
  
    
    

  


  
    
      “What a delightful story. I adored it.” ~ Lori Wilde, New York Times bestselling author on Lucky Cowboy

      "Be prepared to fall in love, with a story that will warm your heart and curl your toes!" ~ Marina Adair, New York Times bestselling author

      "Lucky Cowboy is an engaging read you can really sink into and enjoy!" ~ Cora Seton, New York Times bestselling author

      "If you like Virgin River, you'll love Lucky Cowboy." ~ Kate Kisset, USA Today best-selling author of the Lonesome Cowboy series

      “Heatherly Bell writes romance that will capture your heart.” ~ Marina Adair, New York Times bestselling author

      “Heatherly Bell’s sweet and warm stories are the perfect escape.” ~ Pippa Grant, USA Today bestselling author

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Heatherly Bell

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      The characters created are purely fictional, and any resemblance to real people is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      COWBOYS OF STONE RIDGE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        HEATHERLY BELL

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Lucky Cowboy

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Nashville Cowboy

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Built like a Cowboy

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            A recipe for Southern fried chicken by Delores

          

          
            Also by Heatherly Bell

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LUCKY COWBOY

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          A MEN OF STONE RIDGE NOVEL

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      For the real Lillian and Albert

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Let me make one thing perfectly clear. Far too many of you make fun of our acronym. But no, we do not call ourselves the ladies of SORROW because we’re sad. Far from it. We are the Society of Reasonable, Respectable, and Organized Women. We are a society, one of reasonable women, and…sure, okay, it’s too long to say the entire name. There.

      We’re simply everything the name of our society itself indicates. Respectable women, who appreciate the position we’re in. I’ll let you in on a little secret, dear: we run this town. Sure, sure. We’re in the minority but that has mostly worked out to be an advantage. Who wouldn’t love to be one of the few? The proud? Oh, wait. Never mind.

      For decades, Stone Ridge, Texas has been a town filled with a majority of men. We’re not exactly sure how this happened, but let’s begin with the fact that we’re a ranching town. Think cowboys. Cows. Lots of lakes for fishing and hunting. In other words, it’s like a huge man cave.

      But honestly, our lack of women also has something to do with the lack of jobs and services for us. We don’t even have a hairdresser in town for the love of Pete. My new daughter-in-law does my hair in her home every other Tuesday. But I digress.

      What we do have is a great deal of eligible young men around marrying age.

      I myself had seven suitors before I chose to wed my sainted husband, Lloyd. This is the place to be if a woman wants to feel special. We’re like Alaska, but warmer.

      Yes, thank you, I will get to the point. We need more women in our quaint town because we do have the men. Oh, do we have the men! Rodeo cowboys, ranchers, construction workers. Hard bodies, chiseled jaws, and all those things the young’uns like. So, of course, when the subject of a local primary school came up, as it does once every five or so years, Sadie Stephens was the first woman I thought of. Uh-huh.

      She left town for Baylor University a few years ago to get her degree in education. After graduation, for some reason unknown to me, she settled in the metropolis of San Antonio. Can you believe it? San Antonio! Sometimes, there’s just no accounting for taste.

      Honestly, she’s the sweetest girl in the world. Close to her family and her older brother, Beau. Never has a bad word to say about anyone. A pretty and petite blond with hazel eyes. No, I’m not giving you her measurements. By the way, there’s a rumor that her college boyfriend broke her heart, and she’s been a little shy of love ever since then.

      Suffice it to say, the men of Stone Ridge are above reproach. They know better than to hurt a woman’s feelings. Why, they’d rather break their own leg than any woman’s heart. We’re glad to have Sadie back. That’s right, she’s agreed to take the position as our new school’s first teacher.

      Yes, men of Stone Ridge. You are welcome. Sadie Stephens is back in town, and she’s single.

      Let the games begin!

      ~ Beulah Hayes, acting President of the Society of Reasonable, Respectable and Organized Women (SORROW), and author of The Men of Stone Ridge, tenth edition~
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      No other twenty-eight-year-old woman in Stone Ridge, Texas could say this, but Sadie Stephens started the Tuesday after Labor Day with circle time.

      She stood in the old building that long ago served its purpose as the town’s original church. An old white clapboard building, with a steeple and a tone-less, broken belfry. It had seen better days, on or around the turn of the century. As long as Sadie could remember, everyone had worshiped at Trinity Church in the center of town.

      This morning, a small group of children ages five to eight sat in a circle inside of the old but newly cleaned and painted church. All the pews and the baptismal font were removed, and there remained one large room with a strip of carpet in the center over the hardwood floors. Small desks and chairs were flanked in groups around the room. In her class were fifteen boys and five girls. The classroom’s mix of boys to girls was just about right for Stone Ridge, Texas’s demographics, where men outnumbered women by about five to one.

      And Sadie would be the first teacher at Stone Ridge Elementary.

      “Boys and girls, you probably already know that my name is Sadie Stephens, but y’all can call me Miss Sadie.” She turned to write her name in large letters on the white board in bold black marker.

      Something tapped the side of Sadie’s head and she turned to see a paper plane at her feet.

      “He did it!” Ellie Monroe, one of her Kindergartners, pointed to Jimmy Ray, an eight-year-old.

      Sadie bent to pick it up from the floor. She didn’t want to start their day off in a negative way, so she turned it over in her hands and admired it for a moment.

      “Why, what a wonderful piece of engineering.”

      “You’re pretty,” said Jimmy Ray.

      How adorable. The cute kid grinned, showing two missing front teeth.

      “Ew,” said Bobby Joe. “She’s old.”

      “Is not!” Ellie scrunched up her little face.

      This brought about a general discussion between the boys and girls regarding who was old, such as one’s grandmother, but Miss Sadie was simply a grown-up. Ellie won the round with her impressive logic.

      “You guys are so smart!” Sadie took back control of the conversation. “What a lively discussion. Yes, Jimmy Ray, I’m twenty-eight, a bit old for you. But thank you for saying that I’m pretty.”

      “When’s snack time?” Bobby Joe raised his hand. “My mom said y’all would give me snacks if I’m good. I’m bein’ good. Where’s my snack?”

      “That’s a great question! We will have our snack soon. Ellie’s mom volunteered to bring it today. But I’m sure you just ate a big breakfast.”

      “I have a hollow leg,” Bobby Joe said with conviction.

      “Does not!” Ellie said, who would obviously become the classroom’s fact checker.

      “All right.” Sadie took a deep and steadying breath. “We’re going to get to know each other a little bit first. Some of you already know how to read, and others are just learning, so I need to find out more about you. This is going to be so interesting! I can’t wait to find out who can already read.”

      Nearly every hand raised, all except for Ellie, who pouted and crossed her arms.

      Oh, dear. Sadie probably shouldn’t have said that. “Wait. I didn’t ask you to raise your hands.”

      Little hands lowered.

      “The point is, soon you will all be reading.”

      Sadie ended circle time after each child said their name out loud and she’d pointed them to their assigned desk with their decorated name card. She could hardly contain her excitement and nearly rubbed her hands together. She would finally teach, and mold little minds.

      She’d dreamed about this day and it was finally here. And in her hometown, no less! How wonderful to influence the future generation of both the women and men of Stone Ridge. She would have a challenge, teaching the first class at different levels, but she’d created a plan.

      Until recently many parents of grade school children homeschooled since Stone Ridge was a small remote town deep in Texas Hill Country. Older children were usually sent on a bus to the neighboring town of Kerrville, a forty-minute ride reach way. A long bus ride, one Sadie remembered well. She, her brother, Beau, and all their friends rode the bus for years. But now, local parents would have options.

      Thanks to Beulah Hayes’s efforts, they’d began the search for a location and a plan to raise funds last year, and wrangled support from the town’s residents. There would still be many fundraisers ahead of them to fully fund the effort.

      Because they didn’t yet have all their district certifications, they’d applied for a charter, and received some money from the state. They’d raised enough through Beulah’s pet organization, the ladies of SORROW, to pay for a year of Sadie’s abysmal salary.

      And while the ladies scouted for another, better location, they’d provided the old church so that Sadie could begin teaching this fall.

      Two hours into the school day, Sadie counted ten times she’d returned Jimmy Ray’s shoe to him, because he kept throwing it. She talked to him, but he didn’t seem to think he was doing anything wrong. On the eleventh time, she got wise and put it in her desk drawer, telling him he’d get it back at the end of the day.

      He then hopped around the classroom for a few minutes on one foot, earning lots of laughs. Sadie asked him to sit down, then handed out reading books, and while some of the kids took to reading them quietly, others fought over them.

      Ellie wanted Black Beauty because of the horse on the cover, but Jimmy Ray reminded her that she couldn’t read so she should go ahead and take the “baby book.”

      Ellie burst into tears. Sadie gathered the little girl into her arms and considered joining her. This day was not going well so far. She’d pictured an entirely different kind of experience, with well-behaved children eager to read a book and learn.

      “Jimmy Ray, I’m going to need you to apologize to Ellie. There’s no such thing in my class as a baby book.”

      “Baby, baby, baby!” Jimmy Ray laughed as again he hopped around on one foot.

      And Sadie could take no more. She rarely lost her temper and never with a child. But Jimmy Ray had just stepped on her last nerve. She would never tolerate cruelty among her children.

      “Jimmy Ray! How many times have I told you? Sit down. I mean it now,” Sadie said, and stomped her foot in emphasis.

      And went right through the bottom of the wooden floor.

      

      “Termites can do a hell of a lot of damage,” said Riggs Henderson. “I’ve seen entire beams fall.”

      A local rancher, Riggs was also a foreman and worked odd construction jobs here and there. He managed the occasional renovation in town and sometimes worked with Sadie’s father. He’d been driving by in his truck when he saw the commotion gathered outside the old church.

      Many of the men who gathered stood eyeing the floor and the foot of crawl space under it. There were plenty of head shakes as an entire crew arrived and got to work. In their town residents came together in times of need. It took one call to the phone tree, started by Beulah Hayes herself this time, who’d walked over from the General Store nearby, which was owned by her husband.

      Sadie sat with the children outside on the porch steps, out of the way of danger until their parents could arrive. To say the children were fascinated was an understatement. Suddenly no one talked about snacks or reading levels. They’d just seen their teacher’s feet go through a supposedly solid wood floor.

      Jimmy Ray simply stared in horror when Sadie’s first foot went through the floor. He must have thought her to be “incredible cartoonish” mad. Not the case, but either she’d gained too much weight this summer, or these termites had feasted. For decades.

      Beulah Hayes shook her finger. “The inspector said it was fine. We tented for termites weeks ago.”

      “Who did you use?” Riggs asked.

      “I’ll have to look through my paperwork,” Beulah huffed. “But he came from Kerrville. Gave me a decent rate.”

      A general groan of consensus came out of the men, as if the good people of Kerrville couldn’t be trusted to know a termite infestation from a scorpion one.

      “Are you sure you don’t need a trip to the hospital, missy?” This was directed to Sadie from Lenny, one of their volunteer firefighters, a man about her father’s age.

      “It’s not like I fell far. My boot took the worst of it,” Sadie said. “I’m fine, but thanks.”

      “Miss Sadie went through the floor,” Ellie said. “I’m scared. There’s a monster down there.”

      “No monster,” Lenny said, bending. “It’s a teeny tiny little bug, you see, so small no one can even see it.”

      “You’re not helping,” Sadie warned.

      “Oh, they don’t eat children,” Lenny said with a chuckle and a wave. “But they eat through wood like a sumabitch.”

      “Lenny!”

      “My house is made of wood,” Ellie said with a hitch in her breath. “Will they eat my house, Miss Sadie?”

      “No, no, sweetie,” Sadie said, glaring at Lenny. “I’m sure they won’t.”

      A bevy of pickup trucks arrived one after the other, their tires crunching into the gravel as they pulled into the church parking lot. This would be the second wave of men, arriving to help, meaning they would have dropped everything they were doing on the ranch.

      Life wasn’t easy in Stone Ridge, as services were few and residents were forced to rely on each other. The fire department, for instance, all volunteer. As a former EMT, Sadie took her turn, too. They currently didn’t have a doctor or clinic, and no police, relying on the County Sheriff an hour away.

      There was no hairdresser in town, no clothing stores, no coffee shop, no movie theater, and spotty cell service and Wi-Fi. They did, however, have rolling hills, trees, rivers, lakes, and lots of great fishing. There was Trinity Church, a veterinary clinic (there were more animals in town than people), the General Store, and the Shady Grind, a bar and grill.

      But the best part of her hometown was the way the men of Stone Ridge revered their few women. They were held in high regard. Protected. This was just one of the reasons Sadie came home after getting her teaching degree. Here, she’d have a better than average chance of finding a husband.

      In fact, he could be here right now, wondering if he’d ever find a woman in this woman-scarcity town. Maybe he’d even bring his niece or nephew to the school one day for drop off or pick up. Ada Armstrong’s nephew was coming to visit, and she couldn’t talk enough about him. But Sadie wasn’t too excited because he sounded so desperate for a wife. In any case, with the right man, their gazes would meet across the tops of the children’s heads.

      She’d feel that little zip and zing. The jolt and kablammy that her best friend Eve Iglesias talked about. Sadie’s pupils would dilate, and bam! She’d fall in love. Once, she’d felt that zip and zing, and thought she knew just the right man for her. But that was years ago. She’d given up on him.

      As the trucks filed in one after another, Sadie noticed her older brother Beau’s truck, Wade Cruz, two more of the Henderson brothers, and of course, Lincoln Carver.

      Lincoln Carver.

      The man she’d wanted since she could remember having the slightest interest in boys. The one she’d finally given up on. A few years ago, Lincoln stopped speaking to Sadie and even though everyone else moved on from the feud that caused this, Lincoln still remained civil. But nothing more than civil. Then again, he was a loyal sort, one of his most attractive qualities.

      Followed closely by the long, brawny body, strong arms, chiseled jaw, and dimples. Sigh.

      He and the rest of the men went to work as if they did this every day, gathering tools and supplies from their truck beds.

      Lincoln walked by her first, nodding and tipping his Stetson. “Sadie.”

      “Hey there, Lincoln.” Her heart rate spiked the way it always did when he appeared anywhere near her vicinity.

      “Hey, sis,” Beau said, as he walked up the steps next. “You okay there?”

      “I’m fine. Sorry to be so much trouble.”

      “What a first day, right?” Beau said and turned to the first crew of men. “What do we have goin’ on here? How can we help?”

      “We’re goin’ to need to move them to another location,” Riggs Henderson advised. “We’ve got to rip out all this wood and replace it. Should take a week or more. We should do a more thorough inspection. Walls, floors, roof. I wouldn’t feel comfortable having children in here otherwise.”

      Sadie closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. Well, there went her teaching career. Maybe she could move back to San Antonio, get her old job, and come back and try this again next fall.

      “Now, now,” Beulah said as though reading Sadie’s mind. “I am sorry about all this, but don’t you despair. We’ll find another location for y’all right quick.”

      Except a centrally located empty building in the middle of town didn’t exist.

      The parents began to arrive for their children and were informed. They appeared well rested, even after the short school day. But Sadie had probably aged ten years in the last five minutes.

      Because it was still early in the day, she left the men to it, and headed two blocks down to the veterinary clinic where Eve worked as a veterinarian. Most of the time Eve was out on a large animal call, but Sadie caught sight of her old blue beat-up truck parked outside. She opened the door to an empty waiting room where Eve sat behind the receptionist desk. She and the other vet, Annabeth, couldn’t afford to hire an admin yet.

      “Hey,” Eve said, coming around from the desk to give Sadie a hug. “I heard.”

      By now, everyone would have. “I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

      “How did it go, otherwise?”

      “You know what it’s like when you see a dress you love online? And then you see that it’s on sale! The last one in your size. When you place the order, it turns out you get an additional discount at check out. You can’t believe your good luck. The dress arrives, free shipping of course, and when you take it out of the package and try it on, it fits just like it was made for you?”

      Eve nodded, smiling in anticipation.

      “Well, today was nothing like that.” Sadie collapsed on one of the empty waiting chairs. “It was a disaster. I don’t think I taught them a single thing, except that I’m a pushover.”

      Eve sat beside Sadie. “Oh, hon. Well, it will get better.”

      “I thought it would be different. I was so excited about my lesson plan, but I couldn’t keep their attention. Until I went through the floor, of course. Then no one would take their eyes off me.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re doing something that’s never been done before here.”

      “And maybe there was a reason for that.”

      “Yes. We didn’t have Sadie Stephens, teacher extraordinaire.”

      Sadie allowed the thought to cheer her a little bit. “The point is, I was excited about teaching them. They’re not quite as excited to learn. And now I don’t know how they will until the termite damage is repaired.”

      “Don’t you worry. I’m sure Beulah is on this like a bean in caffeine.”

      “Even Beulah can’t materialize a building out of thin air.” She sighed.

      “I’m sure the guys will get the work done soon.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      She’d seen the expression on her brother’s face. He worked in construction with their father, and he didn’t look happy as he studied the eaves and beams. He shook his head far too often and once he’d said to Lincoln, “Would you take a look at this. Who would let this building pass inspection?”

      “Who’s your favorite student?” Eve said.

      “Well, a teacher shouldn’t have favorites, but if I did, it would be Ellie Monroe.”

      “Aw, yeah, she’s a cutie. She and her mom come around every now and then to check on our rescues. They’ve adopted nearly every cat we’ve rescued. Ellie names them after the months of the year.” Eve chuckled. “She’s up to May.”

      Sadie sighed. “Yeah, and because of me, now every kid in class knows she can’t read.”

      “She’s only five, isn’t she?” Eve cocked her head.

      “That’s not the point. She cried when another kid took a higher-level book away from her because she can’t read.”

      Eve frowned. Only she would know the significance of that for Sadie. She couldn’t help having such a tender heart. Eve had a huge heart for animals of all types. Sadie, a heart for books, followed closely by children. All of them on Earth. But she would have to toughen up to be a teacher. Otherwise, her students would smell her weakness the way sharks smelled blood.

      “Maybe I should have become a paramedic. Or just stayed as an EMT,” Sadie said.

      Her position after getting her degree was as both a public-school teacher and an emergency medical technician in San Antonio. With the pay so poor, she’d needed two jobs to make ends meet in a bigger city. But teaching remained her first love. She’d been an adequate EMT. Mostly, she’d been a glorified taxi from hospital to convalescent home and back. Giving comfort and aide to people at the end of their lives made Sadie realize she had a lot more living to do.

      She’d been about to enroll in courses to become a paramedic and increase her pay, when on a visit to her parents, Beulah again brought up the subject of a school. Sadie wanted to move back to Stone Ridge, like her best friend Eve. And Sadie missed her quirky town.

      Eve stood. “Wait right here. I’ve got something for you.”

      When Eve returned from the back rooms, she carried a furry little creature in her arms. A rabbit.

      “This little guy is so soft. Someone brought him in after finding him injured a couple of weeks ago. He’s fully recovered and I’m ready to set him free again. There’s no way you can hold him and not feel better about your day.”

      “Eve, I’m sorry. This must all seem so silly to you.”

      “Of course not. I didn’t have the best first day, either.”

      Sadie winced. “I remember. You put a horse down.”

      And Eve had been through the ringer in the past few years, beginning with her last-minute decision not to show up on her wedding day to Jackson, Lincoln’s younger brother. That awful day caused a feud between the two families, and of course, Sadie, also a loyal sort, took Eve’s side.

      Eve’s problems were real, but Sadie just had a bad day.

      Okay, a horrible day.

      “I love you, little one.” Sadie cuddled the rabbit, gray and white and soft as silk. “You’re right. I feel better already.”

      No one ever said teaching would be easy, after all, but simply that it could be rewarding. Just because she’d lost control of her classroom today didn’t mean it would happen again. She’d just have to kindly exert her authority. Kill them with kindness. Or give them a motivation that didn’t involve a sugary snack for a reward.

      “Maybe when we get back, I could make this little guy our class pet. Rabbits are always good for that aren’t they? The kids could learn responsibility and it could be a positive behavior modifier.”

      “Sure,” Eve said. “Although, rabbits are sensitive to loud noises. I’m close if you change your mind. I’ll just come get him.”

      Sadie sat up straighter, inspired. “I’ve tried to think outside the box but some of the old tried and true methods might work also.”

      “Why not?” Eve said. “And don’t forget show and tell. Or career day. I could come and talk to the kids about being a vet.”

      “Would you? That would be amazing! The girls would love that.”

      “And you should get Lincoln to come and show the boys how to rope. There’s nothing boys love more than a rodeo champ.”

      Even the sound of his name sometimes landed her with a sucker punch. But despite the fact Jackson had been engaged to Eve, it always seemed that Lincoln didn’t remember Sadie. But of course, he did. The few women in this town hardly faded into the background. And Sadie was Beau’s sister, who happened to be one of Lincoln’s close friends. He did know her. He just didn’t much seem to care.

      “That’s…that’s a wonderful idea, too.” She continued to pet the puffy piece of silk. “I should think about asking him. Maybe.”

      Eve laughed. “Don’t be shy about it. If you want, I can put a bug in Mima’s ear. I’ve been spending some time up at the ranch lately, helping out with the grooming for some extra cash.”

      “Lincoln hasn’t really talked to me since…well, you know.”

      “He doesn’t talk much to me, either, but this might be a good opportunity. I mean, the rest of us have moved on. It’s his turn.”

      “He’s really loyal to his brother.” Seeing the pained look on Eve’s face, Sadie changed the subject. “And anyway, isn’t Lincoln really busy?”

      To hear Beau tell it, Lincoln practically ran that cattle ranch. He and his father Hank, on their own, since Jackson took off for Nashville a few years ago. During the rodeo season Lincoln tended to be gone for weeks at a time. He’d turned pro a couple of years ago and every once in a while, she’d see him at the Shady Grind, having a beer with the boys, showing off that shiny belt buckle to eager women.

      He was tall with long legs, built like a running back, but despite his size carried himself with ease and grace. Hair always on the wrong side of a cut, a shiny copper brown, and his eyes…they were the deepest shade of blue she’d ever seen. And they crinkled when he smiled.

      “He’s not too busy to help out a friend.”

      “Fine,” Sadie said, ready to end this topic. “I’ll ask him.”

      “Are you going straight home? If not, I could use a little company while I straighten out the surgery suite before it gets returned.”

      “All I have waitin’ at home is Ben & Jerry’s.”

      Eve took the bunny back from Sadie and put it in his little cage in the back.

      Sadie followed Eve through the back of the clinic, to where the trailer she and Annabeth occasionally rented sat parked. Eve called it a hospital on wheels. It looked like a fifth wheel from the outside. Some surgeries were performed in the trailer, as well as x-rays of large animals. Eve often towed it to horse and cattle ranches in the area. As Sadie stepped inside behind Eve, she noted all the space inside the trailer. The amount of room caught her by surprise.

      Eve gloved up and began tidying the counters. “So, did Lincoln come out to help today?”

      “You know he did,” Sadie said. “All the men showed up to help poor Sadie who went straight through the wood floor on her first day of class.”

      “You make it sound like somehow that’s your fault.”

      “No, it’s just my lousy luck.” She hated being rescued. This time, it couldn’t be helped.

      “Or Beulah, trying to save a penny and rush things. She’s been wantin’ this school to open since forever.”

      “I wish I didn’t get my hopes up.”

      “How is Lincoln, anyway? Haven’t seen him for a while.”

      “Still just as handsome a cuss as ever.”

      “Still just as single as ever.” Eve smiled, wiping the counter.

      “Stop. I gave up on him a long time ago.”

      “Yeah? If I recall, you gave up after my weddin’ day fail. And I’ve told you before, because Jackson and I didn’t work doesn’t mean you can’t wind up with Lincoln someday.”

      But Sadie’s mind was suddenly elsewhere. Her father owned portables bigger than this trailer that he hauled from one job to another. Once a job was complete, the portable moved to the next location. And in some large cities, portables were a way of increasing student enrollment without having to budget for the costs of building, which could be astronomical.

      “Oh my Lord!” Sadie jumped up, clapping her hands, as the idea became fully formed.

      “What? What is it?”

      “I love you! Thanks to you, I think I just figured out a way to save our school year!”
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      Lincoln began his day being kicked in the ass by a pissed off bull and ended it by tearing down termite-infested beams from the rafters of the old church. All in all, a pretty violent Tuesday for him.

      “Hey, y’all!” Beau called out. “Let’s head on over to the Shady Grind. We’ll pick this back up tomorrow.”

      Knowing Beau, he’d assign some of the men who worked for his father’s construction company to help, too. Lincoln would fit the work in whenever he could, but he would do his part. Thankfully there were enough men to get the job done. Manpower was never a problem in Stone Ridge. The materials were another issue entirely, but he assumed Beulah was at this moment planning yet another bake sale or knit-a-thon. He still remembered the day he’d been informed that money could be raised by knitting, of all things. Who knew?

      Lincoln parked his truck and went inside just as a group of ranch hands were walking into the bar. Usually not much but cowboys in this bar and grill, one owned and operated by Priscilla, a real throwback to the seventies. She wore her big platinum blond hair teased out to the sides. That hair of hers had its own zip code.

      The bar itself was old-school with a jukebox in the back that played ancient tunes and the original polished wood bar. Stools were lined up at the bar, but some tables and chairs were available for the grill in the back that served a decent “Shady burger.”

      “Hey, boys,” Priscilla said as the men filled in all the empty seats at the bar. “What’s doin’?”

      “Just got back from the latest town project,” Riggs said.

      Lincoln ordered a beer and Priscilla slid it over to him. “How’s our boy doin’?”

      “Writin’ songs for Keith Urban and Luke Bryan.”

      “Whowee, you name dropper!”

      Lincoln smiled. Priscilla always needed to know the latest on Jackson’s quest for superstardom.

      “Heard you won yourself another buckle. Ropin’ again?”

      He nodded. “Yep.”

      The circuit could be a fun life, and he’d been at it on and off for years now, going from one event to the other, accumulating buckles. A few buckle bunnies along the way, too, though those never lasted. Between championships and qualifying events, he stayed close to home and the ranch. Lately, he’d been feeling out of sorts wondering how much longer he could keep up the punishing pace of ranch life where shit tended to go south more often than not. Sooner or later, he’d have to give one of them up.

      Laying eyes on Sadie Stephens today was that bright light in one otherwise dull week. She looked like every single one of his teacher fantasies rolled into one. Lincoln and Beau were friends for a long time, and he could still recall passing through their house, overhearing ten-year-old Sadie as she presided above her classroom of teddy bears and dolls.

      She’d looked beautiful and sweet sitting on the porch steps with her class, keeping them close and calm, her boots a little dirty and scuffed from going through the floor. Her cheeks a little pink. Even now the thought of her made him smile. Her reputation as a klutz went right along with falling through a floor. She’d never been the most graceful girl, once actually tripping over her own two feet right in front of him. He’d caught her before she hit the ground. Jackson suggested that Sadie was so in love with Lincoln she couldn’t manage to see straight, much less walk straight around him. Yeah, right. Funny.

      The crush obviously faded to gray in the years after Jackson and Eve’s wedding fiasco. For a while, the Iglesias and Carver families hadn’t spoken to each other except when necessary. Runaway brides usually meant cutting ties with a family forever. Considering both he and Sadie were loyal to their opposite sides, it meant that they didn’t speak for years.

      Maybe it wasn’t fair, but Lincoln told himself that Sadie could have stopped Eve from running. Could have, should have, talked some sense into her. Instead, she’d covered for Eve and actually driven her home from the church, leaving his poor brother heartbroken. To this day, he didn’t understand.

      Eve went off to college, and Jackson to Nashville. Sadie also left for college and returned for the occasional visit. He hadn’t seen much of her since she’d been back, but Sadie wasn’t exactly the type to hang out at the Shady Grind. Neither was Eve. Because Sadie was a sweet woman. Wholesome. No rodeo queen, but everyone’s friend, and the girl next door. And now the town’s first teacher, in case she had to further cement her candidacy for sainthood.

      One of the many reasons he stayed away, in case her being friends with the enemy wasn’t reason enough.

      “All right, so how are we goin’ to do this?” Riggs Henderson unfolded a paper napkin and started drawing up lines. “We need a plan of attack. Don’t know about y’all but I sure have my share of work at the ranch. We need a schedule.”

      About ten years older than most of the men here tonight, Riggs occasionally served as their conscience and older brother. As the oldest Henderson brother, he alone mostly took care of his family’s ranch. He’d been a widow for ten years and seemed in no hurry to rectify that situation.

      “I can do Thursdays,” Wade volunteered.

      “Put me in for Wednesdays,” Lincoln said.

      “Beau?” Riggs asked.

      “Aw, shit fire, Tuesdays, I guess. Might as well make it a thing.”

      Before long, a schedule was created. Riggs said he would talk to the older married men that weren’t here about filling in where they could around their other obligations.

      Beau glanced at his buzzing phone. “Ah, geez. There are advantages to lousy reception.”

      Downtown, phone reception was much better, though one didn’t want to bet the farm on it. Heh.

      “You goin’ to pick that up?” Lincoln asked.

      “It’s Sadie,” he said, finally putting the phone to his ear. “Hey. Just havin’ a beer with the guys. What? Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. Sure, great idea but…uh-huh. Well…sure, guess it could work. Temporary, right?”

      He hung up and turned to the men. “Y’all, I’m goin’ to need some help moving a portable tomorrow.”

      They all groaned and Riggs whipped out his napkin schedule.

      By the time Lincoln rolled home to his own cabin on the hill he could have been juiced, but he wasn’t. He’d seen first-hand what too much drinking did to a man, and he wasn’t okay with that complete loss of self-control. He couldn’t accept the weakness buried deep down inside a man who drank too much.

      Speaking of drinking, and speaking of weakness, he should check on his father before he called it a night.

      Hank was having a bad day with his back pain, so he’d stayed behind when Lincoln went to the old church. Mostly, middle-age ranchers were excused from the heavy lifting if they had sons. And Hank certainly worked that angle every chance he got. Not long ago he too was one of the many men of Stone Ridge who pitched in where needed. Now, the ranch remained his excuse for missing everything. For letting life pass him by.

      No woman should have that much power over a man.

      Most thought he still mourned over his ex-wife, but Lincoln knew better. There was a reason he’d taken Jackson and Eve’s breakup so hard. Hank had a long-time thing for Brenda, Eve’s mother. And that relationship would never happen.

      Lincoln wondered what would get Hank to pull out of this funk and accept life, even if it hadn’t worked out necessarily how he wanted it. A new woman in his life? Or maybe a significant emotional event, like coming close to losing the ranch. Then again, Hank was that most dangerous of men: a functioning drunk. He hid his weakness well, a part of the problem. Even Mima did not know how her only child struggled.

      And Lincoln was far too loyal to rat him out.

      Surprisingly, he found Hank on the wraparound porch of the main house on the hill where he lived alone. He leaned against the rail when he noticed Lincoln. Not surprisingly, he held a shot glass in his hand and a somewhat glassy-eyed look, all too familiar.

      “Evening,” Lincoln said, propping a boot on the first step.

      Not a good evening, not a bad one. It was evening. His main problem? He wanted to help Hank, but he also wanted him to start acting like a father and not another one of Lincoln’s responsibilities.

      “Where you been?”

      “Just got back from the Shady Grind. Bunch of us wound up there after putting in some time at the old church. It’s a termite infestation.”

      “All this time?” Hank scowled. “You spent half the day there.”

      “And so did quite a few others. It’ll get done.”

      “It’s not fair what they expect of you. Of all you men.”

      “You not counting yourself as a man of Stone Ridge anymore?”

      “You young men, I mean. Not old farts like me.” He tipped the shot glass to his lips and drained it.

      “I don’t mind.”

      At least it got him off the ranch, giving him contact with their community, which was important. Those connections were vital to staying human. Healthy. After all, the opposite of addiction was engagement. He’d read that somewhere. Lincoln did not want to wind up like Hank. It must be a lonely existence judging everybody and everything.

      “If I’ve told you once I’ve told you a thousand times,” Hank said. “Don’t let people take advantage of your generous nature.”

      And another thing. So many, including his own father, were under the mistaken impression that Lincoln was kind. Good. But those same people didn’t see him on the circuit, drinking occasionally, but most often cavorting with rodeo queens and the buckle bunnies who followed him from town to town. Instead of being one man among many in Stone Ridge, he’d been regarded as unique due to his championship skills. He would be ashamed to say he enjoyed that feeling of being the center of attention for a short time. For once, he wasn’t just one man in the crowd.

      Maybe he was more like his brother than he realized.

      

      One week later, Lincoln was reminded that when something went wrong on a ranch, it would soon be followed by at least two more. He was now attempting to fix Thing 3. The broke-down tractor. Hank was again out of commission for a day because of his bad back, code for “I drank too much last night.” Lincoln was down to the few ranch hands they hired, fewer this year than last.

      It didn’t help that they’d been blessed with another blazing hot day in September. Of course, this morning at dawn the weather was fairly freezing. He’d gone about his day, removing clothes as he went. Now, he stripped off his tee, the last item of clothing he’d remove outside. Bending over the engine, he tightened a nut, then heard the sound of tires kicking up the dirt road to the barn.

      He didn’t bother looking up.

      One lug nut fastened, he started on the other one. Until it stripped, the force of his wrenching too much.

      “Damn! Shit fire! Damn it all to hell!”

      Lincoln let loose with a volley of curses since he was all alone out here. Just him and the Texas dirt.  He kicked the tractor.

      “Lincoln?” came a sweet voice.

      He didn’t immediately see the owner of that soft voice, but he’d guess she would be feminine and sexy. And he could use a pretty woman right about now. A sexy woman would get him out of this funk right quick. He could use a little relaxation. A little unwinding. Maybe he’d happened upon another rodeo buckle bunny who’d somehow found out where he lived. Wouldn’t be difficult as everyone in this Podunk town owned loose lips. Picking up the rag to wipe the grease from his fingers, he moved past the tractor in the direction of that sex-on-a-stick voice.

      And stopped in his tracks.

      Sadie Stephens.

      She of the wild cascading blond waves, sensual lips, and amazing ass. The temptress who made his skin tight every time he laid eyes on her. One of the women in town he’d never dated, even before the wedding fail. Because, c’mon, she was so sweet. Innocent. The girl next door with no idea of the effect she had on men.

      Occasionally he caught a glance of her with the children, coming in and out of the portable which he’d helped set up in the parking lot of the old church. Renovations came to a screeching halt when someone accidentally hit a plumbing line. Safe to say there were a few more fundraisers ahead of them.

      “Hey,” Lincoln said, clearing his throat, and walking over to the fence line.

      She’d propped her booted feet on one rail of the fence and clung with both hands. “I can see you’re busy, but this won’t take too much time.”

      Most women wore Wranglers, boots, T-shirts and flannel, but Sadie always wore dresses. Short casual dresses, mostly, like today. This one hit right above the knee.

      He swallowed. “What can I do for you?”

      “I just finished my first full week of teaching and it’s going much better. Eve came to career day and talked about being a vet. The kids loved it.”

      He just looked at her quizzically with no idea why any of this involved him.

      She smiled but wouldn’t meet his eyes. “And…I thought…well. Eve suggested, actually, and I agree. Maybe you…I thought that maybe…um, could you come and talk to the kids about being a rodeo champ?”

      He froze. There was a small fact he didn’t much like to advertise but he didn’t like children. Yeah, yeah. He should like children. I mean, who didn’t like children? They were so needy and completely dependent on you. Often sticky. He’d liked his younger brother and sister fine. As the oldest, he helped raise them after their mother abandoned the family. And on the rodeo circuit, he did his share of meeting the younger fans. Taking pictures, that sort of thing. Usually over within a few minutes.

      “I don’t know. Pretty busy here. And the tractor broke down.” He pointed in the direction of the yellow behemoth otherwise known as the bane of his existence.

      “It would just take a few minutes of your time.”

      Her tone took on a pleading sound and he began to picture what it might sound like if she begged him to take her to bed. To give her a few hours of pleasure. She wouldn’t have to beg for long.

      He tried to rein in his thoughts because he must be getting desperate for a woman. But Sadie didn’t look like his friend’s sweet sister today. Not in that short dress. She reminded him of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted. And what he wanted was for her to be asking him for anything but career day at the grade school.

      “What did you have in mind? A demonstration? Come show them my buckles?”

      “Anything you’d like but all of that sounds good. I’m sure they would be happy just to meet you.”

      “Really? I already know most of these kids.”

      “Yes, but how many have you talked to in person about the rodeo?” She cocked her head.

      She’d read his mind. He didn’t talk to any of them. Just waved hello when they were with their parents, pat a head now and again. For God’s sake, he wasn’t a total grump.

      “You could demonstrate your roping technique, maybe?” She chewed on her lower lip and his resolve wore thinner.

      But no. This had bad idea written all over it. There was already too much to do around here. And he didn’t want to see her again. He wanted to stop thinking about her naked and seeing her again wouldn’t help that situation.

      “Tell you what.” He tried a smile. “I will think about it. As soon as I finish fixing this tractor, hauling some hay, tagging the new heifers, and moving our cattle to the north pasture, I should have a little free time.”

      The tentative smile slipped off her face because Sadie heard “no” in that sentence, exactly what he wanted her to hear.

      “Oh, okay.” She jumped off the fence rail.

      Giving up on me so easy, sweetheart? You didn’t much want me to begin with, I’m guessing.

      “You let me know, then.” She turned one last time, her long blond hair catching a ray of sunlight.

      “I will.” He held up a hand in a wave. “Thanks for dropping by.”

      At the end of another long back-breaking day, Lincoln showered at his cabin and prepared to leave for a beer at the Shady Grind. Stopping to check in on his grandmother he found her in the kitchen. Lillian “Mima” Carver was a force of nature, but she’d helped raised him after his mother, Maggie Mae Carver, left the family high and dry. For that reason alone, he allowed that tornado to sweep over him now and again. The least he could do.

      “Hey, there. Goin’ out for a while. You okay?”

      There were several skeins of yarn all over the kitchen table and she sat on a chair, doing her thing. Obviously, the knit-a-thon was already in full swing.

      “What was that lovely Sadie doin’ over here earlier today?”

      “Wanted me to come to career day over at the new school.” He helped himself to a bottled water from the fridge and twisted off the cap.

      “That’s a great idea.”

      “Nah, I don’t have time for that.”

      She dropped her yarn. “Lincoln James Carver, are you turning down a resident in need?”

      “This is Sadie Stephens we’re talkin’ about. She’s Eve’s best friend. Are we forgettin’? She’s the one that drove Eve home when she should have been in the church, gettin’ hitched to Jackson! And I’ve helped renovate that church into a school along with everyone else. Remember? I’ve already done my part.”

      “What will it take you? Twenty minutes, if that. Sadie needs our help, son. She’s one little girl tryin’ to teach some kids never even been to school before.”

      “Sadie is not a little girl and she can handle them.”

      “Well, that’s not what I heard.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “Ellie Monroe cries once a day, and Jimmy Ray keeps throwin’ his shoe. Lawd above knows why.”

      “Jimmy Ray is a brat. Just like his Daddy.”

      “Sadie needs people with interesting professions to come talk. She’s of course got more boys than girls so I can see why you’d do well. And if you insist on risking your life with the rodeo, least you can do is show off to the children.”

      An interesting twist. She wanted him to be a show-off now. “I thought I was supposed to teach them something.”

      “Son, if you’re not goin’ to settle down and have your own children, least you can do is help us raise the ones in town.”

      He nearly spit his water out. “When did I sign up for that?”

      “When you were born here. That’s what we do in Stone Ridge. We help each other.”

      He didn’t mind helping others. It was in his genes and was the way he’d been raised. Last week he’d helped a neighboring rancher pull a cow out of a mud hole he’d been stuck in. But sue him if there had been enough responsibility raising his siblings. It didn’t seem that long ago that he drove Daisy to and from the high school forty minutes away. Listening when she cried because she didn’t have a date to prom night.

      For years, he’d run interference between Jackson and Hank. Those two were at odds from the minute Jackson picked up a guitar and found a talent. That talent didn’t fall in line with Hank’s vision for his youngest son. Jackson was off in Nashville doin’ his thing and Lincoln didn’t have to worry about him. Daisy graduated with honors a few years ago and worked as an auto mechanic in Kerrville.

      Now, it was Lincoln’s time. His obligations were only to his family and this ranch. And to the town, too, but those were on an as-needed basis. He’d never turn down someone desperately in need of a helping hand. But career day at the local school? Hard pass. They’d do fine without him.

      Promising Mima he’d consider the idea, Lincoln left for the Shady Grind for that cold beer. He could have a beer at home, sure, but after a long day he needed to get away from the ranch. Blow off some steam. He immediately caught the eye of Jolette Marie Truehart checking him out as he walked inside and winked. In addition to being the only daughter of the Truehart Horse Ranch dynasty, she held the dubious distinction of being a three-time runaway bride. Runaway brides were not uncommon in their town, but Jolette Marie was also a bona fide buckle bunny.

      They’d developed an understanding. She was discreet and neither one of them wanted anything permanent. From time to time they got together for a little no-strings fun. Because Jolette Marie could be all kinds of fun. That “fun” hadn’t happened for some time, though, and he certainly wouldn’t mind a repeat performance. But Lincoln would wait it out tonight. Men in this town chased women like a flea chased a horse, and he refused to be one of them. But if Jolette Marie didn’t find herself interested in anyone else tonight, maybe later they would…talk.

      A trill of laughter caught his attention and he turned to see Eve and Sadie surrounded by a small group of men. Unfortunately, Eve caught his eye before he looked away. Damn it.

      Ten, nine, eight, seven, six…

      “Hey, Lincoln,” Eve said from behind him.

      Naturally, due to the way he’d been raised, he was forced to turn around and smile at the woman who tore his brother’s heart from his chest when she stood him up at the altar of Trinity Church seven years ago. It was in the past, sure, and they’d all moved on. The Iglesias and Carver families were on speaking terms again. Eve scored points with locals when she came back to Stone Ridge after grad school to take over a large animal veterinary practice. And Jackson was better off without her.

      Still didn’t make it any easier for Lincoln to forgive her.

      He nodded. “How’s it goin’?”

      “Good. Sadie and I came out tonight.” She waved Sadie over. “We’re sort of celebrating her first week of teaching. And I did career day at the school today. The kids loved it.”

      Here it comes. “I heard.”

      “Anyway, it was fun. The kids are cool.”

      Lincoln took a pull of his beer and winced. “Even Jimmy Ray?”

      Eve laughed. “Well…bless his heart.”

      “Yup. Just like his Daddy.”

      Eve waved Sadie over again, but the girl just wasn’t moving. She stayed rooted to her spot, taking little swigs from her beer and trying her best not to look directly at him.

      “She’s not coming over,” Lincoln said. “I told her I’d think about career day, but she heard no. And she’s probably not very happy with me.”

      “No, that’s silly. Sadie doesn’t get mad.”

      “Yeah? Hell, then I feel special.”

      “Hi,” said a little voice beside him. “Did you fix your tractor?”

      He turned to see her shoved between him and the cowboy on the stool beside him. Small enough to fit between them, the soft bare skin of her arm briefly touched his white button-down. She noticed and pulled back.

      Please do that again, sweetheart.

      From this close, he caught the scent of her hair, a mild flowery scent. He noticed her hazel eyes, specks of yellow and green in them. And she wore the same short dress from earlier this afternoon. She looked so sweet she made it hard for a man to think. She’d asked him a question…or something.

      “No.” He cleared his throat. “Tractor’s a bigger problem than I realized. Daisy is going to take a look at it.”

      Did he care that his little sister the mechanic might fix something he, as a big bad cowboy, couldn’t? Hell, no. He’d been raised to think better than that.

      “Okay.” Sadie took a sip of her beer and seemed to have lost the power of speech.

      Eve became involved in a conversation with the man next to her, so she was of no help at all.

      “Look, I said I’d think about career day and I meant it. Just…give me a chance to clear the decks.”

      Boy, wasn’t he a sucker for a beautiful woman? She’d clearly heard “no” and now he let her hear a big fat “maybe.”

      She blinked. “No, that’s okay. I don’t want you to feel obligated. Maybe I could ask Wade.”

      The last thing Lincoln wanted was for Wade to demonstrate how egotistical a rodeo cowboy could get when he regularly got thrown off a bucking horse and survived to tell it. His best friend could be an idiot sometimes.

      “Wade doesn’t have the time.”

      “Then I’ll think of something else.”

      “You mean someone else?” He snorted. “Certainly have your pick of men in Stone Ridge.”

      Hell, he hadn’t meant that to come out the way it did. He usually didn’t mind being one of many. Made it easier to fly under the radar since if a woman wanted marriage, she didn’t have to settle for him and could move on. Sometimes easier said than done. A couple of romantic entanglements in the past cost him when the girl claimed to be madly in love and didn’t want anyone else but him. In high school, his girlfriend had a pregnancy scare, and Lincoln aged ten years in five minutes. From that point on, he’d been extremely careful.

      “You’re right,” she said and sighed. “I guess I do.”

      At that point, Sean Henderson took the stool the ranch hand vacated. “Hey, there, Sadie. You busy tonight?”

      Pretty bold of him but Sean was confident. Lincoln stared straight ahead while taking a pull of his beer.

      “Um, I’m here with Eve. We’re celebrating my first week of teaching.”

      “I love celebrating. And I’m good at it.” He winked. “Let me get you a drink. Whatcha drinkin’?”

      “It’s just a beer. But I⁠—”

      “Hey, ’Cilla, let me have another beer for Sadie. We’re celebrating.”

      Alright then. And they were off to the races. “I’m just gonna leave you two alone.”

      “Aw, thanks, bud!” Sean clapped Lincoln’s back.

      Lincoln stood and stretched, wandering over to the old-fashioned jukebox. He leaned against it, trying to be interested in the selection of old-time country classics, from Johnny Cash to Merle Haggard. He preferred the new country sound, people like Sam Hunt and Brad Paisley, but Priscilla said it was too expensive to buy those newer tunes and nearly impossible to update this hunk of junk.

      Sometimes this old town grated on him. He stayed because of his family. Because of the ranch. And there were decent people here, too, real salt of the earth folks who cared about each other. But sometimes, he wished there was a movie theater in town…or something.

      “Hey there,” came Jolette Marie’s throaty voice.

      He turned to her. “Hey.”

      Speaking of confidence. Jolette Marie probably sweated confidence right through the pores of her skin. Of course, she was beautiful, which helped. A redhead, tall, long legs. He briefly wondered why Sadie didn’t seem to have as much confidence. The men chased after her, too, like every other eligible woman. And she was beautiful. Clearly smart. He caught himself briefly gazing over the top of Jolette Marie’s head to see Sadie, still talking to Sean. But she didn’t look all that happy, taking small sips of her beer. She caught him staring.

      He quickly looked away.

      Jolette Marie noticed and laughed. “Sadie? She’s headed to have herself a big wedding someday soon and plenty of babies.”

      “Yeah. I know.” He squinted and took a pull of his beer. “And I’m not interested.”

      “Right. Well, although I’m standin’ right here and you looked over my head, I’m willing to let that go. I know you’re worth it. You want to get out of here?”

      He considered it. But for reasons he refused to examine too closely, he didn’t want to leave with Jolette Marie tonight. Not while Sadie could see them. The idea didn’t have the same appeal to him as when he’d walked in here tonight. He might be coming down with something. Because Jolette Marie would certainly help him unwind and relax with zero complications.

      “I have a really early day, sweetheart.” He winked and smiled. “Raincheck?”

      “Sure thing.” She stood on tiptoes and planted a big fat kiss on his lips.

      Lincoln carefully extracted himself from Jolette Marie, doing everything but pat her on the head, and then he was out the door.
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      As she usually did on quiet calm evenings alone on the ranch, Lillian Carver gathered her pen and paper. Her hands were already weak from all the knitting today, but she settled at the antique rolltop desk in her bedroom and began another letter to her late husband, Albert.

      My dearest Albert,

      I’m worried about our Lincoln. Either he’s off to the rodeo where he’s doing God knows what with who knows who, or he’s home where he spends too much time alone. Just him and Hank on the ranch, now that Jackson’s gone to Nashville. And I won’t lie to you. I know he does most of the work on the hill. Hank is drinking too much again. Both are too stupid to realize I know.

      Lillian put the pen down and looked around the room. Her fingers were old and arthritic these days and letter writing took a lot out of her. Usually she simply started a letter and her late husband would show up, wearing his boots and spurs, ready to “fix” everything. He never did know how to simply listen. Oh, she wasn’t crazy, the therapist said. Just as long as she realized that Albert was simply a figment of her imagination, he could be a comfort and a way of dealing with and managing her grief.

      He’d been dead for five years now, of a sudden and massive heart attack, but it wasn’t until recently that she’d needed him. She’d kept busy what with Hank and his three children, cooking for and serving up the hungry cowboys three meals a day. But now with Jackson off to Nashville, and Daisy working at the auto shop and rarely home, Lincoln spent most of his time up on the hill with her miserable son. Somehow, she needed a way to bring this family back together again. She would start in order, with Lincoln. Hank was sort of a lost cause, sadly, at least for now. But Lillian figured if she got Lincoln married off, everything else would slowly fall into place. There would eventually be more little Carvers running around (God help her, please, some girls would be heaven-sent).

      Jackson would come home for the wedding. Nothing would stop that boy from standing up for his older brother, hero, and best friend. At that point, she could work on getting Jackson and Eve back together again. What happened there was just too sad for words. Lastly, she’d deal with her only granddaughter. The little hellion she’d raised from a toddler needed someone special. Someone strong.

      Fingers aching, Lillian kept writing.

      Sadie Stephens is on my mind. She’s the one for my Lincoln. I suppose on some level I’ve always known. She has practically worshipped him for most of her life. He likes her, too. Just doesn’t want to admit it yet. He blames Sadie for driving Eve home instead of coming to get Jackson, so he could talk some sense into Eve. Sadie is just like Lincoln: loyal to the core. I thought their fate was sealed when they each took sides in Eve and Jackson’s breakup. But that was a while ago and we’ve all learned so much since then. I don’t even blame Eve anymore, much less Sadie. Such a sweet girl with a big heart. I wish you could see her. She’s the teacher now!

      “Woman, what are you yammering on and on about now?” Albert appeared on his side of their bed, crossing his booted feet at the ankles. Arms crossed. Toothpick in his mouth.

      He looked exactly the way she’d last seen him, before he’d walked to the barn and collapsed halfway there.

      “Albert! Do you enjoy torturing my arthritic fingers? Do you? I’ve been writing two whole paragraphs until you finally decided to show up!”

      “Sadie Stephens, huh? Well, that’s a choice.”

      “The best one, naturally. I’m going to have to intervene, of course. As usual.”

      “Well, could you even stop yourself?”

      “You make it sound as if things will just work out by themselves. They won’t. I have to push them along. Sometimes shove.”

      “Whether you have to or not, you certainly do enjoy it.”

      “It keeps me occupied now that you’re gone. And a fine mess you left me with, too. Thanks for that!”

      “Hank will be fine. A little heartache never killed anyone.”

      But their son had nursed the pain of losing Maggie May for far too long. Something else was wrong. A mother had a sixth sense about her children.

      “Anyway, back to Lincoln, old man.” She waved her hand dismissively. “I’m going to get Lincoln more involved at the new school. They’re in a portable now while the men fix the old church. But I need for him to be in close contact with Sadie. She’ll be eternally grateful to him, and maybe finally let him know how she feels. He’s not a mind reader. Actually, he’s not very romantic, either. Sort of like his predecessors.” At this she slid Albert a look of contempt.

      Would it have killed him to bring home flowers every now and then? Albert just shrugged.

      Lillian paced the floor. “The problem is Lincoln thinks he’s already invested enough time in the new school. Sadie is organizing a career day event. I’m sure he’s thinkin’ he can’t leave the hill for the twenty minutes it might take him. Or maybe he’s avoiding Sadie. I know for certain he’s avoiding commitment. Oh, that boy! If he wasn’t so tall, I’d ring his fool neck.”

      “I’d offer a suggestion, but you probably won’t want to hear it. You hate when I try to fix everything. I’m trying this new listening thing out.”

      “Oh, now you decide to listen? I need
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