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      Three stubborn women, each of whom made a promise. Who will yield, and who will break? 

      

      Abigail made a vow to her husband before he passed, one she could not, would not break. But life hasn't been easy without him by her side, and her children grow more with each passing day. Sometimes it feels like she'll be alone forever.

      

      Amanda is tired of being a mess. She wants to achieve, to impress, to excel. If that means changing who she is, even changing her entire life, then so be it.

      

      Donna has learned the truth about the world the hard way. You either attack, or you're attacked yourself. She doesn't like being the villain, but she's done being a patsy. She's determined to carve out a place for herself, no matter what.

      

      These women have all returned to Birch Creek with big plans, but the future loves to surprise us. Can their vows keep them on target? Or will they decide it's more important to follow their hearts, no matter how bad the fallout?
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      For Angela.

      For Jenae.

      For everyone who has lost a spouse.

      

      It’s never wrong to love again.

      

      I promise.
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            Abigail

          

        

      

    

    
      In the week after my husband died, I said I was fine more than one hundred times. I didn’t even start counting until the second day.

      I was lying every single time, of course.

      When Nate was first diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, I was not fine. During the next few weeks, while he underwent surgery and then every treatment they could throw at it, I was not fine. And even though I drew up every document that we might need and spent every possible moment with him before the end, after he died, I was not fine.

      But now it’s been a year, and with careful planning and a lot of hard work, I can actually tell the truth when someone asks how I’m doing.

      “How’s it going?” Robert Marwell’s standing in my doorway, a half smile on his face. He’s not a managing partner with Chase, Holden, and Park, but he probably will be in the next few years.

      “I’m fine,” I say. And I mean it.

      He takes a few steps into my office and sits in one of the wingback chairs. One of the things I like best about Robert is that even though I’m an associate and he’s a partner, he doesn’t summon me. He walks all the way down the hall to my office when he has something to discuss. “They’re voting in early September,” he says. “I know that feels like a long way off, but I think it’s good timing.”

      In just four and a half months, they’ll be voting on whether to add any new partners. “Why is it good?” It’s not that I think it’s bad, but I’d like to know his reasoning.

      He glances back at the open doorway and drops his voice. “You’ve been at the firm for just as long as Nate and I, but other than your first two years, you’ve always been part time. If you were wanting to be Of Counsel or something, it would be a lock. But as it is. . .” He looks over his shoulder again.

      Who’s he worried might overhear?

      His voice is barely a whisper now. “Lance isn’t keen on adding you. Since you own Nate’s share in a limited capacity, if we make you partner⁠—”

      “I’ll be entitled to buy my own share when I’m voted in, and then I’d have double the ownership of anyone other than the named partners—which would give me twice the voting rights.”

      “I told them that didn’t matter. How often do we disagree? When would your double share actually matter?”  Robert shrugs. “You know Lance. It’s less about what will really happen and more about his ego.”

      “But why is September good?” I press. “It’s not like he gets happier and more easygoing over the summer.” If anything, all the people taking vacation drives his blood pressure up.

      Robert laughs. “No, but my other piece of news will help you understand.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “And?”

      “The BenchMark case goes to trial in August.” He leans forward. “I made sure you’re on it, but when it comes time to try the case, I’ll step back and let you take first chair.”

      A big win on something like that would go a long way toward reassuring the partners that I can perform when the stakes are high.

      He crosses his arms. “If you win something like this, no one could justify voting against you, not even Lance.”

      I’m not even sure what to say. It’s such a generous offer, and it’s exactly the opportunity for which I’ve been hoping. With Robert in my corner, if this all goes as planned, my family will be back on track by the end of this year. “Thank you, so much.”

      He stands up and shakes his head. “Please. Nate would have done the same for me if our roles were reversed.”

      “Maybe not.” I scrunch my nose. “I can’t even imagine him handing a case to Maisie.”

      “You know what I mean,” Robert says. “If I still had a wife and she needed his help, he would have given it.” When he laughs, his eyes brighten and his perfect, white teeth flash. Even with a tiny streak of grey at his temples, Robert’s a good-looking guy. “Nate certainly chose more wisely than I did. I’m just sorry that—” He swallows. “You know what I mean.”

      I do. Robert was nearly as upset as our family when Nate passed away. They’d been best friends since college. And I didn’t meet the two of them until law school. I still remember the summer when the three of us had our first clerkship, together, at this very firm.

      He pivots on his heel and walks to the doorway, pausing just before he leaves. “Do you have plans for lunch?”

      I haven’t gone out for lunch since Nate died. He must know that—he’s certainly never asked me before. A warning bell goes off in the back of my brain. Is Robert asking me out? Surely not. First of all, he’s one of my oldest friends—and Nate’s. That alone would make it strange, but secondly, Nate’s only been gone a year. Surely no one could expect me to date again so soon.

      “It would be nice to have a little time away from the office to discuss the plans for the case. I obviously can’t mention my full plans too loudly here.” He looks surreptitiously up and down the hall one last time, like we’re spies or something. “I have a deposition this afternoon, so if you want to hammer out some rough plans, lunch is probably our best bet.” He tilts his head sideways. “I promise not to bite.”

      The case, duh. I’m such an idiot sometimes. Hopefully he didn’t notice my hesitation. “Oh, sure.”

      My cell phone rings. Only my kids or their school call me on it, as Robert knows. “Take your call. I’ll circle back around in half an hour.”

      Tension I didn’t realize I was holding in my back releases the second he’s gone, and I swipe to answer. “Hello?”

      “Hey Mom, it’s me.”

      “Gosh, I’m so glad you clarified, Ethan. One of these days I might even figure out how this phone thing works, and when I see your name, I’ll know who’s calling.”

      “I’m not holding my breath, boomer,” he says.

      “That’s rude. I’m Gen Y, okay?”

      “Barely.”

      “Everything okay?” He rarely calls me when I’m at work. Text messages are so much easier.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. But look, Mom—I know you’re busy, and I know your gut instinct is going to be to shut me down, but can you just listen?”

      I suppress the giant sigh that’s trying to claw its way out. “Is this about Dave’s speakers again? Because we⁠—”

      “Mom, no, it’s not about the speakers.”

      “What, then?”

      “Just listen, right? Before you freak out or say no, you’ll just hear me out?”

      “I am listening,” I say. “And I never freak out.”

      “You do say no a lot.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Look, Riley’s dad’s competing in the Baja 1000 and they need some extra cash, so he’s selling his brand new RZR XP turbo.”

      “Didn’t Riley wreck it last week?”

      “I mean, it got a little banged up, but it’s nothing I can’t fix. Seriously, Mom. Once it’s repaired, it’ll be worth thirty grand, easy, but Riley said he’d sell it to me for nineteen!”

      I don’t laugh. Or at least, I try not to laugh. “You don’t want me to say no, and yet, you don’t have the money to buy that. Please help me out. What am I supposed to say right now?”

      “Mom!”

      “Ethan!” I know he’s struggling with his dad being gone. Spending time with Riley and his dad has been helpful, I think. But I don’t have the time, and we don’t have the money with only my (currently much lower) income, to buy huge things like fancy side-by-sides.

      “How can you say I don’t have the money? I have like eighty grand!”

      “Are you talking about your college fund?” He’s got to be kidding. All my sympathy for his cause just disappeared if he’s really trying to convince me to sacrifice his future on some fun weekend plans. “I know you’re not talking about spending your college fund on something this frivolous. And may I remind you, we would then need a trailer and a truck in order to even use that thing.”

      “Mom—”

      “Ethan, I don’t have time⁠—”

      “You didn’t even listen to me,” he says. “With the money I’d save getting this one⁠—”

      “The money you would save?” I can’t help laughing this time. “You sound like a spoiled housewife. You aren’t saving a single dollar—you’re buying something that costs, what? Twenty-five times the amount you have personally saved?”

      “I have a job now, Mom. And⁠—”

      My office phone rings.

      Even Ethan knows what that means. “I know, I know. You have to answer that. But don’t hang up. Hear me out at least. I’ll wait.”

      I often wonder what God was thinking when he planned out the teenage years. They’re emotionally miswired, they rage against the people who are helping them (who have nothing to gain, incidentally), and they’re never satisfied with anything. Maybe it’s not about the kids. Maybe these years were created to expand parents’ patience. “Fine.” I set my cell phone on the desk and pick up my office line.

      “Hello?”

      “Mrs. Brooks? Mrs. Nathaniel Brooks?”

      I haven’t been called Mrs. Nathaniel Brooks in nearly a year. It catches me by surprise and leaves me almost unable to speak.

      “Hello?”

      “Yes,” I manage to say. “That’s me.” I clear my throat.

      “Good.” The man shuffles some papers. “My name is Karl Swift.” Something about his voice, perhaps the wobbly timbre, makes me think that Karl is quite old.

      “What can I help you with, Mr. Swift?”

      “Er, well, it might be more correct for me to tell you what I think I can help you with.”

      He sounds like Bilbo Baggins at his birthday party. “Okay.”

      “I’m actually a lawyer as well—I found your name on your firm website from a simple search. I’m calling to notify you that last night, I read a will that had been posted in all the local papers and online.”

      “A will for whom?” I still have no idea why he called, and I’m beginning to think he was improperly named. Spit it out, Ol’ Man River!

      “Jedediah Brooks passed away almost two weeks ago.”

      Brooks. He’s related to Nate, then. The name finally registers. “Nate’s uncle?”

      “Even so,” Mr. Swift says.

      “I’m very sorry to hear that he passed,” I say, rotely. I didn’t meet Nate’s uncle more than a handful of times, and even then we barely exchanged a handful of words. He had a full head of white hair the first time we met, nearly twenty years ago at my wedding to Nate. He must have lived quite a long life.

      “Thank you. His death was quite a shock, but at least it was quick. Jed always said he wanted it to be fast, not drawn out.”

      My hand trembles where it’s holding the phone. Nate’s wasn’t quick at all—and it was so fast I could barely think straight. “Is that why you called? To let me know that he’d passed?”

      “Not precisely,” Mr. Swift says. “You see, as I understand it, both of Mr. Brooks’ nephews, Nathaniel and Paul, predeceased him.”

      I murmur my assent. They were both so young. It still sounds so wrong to agree that they’re both dead, even now.

      “In that case, there is quite a substantial bequest made to your children, Mrs. Brooks.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Jed has a three thousand, two hundred and eleven acre cattle ranch out here, on the northern side of Utah. It’s one of only six properties in the state that date back to the original land grant. In fact, portions of the property are actually in Wyoming, but it’s mostly in a place called Daggett County.”

      “Are you saying that my children’s great-uncle left them a three-thousand acre ranch?”

      “Not entirely.”

      I wish Mr. Swift would cut to the chase. For a lawyer, he certainly lacks in clarity. “What does the will say, then?”

      “Specifically, it provides that the ranch and all its appurtenances, including the home, a guest house, two large barns, an outbuilding for storage, and some three hundred and fifty head of cattle should be left to your children and the children of Nathaniel’s brother, Paul, per stirpes.”

      I wonder what something like that is worth. Maybe Ethan could get his Razor after all. “Well, that’s unexpected.”

      “However.” Mr. Swift rustles more papers. “In order for the bequest to vest, the heirs or, in the case that they’re minors, their appointed guardians, must adequately and actively operate the Birch Creek Ranch for a period of one full year.”

      Whoa. “A year?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “And if I hire someone?”

      “I will, of course, send you the actual document so that you can read it yourself, but it was drawn up by a rather hot-shot lawyer in California. I doubt it will have any surprising loopholes.”

      “Does that mean I can’t hire someone to run it for us?”

      “I’m afraid the bequest stipulates that the heirs or their guardian must operate the ranch themselves and live on site for the full year. It allows no more than three ten day runs away from the ranch during that period.”

      And the Razor is back off the table. “My email address is listed on the same firm website,” I say. “I would appreciate if you sent me a copy of that will.”

      “Of course,” Mr. Swift says. “And I’m sorry it’s not a simpler bequest.”

      “That’s alright,” I say. “I’m no stranger to the phrase, ‘easy come, easy go.’ I certainly didn’t expect anything from dear Uncle Jedediah, so I won’t be disappointed that nothing has materialized. My condolences, again.”

      “So you anticipate that you’ll be turning down the offer?”

      “I’m quite positive,” I say. “If you’d like to send over whatever paperwork your office would like to keep on file, I’m happy to sign it.”

      “If none of his nephew’s children accept the bequest, the ranch will be sold and the proceeds will be donated to the Institute of Research into Alien Life on Planet Earth.”

      The what? “That’s certainly. . .interesting.”

      “The RALPE Institute received annual donations from Jed from the time he was doing well enough to make them. It’s not everyone’s thing, but that’s what the will says. If that changes your mind, please do let me know.”

      “I wish them every bit of luck finding alien life.” I’m proud of myself for keeping my voice steady.

      “Do you happen to have a phone number on a Mrs. Paul Brooks?”

      “Amanda?” I scroll through my contacts on Outlook. “Sure.” I rattle off the phone number that I rarely use, and wish him a good day.

      Robert pokes his head around the corner just as I hang up. “Ready?”

      I’m about to stand when I remember that Ethan might still be on hold. “Almost.”

      “I’ll go down and get the car. Meet you at the front?”

      “Perfect, thanks.” I press the phone to my ear. “Ethan? Are you still there?”

      But he’s not on the line anymore. I should have known. Teenagers aren’t celebrated for their long attention spans. I’m sure he’ll talk my ear off about all the reasons buying a wrecked Razor is the best idea he’s ever had as soon as I get home from work.

      Robert’s waiting for me when I reach the ground level, his black BMW sleek and shiny. When he opens the door and stands up, my heart races. He can’t possibly be planning to come around and open my door for me, right? That would be squarely in date territory.

      I practically leap for the passenger door and open it myself, sliding inside as quickly as I can in four-inch heels and a fitted suit skirt.

      “Where do you want to eat?” he asks.

      I have no idea what’s good around here. Before Nate died, I only came in for the morning, never staying for lunch, and since his death, I’ve been coming in at 7:15 after school drop off and leaving at 3:15, so I haven’t had time to take a lunch and still work a full day.

      “I’m fine with anything other than Chinese food,” I say.

      “You don’t like Chinese?” He frowns. “Really?”

      “I’ll eat P.F. Changs or Pei Wei,” I say. “Maybe it’s the MSG, but all the other Chinese food I’ve tried gives me a headache.”

      “How about Thai food?”

      “I like that.”

      “Great.” He spends the rest of the drive and our entire meal discussing his plan for the case and my role in it.

      I’m glad I brought a notepad along, because I fill two full pages with notes.

      “You didn’t have to write all of that down,” he says. “I’d have been happy to clarify anything you forget.”

      “I don’t like asking people to repeat themselves.”

      “Probably why everyone likes working with you.”

      When the waitress brings the check, Robert doesn’t even glance at it. He just hands her his black American Express.

      “You don’t want to verify you were charged correctly?” I try not to let a note of censure enter my tone, but I’m not sure I succeed.

      “You’re such a lawyer.” He laughs. “But the firm is paying—we worked every second. We both drank water, and we each only ordered one entree. I’m not sure how badly they could possibly screw it up.”

      I look at my hands as I smooth the napkin over my lap. “I do tend to worry about every little detail.”

      “It’s what makes you a top notch litigator.”

      “And a giant pain in the rear.” I don’t look up, because I know it’s true. I don’t need to see the confirmation in his eyes.

      “Abigail.”

      I swallow.

      “Abby.”

      I finally look up.

      His expression is soft. “You work harder than anyone I know. No one thinks you’re a pain.”

      I am, however, terrible at accepting compliments with grace. “Well, thanks.”

      “I mean it. Not everyone wants to add another partner, but one hundred percent of the partners acknowledge that you’re the highest caliber associate.” He sighs. “It actually may be part of the reason they don’t want to promote you. You won’t be available to make their lives easier if you’re handling your own cases.”

      “I’m also the oldest associate.” I didn’t mind when Nate was earning money too, but I can’t really catch up on the savings goals for our family on an associate’s salary. I try not to think about the hit our savings took when we paid for the expensive treatments we threw at Nate’s cancer, but I can’t help it when I get the statements. It weighs on me.

      “We aren’t that old,” Robert says.

      “Bush was president when we were in law school,” I say. “Friends was still on the air.”

      “You were so stunning in law school.” He leans back in his chair, his head shaking slowly. “Everyone called you Elle, remember?”

      “That pissed me off,” I say.

      “You did sort of decide to do law school on a whim,” he says. “You didn’t know the different types of law.”

      “I was nineteen years old. I didn’t know gasoline came from crude oil and not natural gas.” I laugh.

      “You did.”

      “Fine, I was pretty smart for a teenager, but I still don’t get it. It’s not like that character started school young. She was just unmotivated and ditzy. She went for a guy. It was offensive.”

      “The women probably intended it as an insult, but none of the guys took it that way.”

      I huff. “I looked nothing like Reese Witherspoon in Legally Blonde.”

      He snorts. “Nothing like her? You were blonde, you were in great shape, and you dressed stylishly.”

      “I was blonde?” I pretend to be annoyed. “I pay a lot for this color.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Robert says. “You were as blonde then as you are now. Is that better?” He rolls his eyes. “Lawyers are the worst.”

      “They really are,” I agree.

      “Law students may be the only thing worse, but you showed them—top of the class.” Robert looks down at the table. “I was pretty stupid as a law student too.”

      “Whoa,” I say. “Are you finally admitting that your Birkenstocks were a crime against fashion?”

      He meets my eyes, his gaze as intense as I’ve ever seen it. “You had just broken up with your college boyfriend when we started, remember?”

      For some reason, mentioning my breakup with Shawn makes my heart race, which is crazy. That guy was a major loser. “I do, yeah. I was kind of wrecked.”

      “Nate and I had been roommates at UCLA and we both met you at orientation—you were wearing that yellow sundress. But I’m not sure you ever knew that we were both interested.”

      What? I’ve never heard this, not once.

      “Nate insisted he was going to go after you right away. My sister told me that was idiotic—if you really like a girl, you wait for her to rebound first.” He swallows. “I thought it was wise to play the ‘friend’ angle. Once Nate struck out, I figured you’d be ready for something real.” He sighs. “Then you married Nate.”

      “Robert—”

      “I know it’s probably a shock, but I just need to get it out there. That’s still the biggest mistake I’ve ever made, but I never let myself regret it. I loved both of you, and you were really happy. But now. . .”

      Robert liked me? I had no idea. “But you and Maisie⁠—”

      “You mean the girl who was the closest I could find to a facsimile of you?” He snorts. “She wasn’t nearly close enough, clearly. You know how miserable we were better than anyone.”

      Is he implying that if she’d been more like me, they’d have been happy? “I’m not sure⁠—”

      “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me, right? That’s how the saying goes?”

      He’s hopping around so fast I can’t keep up.

      “Earlier today, I was asking you on a date, or at least I was trying to ask you. Then you looked like I’d stabbed a puppy, so I pretended it was a work lunch. I almost let it be, but I can’t do that, not again, Abby. Because if I miss my chance a second time, I’ll never be able to live with myself.”
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            Amanda

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was growing up, my parents always gave us cash on our birthdays. The best part of the birthday experience was the luxury of a shopping trip to anywhere we chose. When I turned five, I spent $50 at the dollar store. My room was so full of trash, I could barely find my bed.

      When I turned six, I spent $50 at the grocery store, buying enough candy to rot the teeth of the entire neighborhood.

      On my seventh birthday, I spent $50 on stuffed animals. I hadn’t yet discovered that they don’t really love you back.

      For my eighth birthday, however, my parents only had $13 to spare. My dad had just lost his job, and things were tight. I asked to go garage sale shopping that year, in the hopes of finding something worth far more than $13. We spent hours searching through old records and VHS tapes, mismatched and scuffed sneakers, and slightly abused toys. I didn’t find anything truly valuable, even though we visited more than a dozen garage sales. But the anticipation when we walked into that thirteenth garage was still stupidly high.

      After searching all day, my parents finally became exasperated and told me I just had to pick something. I ended up buying a pair of slightly-too-large ski boots that I never even wore. I’m not even sure why I bought them—I’d never been skiing and we had no plans to try it.

      Hoping to find treasure among someone else’s cast-offs was super dumb.

      Online dating above 40 feels an awful lot like a never-ending sequence of garage sales. Except, unlike that thirteenth garage, my expectations are no longer very high. My naively optimistic hope is gone.

      Which is why, even though Krystal swore this new dating app was better, even though she promised me that it was curated to ensure a professional man, I’m not even surprised when my date is essentially the male equivalent of those sad ski boots.

      “Amanda.” He holds out his hand enthusiastically. “So good to see you.”

      Roger recognizes me, you see, because my profile photo, unlike his, resembles my actual face. I force a smile. “Yes, I am Amanda.”

      “I was so happy when you swiped left!” Sweat has beaded across his forehead, and he swipes it away. Or, he tries to swipe it away. He manages to shove it to the side of his face, where it runs down his temple and pools near his double-chin, glistening.

      “It’s right,” I say. “You swipe right if you’re interested.”

      “And you did.” He grins a little too broadly, making his jowls jiggle.

      “Should we eat?” At least we’re at one of my favorite restaurants, J.G. Melon. I always suggest it for a first date, because I love a good burger, and I usually can’t justify eating one. But on a first date with a total stranger, I feel entitled to splurge on extra calories and saturated fat. Also, their cottage fries are absolutely to die for—they’re the most delicious tiny little circles on planet Earth. They make most anything bearable.

      Roger points to a booth in the corner. It’s likely the only place in the entire restaurant where we can sit and talk as long as we want without being bothered. Darn him for noticing it. “I was surprised that you suggested this place.”

      “Why?” I ask. “You don’t like burgers?”

      “Well last time, you said⁠—”

      I’m not eating or drinking currently, and that’s the only reason I don’t choke, but I sure do splutter. “Did you just say the last time, implying that we’ve been on a date before this?”

      He blinks. “What?”

      “Have you taken me out before today, Roger?”

      He frowns, and if possible, he looks even dopier.

      That’s when I remember. He had more hair, and he had a smaller mid-section, but it’s definitely the same guy from two years ago. He asked me to watch a ballgame with him, and I learned never to commit an entire sporting event to an unknown.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t remember.” But mostly I feel sorry for myself.

      “You never called me back, so I guess I should’ve known it was a mistake.”

      Heat rises in my cheeks. “If I’m being honest, I don’t even select my own dates anymore. I don’t have time. My assistant screens the guys and lines everything up for me.” I call her my assistant, but it’s actually my fifteen-year-old daughter who helps with work things and started setting me up for more dates. I’m going to have to strangle her later.

      “Right, you’re an influencer now,” he says. “Champagne for cheap, right?”

      I cringe. There’s no way I’d ever use the word ‘cheap’ on my account. “Champagne for Less,” I say. “Yep, that’s me.”

      “Last time we went out, you weren’t sure what you were going to do, I think.”

      “My account was doing fine already.” But I had no idea whether I’d make rent in any given month. I still have rough spells now and then, but not nearly as often.

      “Well, now that I know our date was a mistake, I’ll give you this one chance to bow out.”

      I can’t decide whether Roger’s a decent guy, or whether he just has an unexpected amount of pride. “It’s fine,” I say. “I’m still happy to grab a burger.” Not really, but what else can I say?

      “It’s not like I’ll be wasting very much money, at least.” His laugh is a little too loud, and a little too unbridled for a public restaurant, and his eyes roam far too much. It’s definitely the pride thing.

      My phone rings—and when I check the caller ID, it’s Lololime. I’ve been waiting for them to call me for two days, ever since their rep informed that I was being considered for a permanent sponsorship spot. “I’m so sorry, Roger. I have to take this.”

      He waves. “Go ahead. I’ll just get mine to go.”

      I ought to soothe his hurt feelings and reassure him that I’m not making excuses, but I don’t have the time or the energy. “Hello?” I walk out the door and onto the somewhat busy street, but at least I’m clear of Roger and his passive aggressive moping.

      “Mrs. Brooks?”

      “Yes,” I say. “But please call me Amanda.”

      “My name is Heather Hames, and I’m the director of social media marketing with Lololime. We’ve had our eye on you for a while, and I wanted to reach out and have a quick chat. Is this a bad time?”

      I think about Roger, probably still moping. Eh, he can drown his sorrows with a plate of cottage fries. “Not at all. In fact, you just saved me from a second first date with a very boring guy.”

      “Wait, what?”

      By the time I explain what happened, Heather’s laughing. “But you missed out on the burger. I work out of our Seattle office, but to hear you describe it, that’s a true travesty.”

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “If this call takes a little longer, he’ll duck out and I can grab my burger anyway.”

      “That’s one of the things we like best about you,” Heather says. “Your feed is always fresh, witty, and engaging. I’m sure that’s why your stats are as good as they are. It’s hard not to feel an instant connection with the little tidbits of real you toss among the glitter and confetti of a normal glamorous living page.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “I do try.”

      “As you probably already know, before we select a brand ambassador, we assemble a short list of contenders, and then we choose from among them. You’re my pick, so I’d love to make it more likely you’re chosen.”

      More likely? What does that mean? “Okay.”

      “I wanted to mention the one area where we worry your page might need a little. . .bolstering, and please keep in mind that this doesn’t mean we don’t already love what you’re doing.”

      Sure it doesn’t.

      “As you know, Lololime has been working hard to expand its market share. We began as clothing designed for pilates workout programs, but we quickly expanded to yoga, running, and racquetball.”

      “I really love the new running line,” I say. “Especially the running shorts.”

      “The images you post from your runs are one of the things that attracted us to you in the first place,” Heather says. “But we are now expanding into a whole new realm of activewear. We’ll be targeting people in all walks of life, and hopefully bringing a little sophistication and glamour to everyday people. Not just people in New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, but also in small towns all over America through our internet sales line. We’ve redesigned our entire website to be more accessible and give more price point options.”

      “Really?”

      “Until now, we’ve focused on high quality, moving lower quantity of product with a higher markup. We plan to keep that model, but the reason we’re searching for new sponsorships of the highest category, in the amounts we mentioned in our initial email, is that we’d like to find ambassadors who can carry us into new and more expansive markets.”

      New markets? Lower quality and lower markup, but higher volume?

      My image is high end. It’s New York glam on a budget, sort of. But the ‘budget’ is still more than three times what the average American makes. “I’m not sure⁠—”

      “We think you’re bright, you’re at the perfect age for our target demographic, and you have children. That’s what we’re looking for—clothing for the entire family. Bring some class to the everyday, for everyone at home.”

      Class to the everyday? What part of my life is everyday? “My girls go to private schools,” I say. “And I⁠—”

      “Yes, and we know that’s going to be a limitation on your success in this area. It’s the reason I’m calling. My boss wants to simply strike you from the list, but I think you can add some depth and dimension to your current posts and expand your following to bring in the ‘every woman’ even a little more than you already do. Think of it like this. Right now, a lot of normal people watch your account like it’s a window into a life they can’t ever have. I’m hoping you can open that window and invite them in a bit more.”

      Uh. Okay.

      “How about you focus on trying that for the next, I don’t know, thirty days or so, and I’ll check back in with you as you do.”

      “Sure,” I say.

      But when she hangs up, I realize that I have no idea what she means. Of course, I immediately call my closest influencer friend, GlamBamThankYouMan. “Zoey!”

      “Did they call?” Her voice is way too high pitched, which means she’s prepped to celebrate. I need to redirect or I’ll hear nothing but shrieking.

      “It wasn’t a great conversation,” I say. “It left me confused.” I explain what Heather said. “I just don’t know what that means, add dimension.”

      “They want you to do more normal things.”

      I think about yesterday’s post, where I took Maren and Emery to get facials. “Instead of taking the girls to the spa, maybe we get burgers and fries?”

      “Sure,” Zoey says. “That’s a good start.”

      “But is that enough?” I sigh. “I wish I didn’t need to change things.”

      “Two hundred thousand dollars a year to do three posts a week.” Zoey whistles. “I’d jump through a lot of hoops for a contract that promised me that kind of money—for two years.”

      She’s right, clearly, but. . . “I’m just not sure that burgers and fries are going to be good enough to make us look more accessible.” I think for a moment. “Maybe I should, I don’t know, paint my own bathroom.” That sounds terribly messy, and it would probably take a really long time. “Or I could take the girls ice skating. That’s something everyone does, right?”

      “Everyone goes ice skating?” I can practically hear Zoey’s eye roll through the phone. “Girl, let me think about it and I’ll call you back with some ideas. They can’t be worse than yours.”

      By the time I walk back to J. G. Melon’s, Roger’s already gone. That’s a relief—I order three burgers and plenty of cottage fries to go. The girls will be thrilled. Now if I can think of a way to photograph that and stay on brand somehow. Maybe if we’re sitting in front of Central Park?

      Of course, by the time I get everything arranged, the burgers will probably taste disgusting. I check my watch. I was nervous to set up such a late lunch—worried I’d be late to pick up Emery, but this works out perfectly. They call my name, and I grab my bag and scoot out the door. I almost don’t realize that my phone is buzzing.

      It can’t be Lololime again, right? I whip my phone out, careful to keep the bag full of greasy food away from my new silk blouse. I don’t recognize the area code, much less the number. “Hello?”

      “Mrs. Brooks?”

      “Yes?”

      “Mrs. Paul Brooks?”

      People almost never call me that anymore, not after three and a half years. “Uh, sure. That’s me.” It’s probably a telemarketer. I almost tell him that I don’t even own a car, much less need an extended warranty, but something holds me back.

      “My name is Mr. Swift, Mrs. Brooks. I’m calling with some sad news.”

      Of course he is. No one ever calls with good news anymore. Whatever happened to the huge checks that one guy brought to your door? Not that anyone I knew ever got one, but it was nice to know the possibility was out there. Now it’s just bad news, terrible news, and gosh awful news. “Okay, well, you may as well share it. We aren’t getting any younger.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?” He chuckles.

      I shouldn’t have made a joke. It’s only encouraging him to draw this out. I chomp down on an exasperated huff.

      “Your late husband’s uncle, Jedediah Brooks, has passed away. Your sister-in-law, Abigail Brooks, gave me your number. I’m calling to let you know that your daughters were mentioned in his will.”

      Jedediah, Jedediah. I wrack my brain for any memory of a person named Jededi—“Is that the uncle who lived on a huge ranch?” My hopes soar. If the girls have inherited a ranch. . .Maybe I won’t even need more dimension. Maybe our fortune, that Paul’s death wrecked, might improve through good luck instead of bad.

      “It is, indeed. Your husband spent every summer on his uncle’s ranch until he turned eighteen. I’m sure he shared many fond memories with you about that time.”

      “Uh, yes.” I vaguely remember a few anecdotes about poison oak and stepping in cow pies. “So what exactly did he leave my girls?” If it’s even half of what we lost. . .Paul might have been a monumentally lousy husband, but he was a financial genius. I can still barely think about how he put all our money into brilliant options. . .that unfortunately expired without being exercised after he died.

      I didn’t even really know what an option was until one of his co-workers explained that he’d invested heavily in a brilliant portfolio of options that should have yielded close to a hundred million. But options have to be exercised or they expire.

      And when they expire. . .they’re worthless.

      Which is how we wound up penniless, the one good thing about Paul rendered useless by his unexpected death.

      For some reason, Mr. Swift has a lot of papers to shuffle. “Well, I was hoping that perhaps your sister-in-law might have already filled you in.”

      “Abigail?”

      “She is your sister-in-law,” he says. “Is she not?”

      “We aren’t very close.” The understatement of the year. The first year or two after Paul died, we exchanged Christmas gifts and birthday cards. But since Nate’s death, I haven’t been sure what to send, much less what words to say. She actually loved her husband, unlike me. I’m sure that made things much harder. “Did she say she was going to call?”

      “No, she didn’t.” Mr. Swift clucks. “Well, your late husband’s uncle left a generous bequest to his nephews, or if they predeceased him, which of course they did, to their children. It’s essentially his entire estate. All cash, all holdings, the property, the land, and of course, all the cattle.”

      I can barely breathe. It’s all my fondest dreams, finally coming true. Financial stability. An end to my desperate fear that everyone will discover I’m a total fraud and my income will drop to zero. “I’m so sorry for his death, but⁠—”

      “However.” He clears his throat. “There is a stipulation.”

      “A what?” It’s something to do with contracts, that much I know. Sometimes I really envy Abigail. Her parents taught her to focus on things that matter, instead of frilly outfits and tiaras made of paste. She must have immediately understood whatever thing Mr. Swift is saying.

      “The girls will only receive their equal share of his substantial estate if they relocate to Daggett County, Utah, and live on the ranch for one full calendar year. They’re also required to actively work the ranch for that entire year.”

      “Wait. In order to get Uncle Jed’s ranch and cows and whatnot, we’d have to move to where?”

      “Daggett County, Utah,” Mr. Swift says. “It’s just south of the Wyoming border. In fact, a portion of the three thousand, five hundred acres that comprise Birch Creek Ranch are actually located in Wyoming.”

      Lololime is sounding better all the time. “I know less than nothing about ranching,” I say. “And my girls are in school.”

      “I don’t think it’s possible to know less than nothing,” Mr. Swift says. “And I imagine the school year is nearly concluded. I hear that Manila has excellent schools.”

      How excellent can they possibly be? I groan. “Well, I guess I have a lot to think about.”

      “You certainly do,” he says. “How much time do you need?”

      “What happens if we don’t come work the ranch?”

      “If none of the heirs opt to work the ranch, it will be sold, along with all other property, at auction, and the proceeds will fund Mr. Jedediah Brooks’ passion—research into extraterrestrial beings.”

      “Aliens?”

      “Even so, Mrs. Brooks. Alien research.”

      That’s ridiculous. “There must be some way to fight this,” I say. “I can’t possibly pull my kids out of school here. They’re at one of the finest schools in America. I’m sure Manila is. . .fine, but it can’t compare to the education I’m providing in New York. I have no idea how they’d ever catch up if we left, even just for one year.”

      “I’ll certainly be happy to send you a will, and you can have your lawyer take a look.”

      “Fine.” I share my email address.

      “I’ll send it over this evening.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “And Mr. Swift?”

      “Yes?”

      “What did Abigail say? Did she turn it down, or are they going?”

      “She told me emphatically that she plans to decline.”

      Of course she did. The only thing that might actually make me want to go would be watching Abigail, queen of the corporate world, Miss Composure herself, trying to ride a horse, tie up a calf, and pull eggs out from under a clucking chicken. “I think I’ll probably do the same.”

      As much as I love the impractical dream of lucking into a huge windfall of cash, it’s not reality—Lololime’s sponsorship is. A two-year contract for regular posts, as many free clothes as I can wear, and the security of knowing that I’ll make rent every single month—that’s all within my grasp. Or it will be, once I figure out how to add dimension and depth to my posts.

      I can’t possibly pull the girls out of school in order to chase rainbows.
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      My heart lurches in my stomach. I’m no doctor, but I’m pretty sure it shouldn’t be there. “Robert⁠—”

      “See? That’s enough, right there. The way you just said my name?” He shakes his head. “I want nothing to do with making you feel like that. So I’m just going to say this once, and then I’ll never bring it up again.”

      My stomach twists and cramps and I finally understand the expression ‘I’m tied up in knots.’

      “Since I’ve already completely destroyed this entire lunch, I’ll tell you my deepest, darkest secret.” A muscle in his square jaw works. “I feel like I owe it to Nate—you should know that I loved him like a brother. I had never done a single disloyal thing to him in my entire life.”

      He runs his hand over his jaw. If he didn’t have such a defined jawline, his beautiful eyes, his perfectly shaped nose, and his flawless skin, combined with movie star hair, would probably make him look too beautiful. As it is, he’s always been the best looking man I’ve known.

      “A small part of me was happy when I heard that Nate passed.” He wads his napkin in his hand. “I know that makes me a terrible person. At first, I thought my penance for that sentiment would be never, ever acting on my feelings, never confessing the truth. But it’s been a year, and I know that’s not long, but I also think that if you could ask him, Nate would want you to be with someone like me. Someone who cares about your kids. Someone who cares about you.”

      “Robert—”

      “There you go again with the mournful Roberts,” he says. “Look, I just wanted you to know how I feel. I think you’re the most incredible, the most brilliant, the most organized, the most capable, and the most stunningly beautiful woman I’ve ever met. No one else compares. No one else has ever come close. If you ever feel differently than you do right now. . .” He stands up. “Like I said, I couldn’t do nothing, not again. But I value our friendship too, more than you probably know, so I’ll never say another word. I’ll never so much as glance at you sideways. Things with me will be one hundred percent work and friendship from here on out. . .unless you change your mind.” His half smile is at once the most handsome and the most gut-wrenching thing I’ve ever seen.

      Oh Nate, why did you leave me?

      I can’t even blame Robert for how he feels or even how he felt when Nate died. I’ve certainly spent my share of time angry at Nate for leaving me to handle everything alone. “I’m not even close to being ready to move on, Robert.”

      “Or at least, not with me.” His smile breaks my heart. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

      I’m terrified things will be unbearably awkward between us, but that fear, at least, appears to be unfounded. On the drive back to the office, Robert slides right back into talking about work like nothing ever happened. In fact, the drive back feels the same as the ride over felt. It’s not until I’m pulling out my office chair to sit down and get back to work that I realize why.

      He’s felt this way for a very long time, which means he’s had a lot of practice at pretending that everything is fine.

      By now, Robert’s probably a master at suppressing his feelings. I’m not sure whether that’s sweet or tragic. “Oh, Nate. I wish you were here right now. You’d know what I should do.”

      It’s probably not strictly sane for me to talk to my dead husband out loud, but it makes me feel better. I’ve done a lot of things I never thought I’d do in the past year.

      Like Pizza Mondays. Before Nate got sick, I’d never have agreed that my kids should gorge themselves on pizza and breadsticks every Monday, but the take-out guy at Il Primo knows me by name now. “Abigail. I have your pizzas ready. Extra parmesan?”

      No matter how many times I’ve told him no, and it’s got to be close to fifty at this point, he always offers. “Thanks, Teo, but I’m good.”

      Am I good, though? A friend of nearly twenty years just told me he’d like to take me on a date. I set the pizza boxes in the passenger seat and before I can put the car in gear, tears well up in my eyes. It’s not that Robert’s a bad person, no matter what he said. He’s one of the best guys I know. If Nate hadn’t asked me out first, who knows? But he did.

      And the only reason Robert could ask me at all is that he’s gone.

      Forever.

      So maybe I do still lie sometimes when I say I’m fine, but at least I have the hope that it will one day be true. That’s something.

      When I get home, Ethan’s mixing up a salad, Izzy’s slicing a cantaloupe, and Gabe’s setting the table. Whitney, as usual, is playing the piano. She’s my only musically inclined child, and I’m delighted to have one.

      “What’s all this for?” I set the pizza on the table and pull out a stack of plates.

      “I figured it had probably been a long day,” Ethan says. “It is a Monday.”

      He’s such a liar. “I appreciate the help,” I say. “But I’m on to you.”

      Ethan’s grin is far too charming, and his hair falls into his face roguishly. No mother, no matter what she says, is really delighted when her teenage son turns out to be ridiculously handsome. It makes me incredibly nervous. I wish he’d waited to grow into his good looks until, say, college. Or maybe grad school. “I know, I know, I can’t get the RZR. I know that money’s for college, and I shouldn’t have asked.”

      I didn’t expect him to surrender so smoothly. “What did everyone do today? Anything fun?”

      “Not today,” Gabe says, already reaching for pizza, “but tomorrow is field day! Can you come?”

      I hate that the schools wait until it’s so hot in Houston before doing field day. “Uh, well⁠—”

      “Mom has a lot of work to do, runt,” Izzy says. “I’m sure she’ll make it if she can.”

      “I did get assigned a new case today.”

      Whitney groans. “Another one? Why didn’t you tell them no?”

      I laugh. “I want to be on this case. Uncle Robert helped me get it.” I lean forward. “You all know that your father had just been made partner. . .”

      “When he died?” Gabe’s voice is still just a little too loud at the wrong times. Hazard of being seven.

      I don’t flinch. That’s progress. “Yes, and when you’re a partner, you make more money. Thanks to this case, I’ll be more likely to be made partner sooner. The extra work will be hard, but the extra money would be good for all of us.”

      “You know what else might be good for all of us?” Ethan asks.

      “What?” If he says a Razor, I’m going to explode.

      “I hear Utah is nice,” he says casually, like he’s telling me that it’s going to rain tomorrow.

      It takes a moment for me to process what he’s saying. He was on the phone waiting for me when Mr. Swift called—what exactly would he have been able to hear from his end? I open my mouth and close it again. As their guardian, I don’t technically have to tell them anything about the bequest. It’s my decision to make—whether to turn it down or move to Utah. Thank goodness for that.

      But if Ethan already knows. . .

      “Let’s say grace so we can eat,” I say.

      The kids bow their heads and I pray—I don’t want to deal with anyone whining for being chosen. Once the prayer is over, they all dive in, stuffing their faces. It bought me a few moments to think about what Ethan likely heard and how I want to approach it. “Your Great Uncle Jedediah passed away,” I say. “I found out today.”

      “What made him so great?” Whitney asks.

      Ethan laughs. “No, she’s not saying he’s great. She’s saying he’s Dad’s uncle, which makes him our ‘great’ uncle, like a grandpa, only an uncle.”

      “Oh.” Whitney looks just as confused as before.

      “The great part is that he left us his ranch in his will,” Ethan says. “It’s almost four thousand acres.”

      Clearly he heard enough, but not the right parts. “He left it to the four of you, and to your cousins, Maren and Emery, as well.”

      Izzy, predictably, is bouncing up and down. “I bet there are horses. Are there horses?” She’s been taking riding lessons for two years. You’d think that would be enough, but the girl is the same as I used to be. She can never get enough time around them.

      “It’s a cattle ranch,” Ethan says, his tone utterly confident, as always. “Of course there are horses. Probably loads of them.”

      “Ethan.” My tone is too sharp. I bite my tongue.

      Izzy’s voice escalates into squeal territory.

      Whitney, as usual, is looking from Ethan to me and back again, trying to figure out why I’m not excited, and why Ethan’s so interested. She’s always been the keenest observer of all my children. Gabe’s shouting and jumping because someone else is. Seven-year-olds can always be relied upon to mirror any strong emotion they witness.

      “Guys,” I finally say.

      Izzy stops leaping and turns to me. “Why aren’t you happy? You love horses too.”

      “We have a home here,” I say. “Do you really want to move to Utah? It snows there. A lot.”

      “Exactly.” Ethan flips his hair back with his hand in a move so familiar I almost don’t notice it. “Heard of snowboarding, Mom? It slaps.”

      Heaven help me, but I almost can’t handle teenage slang. “Yes, I’ve heard of it, thanks.”

      “Are there really horses?” Izzy asks in the same way Cinderella asked if the pumpkin carriage and glass slippers were real.

      I lean forward, bracing my elbows on the table. “It’s been a year and three weeks since Dad passed away. We took the day off to talk about him at the one year mark.” Even now, my throat still closes off at the thought. “His uncle passed away a week after that anniversary, and as Ethan so helpfully mentioned, he left you a share of his ranch. I’m sure there are horses, because it’s a working cattle ranch with three hundred and fifty cows.”

      Gabe’s eyes widen. “Wow.”

      “It is pretty neat. However, the stipulation to taking under the will is that we can’t simply go visit. We can’t put someone else in charge of it. If we want to keep our share of the ranch, we need to relocate there and actually work the ranch ourselves for at least a year.”

      “Awesome,” Izzy says.

      “Right?” Ethan’s grinning at her, his hair again blocking my view of his sky blue eyes.

      “I am being considered, after a year of very hard full-time work and many years of part-time work, for partnership, just as your dad was considered before.”

      “But I hate having you gone all the time,” Whitney says. “Why do we need more money?”

      I don’t grit my teeth. I won’t grit my teeth. She’s simply expressing that she likes to be around me, and that’s a good thing. She doesn’t understand finances and the fact that without a full time income, we’d need to live in an apartment. “They don’t pay me very much when I don’t work very much, sweetheart. If you want to go to college some day and live in a nice house like this one, you’ll have to work hard too.”

      “You’re not even considering it?” Ethan’s nostrils flare and his hands flatten against the dinner table. “You’ve just decided for us, without even asking us?”

      “You can’t go anyway,” I say. “You start college in the fall.”

      “Actually, I don’t.” One eyebrow lifts and his lips compress into a tight line.

      “You’d rather work a ranch than get a college degree?”

      Ethan stands up, tossing his hair back again. “I would rather do that, but that’s not what I’m saying, counselor.”

      I hate when he calls me counselor. He doesn’t like when I press with leading questions, but what else can you do with teenagers? They willfully ignore you otherwise. With his mood, we clearly need to continue this conversation without an audience. “Alright, time to get ready for bed. Whitney, help Gabe brush his teeth⁠—”

      “I can brush my own teeth!” Gabe runs from the room.

      “If you let Whitney check and make sure you did a good job, I’ll let you watch an episode of Pokémon before bed.”

      That always works. “And Isabel⁠—”

      “I know,” Izzy says. “Do the dishes and clean up after dinner.” She mutters under her breath. “Because you don’t want me to listen in to whatever you’re saying.”

      Sometimes she’s a little too smart for her own good. “Ethan.” I point at my office, and he follows me without argument. I close the door behind us, and circle the desk to sit in Nate’s wingback leather chair. Ethan takes a seat in one of the upright chairs across from me. “What is your point?”

      “I won’t be going to college this fall, no matter what you decide for us about the ranch, because I didn’t get in anywhere.”

      His words make no sense. “What do you mean, you didn’t get in? You had a great SAT score, and your grades aren’t perfect, but they’re respectable. I’m sure that, even if your letters haven’t come yet⁠—”

      “Mom.” Ethan slams his hands down on the table so hard that it shakes. “No letters are coming. I didn’t apply anywhere.”

      He didn’t apply? “I wrote your personal statement. I helped fill out the applications.”

      “I’m not like you and Dad,” he says. “I don’t want to work in an office all day. I want to use my hands. I’m really good at fixing things and putting stuff together, and I like to be outside.”

      He’s spouting utter nonsense. “Honey, do you think I want to sit in an office all day? Do you think I want to stare at a screen? Until I was ten years old, I told everyone who asked that I wanted to be a rock star. I really thought I might be one day. Your grandparents taught me that I could do or be anything at all.” I pause to make sure he’s listening. “That tripe is the reason so many kids wind up working at McDonald’s and loafing in their parents’ basement.”

      “We don’t have a basement.”

      “You’ve noticed,” I say. “Take that as your sign. Work is rarely fun or fulfilling. It sucks most of the time—that’s why they pay you.”

      “But Mom⁠—”

      “Ethan, you’re seventeen. You’ve been cared for and raised in a very nice home. You’ve been given everything, so pardon me when I correct your understandable delusions—delusions I probably created. I know that right now, anything feels possible. I’ve nurtured you and nudged you to the very edge of the nest. You’re ready to take flight. I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you that, with your current flight plan, you’re going to go splat.” I still can’t quite wrap my brain around the fact that he didn’t even send in the applications I spent so many hours perfecting. He’s talking again, something about how he won’t crash, because he can always work on cars or something, but I can’t listen to any more. “Did you throw the applications in the trash? What exactly did you do with them?”

      Ethan’s mouth hangs open for a moment.

      Good. He’s realizing how big a mistake he has made. And now it’s time to figure out some kind of solution. It’s taken me a moment, but the gears in my brain start working again. I may not have been a perfect wife. I may not be a perfect lawyer. I may not be a perfect mother either. Clearly I’m not.

      But I am perfect in times of crisis.

      “The good news is that, in spite of your catastrophic lapse in judgment, we can still fix this,” I say. “Or at least, you may not have your choice of any school, but I’ll call my friend Gus. He was my best friend at Harvard, and now he’s the provost in charge of the admissions department at Rice, which means⁠—”

      “Mom.” Ethan looks disapproving. “I don’t want you to fix anything. I don’t want to go to college at all.”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “And you’re not listening. I’ve never wanted to go. That’s your dream for my future, but I’ll be eighteen soon, and no matter how much you poke and prod, no matter who you call, you can’t make me go.”

      I failed him—I had no idea how much losing his dad has wrecked his view of the future. “Sweetheart, you just don’t realize how severely not going to college will limit your future. It’s hard to see now, but⁠—”

      He crosses his arms and takes a step backward, and I realize that if he really won’t go, there’s nothing I can do.

      “Don’t sign anything saying we don’t want the ranch,” he says. “Because I do.”

      It’s like he’s speaking Greek. It’s like I don’t know my own son. But there’s a solution to this, I know there must be. “You can’t have the ranch,” I say. “You’re a minor.”

      “Which means you can sign away my right to it,” he says. “Believe me, I know. It’s your leverage.”

      How could such a smart kid not want to go to college? “What do you want, then?” I can’t believe I’m negotiating with my son to keep him from ruining his own life.

      “How about this? If you’ll agree to come with me for the summer to work the ranch, I’ll agree to go to any school you can get me into for a full year and give it my all.”

      Go to Utah for the whole summer? Has he lost his mind? “I have a job.”

      He shrugs. “That’s my offer. I get an entire summer out there with you to convince you that college isn’t my path. And if I can’t do it, then I go to college, just like you want.”

      “But it’s pointless,” I say. “You turn eighteen on September 2. College classes start at the end of August. Even if we spend the entire summer there, I won’t change my mind. You’ll still have to go.”

      “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      There couldn’t be a worse time for me to walk away from my job, but if I have to choose between what my son needs and what my career demands. . .well, there’s no contest.

      I call the other kids. “Do you guys want to spend the summer at that cattle ranch?”

      The resounding chorus of yeses decides it. “I guess I need to call my friend Gus, and I should call Robert, too, right away.” And then I need to pray for a miracle, because there’s no way I’ll make partner this fall.

      I’ll be lucky if I still have a job by then.
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      Maren’s giggle sounds a little too diabolical for my tastes.

      “What’s the rule about being on our phones while we eat?” I hold out my hand.

      “Mom, we’re sitting in the park.” Maren slides her phone into her purse. “I’m fifteen. It’s not like I’m a little kid anymore. I deserve some autonomy.”

      “I’m happy to hear SAT words being put to use.” Even if I’m not 100% sure what autonomy means. I assume it’s independence or freedom or something along those lines. “But you still owe me the phone.”

      Emery’s sly smile is my confirmation that I’m making the right call. I struggle as a parent pretty much every day. Am I doing the right thing? Am I being too firm? Not firm enough?

      For a second, I worry that Maren’s going to throw a fit in the middle of Central Park and refuse to give me her phone, but when I really turn up the heat on my glare, she hands it over. The whole interchange has me thinking. . .I haven’t checked their social media accounts lately. I imagine Maren’s due. Instead of slipping her phone into my pocket, I start swiping.

      “Hey,” she objects. “That’s private.”

      “No, it’s not,” I say. “In fact, it’s all public. That’s kind of the point.”

      Her sulking confirms my suspicion that I’ll find something I don’t want to see.

      “Twitter,” Emery coughs.

      Maren’s head whips around like a twenty-something on the scent of a pop-up sample sale.

      Twitter it is.

      It doesn’t take me long to realize why Emery pointed me that way, but the more I scroll and the more comments I digest, the more alarmed I become.

      Maybe if you can’t think for yourself.

      In your dreams, loser. He wouldn’t go out with you if someone paid him, not that your family even could.

      As if anyone would care what you think.

      Do us all a favor—never comment again. Actually, don’t talk or type again in any form.

      Someone needs to call the police, because that’s worse than a simple crime. That’s a violation of the laws of nature.

      It would be bad enough if those comments had been made in response to things Maren had said. I’d be genuinely concerned, but my anger would be directed at terrible kids.

      But my concern right now is for my own child. Maren said those things herself.

      By the time I finally slide the phone into my purse, my hands are shaking. “Maren.”

      Her soft pink lips are compressed into a hard line, and her eyes shift downward, avoiding mine.

      “What do you think I found on Twitter?” Other than the fact that I haven’t been paying enough attention to my own daughter. She’s turning into a little monster. Her account certainly doesn’t show depth or dimension. Only cruelty.

      Where is she learning it?

      “Maren, I’m waiting for an answer.”

      “You have no idea what school is like.” Her hands clench the bench tightly, her half-eaten burger forgotten on the paper in her lap.

      “You’re right. It’s been quite some time since I was in high school myself, and I’ve never been to yours as a student.” Actually, I don’t go to her school nearly often enough as a parent. I’m not really the kind of mom who joins the PTA. “But I know enough to be positive that this isn’t who we want to be.”

      She swallows.

      “I’m not sure why you would say such cruel things, to anyone, but you’re certainly done doing it.”

      “This is how you have to act to succeed. The world is kill or be killed, Mom. Dad knew it, and it’s only gotten worse⁠—”

      Her dad did know it, but I don’t want her to act like he did. It’s miserable for everyone around them. “Don’t get all defensive when you should be apologetic. Have you learned that word yet?”

      “Mom!”

      “There are a lot of people on this thread that are going to be getting a call from you.”

      She holds out her hand. “Fine. Give me back my phone and I’ll message them.”

      “I’m not sure you are going to get your phone back. . .ever.”

      Her eyes widen and her mouth dangles open for a moment, and then she rolls her eyes. “Be real, Mom.”

      Something very close to rage floods my body. “You think I’m not being real?” I stand up, only vaguely aware that I’m now shouting at my teenage daughter in the middle of a busy park. “It may seem like these are just words, but there’s a person on the other side of them. You have been afforded every chance at success, and⁠—”

      “Just like every kid whose posts I have commented on.” One eyebrow quirks up. “It’s not like I’m insulting poor little scholarship students.”

      People all over the park are staring. I sit down and lower my voice. “I need to think about what to do here.”

      “Great.” She crosses her arms, the edge of her hand knocking her hamburger off her lap. It rolls until the eaten part reaches the ground, and then the contents splay outward into a fan. Toasted bun, lettuce, meat, pickles, bun.

      A boisterous goldendoodle jogging alongside his owner snaps up the meat and keeps on moving. His dark-haired owner turns around, eyes wide. “I’m so sorry,” he says, starting to slow down.

      I wave him on. “No big deal. It was our fault.”

      “That’s what you might call an apology,” Emery says. “In case you just didn’t know what it was.”

      Sweet little Emery has never sounded snarkier. “What in the world?”

      “While you’re taking people’s phones,” Maren says, “maybe you should steal hers too.”

      All the energy in my body suddenly feels spent. My eyes lock with my darling twelve-year-old. “What am I going to find on yours?”

      Emery digs her Mary Janes into the thick grass in front of us and shrugs.

      “Em?”

      “Same thing as you found on mine, I imagine,” Maren says.

      “No!” Emery’s face is entirely white.

      Why would Emery tell me about Maren’s bullying if she’s doing the same thing? “Emery Celeste Brooks.”

      When she looks up, her eyes are full of unshed tears.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Her small, skinny arms slide around my waist and her head presses against my chest. I know she’s twelve, but sometimes it feels like she’s still much younger.

      “People say the same kind of stuff to her,” Maren says. “All the time.”

      Realization finally dawns. “You’re saying mean things to Emery?” My hand is suddenly itching to slap my eldest. How did I not notice any of the comments were on Emery’s page?

      Maren rolls her eyes again. “Of course not. I’m not the devil.”

      How am I lost again?

      “Hate to break it to you, Mom, but Em’s kind of a loser at school.” She pulls her hair back into a high ponytail. “It was watching her get torn apart that made me realize I never wanted to be picked on—so I went on the defensive. Scare them before they can bully you.”

      I brush the hair out of Emery’s eyes. “Is that true? Have you been picked on. . .for a long time?”

      She burrows her face closer, turning toward my shoulder. I take her phone too, preparing myself to deal with it later. The whole thing makes me sick. “Let’s head home. We’ll sort all this out later.”

      “Unless you’re pulling Emery out and enrolling her somewhere else, I doubt you can do much.” Maren’s tone is so flippant that even knowing she didn’t have a hand in tormenting her own sister, I want to slap some sense into her.

      “You should consider that the people you’re ridiculing are someone else’s sister. They’re just like Emery.”

      “I should?” Maren says. “I’m just doing what you do.” Her mouth turns up in a half grin. “Looking out for myself.”

      I can barely make sense of what she’s saying. Since Paul died, I’ve done everything I can to make money for our family. I couldn’t even contemplate going back home to live, so I spent hours on ideas, and even longer preparing cute photos and scouring the internet for things to post that would build my particular brand. I pored over contracts that made no sense, and I connected with other people who did the same thing as me. But in all that time, I can’t even think of an instance when I belittled or hurt another human being, especially not on purpose.

      Normally we’d take the subway, but I’m too tired to deal with it and I hail a cab. Emery curls against my side on the trip home, and Maren presses her nose to the glass. Sometimes I wonder how I ended up with two such opposite daughters. Other times, I wonder whether it’s my fault. After all, Paul was nothing like me.

      He crushed people in the business world on the regular, and he enjoyed doing it.

      I actually really admired that about him. He went out into the world and he slayed whatever dragons, financial or otherwise, threatened us. It was one of the only things I still liked about him after the first year or so we were married. I suppose Maren’s actions could be likened to Paul’s. Am I holding her to a double standard because she’s a girl?

      It’s times like these that I desperately miss having someone else pulling on my team. Paul didn’t listen very well or very consistently, but when I cornered him he gave me opinions. It was something.

      I’m tired of being utterly alone.

      But is my only alternative really someone like sleazy, passive-aggressive Roger? Blech.

      When we get home, I expect that the girls will quietly do their homework and get ready for bed. After all, they must surely be as drained as I am. I’m digging through poor Emery’s social media, discovering it might even be worse than I thought, when Maren taps on the door to my bedroom.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I have my phone back yet? I’m really sorry I was so mean. I clearly got carried away. From now on, I promise that I’ll be more careful about what I say.”

      It feels like she found some kind of template for an apology online and is regurgitating the words back to me. “No.” I set Emery’s phone down and lean back in my bed, reclining against the ten carefully arranged throw pillows. “I told you. I’m not sure I’ll be returning it.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me right now.” The simultaneous eye roll and dramatic sigh is actually fairly impressive. If there was an award for successfully expressing utter disgust, she’d be waving it in my face right now.

      “I’m not making a joke.” I sit up straight, having had a stroke of inspiration. “In fact, I should warn you. I found out today that your father’s uncle, Jedediah, who lived in the literal middle of nowhere, died not long ago.”

      She blinks. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Her attitude is appalling—someone died. Granted, he’s not someone she knows, but how can she be so rude about someone’s death? And possibly more concerning, how did I not notice she was this awful before now? “If you could be polite for long enough, I’d explain.” I wait.

      Her shoulders finally droop.

      It’s not much, but I’ll take it. “A lawyer called to let us know that your great uncle left his cattle ranch to the two of you in his will.”

      Her eyes widen. “Is something like that worth a lot of money?”

      I can’t fault her for wondering—I had the same question. “I’m not sure, but probably.”

      “That’s amazing! Why didn’t you tell us that before?”

      “Tell us what?” Emery’s standing in the doorway, her hand wrapped around a toothbrush, toothpaste dripping down her chin.

      “Dad’s uncle left us his cattle ranch on the Utah-Wyoming border. . .but we can’t just sell it. We only get the ranch if we move there and work it for a full year.”

      “That’s so cool!” Emery says.

      “Oh my G⁠—”

      “Don’t say that,” I snap. “Obviously I told him that we won’t be moving there.”

      Emery’s face falls, her toothbrush sliding out of her mouth, a shoestring of white slobber following it.

      “Don’t give me a heart attack like that again,” Maren says. “Geez, Mom.”

      “I might go there if you can’t fix your attitude. Maybe a year of forced isolation and manual labor is exactly what you need.” I arch one eyebrow in a way I hope is imperious.

      Maren looks like a runway model trying to calculate the tip on a check, so I’m guessing I succeeded.

      “I probably don’t get a vote,” Emery says softly, “but if I did, I’d say yes.”

      My heart contracts a bit. Of course she would. If you were being attacked by wolves, you’d run literally anywhere to get away, even the badlands. “Darling, we’ll fix this. I promise.”

      She jams her toothbrush back into her mouth, wipes her slobbery hand on her Hello Kitty pajama pants, and shuffles back down the hall.

      I really hope I didn’t just lie to her. It’s awfully hard to ‘fix’ people being mean to someone. Their habits and their opinions don’t change overnight. I remind myself that she’s got adorable and expensive clothing, a brilliant mind, and a stunningly beautiful face, even during what is typically an awkward phase in adolescence. I’m sure everything will be fine.

      Or I really, really hope it will, anyway.

      The next week feels like a mad dash, between researching methods to stop cyber-bullying, defending Maren’s phone from Maren’s very demanding self, and thinking up clever and hopefully multi-dimensional posts each day for my insta account.

      I’m surprised when I get a text from Abigail. DID YOU HEAR FROM THE LAWYER?

      It’s ironic that she’s texting, since the paperwork from Mr. Swift is right in front of me. I even signed it already. It’ll go out with tomorrow’s mail. I DID.

      ARE YOU PASSING?

      OF COURSE, I text back. LIVE IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE? DEFINITELY NOT.

      She responds with five laughing emojis. I always forget how many emojis she uses. She’s not a laid back person, but she texts like a teenage girl.

      Of course she doesn’t ask how the girls are doing, so I don’t volunteer. I’m contemplating whether I ought to tell her that Maren’s doing cheer and Emery made team for gymnastics when my phone rings. I nearly drop it.

      It’s Heather, from Lololime. I swipe immediately and then wonder whether I ought to have let it ring once or twice. Does answering this fast seem desperate? “Hello?”

      “Amanda?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “I’m glad I caught you. We had a management team meeting today, and I had some notes I wanted to share.” My stomach clenches hard.

      Of course, Emery and Maren choose this moment to burst into my room. I throw my hand up in the air with my fingers splayed. I mouth the word, “Lololime!” Maren freezes and beams, throwing me thumbs ups. She does not, however, leave the room. Neither does Emery.

      I try to ignore them so I can focus.

      “—with the images from the museum, but that’s not exactly what we meant.”

      “Okay.”

      “The burgers were cute too, and a little closer to what I was trying to say, but it still felt like. . .I don’t know. Almost like, if Kim Kardashian was trying to slum.”

      What does that even mean?

      “Your image is so perfect, so untouchable, that while a lot of people like to watch your feed, I think it’s hurting your interaction and engagement.”

      She means my sales. “But people have been buying⁠—”

      “Yes, I’m sure sales on hair extensions and face cream have been stellar, but our product is different.”

      It feels like the world’s caving in around me. Hair extensions and face cream and boutique dresses and sandals do earn consistent money, but it’s so exhausting always trying to coordinate everything without feeling like I’m doing infomercials. I was really looking forward to—no, if I’m being honest, I was desperate for—a real job. A company I’d be a spokesperson for.

      It feels like she’s calling to let me down easy.

      The security I’ve longed for is slipping through my fingers, like it always does. Like when Paul died, and I found out our money was just—poof—gone.

      “Did you tell her about the ranch yet?” Emery shouts. She’s holding the paperwork and waving it at me like a red flag in front of a bull. “About how we’ll be leaving New York and going to live on a cattle ranch?”

      What in the world is she saying?

      “What’s that?” Heather asks. “Who was just talking?”

      “Sorry, that’s my twelve-year-old daughter. I’m sure you’ve seen her on my feed.”

      “Emery, right?” she asks.

      “Right. Don’t mind her—kids. They’re always yelling.”

      “Did she say you’re moving to a cattle ranch?”

      Why would she say that? She knows we aren’t going. “Well, she did, but only because⁠—”

      “Are you serious? That sounds amazing! We have an entire Western wear inspired line we’re planning on testing in the Midwest in the spring. I can’t wait to show it to you. In fact, I think adding you to the product test might be an excellent way to see whether you’d be a good addition to our permanent team.”

      I can barely breathe. “You think what?”

      “Oh, Amanda, you have no idea how exciting this is! I wish you’d mentioned it earlier. Were you worried I might think it’s off brand for you?” Heather makes a hmm sound. “I mean, it is a pretty big departure from your typical posts, but it’s a huge branch off for us, too, and I think it might be exactly what we both need.” She makes a clicking sound with something—maybe a pen. “Let me talk to my boss. How soon will you be going to this ranch?”

      “Um—” My voice cracks. Honest to goodness, I sound like a teenage boy. I clear my throat. “How soon did you need us there? My girls won’t be done with school for a week and a half.”

      “If you flew out right after that, you could be doing themed posts in the next two weeks.” She mutters into the phone. “We could delay the decision, especially if we could divert funds from the Howdy line.” She pauses. “Yes, that would work great. Could you be there by the first week of June?”

      I mean. Could I?

      Emery’s bobbing her head. How much of my conversation can she hear? I need to turn my speaker volume down, clearly. “I think I could, sure.”

      “I still can’t believe how well this worked out,” Heather says. “I love your feed, but I was actually supposed to call you and tell you we had decided to go another direction. But now. . .”

      My hands are shaking, I’m so agitated. She said they wouldn’t decide for a month. Were my new posts that bad?

      “This is an opposite world for you, and I think your followers are going to love it.” She squeals. “Heck, I’m going to love it. Think how amazing you’d look in a cowboy hat. Or do they call them cowgirl hats? You should reach out and find some other vendors to make some money while you’re testing for us. I mean, this could be really big.”

      I’m jotting down notes on the side of a to-go bag from the nearby deli. Cowboy hats. Western wear. Howdy line. Start new themes June 1.

      “You could post about the scenery and the people, and think of all the activities you could do! You’ll be experiencing something so different from your normal routine, and we’ll all be invited to tag along without the hassle or the stress. Followers in big cities will be curious, and small town people will probably love seeing how you can brighten up the things they’re surrounded by in their mundane, everyday lives.”

      I keep waiting for her to say she’s kidding, that this is all a joke.

      But she just keeps talking about ideas and themes and the audience it would attract.

      When she finally hangs up, and the axe that was dangling over my head has been delayed, Emery says, “You’re welcome.”

      I’m tired and overwhelmed and the gears in my brain are spinning a hundred miles an hour, but I’m truly grateful. “Thank you, Em. I have no idea how you knew she’d go for that, but. . .just, thank you.”

      Maren holds out her hand. “How about you thank me by returning my phone, since now I’m stuck going to the sticks?”

      It’s been a week—that’s probably long enough. I hand it over. After all, I have a lot of things to plan. I can’t get all of it done with her nagging me incessantly. “But be nice. Have I been clear on that?”

      “Crystal,” she says.

      The second Maren leaves, Emery swoops in. “Did I hear that right? Are we actually moving?”

      “Just a quick vacation for a week or so, darling. Don’t stress.”

      The enormous smile that spreads across her face is the first genuine smile I’ve seen from her in weeks. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Remember how happy you are right now when we’re hot and surrounded by cow poop.” I frown.

      “It won’t be that bad,” Emery says. “Plus, I looked it up online. It’s supposed to be really beautiful up there.”

      “We aren’t going for the beauty,” I say, “or for the animals or the clean air.”

      Emery tilts her head. “We aren’t?”

      This is probably a good learning opportunity. I imagine that if, on the off-chance he made it to heaven, Paul’s up there right now listening to us, he’ll be delighted that I’m sharing this principle with his child. “Your dad talked about a lot of things I didn’t understand, but one thing I do remember him saying is that he always hedged his bets. That’s how people with his job got the name ‘hedge fund manager.’ He would try and secure one investment, but set up another in case the first one failed.”

      Emery’s mouth is dangling open.

      “That’s what I’m doing right now—whatever I have to do to keep Lololime happy. And on the off chance that my plan falls apart, we’ll be learning a little about another opportunity.” Not that I really have any intention of running a ranch, but maybe we could sort of manage it a bit and let someone else do the work. “If I snag the Lololime account quickly while we’re out there in bumpkin-ville, then we can all come home right away.”

      “So there’s no chance that we’ll work the ranch for a whole year? And stay?”

      I imagine myself petting a cow on the head, and try to think of anything else I might need to do. Carry hay to them? Feed the babies out of bottles? I can’t imagine very many people are less equipped to run a cattle ranch than I am. I shake my head. “It’s very, very doubtful we will be there more than a week or two, but it can’t hurt to learn more about the option.”
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      “It’s not hot!” Gabe’s spinning round and round, his arms spread out, his face turned upward, his backpack swinging out behind him.

      “Why isn’t it hot?” Whitney asks. “Isn’t it summer here?”

      I chuckle. “Summer isn’t quite the same in the northern part of the country.” It’s been hot in Texas since late March. “Tomorrow’s June, and I think around here, that’s the start of summer, but this probably already feels summery to them.”

      “They are spoiled,” Izzy says. “I am so excited for this summer, but do you think Cody will remember me when I get back home?”

      Her lesson horse Cody ‘remembers’ anyone who has a treat in their hand. “I’m sure he’ll welcome you back with an eager mouth,” I say.

      Izzy scowls. “What if I forget everything?”

      “I’m sure you’ll improve a lot, with all the riding we’ll be doing on a ranch,” I say. “Don’t worry.” I press the button on the key fob the rental car company gave me. For what I’m paying to rent it for the summer, this car better make us dinner and wash the dishes, too.

      The navy blue Toyota Sienna chimes and the headlights flash.

      “A minivan?” Ethan groans like I asked him to buy me tampons at the store. “For the whole summer?”

      I can’t quite help my smile. “It was the cheapest option.”

      “Liar. You got it to torture me.”

      “Gabe needs a DVD player,” I reason. “It makes sense.”

      “Well, it won’t change anything. I’m still going to love everything about the next three months. You’ll see.”

      I hope he does, as long as he also comes around on the college thing. My kids haven’t had much fun in the past year, and they seem to desperately need this change of pace. I check my watch. “If we leave right now, we should arrive just in time for dinner.”

      “Whoa,” Ethan says. “The drive from here takes that long?”

      “My cell phone map says it’s about three hours away,” I say. “We’ll be driving through Wyoming for a big chunk of the way.”

      “At least it should be a gorgeous drive,” Izzy says. “Did you know that Flaming Gorge is right by the ranch? People travel from all over to see it.”

      “I can’t wait to take a quad out there,” Ethan says.

      “We don’t even have one, and that’s not why we’re here.” Does he think running a ranch will leave him lots of time for playing around on ATVs? “Stop being ridiculous.”

      “Uncle Jed may have had one,” Ethan says. “And if he did, then now we do, too!”

      He’s entirely too excited. “Alright, in the car, everybody.” We’re supposed to be here for three months, but you’d think we were moving for years by the way everyone packed. Thank goodness it’s summer, or we’d need a U-Haul just for the winter clothing my little Texas honeys would need.

      Even I have to admit the drive out is picturesque. It’s not like I’ve never traveled around the United States before, but this is my first time in Utah, and now that I’m here, surrounded by mountains and crisp, clean air, I feel like it might have been an oversight.

      “What’s a Scone Cutter?” Whitney asks, staring at a sign for a restaurant.

      No idea. “Do you guys want to find out?”

      After a chorus of affirmations, I pull into the drive-thru line. As it turns out, it’s basically a long rectangular dinner roll they slice and stuff with honey butter, or cinnamon butter, or a dozen other options. Except I think the dinner roll may be fried.

      “I love these,” Ethan says.

      I know that my usually contrary boy is not intentionally loving everything just to irritate me, so I shove my irritation down and try to enjoy his happiness. Still, I can’t keep from pointing out the obvious. “My old sneaker would taste good if I put that much butter on it.”

      Ethan shrugs. “You’d better not leave those things lying around.” He winks. “You might be looking for new shoes.”

      The other kids are just as energized. I wish my job was even a quarter as enthusiastic about this plan as the kids. Robert was shocked, but he understood my reasons and went to bat for me immediately. Unfortunately, Lance was looking for an excuse to show everyone that I’m not committed, and he didn’t have to look hard with me bailing for the summer.

      “He couldn’t call off the vote,” Robert said, “but I wish we could delay it. He’s already grumbling.”

      “I will do every single thing I would have done if I’d been in the office,” I promised.

      “I know you will,” Robert said.

      But we both know working remotely won’t be the same, and there are sure to be communication issues and time change issues and a whole host of other problems. Not to mention, I can hardly schmooze the partners who are on the fence about bringing me in. . .from Utah.

      I shove my concerns out of my mind, because there’s absolutely nothing I can do about any of it. I put together two motions and a list of deposition questions on the plane and emailed them to Robert the second we landed.

      Take that, naysayers. I’m working on a Sunday, while traveling. So much for saying I won’t get anything done.

      Of course, we haven’t even reached the ranch yet, and I have no idea how much time we’re really talking about spending on running it.

      As if he can sense my reservations, Ethan says, “It’s going to be fun, Mom, I swear.”

      I’m not worried that the kids won’t have a good time, but I don’t tell him that. It will hardly be helpful. The other three are watching The Jetsons on the DVD player. Score one point for the minivan. “I’m so lucky to have an expert at working mountainous cattle ranches in the car.”

      “I know you think I won’t be able to do anything,” he says, “but I’m actually really good at mechanical stuff.”

      “You are.” He always has been. He started by fixing the other kids’ broken toys as a child, and graduated by junior high to working on project cars with his dad. In the past few years, he’s only improved on a talent that was clearly intuitive from the start. “But sweetheart, your mechanical skill is an extension of your real genius—math.”

      His incredulous look is quite familiar.

      “You don’t think so?”

      “What does math have to do with working on mechanical stuff?”

      “It’s the same part of your brain that does both things. Trust me, I know you’re great with engines, but one day you may wish you’d done the legwork with a formal education that will let you apply that same strength to more lucrative things.”

      “And by then, it will be too late. The apocalypse will have wiped out all institutions of higher education, rendering self improvement and mental development impossible, a thing of the past, a relic.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Then, when the zombies begin their march to decimate the world population, I’ll be unable to stop them, because I won’t understand the finer points of differential equations.” He shakes his head. “Oh boy, will I be sorry then.”

      “Very funny,” I say. “Let me know if you still think it’s funny when you’re eating soup from a can⁠—”

      “Down by the river?” I’ve missed his crooked smile.

      And I miss his dad, from whom he stole that smile. If Nate were here, he’d know how to get through to him. It feels like I’m banging my head against a brick wall. A dimpled, blue-eyed, fairly athletic brick wall, with beautiful, albeit too long, hair.

      Once we hit the easy-to-navigate state highways, I trade places with him and get back to work.

      “Do you really need to do that today?” Ethan asks. “It’s a Sunday.”

      “It is,” I say. “But I have no idea how much work we’ll be doing the rest of the week, or when I’ll have time. I promised I’d still bill fifty hours a week, even from the ranch. It’s going to be really hard to do that while watching four children and doing whatever else is required.”

      I don’t mention that our take-out options will be nonexistent, which means we’ll be cooking a lot more. Or that I have no idea whether this place will have a dishwasher, or trash service, or even how consistent the internet will be. That’s my biggest fear, right there. What if there’s no broadband? Reviewing all the documents the file clerks scan in without decent internet will easily take me twice as long.

      Just as I’m finishing up a memo for Jim, my phone rings. “I’m surprised I have service out here.” I’m not sure I recognize the number, but with all the details I rushed to finalize, I can’t really screen my calls. “Hello?”

      “Abby?”

      “Hey! Long time, Gus! How are you doing?” He’s finally called me back, hallelujah. I walk him through our problem, including how Ethan flipped out and threw his applications away in his grief. I forge ahead, even when Ethan stiffens. He has no one to blame but himself. He did freak out, and I’m positive it’s because of what happened to Nate.

      “Wow, I can’t believe he. . . I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “I swear that’s the only reason I’m asking for a favor—extenuating circumstances. Obviously I know that he’s way past the deadline for admission.”

      “The thing is, I’m not sure I can really help,” Gus says. “I mean, I could probably get him on the waitlist, if his test scores and GPA are good enough.”

      “He got a 1490 on the SAT,” I say. “He had a perfect score on the math, and he has mostly As. He did end up with a few Bs, but they’re all in honors classes at least. His one C was in sophomore English.”

      “That teacher hated me,” Ethan grumbles.

      “Losing his dad was rough, Gus. I’m not going to lie. I didn’t support him as well as I should have, either. If there is anything you can do, I’d be eternally grateful.”

      “Like I said, I can’t promise anything, but send me his stuff and I’ll do my best.”

      Better than I hoped for, honestly. I’d practically resigned myself to the fact that he’d be starting his post-secondary education at a community college. “Thanks.”

      I’m not sure whether he hangs up, or whether our reception cuts out, but either way, it was the call I’d been hoping to receive. It’s the reason we’re on our way here—to try and improve the future for my child, to get his motivation back. I’d do most anything, adjust most any plan, repair issues on the fly, and work into the wee hours of the night to do that.

      But with the packing for a long trip last minute, and with the time it took to prepare to leave the office for months, I didn’t sleep much last night. I suppose that’s why I fall asleep. When Ethan nudges me awake, the sun is already low in the sky. I rub my eyes and look around.

      “Manila town limits,” a sign reads. “Population 365.”

      “Whoa,” Gabe says. “That’s a lot.”

      I suppress my laugh.

      “It’s a lot if you’re talking about days,” Ethan says. “It would be a lot of Skittles. But as far as people living in a town go, three hundred and sixty-five is pretty small, buddy.”

      He’s right. It is small. Smaller than I realized.

      But I can do anything for one summer, right?

      “I’m hungry,” Gabe says. “Are we almost there?”

      “We’re close,” I say. “Really close.” Although, I’m not sure what kind of dining options there will be at the actual farmhouse—since it’s been uninhabited for three weeks. When Mr. Swift overnighted me the key, I didn’t think to check in with him on the state of the premises. It all happened too quickly for better planning.

      The word ‘market’ catches my eye and I point. “We should probably try and buy some groceries. At least some milk and cereal and bread.”

      “Where?” Ethan glances over at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Pull in there.” I’m already pointing, but I wiggle my hand around so he notices.

      “Mom, you’re clearly still tired. That’s a hardware store.” Ethan scoffs. “See? True Value.”

      “And it says ‘market’ below it.” I slug him on the shoulder. “That’s their grocery store, I’d bet money on it. A town of under 400 wouldn’t support a bigger one.”

      His skepticism remains, but he does as I ask and parks in front.

      All the kids pour out of the car. It’s times like this, when we’ve been cooped up inside a moving vehicle for three hours, that it feels like I have more than four children. “Guys, I’m going to pick up some stuff I think we may need.” I drop my voice, but make sure Izzy and Ethan are listening. “Why don’t you see if there’s a bathroom and make sure the little ones go?” The best thing in my life is having older children. It makes caring for the younger ones so much more manageable.

      Ethan and Izzy nod, far less peppy than they were three hours ago, which makes sense, as it’s eight-thirty in Houston, and we all woke up at five this morning.

      “Mom,” Izzy says. “Don’t go crazy. That car’s already packed like Gabe’s lunch box.”

      My kids pack their own lunches for school, and Gabe has a tendency to get carried away. Like, most mornings he almost can’t close his zipper. “I’ll be mindful.” But in a new place, with four kids to care for, I’d be remiss if I didn’t get enough for us to eat. My phone says we’re still twenty minutes away. It’s not going to be a quick jaunt into town, even for groceries from a hardware store.

      There’s a surprisingly robust selection of food options, thankfully. I mean, all the aisles could fit into the clothing section of an H-E-B, but so could a lot of full grocery stores. By the time I reach the checkout, my cart’s almost full.

      “Mom.” Ethan probably says my name more than anyone else, but he has at least a dozen different inflections. This one means, You have lost your mind. Again.

      “You’ll be thanking me when we get there and there’s nothing to eat except the squashed fruit snacks at the bottom of Gabe’s bag.” I just hope there’s a functioning refrigerator, or we’re going to be eating a lot of frozen pizzas and toaster strudel in the next few hours.

      “I’m not holding all that on my lap,” Ethan says.

      “Always the gentleman,” Izzy quips.

      Sometimes I’m really proud of her for roasting him. It hasn’t been easy to come after him in the family order—he’s not always the most considerate brother. He loves her, but he’s a little abrasive.

      “What I mean is, of course I’ll hold it on my lap, unless you want me to drive,” Ethan says.

      And that’s when I’m the most proud of him. He says what he thinks, all the time, but often, once he hears the words out loud, he amends his declarations. Not everyone can do that. His dad was like that—he’d admit when he was wrong and acknowledge it publicly.

      I pay, and we’re out the door. It takes almost five minutes to get all the kids and all the groceries squeezed into the car, but with the sun setting, I’d rather not try and find a place to buy dinner. Ethan lets me pile him up with stuff, including a rather precarious stack of produce. At least no one argues with me or begs for McDonald’s. With four kids and more than fourteen hours of travel under our belts, it’s a small miracle.

      “I’ll hurry,” I promise.

      The sun has lit the entire sky an orangey pink by the time we’re cruising down the street off which the ranch is set. Ethan’s so excited that we’re close that he’s belting “On Top of the World” by Imagine Dragons. It’s making it hard to think, much less hear The Jetsons in the back.

      “Cut it out,” Izzy says.

      He ignores her.

      “We’re almost there,” I say.

      “Shut up, Ethan!” Whitney throws something—not sure what—that knocks the bag of apples sideways. They roll off Ethan’s lap and spill all over the center console. One rolls down into the floorboard.

      “Guys!”

      “Sorry, Mom!” Whitney says. “But Ethan won’t shut up and I can’t hear.”

      I slow way down so that I can grab the apple. It’s totally unsafe to have anything anywhere near the pedals on the car. I finally end up stopping in the middle of the road while I rummage around for it. I’m lucky this road has no traffic on it.

      My hand finally wraps around the shiny, smooth skin. “Ha, ha!” After I sit up again, I look around to make sure it’s clear for me to drive.

      There aren’t any other cars, but there is a tall, shirtless man mowing the front lawn of a small white farmhouse. It may not be that warm outside, but his body still glistens with sweat. I can’t look away from the defined pecs, the bunched biceps, and the washboard stomach. Ohmygoodness, I’m too old to go entirely blank when I see someone who’s magazine centerfold hot. I’m sure he’s young enough to be⁠—

      But then he looks up, and I realize he’s not young at all. He’s close to my age. And he’s staring right at me staring back at him, and he has no idea that I wasn’t staring at him the entire time we were stopped. My foot slams against the gas pedal and we shoot forward, but he waves in spite of my quick departure. I wonder whether this man, who must be a relatively close neighbor, could see through the window and might recognize my face. I really hope not.

      The sun has dropped so low that there’s barely a golden glow when we crest the ridge and turn into the driveway my map is bleating at me to take, and my heart has finally settled down to a sustainable rate. “I think this is it, guys.”

      All four kids sit up and turn toward the ranch. Someone even pauses the stupid Jetsons and eliminates the infernal and obnoxious noise. None of them say a word.

      I don’t blame them. Bathed in golden sunset, with a backdrop of some of the prettiest, pine-ringed mountains I’ve ever seen, the whole thing is like a scene right out of a movie. There’s a sprawling farmhouse at the top of the drive, with a smaller, more modest house a few dozen yards to the left of it. Beyond the house, there’s a large brown barn. It looks fifty years old, but I’m sure the harsh winters weather the wood quickly out here. It’s not dilapidated or falling down, so that’s good. Past the barn are two more outbuildings, one of which is a smaller red barn with white trim, and one that looks in this lighting like a metal building. That’s probably the storage building mentioned in the will description.

      “Wow,” Whitney says. “It’s so pretty.”

      “Yeah, I like that red barn. I call it,” Gabe says.

      Ethan laughs. “You can’t call a barn, buddy. Sorry.”

      “Why not?” He doesn’t even wait for a reply before asking, “Can I call the animals inside it?”

      Izzy rolls her eyes. “You can’t call any of that.”

      “What about the little house? No one else will even want that.” Gabe’s voice grows whinier by the minute once we pass seven o’clock. . .Texas time. He’s probably almost at maximum capacity by now.

      Uncle Jed must have lived in the nicer house, which means that smaller one probably hasn’t been cared for or cleaned or maintained. “We’ll have to check it out later,” I say. “If it’s as big a mess as I’m worried it might be, no one will want it.”

      His little face falls, and it’s so pathetic.

      “I’m sorry, bud, but when we get inside, you can call a room. How’s that?”

      “Fine.” He presses his nose against the glass, and it’s cooled down enough outside that it fogs up from his breath.

      I park in the circular drive that loops right in front of the maroon farmhouse. The maroon paint looks fine, but the white trim is peeling. “That trim would look so much nicer if it were repainted—maybe in navy blue.”

      “There’s a chimney,” Izzy says. “I wonder if it’ll be cold enough for a fire.”

      “It’s cold enough now,” Whitney says. “Look at the glass.” She points at where Gabe’s breath has fogged it up.

      “I doubt it’s cold enough for a fire,” I say.

      “Let’s find out.” Ethan opens the door, and cooler air rushes in.

      But not cold. Definitely not fire weather.

      “Maybe we could light a fire outside,” Ethan says. “Roast some hotdogs and marshmallows.”

      “I didn’t buy any of that,” I say. “But we have a whole summer ahead of us. I’m sure we can do it soon enough.”

      “This is awesome.” Whitney opens the door.

      Gabe shoves past her, knocking two boxes of cereal and a bunch of bananas to the caliche-rock ground. “Sorry.” But he doesn’t slow down. He has a room to claim, after all.

      I grab two gallons of milk and my purse and march up the porch steps. I stop dead in my tracks when I hear an unfamiliar low noise.

      “Everyone stop,” I say.

      The kids freeze, thankfully.

      They notice it too. “It’s a dog,” Whitney says.

      “A border collie,” I say. “Or at least, I think it is. It’s black and white. I suppose it could be an Australian Shepherd.”

      “Is it Uncle Jed’s dog?” Ethan asks.

      “Mr. Swift didn’t mention a dog,” I say. “But he didn’t say much about animals other than the cows.”

      I set both gallons of already-sweating milk down and rummage around for my key. It takes me a moment to find the large golden key, but now that I have it, it’s time to approach the very unfriendly looking dog.

      “I thought Border Collies were nice,” Izzy says. “They’re really common farm dogs.”

      “Assume every dog is a threat until you know it,” Ethan says.

      “Does anyone have the sandwich meat?” I look around.

      Izzy nods. “I think I do. Hang on.” She shifts a few things and then digs in her bags. “Yes.” She tosses it to me.

      The dog’s head whips up at the movement, its eyes finally looking interested.

      “Is it sick?” Whitney asks. “Why is it just lying there and growling?”

      “Maybe it’s sad,” Gabe says. “If it’s Uncle Jed’s dog.”

      It took a seven-year-old to figure that out. Now that he’s mentioned it, I’m positive he’s right. “I wonder if anyone has been feeding it.” I crouch down and approach slowly, extending my hand with a few pieces of turkey in it.

      The dog begins to growl again.

      I pause.

      It relaxes and I move closer again.

      “Maybe we should get a hotel,” Ethan says. “We can call Mr. Swift in the morning.”

      “Let’s see,” I say. “We just need to show it that we’re not scary.” I shift a little closer. “Here you go boy, or girl. We’re the nice family that has come for the summer.”

      It lifts its head a little and whimpers. The sound kind of presses on my heart. That’s how I felt after Nate died.

      “You’re okay, boy. I swear you are.” I toss the turkey and he snaps it up. “See? Nothing will fix it, but food helps.” In my scariest move yet, I reach out and pat his fluffy head. He whines again, this time for longer. “I’m going to move you over, okay? So that we can go inside.”

      He whimpers, but doesn’t object when I shift him over and slide the key into the lock. It turns smoothly, and we’re in. Every single one of my kids crouches down and pats the dog on the head, but he simply drops his face back down over his paws and closes his eyes.

      “Is he okay?” Gabe asks.

      “I think he’s just sad,” I say. “I’ll make sure to grab some food for him tomorrow. He doesn’t look emaciated, so I bet someone is feeding him, but it can’t hurt.”

      Once we’ve determined nothing can be done for the dog this moment, the kids’ enthusiasm about the new place returns. Ethan jogs through the door. “First one in the house!”

      Gabe shoots past him like a cockroach fleeing the light. “I call the best room. The best one!”

      “You can’t do that,” Whitney says. “It’s not specific enough. You have to see the room, and be standing inside of it, and then say ‘I call this room.’”

      In the time we spent on the dog, the sun set and now it’s pitch black. It feels like an eternity of fumbling around with the flashlights on our phones before Izzy finds a light switch, but once it’s on, the children all disappear. Except, instead of hiding, they’re searching. The rest of them may be too old to insist as obnoxiously as Gabe, but picking the best room matters to all of them.

      They can’t call the master, because they’ll lose it, but they need to suss out which of the remaining rooms is the best faster than everyone else, or they’ll be stuck. “There are six bedrooms, and only five of us, so don’t stress. You’ll all have a place.”

      Luckily the fridge works fine, although judging from the fusty smell, I did not buy nearly enough baking soda. It’s not the only thing that needs to be cleaned, either. The once-cream linoleum counters probably weren’t ever works of art, but now it’s hard to tell what’s stained with dirt that can be removed, and what’s age-stained. I find rags in a drawer near the sink, and the water is on, luckily. I put away the groceries in the mostly bare cabinets, wipe down the counters, and locate the very vintage plates and bowls and utensils. They’re dusty, but once I rinse them off, serviceable.

      “Guys, let’s bring our things inside and then eat something.” I preheat the oven. One thing everyone will always eat is frozen pizza. I’ve never had the brand they sold at the hardware store, but how different can frozen pizza really be?

      “I want the room with the big bay window,” Izzy says.

      “You know what a bay window is?” I’m shocked.

      “When I stayed at Elizabeth’s last month, her mom took us to see some model homes.”

      “Are they moving?”

      Izzy shrugs. “I don’t think so, but her mom loves to look at shiny, new houses.”

      “She’d hate this one.” I laugh.

      “I love it,” Gabe says. “Look what I found!” He hoists a dead mouse up in the air. “It’s like the coolest stuffed animal I’ve ever seen.”

      “Drop that right now,” I say.

      “Oh no!” Whitney shrieks. “It’s a mouse! It’s dead!”

      Ethan, out of nowhere, slaps it with his hand and sends it flying across the room. My heart feels like it’s going to pound its way out of my chest, and I keep shivering involuntarily, but at least it’s not alive.

      Although, where there are dead mice. . .

      I make everyone wash their hands, and then we clear the other rooms one by one to ensure no other dead rodents are hiding, waiting to be played with. My appetite’s gone, but everyone else seems perfectly happy to dig into the pizza, which is finally ready. This oven probably needs to be replaced. It’s green inside, which was my first clue, but it takes almost twice as long as the box said it should to cook the pizza, which means it’s probably not heating properly. At least everyone eats it.

      And in spite of the depressed dog and the dead mouse, they’re all in good spirits. After dinner, we spend twenty minutes and finally succeed in luring the dog inside.

      “What if he’s not housebroken?” Izzy asks.

      “I suppose we’ll lure him out the same way.” He’s still lying on the ground, more like a rug than a dog.

      “Good thing you got those groceries, Mom,” Ethan says.

      He doesn’t often praise me for doing simple things. It feels nice.

      “Thanks for dinner,” Whitney says. “I liked the pizza. It tasted like crackers with pizza sauce and cheese.”

      I pick up a piece of cold pizza and take a bite. She’s not wrong. The crust does remind me of saltine crackers. “I’m glad you liked it.”

      Once the kids have all unpacked their things into blessedly empty dressers, they brush their teeth and head for bed. Not even Ethan argues with me—the beauty of the time change, I suppose. We’re all tired. I’m locking the front door when I see headlights. You’d think the dog would be barking, but he just lies there. “You’re kind of useless,” I mutter.

      I peer out the window at the approaching car, watching as it parks in front of the small house. The lights shut off, leaving everything dark, but I’m positive that it’s two men who climb out. My heart’s racing, but I can’t go to sleep knowing there are two intruders right outside.

      Who are they, why are they here, and how do I get them to leave?

      I consider waking Ethan, because at least he looks like an adult male, but I can’t do it. He’s only seventeen—still a baby. If there’s danger, I won’t send my minor son out to face it. I fumble around on the counter in the dark until I find my cell phone. It only has one bar, and I’m not even sure who I’d call out here. Does 911 work when you’re in the middle of nowhere? What if I lose reception entirely? Every cell in my body screams for me to run and hide, but the mother inside of me keeps me moving.

      I force myself to unlock the front door and debate about turning on the porch light. In the end, I decide it’s better to see what I’m dealing with than to try and sneak up on them. After all, what would I do if I did surprise them? Try and punch them?

      They’d probably laugh.

      When the light flips on, both men swear. They look. . .shocked to see me. If I had to guess, I’d say they’re both in their mid twenties, or possibly early thirties.

      I make my voice as loud and as self-assured as I can muster. “I know this place has been vacant, but it’s not any more. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “Leave?” one of them asks.

      The taller of the two says, “But we live here.”

      “Not anymore, you don’t,” I say. “I’m sorry if this is inconvenient, but we’re Jedediah’s relatives and we’re going to be staying here for a while.”

      “You don’t want us to help with the ranch anymore?” the tall one asks.

      Uh. “You’re ranch hands?” Is that what they’re called? What if that’s an offensive term? “You work here?”

      “I’m Kevin,” the taller one says.

      “And I’m Kevin’s better-looking brother, Jeff.” The shorter one lifts his hand up to his forehead in some kind of cowboy salute.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I say. “I didn’t realize.” Mr. Swift said we couldn’t hire someone to run it for us, but he failed to mention there was already (hopefully) competent help on the premises. “I’ll rest much easier knowing you’re here, actually. Please, carry on. I’m sorry I came out here and fussed.”

      “We’ll likely be up before sunrise in the morning to rotate the water and move the cows, but as soon as you’re awake, come find us,” Kevin says. “We’ll be done by lunch time, and happy to show you around a bit.”

      What a relief. “Do you know if the dog we found is Jed’s?”

      “Roscoe?” Jeff asks. “Yeah, he’s not doing too well.”

      He could say that again. “He barely seems to move.”

      “We keep putting food out, but he hardly eats it.” He spits. Gross.

      “He did eat some turkey from our hands,” I say.

      “Maybe he’ll perk up, now that you’re here,” Kevin says. “That’d be great.”

      Oh good. Another thing to worry about. “Let’s hope.” I wave. “Sorry for being a little hostile. Have a great night.”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      As I turn out the porch light and lock up again, I feel pretty foolish. I should’ve known someone would be here. It’s not like three hundred and fifty cows would be fine all by themselves on a ranch for weeks. All in all, this isn’t my dream setup, but at least we have a big old house to ourselves. Five people sharing two bathrooms will be tight, but we’ll survive. We might even look back on it and find it’s just what we needed. I keep seeing little Roscoe in my mind and wondering if that’s how we’ve looked to the rest of the world.

      Maybe it’s time for all of us to sit up and start living again.
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      My first thought, in terms of adding a real world angle, was to road trip from New York to this cattle ranch. However, when I put it into a map online, it said it would take about thirty-two hours. That’s without figuring in detours and bathroom breaks, etc.

      When I imagined what the rental car, not to mention my hips, would look like after thirty-two hours of gas station donuts and Pringles. . . I booked us tickets to Salt Lake City. It’s not a place I thought I’d ever go. I’m not a big skier or hiker, so what’s the point?

      When Mr. Swift told me that my husband apparently spent every summer in Manila, Utah, population under 400, I almost didn’t believe him. It’s not like I could call his parents to ask—they passed away the year before I met Paul, when his younger brother Nate was just starting law school.

      No matter how hard I try, I cannot see Paul on a ranch, tending cows, or whatever you do with them. Are they like sheep? Do you stand around watching them with a staff? The extent of my knowledge about ranching comes from a handful of Hallmark movies where a character goes to a ranch. Usually the person who travels there has to carry a heavy grain bag and ends up spilling it somewhere. Bucolic creatures come over to eat it, and there’s always poop on the main character’s shoe. Eventually a developer always shows up, sniffing around, trying to buy up the land to fill it with GAPs and Starbucks stores. (In the middle of nowhere, yes.)

      Wouldn’t that be nice?

      But we couldn’t even sell it for a whole year, not if we want to keep the proceeds.

      Ugh.

      At least I pack smarter than the idiots on those Hallmark movies. I packed two pairs of boots, two pairs of sneakers, one of them quite old and worn out, and several pairs of my tiredest looking jeans. I even found a flannel shirt in the back of my closet. When I inevitably have to haul a heavy bag of pig food, I’ll be sure to put it on.

      I booked a nonstop flight, but thanks to some lousy weather over our planned flight path, or so they say, it takes two flights, with a miserable two-hour layover in Denver, before we reach Salt Lake. At least it’s not hot or muggy when we deplane. And thank heavens for phones—my girls spent both flights doing who knows what on their tiny screens.

      I came up with a whole list of possible promotional photo ideas with the images Heather sent me. It’s hard to tell exactly how the product will look from a picture, of course, so they’re subject to change. Heather assured me that the actual clothing pieces would arrive at the ranch in the next few days. In the meantime, I’ve got a half dozen things I had promised to push back until June, so I can start with them. It’ll be a little bit hard to mention the newest dating app way out here, but maybe I can turn it into kind of a joke that highlights what a remote place I’m in.

      “Are we close?” Maren asks. “Because my battery’s almost dead.”

      “It’s quite a drive from here,” I admit. “But I have the rental car booked, and I’m sure you can charge it in the car.”

      Maren blinks. “Really?”

      It’s not her fault—we’ve never had a car. It’s not as if the subway makes recharging simple.

      “I bet it’s a pretty drive,” Emery says. “I’m excited.”

      Maren mutters something under her breath that makes Emery wilt. I wish she’d stop doing that. It’s not a crime to be an optimist. “Let’s go grab our bags.”

      We’re only planning to stay for a few weeks, but you’d never know it from the volume of luggage. Part of that is my fault—I have no idea what to expect, and when I don’t know, I over prepare. Even with one of the pay-for-use-carts, it’s hard to pile all of our things up in a way that we can easily navigate. And by the time we reach the rental car kiosk, the line of people waiting is already quite long.

      Maren’s phone dies, and I really wish I’d thought to bring one of those power banks. If they weren’t so heavy, I would have.

      “We’ll be headed back way before my cheer camp, right?” Maren spears me with one of her most obnoxious looks. “Because Greta’s going to the Hamptons every weekend and I promised her that⁠—”

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “We’ll be back with plenty of time for you to do cheer camp and waste time with your friends.”

      “How long are we planning to stay?” Emery asks.

      I can’t imagine we’ll last more than two weeks. “A week or two at most.”

      “Thank goodness.” Maren looks up at the ceiling. “If Greta stops inviting me to things and becomes friends with Lark instead because we stay too long, I’ll never talk to you again.”

      It might do Maren a little good to find some new friends, but I don’t bother suggesting that. Finally it’s our turn.

      “How can you not have any SUVs left? I reserved one last week. I have the confirmation right here.”

      “We had a mechanical issue with a Tahoe,” the lady behind the counter says. “And then our Expedition wasn’t returned on time.”

      “What am I supposed to do, then?”

      “Well, we have a full-size van⁠—”

      Maren groans.

      “Or we can offer you a sedan.”

      “I paid a premium for the SUV,” I say.

      “Which we will absolutely refund you for.” Her perky smile is not improving my mood.

      I glance back at our monumentally large pile of suitcases and bags. “Do you think all of that will fit in a sedan?”

      The woman’s face tells me what I need to know.

      “You don’t have anything else, other than a full-size van?”

      She shakes her head slowly.

      A full-size van, like the mom from the Brady Bunch probably had to drive. I sigh. “Fine. I guess give me the van.”

      “Make sure it’s not in any of the photos.” Maren’s cackle isn’t very attractive.

      “Look, girls, sometimes things don’t go as you planned, and you just have to roll with it.”

      “Nice pun, Mom,” Emery says.

      “Oh my gosh,” Maren says. “Are you kidding?”

      But fifteen minutes later, I’m bouncing around in the driver seat of the van, my hands wrapped around the enormous steering wheel at ten and two, wondering if I’ll really be alright, driving this for three hours. I should’ve arranged a shuttle or something.

      “How long has it been since you drove something?” Maren’s right eyebrow’s hoisted almost to her hairline. “Because you don’t look very. . .competent.”

      “It’s fine.” It takes me a few miles to settle in, but I only clip one curb, and the tire doesn’t even go flat.

      “We’re going to die,” Maren says. “And no one will even know where we are. They’ll never find our bodies.”

      “Stop being such a drama queen,” Emery says. “There’s no one out here to hear you anyway.”

      I don’t snort, but I want to. I love when Emery shows a little bit of fire.

      It takes us nearly four hours to reach Manila, which only reassures me that a road trip would have been a terrible mistake. What’s worse is that we only stopped once and it still took me that long. I’ve forgotten how to drive—I’m a nervous wreck, being passed the whole way. “Finally,” I say. “We’re only twenty minutes away.”

      “If you didn’t drive like a grandma, we’d have been here an hour ago.” Maren yawns.

      Is it bad that I want to spank my fifteen-year-old daughter on the first day of our trip? Probably. “Your grandmother drives like a maniac, which is precisely why I drive so safely.”

      “Safely, huh? Or. . .” Maren coughs. “Slowly.”

      “Same thing,” I say. “And if you ever learn to drive, I’ll be sure to teach you to copy me.”

      “Not a chance.”

      We breeze past downtown Manila in thirty seconds, even going twenty-five miles an hour. “Wow, that’s a small town.”

      “It’s cute, though,” Emery says.

      She has always been my cheerful child, but the flip side to the highest highs is that she usually has the lowest lows, too. It’s nice to see her in such a happy mood. Looks like this trip might be great for more than just me. Now if I could only get Maren to stop grumping about every single thing. . . That would be a miracle.

      The GPS on my phone bings to tell me that we’ve arrived, but we’re at the end of what appears to be a long driveway. It’s not dirt—it’s covered in small, packed white rocks, at least, but they’re not very smooth. The van bounces and jostles and whumps so badly that I finally slow to a crawl. Up ahead, there’s a very old Corolla parked in front of a tiny house.

      I sincerely hope that’s not the ‘generous farmhouse’ Mr. Swift indicated was part of the property.

      The car must be something Uncle Jed left behind—I wonder whether it even runs. I’m not sure whether it would be worse for me to drive that old tin can around town, or this enormous school bus. I slowly creep around it, and as I do, I see a much larger, almost sprawling farmhouse at the top of the rise, thank goodness. Beyond the farmhouse are a large brown barn, a huge metal building, and a cute little red barn with chickens scratching around on the ground beside it.

      The breathtaking mountains that rise up on either side in the background almost make this whole drive worth it. I put the car in park and hop out, unwilling to miss the chance to snap some photos of this view. I frame up the larger, maroon farmhouse with the wrap around front porch, with the sun behind it. I snap a handful of shots from two angles, one of them disguising the badly peeling trim paint, and hop back into the car. I can’t help editing them quickly while the car idles. I’m delighted to notice there’s a bright red chicken on the front porch, and another white one off to the side of the house that really frame up the whole thing.

      “Mom, really? You can edit those later. We’re going to be here for a week, at least.”

      “I’m surprised you even noticed we stopped,” Emery says.

      “The cell reception here sucks,” Maren says.

      “Now I get it.” Emery’s smile is adorable, especially when she’s making fun of Maren.

      I climb back in. “Alright, you two, I’m going to park and get this house unlocked, and then we’ll look around and see what we’ve gotten ourselves into.”

      “Are we going to eat?” Maren asks. “Because I’m starving.”

      “Of course we will,” I say. “Let’s get our stuff inside, and then we’ll find someplace that makes something in town.”

      “Another twenty minutes away?” Maren’s whining is starting to grate on me, badly.

      “Just grab your stuff,” I snap. “And stop complaining every single second.”

      Her eyes widen, but she listens. Thankfully.

      “The air is so nice,” Emery says. “It smells like. . .”

      “Mountains,” Maren says.

      Then the wind shifts and it smells like. . .manure. Ugh.

      I sling my laptop bag over my shoulder and heft both my huge suitcases to the ground. Ideally, I’d haul them both in, but with the front porch steps, that’s unlikely to end well. I settle for grabbing just one. The heavy base whams on every single stair, but eventually I reach the top. My purse is stuck under my laptop bag, and the key Mr. Swift overnighted is in the front pocket of my purse. I try sliding my hand around the laptop bag to pull it out, but everything gets all jumbled and I end up dropping it and nearly falling on my face. The rental car agreement gets jostled and flies out, and the wind takes things from there. It’s halfway across the porch and still moving.

      Emery stomps on it.

      That sequence of bizarre happenings is probably why I didn’t notice the minivan pulling up the drive, but it’s hard to miss when it stops right behind our monstrously large white passenger van. Who on earth could be⁠—

      It’s Abigail.

      I think back to our text conversation. I told her I was passing. Didn’t she say she wasn’t coming either? So what’s she doing here? Mr. Swift didn’t mention anyone else was coming. I worry that the old Corolla belongs to yet another relative.

      Abby’s hair falls in beautiful, darkening layers over her shoulders as she opens the door of the minivan and steps out. Of course she’s wearing a perfectly pressed pant suit and smiling at me, as though my presence here is a mystery and not the other way around.

      “Amanda?” When her eyebrows pull together, a tiny crease forms between them. “I thought you said you were passing.”

      “I got the impression from all your laughing emojis that you were, too,” I say.

      Her laugh is just as loud and unbridled as I recall. “Well, I certainly wanted to, but apparently my kids had other plans.”

      It must be Ethan who climbs out of the sliding door on the minivan, but he looks like he’s twenty-something, not seventeen. His hair’s longish and dark blond, and it falls naturally across his ridiculously handsome face. His sky blue eyes, his golden tan, and his dimpled smile are a powerful combination—he looks like a California surfer. He couldn’t be more out of place here, in the middle of the wilderness.

      I almost feel sorry for Abby. He looks as charismatic as Paul, which means he’s bound to be just as self-centered. I imagine she hasn’t had an easy time dealing with him since Nate died.

      “How long are you planning to stay?” I ask.

      “The entire summer,” she says. “We arrived last night.”

      “We’re only here for a week or two,” Maren says. “Thank goodness.” Her exhalation of air puffs her hair up around her face.

      More kids are pouring out of the minivan. I’m always a little stressed out when Abby’s around. Her kids are very polite, for children, but there are so many of them. “Maren!” Izzy is so much taller. If she didn’t have the same shock of short blonde hair that she had at Paul’s funeral, I might not recognize her at all. She races around Ethan and barrels toward Maren.

      My daughter’s eyes widen in something close to mortification. Good for Izzy. Maren could use a good slap, but maybe some excited normal adolescent behavior will help. When Izzy plows into her, knocking Maren’s phone out of her hands and sending it clattering against the wood slats of the porch, Emery snickers.

      “Wait, Emery?” Abby asks. “You’ve become so stunningly beautiful! You got your braces off and your teeth look amazing.” She climbs the steps and hugs a delighted Emery.

      Meanwhile, Whitney and Gabe are pushing past Ethan on their way to hug us too. I forgot how touchy-feely their entire family is. I brace myself seconds before Whitney hugs me around the waist. I hope her hands aren’t sticky.

      “Aunt Mandy,” Whitney says. “It’s so nice to see you.” She certainly hasn’t gotten braces yet. Her teeth look like a jumbled deck of cards, with several pointing at odd angles.

      “It’s nice to see you too.” I pat her back, trying my best not to be awkward. I don’t even hug my own daughters very often—whenever someone grabs me and hugs me without asking, it always feels like a violation. Why do kids get a pass?

      Gabe, unlike his sisters, hangs back, hovering near the bottom step. “Aunt Mandy?”

      “She married Dad’s brother,” Ethan says.

      Gabe blinks. “Dad’s brother was named Uncle Paul.” If I hadn’t heard him try to speak as a toddler, I might not notice, but the careful way he forms his words reminds me that he was severely speech delayed. He’s made excellent progress. “But Uncle Paul is dead. So she’s not actually related to us?”

      Ethan cringes. “No, Gabe, don’t say⁠—”

      “It’s alright,” I say. “Don’t worry about it. You and I aren’t blood related, no, but my children are your first cousins.” I can’t quite bring myself to say that I love him the same as if he was part of my family. I’ve never been very good at lying convincingly.

      Gabe nods as if he’s weighing my words. He’s a strange seven-year-old. “It’s nice to meet you, Aunt Mandy.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Gabriel.”

      That earns me a smile, and it actually makes me smile in return. He’s odd, but he’s also pretty cute with his mussed, wheaten hair and angelic blue eyes.

      “Have you seen the chickens yet?” Whitney asks.

      Izzy hops up and down on the balls of her feet. “Or the goats?”

      “There are goats?” Emery’s eyes light up.

      “Why am I not surprised there are goats?” Maren asks. “Can we go inside already? I really need to charge my phone. The car charger wasn’t working right. It kept kicking on and off.”

      “You may not be very happy with the cell phone reception,” Abby says. “It’s pretty spotty.”

      “Have you tried connecting to the WiFi?” I ask. “Enabling WiFi calling did wonders for us when we were staying in Brussels⁠—”

      “There isn’t any WiFi.” Abby’s lips compress tightly and her nostrils flare, like she’s telling me the entire world is suffering from typhoid fever.

      “No WiFi?” Maren sounds like she can’t believe it either.

      A tall man on the side of the porch clears his throat. “Reception is rough in this entire area, but there’s a pretty decent spot up on the top of the hill.” He points. “Old Jed jokingly called it his office.”

      “This is Kevin,” Abby says. “He’s one of the two ranch hands who’ve been running things for a while, now.”

      “I started here four years ago,” Kevin says. “Jeff’s my brother—he started a year before me. He’s finishing up with moving the water, but he’ll be back in a few.”

      “That’s a relief,” Maren says. “I thought we were going to have to do the farm work ourselves.”

      “We will,” Ethan says, “if we want to fulfill the requirements of the bequest.”

      “How do you know?” Maren asks.

      “I read the will,” Ethan says, “and I intend to fulfill every single one.”

      Oh, yeah. He’s going to give Abby a lot of headaches. “Well, that’s wonderful,” I say.

      But in reality, it kind of pisses me off. I mean, I don’t want to stay here any longer than I must, and I don’t really care whether it gets sold to fund alien research. But I hate the idea that Abby’s family will inherit the entire thing. It’s probably my mom’s fault. If she hadn’t put me in all those stupid beauty pageants as a kid, I wouldn’t have such a stubbornly competitive streak.

      “What would we have to do?” Emery asks. “If we want to help?”

      “Uncle Jed appointed three men to supervise, and at least two out of three have to agree that we’ve assisted with each of the specified ranch activities,” Abby says. “They’re his friends, or at least people he trusted.”

      “Presumably,” I say.

      “Well, I don’t know any of them, obviously, but I asked Kevin and Jeff about them.”

      “I know them all,” Kevin says. “This is a pretty small area, so most everybody knows everybody else.”

      “Are they nice? Are they good people?” I’m not sure why I’m asking. There’s no chance we’ll actually stick around to complete any of the assignment that insane old man set for us.

      “The first guy’s named Steve Archer. He’s a horse trainer who broke most of the horses out in the barn.” Kevin tosses his head, sending his shaggy hair rippling.

      “Who’s the second?” Maren’s paying a little too much attention.

      Probably because, even though he’s got to be twenty-something, Kevin’s relatively good-looking in a country kind of way. “Eddy Dutton, the local vet. Everyone loves Eddy. And then the last one is Jed’s best friend, Vernon Ellingson.”

      “Who’s that, again?” Abby asks. “He’s the one I don’t remember.”

      “You don’t remember him because he had a stroke,” a man I assume is Jeff says from a ways off. His voice is rougher than Kevin’s, and he’s not nearly as handsome. I like him much better.

      “Wait, if he had a stroke, then⁠—”

      Jeff spits. “Mr. Swift told me his son Patrick would be filling in.” He doesn’t look very impressed, or maybe I’m misreading him. It’s hard to tell what someone’s thinking when they’re busy wiping their mouth on the sleeve of their shirt.

      “And Patrick?” Ethan asks. “You’ve said something about everyone. Is he not cool?”

      Jeff laughs.

      Kevin smirks. “I doubt you’d call Patrick cool, no. And I hear he wants to buy Birch Creek.”

      Whoa. That’s a plot twist.

      “It hardly seems fair if one of the people deciding whether we’ve complied with the terms is self interested,” Abby says.

      “Nice, Mom.” Ethan grins. “Slide right into lawyer mode and get that sucker kicked out.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Good try, but you already know it’s not going to matter.”

      Ethan’s brow furrows. “Oh, come on. You swore you’d at least consider it—try to make sure we meet all the requirements for the summer. That was the deal.”

      “I did agree to come,” Abby says, “but I didn’t agree that I’d spend a single second contesting will terms or arguing with the people appointed to run things.”

      Ethan jogs up the steps and slides a key into the lock. “If this guy ends up being a real pain, and you don’t⁠—”

      Maren dashes past him and through the door, but then she screams.

      “What’s wrong?” I drop my luggage and leap toward the door.

      “It’s just Roscoe,” Ethan says. “He doesn’t know Maren yet, and he didn’t like her racing in like that.”

      Abby walks past me, clearly not worried about the dog. “Come on in, Amanda. We’ll reconfigure and find you and your girls somewhere to stay this week.”

      Reconfigure? “Wait, you guys are staying here, in the same house as us?”

      She pauses in the doorway. “Of course we are—there isn’t anywhere else. The guest house is occupied.” She tosses her head at the two guys still standing on the porch outside. “I just went and had a few extra keys made at the local hardware store, which is why Ethan has one.”

      “And we got a lot more food.” Whitney’s grin is huge as she carries grocery bags into the kitchen and sets them on the table. Once she gets close, Roscoe quiets down. “Now that we know the fridge works, it’s safe to stock up.”

      I ditch my suitcases and follow Whitney inside.

      “How big is this place, exactly?” Maren’s still standing a few feet from the doorway, her eyes fixed on the black and white dog that’s lying under the kitchen table.

      “Really, don’t worry about him,” Ethan says. “He’s had a hard run, with his master dying, but he’s all growl and no bite.”

      “I’m less worried about us not having enough space and more concerned about the lack of WiFi,” Abby says. “But don’t worry. I already put in a call.”

      “Or three.” Ethan coughs.

      “Or three,” Abby agrees, “to the only local provider—Union Wireless.”

      “That’s smart,” Jeff says from the porch. “Now you’ll be at the top of their list when they come to Manila.”

      “Wait.” Abby pivots and steps back onto the porch. “Come to Manila?”

      Jeff frowns. “Right.”

      “What does that mean?”

      It’s like watching a train wreck happen.

      Kevin scratches his head. “I think they’ll be here in July. Or is it August? And when they come, they’ll probably do you first or second, since you’re calling them now.”

      “Do me?” Abby’s tone is the aural equivalent of someone holding a trash bag away from her body with two fingers. “They’ll. . .do what for me? Install the broadband they advertise. . .in July or August?” Her hand is shaking a bit, and her face looks flushed.

      “They usually come twice a year,” Kevin says from behind Jeff. “So you’re lucky it’s so close.” He actually looks delighted.

      Meanwhile, Abby’s coming unglued. Her face falls. Her lips are moving without any sound being created.

      “That’s a long time to go without internet,” I say. “You sure you’ll be staying here all summer?”

      “I. . .” Abby closes her eyes and runs her hand over her face. “I need internet every single day. It’s the only way I can work remotely.”

      “Mom, we’ll figure something out, I promise. Don’t freak out.” Ethan’s jogged out and come back, his arms full of groceries and his eyes genuinely concerned. Maybe he’s not as selfish as I remembered.

      “This is your fault,” Abby spits out, before she turns and ducks back out.

      Her other three kids, including little Gabe, all trudge from the trunk of her minivan, where they’re loading up with bags of stuff, to the kitchen. I usually have most everything delivered to our place on the East Side, but if I had to haul groceries in, I wonder whether either of my girls would lift a finger without being shouted at first.

      “Can I help you with your bags?” Ethan asks on his way back out. “Aunt Amanda?”

      “Right,” I say. “Sure.”

      He lugs them both in, his muscles straining, but he never complains. Something about that small gesture makes my eyes mist up. Paul might have been a self-centered jerk, but I do miss having someone to help out with the unwieldy things. It’s pathetic that I’m this emotional over something so stupid. I wipe at my eyes when no one’s watching.

      “There are six bedrooms,” Gabe says. “I got the best one, because there’s a little passageway that connects my closet to Ethan’s.” He looks like he really means it.

      “Oh, well, that is cool.”

      “Can your girls share a room?” Abby asks. “If so, I can put Whitney and Izzy together. You can have the Master, and I’ll take whichever room your girls don’t want.”

      “I am definitely not sharing with Emery,” Maren says. “She talks in her sleep.”

      Abby looks at me like I’m supposed to be doing or saying something.

      “I do,” Emery says. “I’m sorry.”

      “Oh.” Abby’s mouth dangles open stupidly.

      “I think if there are six rooms, three and three is an even split.”

      “There are two bathrooms,” Gabe says. “And a kitchen, and a living room, and another family room that’s full of books. But there’s not a very big pantry.”

      “Two bathrooms?” I exhale slowly.

      “They’re big ones,” Ethan says.

      “I suppose we’ll each take a bathroom?” I can’t keep the pained note out of my voice.

      “If that’s what you want,” Abby says.

      “It’s what’s fair,” I say. It’s not my fault she decided to have four kids. We shouldn’t be inconvenienced because of her decisions.

      “Oh no! Do I have to share with Ethan?” Gabe moans. “But there’s only one bed in there.”

      “I’m not super excited either, little guy, but maybe the girls will take that room.”

      “Mine has bunk beds,” Gabe says.

      “And a terrible view,” Ethan says. “Any chance you guys want the nice, big bed in mine?” He clasps his hands in front of him like he’s praying.

      “Whitney kicks,” Izzy says.

      “Kids,” Abby says.

      “Fine,” Izzy says. “But I want an extra pillow as a buffer.”

      They grumble a bit as they put the groceries away, but just like that, they all go along with it. Because Abby said the word ‘kids’ in a reproving tone. I need some of her super special mom potion or whatever has her kids being so nice to each other and so compliant with her.

      Abby and her kids vacate faster than I thought possible, and I’m putting my clothes away when I realize what a fast one she pulled. Since I took the Master bedroom, that means that every single time my kids need to use the bathroom, they’ll be traipsing through my room to do it. This is exactly the reason I’ve always struggled to deal with her. She acts all friendly and kind to your face, but somehow, she always seems to get the better deal while I always get the shaft.
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      When I was in grade school, I learned that a human can live three weeks without food, three days without water, and three minutes without air. I’ve since learned that’s not precisely true, but it’s also not ridiculously far off.

      Internet access is oxygen to me—at least with regards to working remotely.

      I’ve been without it for two days now.

      And I am not okay.

      It took me four tries on my cell phone to get one SMS message through to Robert. NO WIFI IN THE LAND TIME FORGOT. I’M SCREWED.

      I have no idea how long it took him to message me back, but I don’t receive his reply for almost half an hour.

      YOU’LL FIGURE SOMETHING OUT. YOU ALWAYS DO. TRY NOT TO STRESS. NO HARD AND FAST DEADLINES THIS WEEK.

      He’s trying to calm me down—what else can he really do? But I know as well as he does that the final round of depositions happens over the next few weeks. Thanks to the fallout from the dumb pandemic, they allow us to do them remotely in most instances, but I need to have the documents reviewed and indexed, and I need the questions prepped and ready.

      The internet company may say they won’t come until July or August, but every company is made up of people, and people can make exceptions. Maybe I can convince them to come sooner. But until then, I need to figure out some sort of workaround.

      A tap at my door distracts me. I drop my laptop on the pink polka dot and gold floral quilt that covers the old, creaky twin bed in my summer bedroom. My eyes don’t appreciate the decor, and my old back is still complaining that I gave up the king bed that had a mattress made this century. “Yeah?”

      The door swings open a foot or so. “Hey, Mom.” Ethan’s standing in the doorway, wearing the unsure look on his face that means he needs to ask for help.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong. Why do you always ask me that?”

      I suppress my laugh. “What do you need?”

      “I was hoping we could go over this list and make a plan.” He inhales sharply. “You’re really good at plans.”

      My heart swells. Apparently I really needed to hear that he liked something about me, even if he no longer trusts my advice on his education or my guidance for his future. “Alright.”

      “I bet the girls would want to be involved, and maybe Aunt Mandy⁠—”

      No way. I’m doing my level best to keep things cordial, but if she sticks around more than a week, I’m going to lose it. “She won’t be here very long.” I stand up and take the list from him. It’s a printout of the list of tasks, plus a more thorough list of daily tasks he’s added, presumably with Jeff’s and Kevin’s input. I’m kind of impressed with his initiative. “We shouldn’t bother her with this stuff.”

      “I know Uncle Paul died a few years before Dad, but she still looks really sad to me,” Ethan says.

      Oh, no, now I’m crying. I’m such a bad person—worrying only about myself and making my life easier. At least my kids are decent most of the time, and insightful, and kind. Maybe I’ll get bonus points in heaven for doing a moderately good job at making them better than I am myself.

      “Mom.” Ethan’s arms wrap around me a little stiffly, but I press my face against his broad chest. Sometimes, even with his height, it’s easy to forget how young he is. His frame is still spare—he lacks the bulk his dad had—but he’s also gotten so big.

      “It’s okay to be sad,” I say. “And I think you’re right. I think Aunt Mandy is probably still pretty sad. Maybe this week will be good for her.”

      “But keep Maren away from me,” Ethan says. “Because I swear I’m about an inch away from punching that brat.”

      I push backward, wiping my eyes. “Ethan Elijah Brooks.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Oh, please, Mom. I won’t actually do it.” He mutters under his breath. “Probably.”

      “If you ever hit a girl, your father would⁠—”

      “Are you sure she’s a girl?” His lopsided grin widens. “I think she might be a cyborg who’s in a committed relationship with her phone.”

      I slug him on the arm. “She’s a teenager growing up at a private school in New York City.”

      He sighs. “She never had a chance, I guess.”

      Not at being a normal person who can relate with the ordinary world. “She might be less prickly if you tried making friends. You could talk to her about something that matters to her.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know—social media?” None of my kids have accounts—I barely get on myself—but he could ask her about hers.

      “Talk to her about. . .oh wait, hang on.” Ethan turns his head like he’s listening to something outside, when I know very well that there’s no one calling for him. “Whoops, I think that’s Kevin. I better go see what he needs. There’s probably a tractor that needs repairs.” He’s out the door before I can even laugh. He may have a good heart, but he’s not Dr. Phil.

      Apparently escaping my attempts to force bonding with cousins was more important than making a plan.

      I pull the will out of my briefcase and grab a legal pad. There’s a calendar of major events and phases of ranch life, but I focus on the things listed for June and July. The main tasks, on the will list and per the information Ethan added, are driving the cows out to the Forestry land for the summer, prepping the meadows for hay, irrigating each of the hay meadows, and harvesting them in July and September for the alfalfa, and starting in August for the grass. Apparently that task goes into September, right until the cows return.

      The most nerve-wracking task we must certify as having done is driving all the cattle onto the Forest Service land. Mr. Swift mentioned something about coordinating with Ranger Dutton. I type a quick email to Mr. Swift on outlook on my phone asking for details on how to reach out to him, but the message won’t send until I find a place with better reception. The battery on my phone is already down to half—constantly scanning for service isn’t helping.

      How did Uncle Jed manage here without internet? Why didn’t Jeff and Kevin insist he bring in broadband? I was mostly kidding about this being the land time forgot, but my joke might have been painfully accurate. My current plan involves pinning Jeff and Kevin down so I can figure out exactly what we need to do to prepare for driving the cattle to the Forestry Land, and what we need to do in order to prep for hay and irrigate.

      But the top of the list is finding a place with internet I can steal until we can get it installed for ourselves.

      When I finally leave my room, Maren’s poking haphazardly at her phone, which is attached to a charger.

      No other kids are around, but I know Ethan went outside. When I duck out there, I see Emery, Whitney, and Izzy, with Gabe trotting along behind them, on their way to the barn. “Be careful around the horses,” I say.

      “Mom, we know,” Izzy says.

      She’s had two years of English horseback lessons once a week, and she thinks she’s going to be the next rodeo queen.

      “Does she like horses?”

      I startle at the voice, but when I look for the speaker, I don’t see anyone nearby.

      Kevin stands up, and I realize he was behind a metal water trough that’s turned on its side. “They all seem pretty excited about the animals, and our horses are pretty good, but they’re still twelve hundred pound animals.”

      “She’s taken lessons for a few years.”

      “Which one?”

      “The blonde with the bob,” I say. “Whitney, the one with the longer, darker hair, has had a year or so of lessons. She knows the basics of horse care, but she’s not as confident in the saddle. Gabe comes with us to the lessons, so he knows the rules, like not walking behind them or making loud noises that could spook them.”

      “What about that other little girl?”

      “I have no idea. Emery’s my niece, but we don’t see them much.”

      “Someone should make sure she’s clear on safety rules at least.” He harrumphs. “Never mind. Looks like Jeff’s on it.”

      Sure enough, he is. The kids are standing in front of him in a half-circle, like they’re at school, heads bobbing as he talks. “That’s a relief. But speaking of horses and whatnot, what would the cattle drive to the forest involve? Apparently we have to participate.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone expects all them to come.” He bobs his head at Whitney and the other kids.

      “That’s a relief, but I imagine Ethan will insist, and Izzy and I should be capable, maybe. What exactly does it involve?”

      “We all get on the horses and we use them to push the cows up into the mountains.” He shrugs. “Most of them have been before and they know what to do. They’re eager to get up there—even now they’re testing the fences.”

      “Why not take them now?”

      “Forestry Service rules,” he says. “Gotta wait until they give the all clear.”

      “I imagine Whitney will insist on going if Izzy does. They’re both pretty excited about their cattle ranch adventure.”

      His smile is kind. “The best person to decide if they’re safe is Steve Archer.”

      “The horse trainer?”

      Kevin scrunches his nose. “Everybody calls him the Horse Doc.”

      “That’s cute,” I say.

      “I’ll give you his number. We drive the cows in a little over two weeks, though. So I’d call him quick. If you all need some help, you wanna have time for it.”

      “Thanks.” I type in the numbers he rattles off.

      “But Steve don’t usually answer his phone,” Kevin says.

      “What?”

      “He’s usually on a horse, plus, the reception’s not great.”

      Don’t I know it. “What do you suggest I do if he doesn’t answer?”

      “I’d just drive out there. It’s real close.”

      “Great. Speaking of small town life—you don’t happen to know anyone at the internet company, do you?”

      He chuckles. “Sorry, that’s over in Green River.”

      Drat. “Do you know anyone around here who’s on the friendly side who might be willing to let me do some work at their office or home until we get our broadband working?”

      “Huh.” He sucks his teeth, presumably while he’s thinking. “Well, only person I know who definitely got it last time was Steve.”

      “The Horse Doc? That Steve Archer?”

      “Yep. I imagine the vet’s got it, and maybe the Ellingsons. They always get the newfangled stuff.”

      The internet’s apparently a ‘newfangled’ thing. You can’t make this stuff up. “Great, well, I’ll start with Steve.” Two birds and all. “Directions?”

      “Turn out of the drive and drive straight. It’s the white farmhouse a few miles down the road with the big barns behind it.”

      “To the left?”

      “Nah, turn right, toward town. The house above us is Amanda Saddler’s place, and past that is Wilde Ranch.”

      Which does not help me at all.

      “Steve’s probably four miles from here, toward town.” He points as if I can’t even figure out which direction the town is located.

      “I appreciate it.”

      “Jeff and I are taking your boy out to help us work on the tractor. We got a few meadows left to clear sticks from and drag. I figure that’s something he can prolly do.”

      “Right,” I say. “Great idea.”

      When he turns back to work on what I think is a hole in the bottom of the metal trough, I try calling Steve. As he predicted I would, I get voicemail. Twice. On the third time, my phone won’t even dial. I don’t swear under my breath—I’m proud of that.

      Five minutes later, I’ve left Izzy in charge, notified Amanda that I’m headed to a neighbor’s house, and packed my laptop and bag of case files. I just hope this Horse Doc is home and friendly. Please be like Kevin, but with internet I can borrow.

      The directions were spot on—just like Kevin said, there’s a tiny white farmhouse with an enormous red barn behind it. The barn is beautiful, as if it cost three times what the house did. It’s even got white trim, including big white Xs over the doors. It looks just like the barns in my kids’ animal picture books. There’s a rundown little green barn next to it, but by the looks of things, it’s full of hay and shavings.

      There’s a circular drive in front of the house, but there’s a large gravel area in front of the barn that looks like a parking lot. I park the minivan there. Kevin insisted, if Steve was home, he’d be in the barn. I look around and I listen carefully, but I don’t see anyone. It feels a little rude to just walk in, but I’m not sure what else to do. Three horse heads appear as I draw close, one of them whinnying loudly.

      “Hello?” Still no answer. I try a little louder. “Hello? Mr. Archer?”

      Still no response.

      Unless I count another loud call from the same horse who started whinnying earlier. He’s a big, well-muscled, shiny chestnut with a white stripe down the middle of his big, round-cheeked face. “You’re the only one here, huh? Where’s your trainer, fella?”

      Is he a fella? I approach the stall to get a closer look, but the toe of my boot hits something that clinks. It smashes into something else and makes a terrible shattering noise. My pulse is pounding in my ears. I’ve come into this man’s barn and broken something. What is it? I look around frantically, shocked to discover it’s more than a half dozen empty bottles of beer, and I broke two of them.

      Who on earth drinks in a barn? It’s the middle of the day, for heaven’s sake. It takes me almost five minutes to locate a broom, and I can’t find a dustpan. I’m stuck using a metal muck shovel as a makeshift dustpan, because I can’t leave glass all over the floor. The big black trashcan is near a towering stack of hay bales, and I bump it too hard and knock the lid off entirely. It makes a big wham when it hits the ground.

      I’m a little past trying to be quiet, so I dump the broken glass and the other bottles as well, into the can and pick the lid up, slamming it back down.

      “Huh? What?” A man’s voice from somewhere behind me startles me.

      I spin around just as he shoves into a sitting position, hay poking up at odd angles from very unkempt hair. He was clearly asleep on a bale of hay. He’s broad across the chest, like really broad. His t-shirt stretches as he does, and I wonder how tall he is. Which I should not be doing. What kind of person sleeps in a barn, on hay no less? I think about the beer, and I have a bit better idea what kind of person might be sleeping here in the middle of the day. “Mr. Archer, I presume?”

      The man blinks and squints, trying to focus on me. It’s probably harder because I’m backlit and he’s hungover. But it’s then that I realize I’ve seen him before.

      He was mowing his lawn Sunday evening.

      Shirtless. Glistening.

      And now I can’t get that image out of my head. My mouth goes instantly dry. My hands shake so I stuff them in my pockets.

      “Who are you?” He sounds as bleary as he looks.

      “My name’s Abigail Brooks. I’m living just down the road for the summer, at Jedediah Brooks’ ranch.”

      “Brooks. Brooks. Staying at Jed’s.” He slaps his face twice in quick succession and sits up straighter, brushing hay off his old, beat-up jeans and blinking repeatedly. “Are you Nate’s wife?”

      I flinch, but I don’t think he noticed. “Yes, Nate was my husband.”

      “Was?”

      “Did Mr. Swift not inform you of the terms of Jedediah’s will?”

      Mr. Archer leans back against the hay bales behind him, stacked nearly to the ceiling. “He did mention that it was possible some of Jed’s great-nephews and nieces might come work the ranch and have to prove they’d done it. Is that you guys? Why didn’t he just leave it to Nate?”

      I sigh. Aside from being a drunk, Mr. Archer is apparently also a bit dim. “Nate died, Mr. Archer. More than a year ago.”

      His jaw drops. “He died?”

      “I take it you weren’t very close?”

      He snorts. “Not lately, no.” Mr. Archer shoves to his feet—he is tall. At least eight inches taller than I am. Maybe more than that. “Steve Archer. Part time horse trainer.” He extends his hand.

      I take it reluctantly. He has a more impressive grip than I expected from such a mess—his hands are both large and strong. I suppose that’s to be expected for someone who works with animals all day. I kind of like that he admits he’s only working part time. “I heard you’re called the Horse Doc.”

      He shifts a bit, and I’m shocked. He smells—but not like body odor, alcohol, or manure like I’d expect. He smells. . .good. Really good. What kind of drunk wears cologne in the barn? “That’s just a local joke.”

      “Well, I think I’ll stick with calling you Mr. Archer.”

      “Please,” he says. “Call me Steve at least. I’ve stuck my foot right in my mouth, and I’m sorry. I’m a little slow to wake up all the way when things are busy.”

      Busy? I’m the only person here, other than a few horses. I don’t laugh, but it’s hard. “I’m sure it’s difficult when—” I realize I’d been about to chastise him for the day drinking. I certainly don’t know him well enough for censure like that. “When you have such a comfortable bed.” I glance at the hay bale, which looks miserably poky.

      He laughs. “Well, I’ve slept in less comfortable places.”

      I’m sure he has. One of the hazards of being a drunk, I assume. “I’ll get right to the point. I’d hate to waste your time. I’ve heard you’re the person to teach horseback basics. I have four children, and at least two of them, as well as myself, need to learn how to ride for a cattle drive in a hurry. The will requires us to participate in driving the cows into the forest.”

      “In two weeks?” His eyes widen.

      I nod.

      “What’s your past experience with horses?” He looks me over like I’d eye a contract sheet, detached and clinical.

      My appearance is fine—for someone in her late thirties, I’m in reasonably good shape. But I’m sure I don’t look like someone who knows how to ride. “I took a riding class in college, two semesters. I learned a few basics. I’ve been on a few trail rides on a cruise, where the horse tucks its nose into the bum of the one in front of it. And I’ve taken a couple of months of lessons here and there. I won’t fall off unless I’m pretty badly bucked, and I won’t abuse a horse’s mouth, but I’m not as confident as I’d like to be.”

      “That sounds like a fair assessment.”

      “I’m not sure about my son—he’s more of a four-wheeler rider—but I have two daughters, twelve and ten, who have been taking lessons for a while. Unfortunately for this circumstance, they’ve been doing English.”

      He shrugs. “Usually they learn a little cleaner form that way. Doubt it’ll hurt. Mostly horses need to be asked politely to do their job and then allowed to do it.”

      “Would you have time to help?”

      “I assume you’d rather learn on your own horses?”

      Do I have horses? He must mean Uncle Jed’s horses. “Since those are presumably the horses we’ll be riding in two weeks, that would probably be best.”

      “I think Jed has ten or twelve horses that are still rideable.” He taps his lips, and I notice how full they are. Something I should not be noticing, especially after ogling him before. And now I’m imagining him with his shirt off. Again. “A few are used regularly by Kevin and Jeff, but I imagine some of them have been a bit neglected.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “Might need a reminder of their job, that’s all. When can you start? This afternoon?”

      “Sure.” I don’t really want to ask him whether he’s sober enough to teach, but I’m worried he’s not. “Will that work for you? You aren’t too. . .tired?”

      “Mrs. Brooks, I’m always tired.”

      I bet he is. “Alright, well, if that works for you⁠—”

      “I can come over in about two hours. Make sure whoever needs a lesson is ready to go.”

      Hopefully he’ll sober up in that time. “I’ll do it.”

      “And Mrs. Brooks?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss. Nate and I didn’t always agree, but he was a good man. I’d have behaved better if I’d been fully awake when we first met.”

      I nod and turn to go. I’m a dozen paces away when I remember the internet. Steve has already picked something up—a bridle maybe? He’s tugging on some part of it. “One more thing.”

      When he looks up and our eyes meet, I realize something I didn’t even notice before, probably because of the image of him shirtless. He has brilliant blue eyes, and they’re deep like the ocean. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said they were also intelligent. “Yes?”

      “I’m here this summer for my children. They need this time, but I’m trying very hard to keep my job while working remotely from here. When I arrived, I discovered that Uncle Jed doesn’t have internet service to his place.”

      Steve laughs, and his entire face brightens. He rubs his hand across his five o’clock shadow, the bristles from his beard scritching loudly. “What were you hoping I might do about it?”

      “I know this is a real imposition, but is there any chance you have broadband? If I could borrow your WiFi connection for a bit, I could review the files that are urgent. If I can’t find internet somewhere, I’ll be forced to boost off my cell phone signal. Kevin and Jeff have informed me that the only reliable place for that near Birch Creek Ranch is at the top of the hill overlooking the east meadow.”

      “Jed was an odd one.” He points at the white house. “You’re welcome to⁠—”

      “I won’t go inside,” I say. “If you can just tell me the WiFi info.”

      “Network is the only one that shows up,” he says. “And the password is bananassuck, run together, all lowercase.”

      “Bananas?” I ask. “Actually, never mind.” It’s not like we’re going to be friends. “Thanks. A lot.”

      He grunts by way of reply, which seems about right.

      Luckily, he has a swing on his front porch. I set my bag down and pull out my laptop. It’s a little embarrassing, but having fast internet feels like coming up for air after a long swim. I answer a dozen emails, and then dive into the pile of discovery documents that have come in since yesterday. Mondays always suck, but when the opposing counsel is dumping batches of unnecessary paperwork to bury the stuff that matters? That always pisses me off.

      I’m nearly done, but it’s also been an hour and a half. I take a break to call Izzy. She doesn’t answer, but by some stroke of luck, Ethan does.

      “Mom?”

      “I’m at the Horse Doc’s house, and blessedly, he’s letting me use his internet. I sent an email to Union Wireless offering to act as a surrogate mother for their demon child, if only they’ll come do our internet in the next week. Hopefully they have a need for something like that.”

      “You’re so weird, Mom.”

      “I’m taking that as a compliment.”

      “You’re proving my point.”

      “Do you want to learn to ride a horse?”

      “Sure.”

      “Wait, you do?”

      “If I’m going to be living on a ranch, I ought to learn.”

      “In about half an hour, Mr. Archer will be coming over to teach us our first lesson.”

      “Oh, great.”

      “Make sure that’s alright with Jeff and Kevin and ask Whitney and Izzy to be ready.”

      “Can he teach four of us at once?”

      I didn’t think about that. I suppose we’ll find out soon enough. “Let’s assume he can.” A beep tells me someone’s calling on the other line. I check—it’s work. “Hon, I better take this. Can you get everyone ready?”

      “Sure. See you.”

      I click to the other line. “Hello?”

      “You’re alive,” Robert says. “Thank goodness.”

      I groan. “It’s good to hear your voice. I wish I could pull myself through the phone and back to reality.”

      “Is it that bad? I figured it might be kind of nice not to have internet.”

      “What kind of place doesn’t have WiFi?” I ask. “It’s insane. And apparently they come twice a year to install it out here. Twice a year, Robert.”

      “Certainly a little different than what you’re used to.”

      “A little?” I start to gather my files. “It’s like I’m in an episode of Survivor.”

      Robert chuckles. “Definitely do whatever it takes. Met anyone interesting?”

      “Thankfully we have two ranch hands who can help. Speaking of, I’ve actually got to get going. This drunk cowboy’s going to teach us all some basic horseback lessons so we don’t fall off when we help drive the cattle out to the forest in two weeks.”

      “You’re making that up,” Robert says.

      I laugh. “I wish I was.”

      “He’s really a drunk?”

      I drop my voice. “He was asleep on a stack of hay when I got here, and the barn was full of empty beer bottles. I could barely take a step without knocking them over.”

      “Just come back home, Abby.”

      “I can’t. Ethan’s so excited. I haven’t seen him like this. . .well, not since his dad died.”

      “I miss you, and you’ve only been gone a day.”

      “Am I going to lose my job?” I close my eyes. “If I can’t get internet for a month and it makes me late on things. . . I’m really worried.”

      “I’ll do your work myself if I have to—you won’t lose your job just because you’re a phenomenal mother.”

      “Thank you, Robert. I mean it. I owe you.”

      “You’ll never owe me a thing.”

      “I better go.”

      “Call when you can.”

      “I will.” I hang up and stand. Steve Archer’s staring at me. I jump. “Oh. I didn’t realize you were right there.” Listening to every word I said. I wonder how long he’s been there.

      “Sorry,” he says.

      It’s not like I can be upset—I have no expectation of privacy at his house. “It’s the first place I’ve had decent cell reception in days and my boss had a lot of questions for me.”

      “You were talking to your boss?” He lifts one eyebrow.

      Heat rises in my face. “Yes. Why?”

      He shrugs. “Didn’t sound like the way I’d talk to my boss.”

      “Isn’t your boss a horse?”

      He laughs. “Probably the horse’s owner—that’s who usually pays me.”

      I wrack my brain, trying to remember what I’d said. I get hung up on how I’d laughed at Steve, calling him a drunk. The guy who let me spend the last hour and forty-five minutes on his porch. The same man who’s giving us last-minute, emergency horse lessons. “You’re ready to go?” I can’t bring myself to meet his eyes.

      “Yep. You?”

      “You won’t mind if I camp out here on your porch for the next month, will you?”

      His lips part, and his brows draw together.

      “I’m kidding.” Sort of.

      “Oh.” Even his forced laugh is kind of charming.

      What’s wrong with me? “I’m a little worried about getting my work done, that’s all.”

      “Doesn’t sound like your boss is going to fire you, at least.”

      I really wish I knew what he’d heard. “Not yet, anyway.” The whole drive back to Uncle Jed’s ranch, I keep seeing Steve’s face when he smiled. His face when he thought I really meant to live on his porch. His deep blue eyes. His dark hair, a little too long, his clean-shaven face.

      Clean-shaven? When did he shave? I know he didn’t go into his house. I was camped out in front of it.

      Unless he has a back door, obviously. My brain’s not working right today.

      The girls are dressed in jeans and boots when we arrive, standing in front of the barn and waving wildly. At least they’re excited. I’m doing this for them, I remind myself. A change of pace. A summer spent in a place their dad used to come. A chance for Ethan to imagine that changes of plan can be fresh and fun.

      I just hope he’ll realize that it’s not always the right move to do something different.

      “I see your kids over there?” Steve asks.

      I point out which child goes with which name and tell him their riding experience.

      “And you’re coming too?” When Steve looks me up and down this time, he’s not analyzing. He’s looking. He notices that I noticed, and he shrugs and smiles, as if to say, I am a man.

      My eyes dart to his left hand—clean of any rings—and a wave of guilt washes over me. Something about him has made me lose my mind. I’m acting like an insane person. “I better run and change my clothes.”

      “That’s an awfully nice pantsuit to wear around horses,” he agrees. “By the way—is that navy blue minivan yours?” His expression is a mix of curious and. . . mischievous.

      Oh, no. He must have noticed the blue minivan stopped in front of his house yesterday. While he was mowing. Did he see my face? I feel the heat rise in my cheeks. “It’s a rental.”

      “I see.” He shrugs and starts toward the barn. Hopefully that means he didn’t realize I was staring at him. This is awkward enough without him thinking I’m attracted to him. Which I most definitely am not.

      By the time I’ve changed into jeans and boots so new that the bottoms are still slick, Steve’s standing outside the back of the barn. He’s holding the reins to a horse—which seems awfully fast. How long did it take me to change? Whitney and Izzy are both standing beside a horse.

      Ethan’s nowhere to be seen.

      I jog over to where they are, slowing down to figure out how to open the gate, and then again to close it. “Where’s your brother?” I ask Izzy once I’m close enough that she’ll hear me.

      “He’s really slow at grooming,” she says with a superior air.

      Of course he is.

      “He spent the whole time picking Ollie’s hooves.” Whitney’s smirk is classic.

      Ethan hates to be bad at something, so he’s scowling when he finally walks out, his horse saddled, but still in a halter.

      Steve hands me the reins to the dark brown and white paint gelding he’s holding and crosses to check Ollie’s saddle and girth. “Nice work, Ethan. You lined it up just like I said, and it’s almost tight enough.” He tugs on the girth one more time, with a practiced hand, and tucks the ends into a slit on the saddle. “You have the bridle?”

      Ethan takes it off his shoulder and passes it to Steve.

      I stink at bridling. After about the third time I banged the horse’s teeth in my college course, one of my instructors just took over doing it for me. It’s a stroke of luck that he got my horse ready while I was changing, but I’m worried about the next time we ride.

      “Alright, let me show you how to get on.” He loops the reins over Ollie’s head. “If you’re tall enough, you can just swing up like this.” He sticks his toe in the stirrup and his leg moves up and over smoothly. He makes it look absurdly easy.

      “What if you’re short?” Whitney asks.

      “I’ll give you a boost,” Steve says. “Just let me make sure Ollie remembers his job first.” He shifts the reins slightly and Ollie swings in a small circle. He backs up. He leaps forward, and Steve clucks. “Just a moment.”

      It’s fascinating to watch him work. He doesn’t look the least bit tipsy, which is a relief. Ollie tosses his head a few times, his lighter, almost blonde mane flying up in the air, but after a moment, he settles in, head down, and moves quickly, lightly, and smoothly. “There you go.” He swings off and hands the reins to Ethan. “Need help getting on?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      To Steve’s credit, he stands patiently and assists Ethan. My big boy is clearly a little stiffer and lot less coordinated than he’d like to be, but he’s young and he manages. Steve’s so matter-of-fact about everything that even Ethan relaxes.

      “Ollie will stand patiently for you—he’s a cutting horse. They do their job, but they’ll wait until it’s time.”

      True to his word, Ollie stands, shiny brown head down, quiet and calm.

      “It helps a lot to have horses that know what’s expected,” Steve says. “I trained all these myself, so you don’t have to worry about them having bad manners. They all aced kindergarten.”

      “What’s mine called?” I ask.

      Steve pats my paint on the neck. “This is Snoopy.”

      I smile. “Snoopy? He was almost all white, and he was a dog.”

      He shrugs. “I didn’t name him.”

      I don’t ask who did. It seems like something he’d offer if he wanted to share.

      “Alright, do you need a hand?” His eyes are steady on mine. He must not have overheard much of my call, or he’d be angry with me, probably. I think.

      “I’ll be alright.”

      He stays close anyway, which is good. My boot gets caught on something and I nearly reverse directions and head back down. Only Steve’s hand on my hip keeps me from complete embarrassment. “There you go.”

      Neither of the girls need help, which is promising, but also a little irritating. Like Ethan, I don’t love looking silly. “Alright,” he says. “Follow me over here. We’ll head into this empty meadow that Jeff and Kevin already cleared. The ground will be a little hard, but these guys are used to it.”

      “What’s your horse named?” I ask.

      “This is Kronk,” Whitney says.

      “And mine is Maggie,” Izzy says.

      One mare and three geldings. I did hear that there are two men to every woman up here. I can’t help smiling at my own internal joke. “Glad you’re having fun,” Steve says.

      He’s not really wrong.

      But about half an hour later, I’m not smiling. My lesson, and even Izzy’s, has been fine, but Ethan’s struggling, and Whitney’s on the verge of a meltdown.

      “You can’t yank on him like that,” Steve snaps. “How’d you feel if I stuck a metal bar in your mouth and popped you in the face with it?” He shakes his head. “If you do it again, I’ll pull you off.”

      “I’m sorry.” Whitney’s eyes fill with tears.

      “And Ethan, use your feet. They aren’t supposed to dangle, and they should never bump into him unless you mean them to. If you can’t get him to turn, press on him with your foot with purpose.”

      “Which foot?” Ethan’s not usually this patient or calm. I’m proud of him.

      “Off,” Steve says, but he’s not looking at Ethan. He’s staring right at Whitney.

      She sits back in her saddle like he taught us at the beginning, and Kronk stops dead. Tears are running down her face. “I’m sorry.” Her words are barely louder than a whisper. If I weren’t right behind her, I wouldn’t have heard them at all.

      “I told you if you did it again, it was time to get off.”

      She slides off, pulling Kronk out of the small pasture. I swing off Snoopy as well and walk alongside her. “It’s alright, sweetheart.”

      She shakes her head.

      “Look at me.”

      When she does, the hurt in her eyes fills me with fury. Steve is still teaching Ethan and Izzy as if nothing happened. I’d like to throttle him. Wasn’t he listening when I said Whitney had only been taking lessons for a year? She’s ten, for heaven’s sake.

      “I’m going to⁠—”

      “Please don’t say anything, Mom.” Her eyes plead with me.

      “Fine.” But I need to kick something. Hard.

      After we cool the horses down by walking around the barn a dozen times, and after we tack them down, I’m still simmering.

      “Go into the house and check on Gabe, will you?”

      Whitney nods and walks toward the house, still dragging. She went from so happy to so upset, all because of how awful Steve was.

      They’re just finishing, it seems. “You know how to tack down?” Steve asks.

      “I can help him,” Izzy says. “You don’t have to babysit us.”

      He gives them a few extra directions. “I think we should try to do another lesson tomorrow. If you’re going to ride out in two weeks, we’ll need to meet pretty often.”

      “Thanks,” Ethan says.

      “Yeah, thank you so much.” Izzy smiles.

      “Let me write you a check,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “My fee is $120 per group lesson, but you can just write me one check at the end of the week.”

      I fall into step next to him. “Are you sure?”

      Once we’re far enough away that Ethan and Izzy can’t hear us, he stops. “Are you sure you want another one?”

      I wasn’t expecting him to ask that.

      “You look pretty upset.” He crosses his arms. “Do you have something to say?”

      “She’s only ten.” I’m a little deflated by him bringing it up head on.

      “If you want that ten-year-old to go out on a trail ride for several days, I can’t treat her differently.”

      I look upward, searching for patience. “You can’t mean that.”

      He frowns. “You disagree?”

      “It’s my job to build my children up, Mr. Archer, not to tear them down. Yelling at her? Kicking her out of the lesson? That’s hardly helpful.”

      “Your hands were quiet.” He holds his left hand in front of him like he’s holding the reins. “Your seat isn’t perfect, but it’s natural enough, and you listened. Whitney’s hands were bouncing around already, but when I asked her to tell Kronk to turn, she did this.” He pops his hands back. “If I let her keep doing that, if I don’t yell, what do you imagine will happen?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Nothing the first time. Probably nothing the first twenty times.” He leans closer, and his smell washes over me again. “But I’m sure that by the twenty-first, or the twenty-second, it’s going to be ugly. This is literally my job. That horse is a patient, hard worker and that’s why I chose him for your ten-year-old. But even sweet Kronk will get sick of being abused eventually and buck her off.”

      I swallow. “Okay.”

      He softens. “I don’t want to make your sweet little girl cry, but I do want to make sure she doesn’t break her neck. If she can’t control her hands, she can’t ride. It’s not safe.”

      I still don’t like his methods, but I suppose I can’t argue with his reasoning. “You’ll let me know when we’re closer to it whether she needs to be left at home?”

      “Of course.”

      “Alright. Are you available tomorrow?”

      “I am if you can do afternoon again, but it needs to be at my place. I won’t have time to come here.”

      I nod, still upset.

      “And Mrs. Brooks?” He’s got quite a confident stare, for a drunk layabout.

      “Yeah?”

      “Feel free to use my front porch anytime you want.”

      And he’s back to nice again. I cannot figure him out, but once we get past this dumb cattle drive, hopefully I won’t need to anymore.
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