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Chapter 1- Responsibility
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Tired. A tiredness Callum Lockswood had never known crept up his spine and settled right between his shoulder blades. Six hours into a 13-hour drive from San Diego to Silverton, Colorado taking the I-8 into Phoenix, and he'd never wanted a soft bed a place to call home more in his life. This new decision to get married to a woman he didn't know personally, but tangentially via her brother and a file folder from a matchmaking agency, was the primary direction in which his world was heading. The rest of it, well, was fodder for the storybooks.

Callum's new life included moving to a town a mile above sea level that had a whopping population of seven hundred and one bodies. His would make seven hundred and two, possibly increasing the population of the town to 703 if the Lord was willing and the Creek didn't rise. The second adjustment required of him, out of thin air after living on or working on oil rigs for the past nine years, would simply challenge him to be human once more. 

Working in an environment where every other word was a bastardized form of profanity required discipline to control his own mouth. A woman didn't appreciate, even in the heat of passion, having her body parts described with profane words that reminded him of large orb shaped pieces of fruit. The few times he did make attempts at having relationships with women had failed miserably. Either he was too jaded or life was too hard, and assimilating back into a normal routine with set dinner times on shore seemed impossible. Then he made friends on a previous assignment with Walker "Cub" Baker, a driller with engineering skillsets, who could pull oil from a dry vein on a dehydrated ant hill. 

Cub Baker shared stories with Callum about his youth, spending time in Colorado with his grandparents who owned a defunct silver mine and an equipment rental business for outdoor sports. Of course, the mine had dried up, but Grandpa sent Cub and his sister Marigold to college at the Colorado School of Mines based on the tourism business operated out of a small building on the edge of the town of Silverton. He and Callum would share a cup of hot tea as Cub recounted the stories, making Callum long for such a quaint and easy life. Cub, a certified driller and civil engineer, enjoyed the solitude of working on an oil rig although he couldn't hear worth a damn. He often spoke of his sister who had majored in environmental engineering and loved the land. Cub loved the sea and seldom if ever returned to Colorado.

"Locks," as he often called Callum, "do you know what my foolish sister went and did? She signed up at one of the matchmaking sites to find herself a man. A man! A man of all things."

"Is your sister unattractive with weird habits? Is that the reason why no normal bees are buzzing about?" Callum asked with all seriousness.

"No, she's a stunning woman. Bright. Intelligent. Too many bees if you ask me," Bear said. "I think that's why she did it, to get some fresh meat and a fresh perspective."

"She dates a lot?"

"Naw, that's not what I meant," Cub corrected. "People think there is still some silver in those mines the house sits atop, and men are always trying to worm their way into her life. If not for the silver mines, then the equipment rental business. Marigold is a tough cookie, and she don't play about her business, her money, or that land!"

Callum listened closely, often having to stand close to Cub when chatting because of the hearing loss. "Then, if she has options, why is she using a matchmaking service?"

"Marigold doesn't really like people," he said. "If she can get herself a man to help out around the shop, not get in her way, and scare off the hornets, she'll be happy."

"Hell, I know the feeling," Callum said. "Maybe I should try that service too. I'm not too fond of people myself, but a wife perfectly matched and a regular job with normal hours with people who conjugate verbs would be a good life. Plus, some vegetables. Fruit. Fruit on a daily basis would also be good. A little woman to come home to sounds really nice as well."

Cub Walker provided the name of the matchmaking agency to Callum, who, on his first work break of the day, looked it up. His next rotation to shore was coming up, and he was scheduled to meet up with his father for some dude time. First, he set the appointment with the matchmaker, and second, he called his father, Alexander.

"Hey Pops, when was the last time you went to New York?" The conversation started, and fast-forward to six months later, Callum's contract on the oil rig was over, and he didn't want it renewed because he was heading to Colorado to get married. Today he would arrive, have a nice dinner with his intended, and tomorrow he would have himself a little woman. Tomorrow night, he would consummate the marriage, have fruit and fresh veggies, and consummate the marriage some more, then have some more fresh veggies. These thoughts continued to run through his mind as he drove the long stretches of road heading north to Colorado.

At the twelve-hour mark in his drive, he was nearly falling over. The backseat held a precious gift, and if for no other reason, he planned to make the entire drive and arrive in Silverton, not fresh as a daisy, but more like a wilted lily in dire need of a vitamin boost. Initially, he didn't think the thirteen-hour drive would be a big deal since he worked twelve and sometimes 14-hour shifts with maybe one or two breaks. However, the drive was kicking the life force from his lungs as he arrived in Silverton two days ahead of schedule. Common sense would have told the man to at least make a phone call, but he wanted to be in Silverton in a nice bed with a full-sized bathroom and have dinner with some fresh veggies.

He had the address, and the plan was to arrive at the home and head to Durango the next day to make the commitment official by obtaining a marriage license at the courthouse, getting an official marriage certificate once the ceremony was complete. However, today, he needed some sleep. He drove to the home of his bride-to-be, pulled around back, and went for the old beaver carved out of wood which rested by the back door. Under the collar of Wally the Beaver was a key to the house. He secured the key, letting himself inside.

"Hello!" Callum called out to an echo in the home.

He gently placed the bundle in his arms on the couch as he called out once more. "Anyone home?"

He called out again, thinking he should have headed into town first, stopped by the shop, and let the little lady know he'd made it in early, but he needed sleep. The general idea was to catch a quick nap since he'd started driving at 4 a.m. PST, and now he was in Mountain Time Zone with no idea what time it was, nor did he care. Callum looked about the home. It was a home. Nothing more.

The open floor plan wasn't very inviting, especially with the kitchen being small and the living space so large. He considered the person who lived in the home didn't like people; therefore, having such an open space for entertaining seemed odd. The narrow hallway led to three doors; the first was a bedroom perhaps inhabited at one point by a child. 

Callum lay on the bed, but it was entirely too soft for a grown man of his size to sleep in and not wake up with more aches and pangs than he could explain. He moved to the second bedroom with a full-sized bed and thought if he allowed his feet to hang over the edge, he could catch a bit of kip. He tried the bed, springing to his feet at the compacted mattress which felt like a brick.

"Nope, that one is entirely too hard," he groused, taking a look at the couch, which also was not fit for a grown man to take a nap.

Sighing deeply, he tried the last door. A king-sized bed stared back at him, and he felt his body start to deflate. His stomach reminded him to postpone the nap, and he went to the kitchen in search of food. On the stove was a pot of what looked like porridge that had sat there for a few days.

"And no to those bacteria filled nonsense," he said, ruefully checking the fridge, opening the door to spot something he wasn't expecting. "Dear Jesus!"

He stepped back at seeing the skinned carcass of what may have been a bunny rabbit. A shiver went down his spine as he checked the bins inside the fridge, finding no fruit, luncheon meat, or anything which could sustain life outside of the naked ass dead bunny. The smell of raw meat from the skinned hippity hop permeated the air, and he slowly closed the fridge door, opting for the pantry.

"Thank heavens," he said, finding cans of chicken and tuna, crackers, and more items to make a decent snack. 

Quickly, he opened the cans and made a chicken salad. In the back of the cabinet, he found the last two croissants, close to expiration. He scraped off the icky parts and made two simple sandwiches using the packs of mayo in the pantry. Despite his size and build, he wasn't man enough to open the fridge again to face the naked ass Easter bunny.

"Definitely going grocery shopping for food, bread, veggies," he said, taking a seat on the couch.

In a matter of minutes, both sandwiches were no more, and he cleaned up behind himself and washed the bowls. A yawn, wide and deep, covered him as he made way to the bathroom in the hallway and relieved himself. A quick look at the couch again, and he opted to take his chances in the very large, spacious bed. He sat on the side of the mattress that didn't have a dented pillow. Callum lay back and the mattress was just right. After years of sleeping in a box, on a bunk, or in the middle of the ocean, this moment felt like nirvana. 

"I'll ask for forgiveness later," he said, leaning back into the pillow and giving in to sleep.

****
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MARIGOLD BAKER HATED the month of April. The prior month had received the remnants of the final snowfall of the season, ushering in longer days filled with sunlight. Light from the sun melted the snowcapped hills in the San Juan Mountain Range in the western areas of the Rocky Mountains. Residents of Silverton loved this time of year as they came from dark holes where they hibernated for most of the season, which they called residences. 

Coats and layers of winter clothing began to shed as the residents embraced the light, seeking comfort in companionship and regional food sources. Local watering holes reopened to friendly faces seeking libation and a willing partner for the night as mating season kicked off at a gallop. However, in April, tourist season wasn't fully open, and the town of seven hundred offered few single bodies to pair with, leaving the handful of unattached residents as unwilling prey.

"Hey there, Goldi," Tammy Weston called out as she left the small eatery with a cup of coffee.

Marigold hated the name Goldi. It was given to her by her grandfather one summer when she came for a visit. She’d found a chunk of iron pyrite, golden and shining in the sun. As a child, she believed it to actually be a chunk of gold, not knowing the difference in the metals, and her grandfather, being the sarcastic curmudgeon that he was, had nicknamed her Goldi, and the name stuck. She too was stuck in Silverton, running a business she didn't like, living on land she didn't really want, and dealing with people she didn't really care to be around.

She provided a nod to Tammy, the local gossipmonger, and Marigold had very little to say to the woman. Actually, she had very little to say to anyone in Silverton. She went down the sidewalk to take one last look at the inventory of rentable equipment for the season. Maintenance was required on snowmobiles, snowcats, and snowshoes. Before the season opened for fishing, the reels would have to be checked and the line spools checked or rewired before renting, as well as the other equipment for outdoor sports like the fat tire BMX bikes that also needed servicing. The last Silverton Whiteout took place the first weekend in February, a fat tire bike race that lasted all day. All of the bikes in her shop had been rented out, and many needed the chains oiled, if not changed, along with tires and new bike seats. A second set of hands was going to come in handy.

Marigold sat in the office of "Take a Hike!" a name her grandfather had thought was funny when he started the business of guided tours through the San Juan backcountry for nature lovers to take photos of the wildlife. The same wildlife he cautioned others about took a large swipe out of Paw Paw, nearly disemboweling him, an injury from which he never fully recovered. Marigold came for a summer to lend her grandmother a hand with his care, but in the night, Rufus Baker eased away from life, leaving his wife Peony alone. In his latter years, Rufus had taken to renting out his fishing gear, extra snowshoes, and other items around the place for extra change to take Peony Baker on a much-needed vacation. He never got around to it, leaving his wife alone with a son who didn't come around and a daughter who had stopped speaking to him years earlier, estranging her from Peony as well. Their father, as well as Cub, came for the internment and departed right after. Marigold stayed to help her grandmother with the business, and twenty years later, she still remained in Silverton, disliking her life and those who tried to impose upon the boring existence she lived by offering her unwanted, tiny pink penises and steak dinners in Durango.

She looked up from the desk when she heard the sound of truck tires. There truly wasn't a need to look up since she knew it was Brett Wilshire, the local Deputy Sheriff who for the past six months had become fixated upon her. He would enter the door with a bullshit excuse of something he spotted, which may or may not impose imminent danger to her; therefore, he needed to come to her place to take a look about. In was an effort to share with her his tiny pink penis, which of course, she had no interest in seeing up close and personal.

The bell above the door jangled. A chime rang out, and her watch dinged to notify her someone had entered the safe space where she worked. Boredom covered her expression as he entered the door, full of swagger earned by wearing a badge. It was the only thing which gave the man courage, especially having to go through life with a below average pink sausage that enjoyed rising to the occasion whenever he stood closer to Marigold. This, as a new level of ick in her life, made her keep her distance from the man when he wasn't wearing an oversized jacket that prevented her from seeing his enthusiasm at being close to her.

"Afternoon, Marigold," Cody began. "I spotted a few vehicles headed into town I didn't recognize. It's too early in the season for tourists. Do ya think I might need to ride out to your place with you to take a look around, make sure everything is okay?"

"No," she said, checking the windows before heading towards the door. She exited first, waiting for him to follow and securing the door. She gave him a wave as she climbed in her vehicle and made her way home. In two days, her life would change. Her mail order man would arrive, and hopefully, he could hold a conversation, had actually read a book, and wouldn't expect too much cuddling. Sex maybe once a week was okay. Twice if he was any good at it, but that wasn't a requirement.

The drive to the Baker Compound, as her grandfather called it, had updated garages, solar powered outbuildings, and a remodeled chalet styled three-bedroom home which used a recycling system to heat and cool the home. A freshwater pond sat on the property which rested over a dried-out silver mine. This evening, she didn't park in the garage since she had an early morning of heading to Ouray for groceries. The plan was to drive to Durango when her mail order man arrived, and there, they could stock of the panty and fridge with food items he liked to eat.

Her mind elsewhere, she entered through the front door, immediately feeling the shift in the energy in the home. The alarm wasn't on, and a bundle rested on her couch that wasn't there before. She stood for a moment looking at the bundle, and it moved. Habit made her carry a revolver, which she pulled from the holster and allowed to hang low at her side. The bundle moved again, and Marigold jumped.

The covering began to lower and a tuft of black curly hair appeared, followed by a set of dancing brown eyes, a cute little nose, and a mouth missing the two front teeth. A tiny hand came from under the covers and waved at her. Marigold waved back, wondering what in the fresh hell was happening. The open floor plan was in place to avoid any surprises from creatures on two legs or four. She moved to the kitchen. In the trash, she spotted the empty cans of chicken and corners of the almost moldy croissants. 

Marigold walked down the hall, the gun still held low, peering into the first bedroom and spotting the dent in the soft coverings on the squishy mattress from a very large body. She kept the soft mattress for days when she led difficult hikes and her entire body hurt to breathe. Next, she moved to the second bedroom where the large interloper also had lain, barely mussing the covers since the bed was so hard. This bed she maintained for when her brother came for a visit, which was becoming more and more rare. Reluctantly, she moved to her bedroom, pushing the door open wide to find a man in her bed, a rather large man sprawled out across her mattress, legs splayed wide, mouth open, and sleeping peacefully.

"What in the hell?" she said softly as a small body appeared beside her.

"My daddy is tired," the boy said. "We drove a long time, leaving in the dark to get here. Are you my new mommy?"
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Chapter 2- Duty

[image: ]




Marigold's entire existence revolved around people and peopling. There were people who came into the shop needing equipment who were cordial and polite while there were others who were as gruff as the Billy goats grazing on the mountainsides in the Rockies. Seldom if ever was she surprised by either, nor she was left speechless. Today, she stood in the middle of the floor, surprised and speechless by the current set of events.

One, there was a very large grizzly bear of a man sleeping in her bed. She couldn't help but notice that he wasn't pink and didn't have, based on the fit of the jeans, a small penis. Second, there was a child who posed an interesting question that she had no answer for, let alone begin to understand what in the hell was going on.

She moved forward, hitting the sole of the bear's right foot. It was a large foot that supported the rest of his very manly body with strong, muscular legs covered in jeans that seemed to be made to fit his body, defined and toned with definition in the quads. The small waist was accentuated by a simple black belt holding in a tucked lumberjack flannel shirt in Buffalo blue plaid. Arms, thick, and long, rested beside the body, and she tapped his foot again, making the ursid interloper move. One eye opened, followed by the other as he blinked and rolled to his side, providing Marigold a look at a very firm butt cheek snuggled inside of those same jeans, which needed to be outlawed in three states.

A loud moan escaped his lips, sending her mind into overdrive. If the man moaned like that again, not only was she going to be the kid's new mommy, but his daddy was also going to make her a new mommy as well. She shook her head to get a grip on her emotions while her body was screaming for her to jump in bed with the man, yelling, “Grandma, what big feet you have.”

"Marigold," the deep baritone said, filling the home with the sound of his voice. "I beg your forgiveness for failing to ask permission, but I was tired and needed the kip."

"You're early," she said, looking at the man who would become her husband. "You also brought an unexpected gift."

"Things turned quickly, and I simply wanted to be away from there, so we started driving," Callum said. "Again, my apologies. Might I have a few moments to collect myself, then we can talk?"

"Sure," she said, turning to look at the child. She could hear his little tummy grumble. The kid was ten levels of adorable and quite possibly the cutest child she'd ever seen in her life.

Marigold led him to the kitchen where she went in the fridge to remove the rabbit she had to grill for herself for supper. From the bin, she pulled out three ears of corn, and when she turned to look at the child, his facial expression said it all. He pointed at the carcass.

"What is that?" he asked.

"A rabbit."

"Like a hippity hop Easter bunny kind of rabbit?"

"Yes?"

She said nothing as the seven stages of grief showed on his face one after the other. His little lips moved but no words came out. Finally, he asked, "You...bunny...eat him?"

"I plan to grill him with these ears of corn once I season the meat," Marigold said softly.

She waited a few more seconds. His eyes went to the meat, then the corn, and back to her. Once more for good measure, his eyes went from the corn to the meat and back to her.

"Ma'am, I don't wanna be ungrateful, but I am missing teeth and can't eat the corn. I also don't want to eat the Easter bunny. Do you have anything else?" the boy asked.

Callum made an appearance, sucking all the oxygen from the kitchen and Goldi's lungs. He was a stunning figure of a man, and he was here to be hers. Her mind had second thoughts. The lady in her panties wanted him to be hers right now, but she'd learned years ago to never listen to the crazy bitch, and she took a pause to see what he would say.

"Marigold, I, like Jacob, don't mean to be ungrateful, but I don't want to eat that either," he said, holding up his hands. "No offense to your culinary skills, but dining on a woodland creature was not on my bingo card."

"No offense taken, but again, you're early and this is my plan for dinner," she said, watching his face.

"Perhaps Jacob and I can take you out to dinner instead?"

"I don't eat out here in Silverton; trust issues."

"Is there another town close by or a grocer where we might get food, that is, if you're okay with both of us staying," Callum said, addressing the elephant in the room.

"I noticed you didn't bring in any luggage or your things," Goldi commented.

"Didn't know if you'd be amenable to the change in my circumstance, but we're a package deal," he said. "I know it is a lot, but we can be a family, and he's my responsibility. If you don't have it in your heart to love a child, then he and I will saddle up and mosey along."

"Well, that's unfair," Goldi said. "A phone call would have prepared me for this, and it's getting dark outside, and shops are closing early. I'm hungry. You're tired, and the boy looks like he needs a bath and bowl of something hearty. No one is making any decisions today."

"Again, didn't have many options, so I came to where I was supposed to be, praying that the woman I chose would also choose us," he said. 

"Didn't know there was an us."

Callum watched her face as she looked at the boy and his father. He could see her softening towards Jacob, but again it was unfair to her to do things this way. He needed a new approach. All he had was his truth and he would provide what thoughts he could.

"I tell you what, Marigold. You get the grill going, and I will raid the pantry to see what you have to make me and boy some soup while we talk," he said.

"Talk?"

"Talk, discuss, explain," he said, telling the boy to wash his hands so he could help make supper. 

The subtle scent of his aftershave filled the air as he walked past her to the pantry. Callum removed a box of pasta, two cans of tomatoes, and went for the freezer, finding a bag of mixed veggies. The last can of chicken he removed and went to the stove. He located a pot, added , and set it on the stove to boil. Goldi hadn't moved.

"His mother took me to court for more child support," he said. "When she found out in court that I wasn't in fact a Derrickman or a driller and was now unemployed and headed to Colorado to start a new life, she gave up custody of Jacob on the spot."

Goldi cocked her head, trying to hear his words more clearly, "Excuse me, what?"

"The judge awarded me full custody, and I didn't request any support from her, I simply wanted to have her out of our lives," Callum explained.

"You must have liked her at some point; you made a child," Goldi said.

He shook his head no. "As I also explained to the judge, we came in from the field, that's what we call it when we leave the rig for a break. The Derrickman has a place in San Diego with a pool and lots of space, so we went there. She was his neighbor and said she needed help bringing over drinks. I offered to help."

Marigold had heard of all of this before. "Let me guess, it just happened?"

"No, I went to get the drinks. It was hot, I was sweating, and she offered me a bottle of unopened water," Callum said. "I awoke to find my body minus my pants, and when I went to the bathroom found myself peeing sideways."

Her eyebrows arched in confusion. Cullum salted the water, waiting to bring it to a boil. As he talked, he opened the canned goods and drained the liquid from the chicken. He then began searching the cabinets for seasonings.

"Yes, he is the product of an assault on me. It happens to men as well," Callum said. "I received word months later of her soon-to-be mother status, and I was there when he was born. I tested the DNA to make sure he was mine, and I have spent as much time with him as I could. She filed for child support right after he was born, disappointed the payment wasn't what she expected."

"And what did she expect?"

"She assumed, since we were at the Derrickman's house, that I was a driller, or someone on the rig who made the mega bucks," he said, offering her a smile.

"Your bio said you were the Shop Keeper?"

"I managed the commissary, so yes, retail manager," he said. "I also worked with the Camp Boss, who hired a Chef who couldn't seem to bake below, let alone at sea level. I earned a little extra cheddar off the books doing the baking for the crew."

Her forehead crinkled, "Did you say baking?"

"Yes, I make a mean batch of brownies," he said, giving her a wink.

"Going back, and forgive me, his mother, simply gave up custody when she couldn't get any more money out of you?"

"Correct," he said. "She never wanted the child, just the check. He spent more time with an aunt or some other family member. Janet never bonded with him, nor did she try. I took a chance, Marigold, that in your heart as you learned to love me, you could learn to love him. If you can't, he and I will head out in the morning."

"Head out where?"

"My dad lives in Sandusky," he said. "He's never met Jacob, and it will be like old times."

"Old times?"

"I was raised by a single father," Callum said.

This was becoming more perplexing as it went along, "Your mother is no longer living?"

"She's alive and living her best life in one of those retirement communities in Ft. Lauderdale," he said. "Vanessa, that's my mother, was never interested in being the mom type; she only wanted the handsome man. When she realized my father wasn't the partying good time guy that she’d fought all the girls to have, she wasn't interested in his steady life."

"What does your father do, if I might ask?"

Callum added the pasta to the boiling water. He set the timer on his watch, and he mixed the canned chicken, tomatoes, and frozen vegetables in a bowl. "Ramses Lockswood teaches at the local community college. He provides instruction on small engine repair and woodworking, and once a year, he buys an old car and teaches a fall class on rebuilding a motor and transmission. The car is sold so he can buy another and parts for the repair while teaching young men life skills."

"Noble," she said, watching him season the mixture in the bowl.

"Just a good man," Callum said. "He raised a good man. I'm going to raise a good man, and if you're willing, perhaps a good woman in our daughter."

She blinked several times. "You've already progressed to impregnating me?"

"At some point, not tonight though, a brother is tired," he said, checking the pasta.

"I want to be offended and outraged, but I'm not," she said as the child had returned, hearing it all and saying nothing. "I'm sorry, but this has got to be the cutest kid I have ever seen in my life."

Jacob smiled at her, then frowned. "Monkeys are cute. I'm handsome. Is that right, Daddy? I'm handsome?"

"Yes you are, son," Callum said, draining a portion of the water, then adding the mixture of tomatoes and chicken. Callum sprinkled more seasoning to the pot and waited for it to come to a boil.

"The soup smells good," Jacob said. "I'm hungry."

"It should be ready in a few minutes," Callum said, looking a Marigold. "Everything I own is in my vehicle. I didn't unload it until I unloaded the portion of my story not in the file from the matchmaker. We are here, ready to have a life with you if you want us. If you don't, I will rest up and head out for Sandusky tomorrow."

Marigold looked at the boy and his father. Emotions she hadn't felt in years paid her a visit, and she didn't know the words to answer the man.

"Callum, I am seldom at a loss for words, but I am," she said. "I'm curious to know what you'd hoped would be my response."

He turned quickly to look her in the eye. "Your response? I am hoping that you have it in you to love us both and let us make this a home for us all. If you don't want my son, and to take on that role of the loving woman role model in his life, I understand. I won't harbor any ill will towards you."

"And if I say yes?"

"Then tomorrow, if your schedule permits, we head to Durango and make us official," he said.

"And tomorrow night?"

"I make us man and wife."

"You don't want us to wait, to smooth things out between us, to ensure the child is transitioning well?"

"Wait?" he asked, turning to stir the soup. "I have been on an oil rig in the middle of the ocean for six months. There were two women on the rig. One, I can't even describe, and the other had a wife. She also had legs and armpits hairier than mine, so no, no waiting. I don't want to wait, and we need veggies. Fresh veggies."

"Okay then," Marigold said, looking at the boy.

Callum pulled bowls from the cabinet and ladled in the hot soup. He also made one for Goldi as well. This was a new feeling to her, seeing a man being helpful, taking care of his child, and preparing food that he also plated for her to eat. Life with him would be interesting, and Lord knows she need some interesting.

"Does this mean you're going to be my new mommy?" Jacob asked, his eyes searching her face.

"Looks like it," she said, looking at the boy, who seemed to show a bit of relief. 

"Good, I don't want to ride a long time again to get to Grandaddy's house. Daddy said it is like a two day drive from here," Jacob commented. He looked at her as the aroma from the soup filled the small space. "Can I have a bike and a pet?"

Marigold Baker actually found herself laughing. "We shall see; this is going to be fascinating."

****
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THE SOUP ACTUALLY TASTED much better than she expected. Darkness had descended around the home in the middle of Colorado back country. A late February storm had caused a great deal of damage around the property that she hadn't had time to repair. The temperature, even for early April, was still cold, and the space inside the home was noticeably different as the boy shuddered.

Goldi rose, going to the fireplace, opening the flue, and starting a quick fire. It didn't take long for the room to begin warming incrementally. She returned to the table with her new family, still uncertain what to say.

"I will need to hold a flashlight for you when you go out to get your things," she said softly. "There are creatures who come out at night, so being outside at night is not safe."

"Same can be said for wanting to grill the meat," he said. "The smell will also draw them to you. Would you like me to braise the rabbit since it has been seasoned and prepared?"

"Sure," she said, eyeing him sideways.

"Once I go out and collect our things, I can get Jacob a bath; he is kind of ripe," Callum said, smiling. "Is it okay for him to take the soft bed in the first room?"

His eyebrows went up when he asked the question, and Marigold was beginning to understand how this man, her man, communicated. The question was laced with an unasked one of where he would sleep tonight as well. He seemed to prefer her bed, but she wasn't sure what that meant for either of them although her vagina was screaming, “Yes—he sleeps with us!”

Callum's expression didn't change as he spoke. "The middle bed is too hard for my back, and the couch, well, you need a new couch."

"Are you asking me to share my bed, Callum?"

"I shall remain on my side if you are agreeable," he said softly, looking her in the eyes. "My mind is more focused on a hot shower and a good eight hours of sleep. I am truly tired."

"No worries," she said as he finished his soup and collected his dishes.

Jacob asked, "Daddy, can I watch TV after I take my bath?" He was looking at Goldi as he asked. 

She answered, "Unfortunately, the storm knocked the satellite off the roof, and I haven't had a chance to put it back up."

"I also noticed there is no security system or lights outside," Callum said.

"The system is in a box in the closet," she said. "Between the shop and getting home at night and feeding myself, sleep is my priority. I also need to cut more firewood; with two extra bodies, we are going to need it."

"Okay," he said. "Will you bring the flashlight so I can collect our things? Jacob, can you start your bath water?"

The boy went one way, and Callum cleared the table. Goldi grabbed a flashlight and stood at the door as he pulled in two suitcases and a messenger bag. He rolled both cases to the front bedroom where the boy would stay. Callum checked the temp of the water, said a few words to the boy, and closed the bathroom door.

In the kitchen, he found a pot, added chicken stock, cut the corn off the cob, and in the veggie bin, he located a dehydrated carrot, a potato that had grown eyes, and a suspicious looking onion. She watched as practiced hands made chef like cuts, and added the veggies and the bunny to the braiser she didn't know she had and covered it.

He moved as if all of it were second nature. Callum tapped on the bathroom door, entering the space to wash his son's back. He left the bathroom, going to the first bedroom and returning with a set of Superman pj's and action hero slippers. When the boy left the bathroom, Callum went inside and cleaned the tub. Then she heard the shower.

The man was in there naked. He was naked and washing all of them man parts. She began to wonder if the bear of a man had a hairy chest. She was still zoned out when she realized the boy was staring at her. Goldi blinked a few times.

"If you don't want to be my mommy, it's okay," he said. "My mommy always left me with my Auntie. She was nice but didn't give out hugs. Or kisses."

"Do you like hugs and kisses?"

"I don't know," Jacob said. "Never really had any, except from my dad, but dude hugs and kisses are well, you know."

The shower stopped and moments later, a ready for bed Callum exited in lounge pants and an oversized tee that hung to his mid-thigh. Where he found an oversized tee for his oversized body was a question she'd ask later. The boy yawned as did Callum.

"We're sorry to turn in early on you, but we are kind of tuckered out. Are you okay to keep an eye on the rabbit?" Callum inquired. The dishes from the meal were washed and put away, as well as the remains of the wonderful soup.

"I got it," she said, watching him lift the boy in his arms. He began to walk toward the bedroom, and she held up her hand. 

Instinct made her walk to the man and boy. She tiptoed and kissed the kid on the cheek. "Sleep well, Jacob," she said to his blushing face.

"You too," he replied, showing off the missing teeth.

In the kitchen, the hiss from the pot boiling over drew her to the kitchen. She hurriedly made way to the stove, checked the rabbit, and turned down the heat on the burner. It only took a matter of minutes, but she didn't hear Callum go to her bedroom. She entered the space and headed to her bathroom to find him in bed, asleep on top of the covers, curled up in the quilt that usually hung on the back of the chair in the room.

"Interesting," she said, preparing to close out her day. Tomorrow night, they would sleep in the same bed, but under the covers—together. Callum Lockswood was an interesting dude who seemed to understand the duty of being a father. She was looking forward to seeing how he filled out his role and responsibility as husband and father.
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Chapter 3-Leadership
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The morning started with Goldi feeling completely out of sorts. The man in her bed was no more, and three times she'd changed the dress she planned to wear to get married, only to change for a fourth, eventually ending in the original dress she'd chosen. Her unruly hair, which always had a mind of its own, was slicked back and pulled into a tight bun at the base of her neck. She'd never been a makeup sort of lady and saw no need today but added a bit of lipstick to complete the look. The pearl earrings left to her by Grandma Peony adorned her ears as she stepped into the hallway.
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