rock the boat yet. Something. He hadn’t been here an hour and all he’d seen was chaos. The house was serene and stately on the outside, and a whirlwind of emotion and noise and… stinky on the inside.

      “You know it. I took a tumble out there chasing that dinosaur chicken. Sammy, girl, you know your face is going to freeze that way?”

      “Oh for… those ostriches are going to be the death of me. Wylie, this is Allen. Asher Allen. He’s the guy Mama hired from back East.”

      “Well, Allen Asher Allen! Triple A! I’m pleased to meetcha. I need that stuff done for the auction before tomorrow, Boss. Don’t forget.” The big man winked at him. “Y’all need anything from town? Tacos? Beer? A pair of penguins from the zoo?”

      Soap?

      God, that almost came out of his mouth.

      “Penwings!” Will tried to make another run for Wylie, but Samantha was on it.

      “It’s good to meet you, Wylie.”

      Do not say “coyote”.

      Ash was going to get in trouble here. He could feel it.

      “We’ll have a beer later, huh? Everyone will want to meet you. Don’t forget that⁠—”

      Bastian slapped one hand on the counter. “I said I’ll do it, man. Get your skanky ass out of here, or I’ll tell Anna you tracked shit through her kitchen!”

      Whoa.

      Ash flinched and reflexively took a couple of steps backward. Walt was practically inconsolable now, crying into his shoulder. Even Will was a little wide-eyed.

      Samantha huffed and shook her head like all the adults had gone crazy, and maybe they had.

      And who was Anna? He was sure he’d been told Bastian lived alone.

      Wylie, though, he just chuckled and shook his head. “I ain’t scairt. My old lady is a paragon of womanhood. I’ll bring tacos in a bit. See you later, Boss, Triple A, Sammy, lost boys.”

      Huh. Wylie said “ain’t” and used “paragon” correctly in the same breath. This place was wild. “It’s just two A’s actually…” He didn’t manage to get that out before Wylie closed the door.

      Everyone went still in the kitchen for a second, and then Walt started wailing again. “Okay… hey, buddy. It’s all good.” Hopefully. Bastian needed a drink and a nap. And maybe not to have children around, but here they were. “Can I make the kids some eggs?”

      “Of course. What do you need besides eggs? Cheese? Milk? The pots and pans are here.” He opened up a cabinet, and the stacks of pans gleamed. Nice.

      “Yes, all of those things. A mild cheese if you have one? Thank you.” He turned to Samantha. “Do you guys like toast with your eggs? You want them wrapped in a tortilla? Something else?”

      “No tortillas. Only my daddy ate tortillas.”

      Bastian took Walt from him. “Hush, pup. I got you. We’ll go see the puppies after you eat, if you’re nice.”

      Walt grabbed Bastian, leaned in and whispered, and Bastian nodded. “Sure, you can have a tortilla, pup.”

      Ash hid his grin and started scrambling eggs in a large bowl. “So, no spices, Samantha? What about the boys?”

      “Will is no spice. Walt is a New Mexican in his soul, aren’t you, pup? He likes to share chile with his tio, don’t you?”

      “Tio?” He found the cheese and milk, and a loaf of bread.

      “It’s Spanish for uncle. I’m their Tio Bastian.”

      “He’s Uncle Bastian,” Samantha insisted.

      “That works too. I’m easy.” And furious, but holding it in, Ash could see it.

      “What’s Spanish for nanny? Or… Manny?” He chuckled, pouring the eggs into the pan and listened to them sizzle. He popped in the toast for Samantha and pulled out tortillas for the boys. He’d like Will to learn to like a tortilla; it made eating so easy.

      “El niñero.”

      Oh, okay. That was actually really pleasant to the ear.

      “I speak French.” Samantha shook her head. “Not Spanish.”

      “You can speak both.” Bastian didn’t sound the slightest bit worried.

      “Moi aussi, Samantha. But we can learn Spanish, too. And German. And Italian also, if we want to.”

      He noticed then that Walt was quiet. Walt trusted Bastian. Good to know. Maybe Bastian was right about the boy being New Mexican in his soul.

      “Did I tell y’all there is a new foal in the barn? She’s a pretty thing. In a couple of days, we’ll go see her.”

      “You have a foal? How cool. I’ve never seen one except in pictures or TV. What about you Samantha?”

      “I guess I could see her. There’s nothing else to do around here.”

      “Nope. Just miles and miles of nature.” Bastian was trying not to explode—that was obvious—but the cracks were starting to show.

      “Moo cows, Sisser!” Will pronounced. “Kiki and doggies and—” He looked to Bastian.

      “Churro sheep and coyotes and llamas.”

      “Cowdodies! Aroo!”

      He smiled at that because it was so adorable. Bastian had been putting in the time with these kids, despite everything. He put the eggs on plates, wrapping two up with cheese inside tortillas, and set them down on the table for the boys, then put toast on Samantha’s plate.

      “Do you want cheese on your eggs, Samantha?”

      “Yes?” She looked so suspicious, so worried about her answer.

      “Great.” He added some cheese and folded the eggs around it so it would melt. “Here you go.” He leaned toward her and gave her a wink. “You’re allowed to like what you like.”

      “Yeah. I don’t like spicy food. I don’t like oats. I don’t like it here.”

      Bastian sat with Walt. “You want to sit on your seat, pup? Eat some good eggs?”

      Walt nodded and sat down to eat, tearing into the tortilla. Will had already finished half of his.

      “What can I make for you, Bastian? Or should we have some dinner after we put the kids down and… talk a little?”

      “I think you and I have to make a plan. I’ll need to show you your rooms and all that. How about planning to meet post getting the twins down?”

      “Sounds good. I’ve got this if you want to relax a little, or… go see what Wylie needed you for.” Helpful. He was there to look after the kids, but also to be a help to Bastian. That’s what Bastian’s mother had said. My boy needs help.

      “Perfect. I’m going to go send that information to the auction house, then we’ll see the puppies, okay y’all?”

      “Pees.” Walt nodded, offering Bastian a smile.

      This was a good start. Jumping in was somehow better than taking it slow and awkward introductions. He was here now, working already, helping where he could.

      The hardest part of this job wasn’t going to be two wild twin boys like he’d thought. It was going to be Samantha.

      And her tio.
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      Jesus fucking fuck.

      Fucking fucker fucking fuck.

      Asshole monkey shit fuckers!

      Bastian kicked the trash can over in his office, letting himself just lose his shit.

      He hadn’t asked for this—none of it. Stephen had been ten years older than him, had disappeared into the East Coast while he was a teenager, marrying Elizabeth and just becoming… sort of a mythical, former big brother.

      He’d sent those babies gifts for Christmas, for birthdays. He’d gotten pictures of the kids, but⁠—

      “Why the fuck did y’all have to die?” He sat down, hard, trying to breathe, sucking air as the world just spun.

      The accident was the beginning of the end of his uncomplicated, quiet life. He was allowed to be angry about that, wasn’t he? It didn’t mean he wasn’t going to do what was right, but he didn’t have to act like this was all okay every minute, did he?

      And that little girl fucking hated him.

      Hated him.

      Bastian got it, and he was fighting not to snarl, but it had been a month, and she wasn’t giving an inch.

      And he knew Mama’s heart was in the right place, but now he had this stranger in his house making him look like a fool. He’d been handling these kids for a month, and they were fine. He didn’t need this know-it-all from up north walking in here like he knew better.

      Even though Ash did probably know better, at least about the girl.

      Weren’t they supposed to like horses? A lot?

      He had a foal now, he just needed to get her out there to see it.

      Girls.

      Mama said patience. He was trying.

      There was a quiet knock on his door, interrupting his thoughts.

      “Coming.” He took a deep breath, stood, and forced his fingers to unfist. He opened the door with a smile.

      Sort of.

      “I cleaned up the kitchen, and your bathroom looks like a grown-up lives here again…” Ash gave him a crooked smile.

      “Oh, wow. I—thank you.” Fuck, how could he be mean now? No fair. No fair at all. “Are you a beer drinker?””

      That smile grew wider, and Ash’s blue eyes lit up. “I am a beer drinker.”

      “Excellent. Come on. There’s a beer cooler on the back porch. We’ll sit and chat some.” He was embarrassed to admit that he didn’t know a whole lot about this guy. Like nothing.

      “Sounds great. I kind of showed up like Mary Poppins or something. I haven’t even asked you what you really need yet.” Ash followed him out of his study.

      “I hear that. I’m not sure.” And he wasn’t sure about not being sure. He was a grown-up. He was supposed to be able to deal with this bullshit.

      He was supposed to be a stud.

      “Oh my god. This view. This is amazing. Beautiful.” Ash took the Shiner he offered and stared out over his land. It was pretty spectacular if he did say so himself. “It just goes on forever.”

      “Thanks. Been in my family for generations.” He knew every arroyo, every dip and nook. From the piñon to the sage brush, the cholla to the creosote, the reds and dusty greens of this chunk of high desert were sunk into his bones, and he—he couldn’t imagine leaving it for anything. “What brings you to New Mexico?”

      Asher laughed. “Really? You. Your family. Work, I guess. I was between jobs and told them I’d take anything anywhere, and the next thing I know I’m on a plane.”

      “From where?” Christ, Bastian couldn’t imagine. He’d been on a few trips, seen a few places, but there had never been a time that he had thought he could just take a job anywhere.

      “New Jersey. I worked for a family there that didn’t need my services anymore. I’m still figuring out what’s next for me. Ms. Stella… your mother told me this would be a temporary thing, until everyone is settled?”

      “I guess, yeah.” He wasn’t sure how this worked. He wasn’t sure how he ended up being a parent to these little kids who were damn near strangers.

      Shit, that wasn’t exactly the truth, was it? Elizabeth didn’t have family to speak of, and Stephen and their folks had been… not estranged, but not fucking friendly for a long time. Way before Stephen had run off. So he’d been the only option.

      Not fucking dying would have been the best option.

      “My mom’s afraid I’ll let them all starve.”

      “Well, if you go by Samantha’s review…” Ash grinned at him. “She’s hurting pretty bad, huh? I’m so sorry for your loss, their loss. I don’t really have words to… it’s devastating.”

      “It is. The boys seem to be better, but they won’t remember. Sammy just hates it here.” But she was going to have to deal with that for another ten years, he guessed.

      Ash sipped his beer. “She’d probably hate it anywhere right now. But I’m sure she had friends in Connecticut, and that’s hard. It’s not you, you know?”

      “I know. She doesn’t hardly know me to hate me. She’ll figure it out.” Or he’d send her to private school somewhere.

      On the moon.

      Where everything was super spicy.

      “She will. That’s partly what I’m here for, I guess, to help her figure this out. My job is to make your life easier, so you tell me what you need me to do.”

      How the fuck was he supposed to do that? Seriously? How did this even work? “So, how… what days do you want off and stuff? I’m not sure what all is involved.”

      Ash shrugged. “I’m mostly here to look after the kids, but I can cook, run errands, whatever. Free you up to do what you need to do. If I need time off, I’ll let you know. Do you know what would be the most help?”

      Keep me from losing my mind? “Sammy. She has to go to school and learn to be a normal kid. I don’t know how to help her. I’m trying to get her into a therapist, but it’s going to take months. Months.”

      “It’s crazy, right? There aren’t enough to go around these days and insurance… ugh. Okay. I’ll spend some time with her. We need to get her interested in something. You’re right, she’s going to have to go to school soon, and I don’t think she’s your average kid. She’s special. I’m not sure why, but she and I have an understanding already. Most kids aren’t that sharp at what… eight, right?”

      “I guess. I’m the baby, and I’m not an Einstein. I’m a cowboy.” He thought the boys were easier—wild and nuts and into everything, but easier.

      “Don’t sell yourself short, you’re great with them.”

      Right. He was great. He wanted to scream every second of every fucking day. Faboo. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it. I’m just trying to figure out how not to kill them and let them grow up and all.” Surely that wasn’t too much to ask.

      “Seems like you’re headed in the right direction.” Ash drank his beer. “This is good stuff.”

      “It is.” He sighed. “So, what do you need to know about the kids? What’s important?”

      “Oh, um. Well, practical stuff first, I guess. Allergies? Meds? Anything like that?” Ash relaxed in his chair and turned to look at him.

      The idea of giving the twins medicine was nauseating. “No allergies. No meds. I mean, I give them baby Tylenol when they have a fever… does that count?”

      “That’s good to know. Hopefully, they don’t have them too often. What do they like to do all day? Do you have a playroom? Do they like to be outside?”

      “The boys run around. Samantha cries. I don’t, but there is room. And God, I hope so because we’re outdoorsy folks.” They had seven bedrooms—his, three for the kids, two for the nanny suite, that left one upstairs, or they could make one downstairs.

      “Hm. Okay. The boys need a playroom. You tell me where and I’ll make it happen. Did all of their things come with them? Clothes, toys?”

      He winced, because he had to. “They brought a few things with them, and then the rest came, but Sammy freaked out, so I put it away for a few weeks until she felt better.”

      The whole thing had been a nightmare. Poor Sammy had been hysterical. Lost. He couldn’t put her through that.

      “Hm. Okay. That’s… hard.” Ash tilted his head curiously, eyes on him. “How are you? This is… a lot. On top of losing family.”

      “I’m just working, putting one foot in front of the other.” And trying to understand what was what. Trying to have faith. Trying to figure shit out.

      “So did you ask your mother to hire me?” That was a direct question.

      “No. I didn’t even know you were coming until yesterday. Mama came over last week during a massive meltdown.” All three of them had been screaming and crying and throwing things.

      “Wow. That has to be stressful.” Ash chuckled. “I have to tell you, watching you run across your balcony chasing a naked little boy was a very interesting way to start my employment here.”

      “Yeah… I thought Will was going to throw himself off the damn balcony. Little ass.” He laughed, though, because he did love them—all three.

      “He’s a live one. Curious and independent. His brother seems like an old soul, huh?” Ash was paying attention. Not that the boys made it difficult.

      “Walt just needs a little time to breathe, you know? He loves the critters, loves to go outside and just play. Mama says he’s just like me.” Bastian didn’t see it, but it didn’t matter.

      “He likes you.” Ash nodded. “So your mom is close… and your dad?”

      “They live in Chama. About two hours away. They have a bed-and-breakfast and all, but they drive out once a week.”

      “That’s good. It’s good for the kids to have that relationship. Especially for Samantha.”

      He nodded, but he didn’t know if it was. Mama could have a little bit of a temper, and she was mourning her baby boy. Dad had way more the calm, easy energy that Sammy needed.

      Ash shook his beer can. “Well, I’m empty. I think that’s my cue to get a shower and get some rest. Tomorrow’s my first day of work, right? I have a feeling I have a lot to learn.”

      “Let me show you where your rooms are. You’ve got the suite on the other side of the house from me.” He smiled and opened the door.

      “A suite? That sounds fancy.” Ash followed him back inside. “How do the kids sleep?”

      “The twins sleep like rocks. Sammy cries a lot.” That was the only time he felt useful with her.

      That was when she needed someone right there.

      “Sounds like Sammy cries all the time. I’m so sad for her. I hope I can distract her.”

      “I hope so. I just want her to be okay. I just want her to breathe.” And to not hate him.

      “She will.” Ash laid a comforting hand on his shoulder for a moment. “She has people who love her. She’ll see that in time.”

      “Yeah, I hope so.” He grabbed Ash’s suitcase from the bottom of the stairs. “We have a housekeeper—Anna. She’ll be here at six a.m. to make breakfast.”

      They headed up the stairs, and then, at the end of the hall was the red room. There was a sitting room with a television, a bedroom, and an en suite.

      “Oh yeah? I wondered when you said it was her kitchen. That’s good to know, I’ll make sure to make friends. Oh… wow. This is my room? It’s enormous.” Ash literally spun around like Maria in The Sound of Music. “I feel like a king.”

      “Both of these and the bath. Of course you can have free range in the kitchen. If you need another television, whathaveyou, holler. The Wi-Fi password is on the desk.”

      “Another television?” Ash laughed. “I think I’m good. This is… amazing. Thank you. I’ll see you at six. Bright and early. Like, wow, early.”

      “No. No, the kids won’t be up until seven-ish, and Anna can watch them if I’m dealing with things until you’re up.” He was up with the sun. Every fucking day.

      These days he just didn’t sleep.

      “Oh, I’ll be up. I might still be in my pjs, but I’ll be up. Thanks again.” Ash gave him a tired smile and ran fingers through wavy blond hair. “I’ll keep an ear out for Samantha and the boys. You should try to get some sleep.”

      “Rest well. You have my cell if you need me.” He smiled and left Ash to his business. Wylie would be coming with tacos in an hour or so, and they’d drink and talk until they didn’t have anything else to say.

      It was the way his life was, right now.

      Maybe for a while.

      Maybe forever.

    

  

OEBPS/images/gray-scale-boot-small.jpg





OEBPS/images/diamonds-in-the-rough_-amazon-1867-x-2800.jpg
, JODI PAYNE
*5 BA TORTUGA f&





