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Falling for the Bronc Rider

Faithful Cowboys: BOOK ONE
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ONE
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Focus, Jake. Ignore the girl and feel the bronc. 
Jake Callahan had never been distracted by a girl while in the saddle. Until today. He felt her burning gaze more than the leather under his rump. Her sweet strawberry scent filled his senses more than the sweat of the bronc under him. Jake blew out his nose in a huff like the horse he sat upon. 
This was not good.
He needed this win, not for the money or the prestige, but to fill that aching hole in his chest that wouldn’t leave him alone. All the hard work of burying it over the last decade and a half did him no good as soon as Beth Rose raced into his life.
“Where’s your head, boss?” Junior asked as he handed him the bronc rein. “This bronc’s not one to play with.”
Jake nodded. He knew the moment he had drawn Buster that tonight he would be one buckle richer. It also meant he needed extra focus, not a green-eyed distraction.
Watching his buddy, Ryder, go down several months ago, gave him a new understanding of how temporary life was. A simple slip of rope or of mind and the music would stop, the story ended.
Buster pranced under him, snorting his displeasure of being held hostage in the bucking chute. Jake reached forward, laying his hand on the horse’s strong, muscled neck. “Easy boy. We’re in this together.”
Instantly, Jake’s focus sharpened. The tangy smell of horse and dust filled his nostrils, setting all right in his world. The crowd’s cheers faded into silent anticipation as the announcers began calling his achievements.
The tingling sensation that started in his spine and spread throughout him eased his mind, his body, and his soul. Ride or Die. This was where he belonged.
Buster’s ears pricked backward as if waiting for his cue, the cue that would shoot them both into the dust-filled stage. They both were made for this, and they would awe the crowd together on this warm summer, Wyoming night.
Jake drew in a long slow breath, and he felt Buster’s muscles tense in response. With one curt nod, the bucking rope was cinched at the same time the bucking chute gate clanged open.
Buster did not disappoint. The brute of a horse reared and jumped out the gate. Jake threw his body back to ensure that he marked the horse out, his heels hitting above the horse’s shoulders. 
Only an eight-second dance with the wildest of partners, but both the horse and the rider must do their part to synchronize the steps. Jake read Buster’s intention. He yanked the thick rein in his right hand, holding his left up and away from body and horse. Buster instinctively spun and bucked exactly as Jake had hoped. 
He paired his movement with the horse, adding in a touch of extra style as he leaned forward kicking his boots back toward the end of the saddle. This wild, rocking-chair ride was what he lived for.
When the buzzer sounded, he yipped with pure joy as he kicked his feet free of the stirrups and landed his boots in the dust. Keeping his awareness on the pickup man gaining control of Buster, Jake grabbed his hat by the brim and threw it into the crowd.
The roar filled the entire stadium, and he thrust both hands into the air. He had won. He knew it, the crowd knew it, and the announcers knew it. As he grinned from ear to ear, he scanned the stands for one particular pair of eyes.
The rest of the world disappeared the moment he met that green gaze. She didn’t hoot and holler, nor clap or pump the air with her fists. She merely smiled, a sweet yet humor-filled smile that seemed to say, You’ll never learn humility now.
Without thought, he winked at her right before he jumped the fence into a crowd of fans.

[image: image-placeholder]
Beth Rose didn’t trust the butterflies dancing in her stomach. Dear God, give me the strength to resist the way that man makes me feel. Her heart jumped the moment he winked. She knew it was directed at her. The guy teased her mercilessly, like he knew she had fallen for him, though she could never allow herself to act upon the desire of her heart.
The warming sensation that tingled through her went cold the moment he jumped the fence into the throng of scantily dressed females fawning over him. She glanced toward the heavens, knowing that her prayer had been answered.
It was easy to resist someone who freely gave himself to so many others.
Goosebumps broke out on her bare arms. She hugged herself while turning to push through the crowd. Faith needed her attention, obviously much more than the cowboy who had just secured himself the championship once again.
Faith nickered and stamped the ground impatiently as Beth rounded into the stalls. They wouldn’t race until tomorrow, but the horse didn’t know that. The crowds, the nearness of other horses, the smells of sweat, leather, and popcorn all signaled to her mare that it was work time.
Beth nuzzled into her soft gray neck. “Not tonight, girl. We’ll show them what we got tomorrow.” 
Closing her eyes, she sent up another silent prayer. They needed the win at this event. She hadn’t placed in Casper, and her funds were running low. Her heart sank when she remembered her truck at the mechanics back in Cheyenne. God hadn’t answered her prayer when her transmission went out...or maybe He had.
If it hadn’t been for Jake, her season would have ended right then and there.
She let out a deep enough sigh that Faith twisted her head to look at her from one rectangle-pupiled eye. The horse’s long eyelashes blinked slowly as if she had so much wisdom to pass along.
“If only I spoke horse,” she whispered, rubbing the bridge of Faith’s nose. “Then again, you would probably call me a fool. I know that already. Why do you think I pray for strength every day?”
“Talking to your horse again?” Jake’s throaty, confident voice instantly filled her cheeks with heat. “Now I know your secret.” He leaned forward and winked before stepping back to lean against the stall gate.
“You do?” Beth gasped, her heart rushing in her ears.
“Yeah, you got The Big Guy in your corner.”
“Oh,” Beth pushed out her breath in an awkward-sounding chuckle. “Yeah. It would seem you do, too.”
“Me?” Jake said as if it was the funniest thing he had heard. “Nah. We haven’t spoken in half a lifetime.”
Beth cocked her head to look at him from under the brim of her hat. “Then how do you explain all of your success?”
“Pure skill, baby.”
Beth smacked him playfully as she passed by to grab some grain for Faith. “You might want to learn some humility before some of it wipes you right out of your saddle and onto your rear end.”
“Oh, sweet Beth, I don’t even know what that word means.” He pushed off the gate to stand in her way. “Maybe you should teach me.”
Beth’s lips parted as she struggled to breathe. She lost herself in his deep brown eyes...eyes that could swallow her so quickly her virtues wouldn’t be able to keep up. Why did God tempt her so cruelly?
Elbowing past him, she searched for a good retort. “I’m sure there are many who would happily teach you that skill, my friend.” She emphasized the word friend. 
The boundary had been firmly placed the moment she accepted his offer to bunk with him for the remainder of the circuit. She really had no other choice...did she? This might be the last season she was able to race. For it to have ended because of a faulty transmission wouldn’t have been right.
As she watched the man who had been so kind in letting her tag along walk away, she wondered at the stiffness in his shoulders. Had her words offended him? Usually, he loved banter like this. Yet, she hadn’t even congratulated him on a good ride. She called herself a friend, but her infatuation kept her heart too guarded. God, help me be the friend Jake needs me to be.




TWO

[image: image-placeholder]

Jake threw his gear into the trailer and kicked the side. The metallic echo vibrated the entire frame. How did this girl get under his skin with a simple word?  Friend, he growled and pounded his saddle. 
He was a confirmed bachelor. Having someone else besides him to worry about, to care for, to lose...no, he didn’t want that. 
He paced the small enclosure of the horse trailer. What was wrong with him? He just won the championship, again. He should be sitting on the top of the world. Maybe he needed to cut loose tonight and celebrate. He hadn’t done much of that since his roomie moved in.
His boots echoed as he exited the tack area of his trailer and strutted around to the living quarters. The fake grass mat on the outside made his mouth twitch. Beth insisted on taking boots off before going inside. He threw his shoulders back and purposely stepped up the steps and into the trailer with his boots on.
Yet, one step in, seeing the caked mud and straw littering the floor had him hesitating. With a sigh, he backtracked and kicked his boots off onto the grass mat. As upset as he was, he had enjoyed having a clean space to call home since Beth had joined him. 
He stepped around the pile of debris he had left, grabbed the little broom Beth had bought, and swept up the mess. His house guest had changed him, and he had to admit he liked it. That was the scary part.
He needed a distraction. Something to remind him what he really wanted in life...nothing to tie him down. 
The feeling of the wood floor beneath him sent him taking a few running steps to slide into his bedroom area. He crashed into the bed, trying to make himself laugh. It didn’t work, but he would find his carefree way again. Searching his tiny closet and drawers in the wall, he found his favorite out-on-the-town shirt and a pair of jeans that he knew made the ladies watch him. A smile tilted up his corners. Maybe that would grab Beth’s attention. 
Throwing his head back with a groan, he laid the clothes on his bed and headed into the fanciest shower he had ever seen in a trailer. The place was almost as big as a house and had all the comforts. He hadn’t lived in a stick house since he bought it, happy to be truly free from anything.
The hot water soothed his muscles that already complained of the beating they received on Buster. It was worth it. Besides, he enjoyed the tender muscles. They showed he had earned the money he won tonight. 
As he dried off in the bathroom, he remembered Beth’s face when he had given her the grand tour after offering her to ride along with him for the rest of the circuit. That day replayed in his mind. He had known Beth for the last few years. A rodeoer gets to know the regulars. She had come right out of high school, as many of them did. As he did.
Beth had always been quiet, shy, and, well, a goody-two-shoes. Jake smirked at the memory of how he saw Beth before she had become one of his closest friends. Wow, he tossed the towel over the shower door. In only two short months, Beth had become an almost integral part of his life.
He dropped his hands to the granite counter around the sink and hung his head. She had somehow wiggled her way right into his life. Those crocodile tears of hers had done it.
She hadn’t kicked her truck, cursed, or even slammed the hood. When he came upon her standing in front of her old truck, she had her hands clasped and head lowered, as if she prayed. It drew him toward her, and when she raised her head to look right at him, huge tears spilled from her beautiful green eyes.
He would have done anything at that moment to help her. He still would.
The soft patter of her feet as she climbed up the steps right outside the bathroom that led to her bedroom area spurred him forward. He had left her in the stables without a word. Sure she had got under his skin, but she had no way to know that. It wasn’t intentional. Beth would never hurt someone intentionally.
He wrapped the towel around his waist and came out of the bathroom in time to see her climbing into her area.
“Hey,” he said, lamely.
“Hey,” she responded as she turned back toward him. Her braids swung as she did, and her eyes held a sheen that usually meant she had been crying. Yet, her cheeks blushed in that pretty rose color like they did every time he came out not fully dressed. “I didn’t get the chance to congratulate you.”
“Oh,” he took a step back to try to get a better look at her. “Thanks. Hey, you okay?”
“Yeah,” she brought her gaze up to his eyes, holding them steadily there. “Nothing I can’t do with God’s help.”
He covered his sigh with a nod and turned to walk toward his bedroom area. Stopping at the door, he turned quickly, catching her eyes on him. It made his lips turn up and his heart pound like the hooves of a bronc. She had been watching him.
“I’m going out to celebrate. Want to join me?” Jake asked, thinking of swinging her around on the dance floor until she was dizzy enough to confess she did actually think him attractive...something she had denied several times during their long-drive conversations.
The blush in her cheeks had spread until her entire face had turned red. “I think...I think I better stay in tonight.”
“Party-pooper,” he teased.
“I’ve got my race tomorrow...and I really need a win.”
“Excuses. Excuses.” He kept his voice light, but the disappointment almost devastated him. All the more reason he needed to twirl someone else around the dance floor tonight. “Suit yourself.” He started to close the door behind him.
“Jake?”
“Yeah,” he said, not looking at her. The last thing he needed was her pity.
“I really am excited for you. Maybe we could celebrate tomorrow after my race?”
At the unsure tone of her voice, he looked up, saw her eyes glistening again, and guilt washed over him. She was going through something, and all he could think about was...he shook his head.
“Oh, okay. Well, no problem, I…” she started, her words tumbling on top of each other.
“Huh?” Jake asked, and then realized that she had read his head shake to mean he didn’t want to celebrate with her. “Of course we can celebrate after your race.”
She looked up at him, and he knew for sure that she was crying.
“Hey, I can stay in tonight. We can order a pizza and watch silly movies, or talk, whatever you need.” Jake’s heart warred within him, but man those tears always did it to him.
“I’m okay, really. I just need some sleep. You deserve a celebration. Have fun.” 
Jake swore he saw her swallow and cringe as she said the words and disappeared into her private quarters. Had that been a look of jealousy? He smiled, maybe he was getting under her skin, too.

[image: image-placeholder]
Beth blew out another breath and shook out her hands. Barrel racing would begin right after this event. The girls ahead of her were already on their horses, keeping them warm. That wasn’t what made Beth nervous.
She could see him, standing out there along the rails, waiting to cheer her on. It unnerved her, made her heart whimper and explode with jealousy at the same time. As much as she had needed sleep, she only slept fitfully until Jake sauntered into the trailer at a little past two. She had no right to wonder what he had been doing out that late or who had been in his arms all night. Please God, stop my jealous heart and help me focus on this race. I know I don’t deserve this, but if it is Your plan, I desperately need a win.
She walked back to Faith who stamped her hooves in expectation. The horse eyed her and nuzzled her big head into Beth. “Yes, girl. Almost time.”
She wrapped her arms around Faith’s strong neck and breathed in her horse scent—a smell that calmed her ever since she had been five and her daddy had taken her for her first ride at a ranch outside the city.
She looked upward as if she could see her parents. I hope I make you proud today. She closed her eyes against the hot tears that built up. The anniversary of their death always affected her this way. It had been twenty years, and she still longed for them.
Faith nodded her head in impatience as the announcer blared over the speakers. Time to get ready. She unclipped Faith’s lead and double-checked the cinch. At the last rodeo, Millie Meyers’ saddle had slipped, sending her crashing into the second barrel. Luckily, only her pride had been damaged, but Beth would ensure she never made that mistake.
After checking Faith’s hooves once more, she slid her left foot into the stirrup and swung up. Everything within her settled as she eased into the saddle. She belonged here. Faith nodded as if she agreed and then pranced, eager to race.
After warming her up, Beth directed Faith to the line of girls sitting their prancing horses. Many of their horses had cost tens of thousands of dollars. She leaned down to rub Faith’s neck. Her grandparents had given her Faith when she was twelve. She and Faith had learned to race together. 
Most would consider Faith old, but in Beth’s eyes, she was the best racing horse in the world. They could read each other so well, it was like they became a single entity while racing. 
Faith pranced eagerly as the gal in front of them sped off down the corridor and out into the arena. Beth leaned forward, soothing her horse’s anticipation and drowning out the announcer with her quiet murmuring. She had learned long before not to listen to how well the other gals did. It only made her more nervous. She did her best when all she focused on was doing the best she and Faith could do.
Courtney and her horse, Flash, sped by them. No prodding was needed. Faith knew they were on. She pranced and jumped like an excited filly. Too old, my boot. Beth smiled.
The announcer called her name, and she received the nod.
“Alright, girl. Let’s show them what we can do.” Beth leaned forward, giving Faith the slack needed to move her head, and with a little tap of her heels, they shot down the corridor. Please, God, be with us in Your glory.
A person wouldn’t think a mere 13-14 seconds could feel like a lifetime, but barrel racers knew. How did time slow down? Beth couldn’t even think to try to explain the force of God and His ability to change the perception of time. Yet, she knew it did, for as she rounded that first barrel, tight and perfect, time crawled. She saw Faith lean in, felt her hooves grab at the hard-packed dirt and propel them as if they stood on a top and flung toward the next barrel.
Only one more to go.
Beth leaned forward, urging Faith to perform her best as she raced toward the last barrel and home. She felt the rush of air pass through mere millimeters between her knee and the barrel. They hadn’t touched. 
Faith galloped back toward the corridor, stretching her neck out and flying across the arena. As Beth slowed her horse down, she flung herself over her saddle to embrace the magnificent creature’s neck.
“Well done, my girl,” Beth panted, trying to remember if she had held her breath the entire time.
Courtney walked Flash over to them as they cooled their mounts off. “Wow, that’s an incredible time, Beth!”
Beth glanced at her, her breath still coming in gasps. “I didn’t hear it.”
“Well, let’s just say there are only two riders left, and you have a good five hundredths on all of us.”
Beth’s eyes widened, stinging with the wind that had blown into them and with gratitude. Could she finally have won? She needed the money desperately. Without the money needed to fix her truck, it would stay in Cheyenne forever.
Plus, no one wanted to go out losing in their final year.




THREE
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Jake knew he should have invited others to join them. He knew the moment he saw the light in her eyes that left him feeling like he rode the wildest bronc in the circuit—it wouldn’t be safe to be alone with Beth today. 
Yet, the excitement of having those eyes on him only, let the warning conveniently slip from his mind. Until this moment right now.
The bright eyes had filled with tears from out of nowhere. Beth had cried that first day, but until last night, he hadn’t seen those crocodile tears again. Resisting the urge to pull her into his arms left him weak and agitated.
“Come on, Cheeky. What’s going on?”
A small smile tugged at her lips as he knew it would with the nickname he had given her. “I’m sorry.” She wiped at her eyes and smoothed the blanket beneath them. The soft breeze tugged a few tendrils of her hair loose, and she brushed them behind her ears. “We are supposed to be celebrating.”
“Obviously something is eating away at you. Last night, right now...big win or not.”
“I did win, didn’t I?” Her smile widened, and she looked up into the sky beyond the tree they sat under.
He secretly loved that she always asked to go on picnics rather than fancy restaurants, or dive restaurants, or anywhere else there were people to take her attention off him.
“You sure did. By a landslide.” He touched the tip of her freckled nose.
“I wouldn’t call a tenth of a second a landslide.” She shrugged.
“Well, to the three behind you who were hundredths of seconds within each other, I’m sure that tenth seemed much larger than a few rocks showering down the hill.”
She cocked her head as she read him. “I love how you use nature to describe things. You always give such great visuals.”
Jake laughed. “Well, at least I can offer something to the relationship.”
Beth stiffened, then focused on smoothing out her shirt. She still wore the fancy teal blouse that she always wore when she raced.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you.” Jake reached out to touch the fringe on her shirt, trying to ignore how her breathing quickened as he did. “Is this your lucky shirt? You wear it nearly every race.”
Beth bit her lip and her cheeks turned pink. “In a way.”
“In a way?” he urged.
“Well, it’s the only one that, well, that fits in with the rest of the gals.” She started picking up the utensils and placing them back into the ice chest. “Racing isn’t exactly cheap, you know.”
Jake watched her, ideas playing in his head. He hadn’t had to think about money for some time. It came in, he spent it, and his account still overflowed with it. For a second, guilt spilled over him as he thought about the dozen show shirts he had, not to mention the new chaps and boots and…
“It’s a beautiful shirt,” he said, letting a smile tease his lips while his plan played out in his mind. It wouldn’t be the only beautiful shirt she had soon. “So, what’s next?”
Beth’s eyes widened. She licked her lips and smoothed her hands on her jeans. “Well, I have the money now to fix my truck so…”
Jake narrowed his eyes. As much as he knew he should let her go as quick as he could drive her to Cheyenne before one of them got hurt, he couldn’t stand the thought. “It would be silly to drive all the way back to Cheyenne now. Lander is next, right? That’s in the opposite direction.”
“Yeah, but...you’ve already been so kind. I don’t want to hinder your, um, social life,” she said, sounding as if she choked on the words.
He reached for her hand, knowing he shouldn’t. Her soft skin surprised him. “You aren’t hindering anything.”
Her eyes met his under long lashes. “Jake...I...we’re…”
“Friends,” he said in an exasperated sigh, pulling his hands slowly off hers. “Yes, but there is no one else I would rather spend my time with.”
Unfortunately, he realized, that was the truth. He hated how his heart galloped in fear when she had mentioned going back to Cheyenne to get her truck. She was getting too close. He really should just take her back...but, man, he didn’t want to.
“Anyway, you haven’t told me why you have been so upset.” There. Safer subjects.
“It’s okay. I don’t want to burden you.”
Jake frowned. “Burden me?”
“We’re here to celebrate, remember?”
“But…”
“No, buts.” She stood and picked up the small ice chest. “Come on. I believe you owe me some ice cream.”
Jake cocked his head and then returned her grin. “Yeah, I guess I did promise you that if you won.”
“And I did.” She raised up on her tiptoes in a little bounce.
“Well, then,” he said as he folded up the blanket and then held out his elbow. “Let’s get the winner the ice cream she earned.”
Beth’s laugh made his insides quiver almost as much as her hand squeezing his elbow. Yeah, he was in trouble and the sensation was unpleasant and addicting at the same time.
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Beth could still taste the mint chip ice cream as she climbed up into her bedroom that night. The flavor left more than the taste of the dessert, but the deliciousness of the day. Days like today made her wish that life could be different. It made her wish she could allow her heart to fall for the bronc rider in the bathroom below her.
His humming made it up to her, a popular country song soon blaring from him as the water to the shower turned on. Her lips twitched with amusement. Jake actually had a decent voice, deep and on key. Yet, it only reminded her how different they were. 
How could God have allowed her to fall for a man who swore he would never marry? Never have kids? 
Once again, the emotions of the day overwhelmed her. This year seemed harder than the last several. It was weird how some years her loss tugged a little harder than others. She pulled out her phone from the small purse she occasionally lugged around.
With a deep breath, she scrolled her contacts to the Gs, clicked the name, and closed her eyes while she listened to the ringing.
“Hello?” 
“Hey, Grandma,” Beth said, quietly.
“Oh, honey. You always remember to call on this day,” her voice choked.
“How could I forget?” Beth swallowed past the lump in her throat.
“You know they would be prouder than a strutting stallion, don’t you, dear?”
“Thanks, Grandma.” She breathed out a shaky breath. “How’s Gramps?”
“Oh, you know him. Gruff and grumpy and proud of you, too. Did you race today?”
“I did.”
“Well, how’d you do?” 
“I did well. God blessed me with a win.”
“Well, congratulations. He did bless you, dear, but you worked hard for those skills. Don’t you deny yourself that. You know your mama loved racing. We always thought she’d go on like you are.”
“But she met my daddy.”
“That she did, and the rest is history. Speaking of that, have you met any handsome, God-loving cowboys that meet your fancy?”
“Grandma,” Beth admonished, wishing her cheeks hadn’t flamed as she thought about the cowboy probably drying off from his shower so close to her.
She hadn’t told them about her truck. They worried so much already, and they didn’t have funds to spare to help her, though they would try. She couldn’t handle that. 
“Fine. Fine. It’s just you’re getting older. You know your mama already had you by the time she was your age. And boy, did she love you so much.” Her Grandma’s voice choked up again. “I miss her.”
“I miss her, too. I miss them both.”
Their goodbyes were strained and emotion-filled with promises to call again soon. After hitting the End button, she allowed herself to put her head on her knees and cry. So lost in her grief, she hadn’t heard Jake come up the stairs until he reached for her.
She immediately wiped at her eyes, clearing her vision and grateful to see he had more than only his towel on this time.
“Hey, you got to tell me. I’m really starting to stress,” Jake grasped her arm and pulled her into him.
There was nothing in the room besides a bed and built-in shelves and drawers. So, she sat on the bed and in her friend’s arms. Nothing awkward about this, right? As his arms wrapped around her, she felt anything but awkward. His presence soothed her, bringing with it a peace like she had longed for over the last decade and more.
“Tell me,” he whispered in her ear.
She swallowed, licked her lips, and closed her eyes against the tears that sprouted, renewed by his kindness. “Today is the anniversary of my parents…”
“And you’re sad you aren’t with them?” Jake sounded confused.
“No, of their...death.” She felt him stiffen under her and wondered if he would pull away as so many did. No one liked to talk about death. It always left the conversation heavy, uncomfortable, and stagnated.
“That’s rough,” he said, his voice thick with something that made her wonder about his past. “Recent?”
She shook her head. “I was five.”
He pushed her gently off him then and turned her to look at him in the eyes. “Serious?”
“Yeah,” she said, searching his brown depths, wondering at the glint of pain she saw there.
“How in the...I mean, you were so young.”
She nodded. “My grandparents raised me. They did their best. They taught me how to ride…”
“Well, that was the best thing they could have done for you.”
Beth let herself chuckle lightly. “Yeah, I guess it was. There’s something healing about being on a horse, for sure.”
“Only place true freedom exists.”
Beth cocked her head and looked at her friend a little deeper. There was more to him than he let people see, and God help her, she wanted to know that part of him.




FOUR
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Jake woke to the morning sun coming through his trailer window. He stretched under the covers, loving the cool Wyoming morning. A smile settled on his lips as he thought about the day yesterday. 
Beth had a way of making mundane tasks fun. Her humor, though light and almost sneaky, kept him on his toes. He liked a woman who surprised him, and Beth did that a lot. Especially by opening up the night before.
What surprised him the most was the insane desire to tell her about his brother. He shook his head, the smile disappearing. He never talked about Jimmy. Not to anyone. His heart ached, and his mood instantly soured. 
Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.
He climbed out of bed and pulled on his sweatpants. Maybe coffee would put him in a better head space. Yet, as he came out of the room, the aromatic smell of the vanilla flavored coffee he loved already filled the trailer. 
“Good morning,” Beth said in her sweet, sing-song way from behind her coffee cup. She sat stretched out at the table, facing toward the window that opened up to the Wyoming Mountains.
The tension in Jake’s shoulders released as he sat across from her and in front of a full cup. “For me?”
“Uh-huh,” she glanced at him quickly, her cheeks turning pink.
“You know, Cheeky, after all the time we have spent together, you would think you would stop blushing every time you see me without a shirt.” He loved teasing her, and her pink cheeks only made his heart beat faster.
“It’s just not something I’m accustomed to, that’s all,” she said, keeping her gaze on the peaks and taking a sip of her coffee.
“Sure,” Jake settled back into his seat, resting his gaze on the same mountains, but watching her from the corner of his eye. “You know, one day you’ll confess that you do think I’m attractive.”
Beth choked on her coffee, sputtering the liquid back into her cup and coughing.
“It shouldn’t have been that funny,” Jake said, rising to pat her on the back.
She glared at him as she scooted out of her seat and dumped the little bit of coffee she had left down the sink. “You made me ruin the last of my coffee.”
Jake knew she did her best to sound upset, but the humor tinged her tone. Wow. Jake sat back in his seat. When had he started to know her so well?
“Well, you don’t deserve these, but…” she opened the oven and he realized the delicious scent he had been smelling was more than just the coffee.
“Biscuits,” he said, breathing in the fresh aroma.
“And gravy,” she said, bringing over the tray of biscuits and a pan of white gravy.
“You’re right. I don’t deserve this. Why did you do it?” He reached for a biscuit, but she slapped his hand away. 
A moment later she handed him a plate and a fork, gesturing to him to dish up. “Well, you tease me mercilessly, but you have let me take over your living space for the last couple of months. Plus, well,” she sat down across from him with her own plate. “I felt bad about last night. I didn’t mean to end the day like that.”
I couldn’t think of a better way to end a day than with you in my arms. Jake stuffed a biscuit in his mouth before the words came flying out. 
“You were so supportive, and that meant a lot to me.”
Jake chewed and swallowed. “Of course, what are friends for, right?”
She cocked her head, watching him like she weighed every nuance in his facial expression. “Yeah,” she said hesitantly.
“What?” he asked, using his best innocent tone.
“Nothing.” She shook her head and dished herself up a moderate serving.
Jake smiled. It wasn’t every day that a man found a woman willing to eat her fill rather than daintily pick at a salad. “You can’t just say nothing.”
“Well, maybe,” she looked at him as she played with the bite of food on her fork, “maybe it’s been too long since I’ve had a real friend. Most freak out when I talk about my parents. They act like they’ve never seen me before...like it changes me somehow.”
“Well, maybe I catch on slower,” he said, with a smile.
Her mouth parted and her eyes widened, but when he winked her cheeks blushed, and she kicked him under the table.
“Ow!” he cried out with a chuckle. “I’m kidding. You know I’m here for you, Cheeky.” He pinched her cheek and then focused on the meal in front of him. “Especially if you keep making me delicious breakfasts like this.”
“Well, these types of breakfasts have to be earned.” She leaned forward with a smile, before sitting back in her seat.
Jake laughed. He would miss this daily banter when she… Ugh. All of a sudden his biscuit became hard to swallow.
Beth pushed his coffee toward him. “Too dry?”
He shook his head as he washed down his food. “No. It’s delicious and appreciated.”
“Now that kind of talk can earn you more.” She eased back into her seat. “So, I thought a lot last night, and I decided you’re right.”
“Did you just say, I’m right? I’ve got to hear this.”
“I’m not going to ask you to drive me all the way back to Cheyenne when the next rodeo is in Lander.”
A smile spread across Jake’s lips, and his throat eased back open so he stuffed more food into his mouth.
“I can take a bus,” she said.
Jake choked and coughed and sputtered before grabbing his coffee and clearing his airways once again. “No, you will not!”
She arched an eyebrow. “I’m not sure you really have a say, Cowboy.”
Jake put both palms down on the table and did his best to calm the rapid-fire pulses. It didn’t work, so he stood and paced the trailer. “Do you know what kind of folks ride those buses? I mean you could be on there with people all the way from Cali. No. If you are that insistent, I will drive you.”
“But Jake,” she started.
“No, it’s ridiculous to go now, but riding a bus is out of the question. What about Faith? You going to stuff her in the luggage compartment?”
“You don’t think they’ll let her ride on the bus if I bought her a ticket?”
“No, what are you…oh, funny, ha-ha,” he said, but he couldn’t stop the smile.
“You’re only upset because you’re going to miss my cooking,” she said, slipping another bite into her mouth.
That’s not all I’m going to miss. He sat back down, watching her warily. “You really want to go?”
“I think it would be best to stop mooching off you.” She lowered her eyes.
“You aren’t mooching,” he said.
“Well, I’ve earned some money now, so you’ll have to start letting me help pay for gas and food and…”
Jake shook his head. “Nope. I would be spending the gas anyway, and you eat like a bird.” Even though she didn’t, he knew it irked her for him to say it. 
“Jake, I can’t...I can’t keep living off of you. It isn’t right.”
Jake rubbed his chin and then tapped his temple. “I see, you don’t like feeling like you are using me. Okay, I got it. You could work it off.”
“What?” Beth’s face lost all color, and she pushed back from the table.
“I meant like doing what you’re doing, cooking, cleaning, keeping me sane…” He leaned forward. “What did you think I meant?”
Bright red flushed through her ashen skin. “Nothing. I...nothing.” She took her empty plate to the sink, keeping her back to him.
“Is that who you really think I am, Beth?” Jake stood up, staring at her back. 
She didn’t respond but stayed hands on the sink and not looking at him.
“Beth?” He reached for her arm and turned her to face him. “Do you really think I would ask something that immoral? I may not be all religious like you, but I’m not a barbarian either. Unbelievable.”
Beth’s eyes were wide, her mouth open, and horror lived in her expression. “No...I...mean…”
“Thanks for breakfast,” Jake said before strutting to his bedroom to change. Did she really think him that low to ask for that kind of pay? His chest burned, and here he thought they were really getting to know each other. Looks like he read her all wrong. It was bad enough he had the reputation as a player with all the rodeo crew, but her? The pain ripped through him, reminding him exactly why he never let anyone this close. Their words had the power to rip holes in lives.
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Beth squeezed her eyes shut as she heard the door to the trailer slowly open. Pain ripped through her heart, and her hands trembled in her lap. She had no right to still be here. She should have left, and had it been only her, she would have. Finding travel amenities for Faith was much harder than simply jumping on a bus.
Her heart raced as she heard the door close and Jake take a few steps toward her room before stopping. She should run out there and apologize, plead for forgiveness, and somehow make it right.
Her feet twitched, but she couldn’t get them to move out of the cross-legged position on her bed that she had been sitting in since she cleaned up after the breakfast she had ruined.
For the last several hours, she had gone through the conversation, first angry that he hadn’t even let her explain, then hurt, back to angry, but finally the reality hit her and hit her hard.
The soft knock on her door made her gasp and grab at the bedding in surprise. She licked her lips and swallowed before letting out a raspy, “Yeah?”
Fear pounded in her chest. Would he tell her to leave? She wouldn’t blame him if he did. Maybe she had enough to get travel for her and Faith back to her grandparents…
The door to her room slid slowly open. Beth bit her lip, breathing in hope to hold back the tears that burned in her eyes. She couldn’t look at him, so she focused on her hands squeezing each other tightly in her lap.
The sound of Jake leaning against the doorway settled in her—a movement she once thought attractive now sent ripples of fear through her and shame, lots of shame.
After he stood there in silence for what seemed like forever to her, she swallowed and dug deep for courage. Please guide my words, God.
“I’m sorry.” Her whispered words set the tears free. Briefly, she glanced at Jake, but not even long enough to meet his eyes or read his expression.
“Beth, I—” 
“Please. Let me say this.” Beth took in a deep breath and leveled her gaze on Jake, allowing the pain to rip through her. “I’m sorry. I know my failings. It’s not like you’re the first to call me out on my high-horse. I was so busy trying to think about how I could save you that I didn’t see my own self-righteousness. I didn’t mean to judge you, nor is it my right to feel like I have the ability.”
He stood still, his eyes going from hers to her bags packed at the end of the bed and back to her again.
“I figured you’d want me gone. I...I don’t have a place for Faith yet. I don’t have a right to ask, but if you could hold on to her until I can find other means. I’ll pay you board—”
“Beth,” Jake said, turning to sit on the edge of her bed. “You assume too much.”
“I know. I know. And after thinking it over, I know you wouldn’t ask something like that of me. I don’t even know why that thought popped up in my mind. It wasn’t right.”
Jake laughed softly.
“I don’t think it’s something to laugh about.”
“Oh, but it is, Cheeky.” He turned to look at her. “You see, it’s a relief to know that you aren’t perfect.”
Beth sat back, her body going still with the shock of his words. “Me, perfect? I’m far from perfect. I’m a disaster, a tornado of conundrums.”
“A tornado of conundrums?”
Beth shrugged, and as he looked at her with the corner of his mouth twitching, the fear in her eased. They would be okay. She hadn’t completely lost her friend.
“So, you’ll unpack your bags now?” he asked.
Beth watched him, that confident smile back on his handsome face. “You sure?”
“You going to keep cooking for me?”
“If that’s what you want.”
“So, you’ll put Cheyenne off until the end of this circuit?” His eyes dropped back to his hands.
“You sure you’re okay with a self-righteous, assuming roommate?” She knocked into him playfully.
“Let’s not get into listing our faults. We’ll be here all night listening to mine.” Jake chuckled lightly.
“I have a hard time believing that, Jake Callahan. You’re one of the most selfless people I know.”
He met her eyes and raised his eyebrows. 
“Oh, you try to play it off, but I know you...I see you, and you are generous.”
“Well, now, no need to flatter. I already said you could stay.” Jake stood up and started down the stairs. “When you’re ready, we should get the horses loaded and head on out. Most of the big rigs have already left. We’ll be walking a mile to the arena.”
“Well, it will be a good warm-up then.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Always finding the silver lining…”
“Is that a bad thing, too?”
He stopped until only his eyes showed over the steps. They darkened slightly, watching her intently. “No, one of the many great things about you, Cheeky.”
It took Beth a few minutes after he had closed the door behind him to catch her breath. How had their first fight turned into a bonding moment? She had no idea, but somehow she felt even more attached than ever to the bachelor cowboy. Maybe she should have taken her chance to escape to Cheyenne when she had it.




FIVE
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“You awake?” Jake asked after knocking softly on Beth’s door. The Lander rodeo went well. He had earned another buckle, and Beth came in second. They had celebrated until late last night, but the last thing he wanted was the leftover parking like they got here. 
“Come in,” Beth said in a yawn.
He opened the door, but the words he had ready to say disappeared. Seeing Beth in bed, hair disheveled, cuddled under the covers with a sleepy smile on her face made his heart race faster than a gallop. The change in beat stopped his breath.
“Oh, goodness, do I look that awful?” Beth tried to smooth her hair down before hiding her head under the covers.
“No...not at all.” He stumbled on his words, wondering where his normal smooth talk had fled to.
Beth peeked from under the covers. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” he choked out before clearing his throat. “Of course, why?”
“Well, it’s barely light outside and you’re standing in my room just staring at me…” Her cheeks blushed as she dropped the blankets and pushed up. “Do you need to talk?”
Jake blinked a couple of times, trying to remember why he had come into her room. Right now his mind felt as muddled as the arena after a winter storm. 
A diesel engine rumbled to life nearby. “How soon can you be ready?” He looked over the tattered sweatshirt she wore to bed. “You could ride like that, right?”
“After your reaction, I would think it might be better to get more presentable.”
“I like you this way.” Jake smiled, feeling his senses come back to him. “I’m going to warm up the truck and grab the horses. Twenty minutes?”
“What’s the rush, Cowboy?”
“Do you want to walk a mile to the arena again? It’s Thermopolis. I don’t know about you, but I love that town.”
“You do?” Beth asked, her eyes widening.
“Don’t you?”
“I’ll be ready in twenty.” She nodded as if she had resigned herself to bad news.
Jake started back down the stairs but couldn’t resist one more glance at the sleepy-headed, green-eyed beauty in the bed. “Don’t think you’re getting off easy. We have hours for you to tell me what all that was about.”
“All what?” 
Jake smiled at the feigning innocence she attempted. The poor girl couldn’t fib to save her life. He shook his head and closed the door behind him.
As he led Faith and his horse, Trigger, back to the trailer, he had the long walk to wonder about his reaction to Beth. He liked it better when he didn’t think twice about his reactions, but with Beth something played with his mind. Something was different about her.
She was innocent, smart, funny, beautiful...not in the drop-dead-gorgeous with makeup and short cutoffs, but in the wholesome, natural way. Like this morning, freshly woken up...she was more beautiful than ever.
Faith nudged him and snorted.
“What girl? You act like you can read my mind?” Jake said as they made it to the trailer.
“She can,” Beth said, stretching with a yawn. She wrapped her arms around herself.
A smile stretched his lips as he realized she had kept on the sweatshirt she had on in bed. Her hair had been brushed and pulled up, but she still had on that sleepy smile.
“Can’t you, girl?” Beth wrapped her arms around Faith.
Jake marveled at how close she was to her horse. He enjoyed Trigger, don’t get him wrong, but Beth had a closeness with Faith that far surpassed that.
“That could get you in trouble, you know.” Jake winked as he handed her Faith’s lead rope.
“Me? Oh no, I’m an open book.” She glanced at him from over Faith’s neck. “Now, someone who has deep secrets that leave his brows furrowing while leading two horses...now, that could spell trouble.”
Jake led Trigger into his stall as Beth led Faith into hers. The bars between them allowed him to watch her. “You really think I have deep secrets?”
She settled Faith in her spot and then came to the bars separating them. “Oh, I know it. The question is, will I be able to dig them out.”
Jake’s heart skipped beat. “Why would you want to do that?”
“That’s what a good friend does, Jake. Burdens weigh a lot less once they are shared, and they disappear completely when you let God take them.”
She bit her lip as she watched him a moment more, then she went back to settling Faith before leaving the stall. The metal door on the side of the trailer shutting and locking seemed to solidify her words.
Would she dig out what he had buried so deep it hadn’t seen the light of day since the moment he left?
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Beth knew she had gotten to Jake. The normally talkative cowboy kept silent on their drive. She gave him space as she watched the lodge pole pines pass by. Better to let him be lost in his own past than dig into hers.
Maybe she should take her own advice and let God have her burden.
Thermopolis. 
She normally skipped that rodeo. Even the name sent shivers down her spine. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Jake could take her up to Cody where the next and last rodeo was held. Surely, she could find a stable up there to board Faith for the week and a hotel for herself.
“Jake?”
“Hmm?” He murmured, blinking his eyes as if coming out of a trance.
“What do you think about Cody?”
“Cody?”
“Yeah.” Beth twisted her hands in her lap.
“It’s a nice town. Good rodeo. That’s not this week though. That’s next.” He glanced at her before putting his attention back on the road.
“I’m thinking of skipping...this next one.” She couldn’t even bring herself to say the name.
“I can’t skip a rodeo on the circuit.” Jake shook his head. “What has gotten into you?”
She shrugged and looked back out the window. It had been worth a try.
“You don’t like Thermopolis?”
She shook her head, keeping her gaze out her window.
“You know, Miss Open Book, you might want to think of a different description for yourself.”
The truth of his words hit her hard. She closed her eyes. Thanks for the humble reminder.
Without taking her eyes off the pines whirring by, she spoke. “It’s where my parents were headed when they...when their car accident happened.”
“Oh,” Jake glanced at her from across the cab. “So, it brings up those memories.” His lips thinned as he said it.
“Yeah. I spent a week in the hospital there until first my mom was pronounced...dead, and then my dad two days later.”
The truck slowed as he pulled into a truck stop and parked in one of the long spots. Jake put the truck into park, and the loud diesel engine quieted. She felt his eyes on her, so she took a deep breath and met his brown pools.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“Don’t be. I get it.” He reached for her hand, and she placed hers in his. “I’ll take you to Cody.”
“I’m not going to ask you to give up the circuit championship. I had forgotten about that when I threw the idea out there.” She sighed, squeezed his hand, and let go. “It’s time for me to face my past, give my burdens to God.”
“Does that really work?” He furrowed his brow.
“If you fully give them, yes. The trick is not holding onto them.”
“Yeah.” Jake took his hat off the dash and pushed down on his head. “You need to use the bathroom?”
“No, but I could make us some breakfast? We left without eating, and I’m starving.”
Jake smiled that smile that sent her stomach doing flip-flops. “Sounds great.”
“While we eat, you could tell me all about this...Thermopolis.” Beth swallowed hard after saying the word.
“Are you sure?”
Beth nodded. “Share the load, right? I can do this. Anything is possible with…” 
“God. I got it,” he said as he exited the truck.
“With you,” she whispered after he had shut the door. Of course, she knew anything was possible with God, but she was going to say with him. The thought of what she almost said filled her with more fear than seeing the town she swore she would never step foot in again.
Is it okay to break a promise you made to your five-year-old self? For Jake, she would. Besides, she needed to move past this. It was silly to miss out on the second to last rodeo of what might be the last circuit she ever rode because of a bad memory she couldn’t get past.
By the time she made it back to the trailer, Jake met her coming out. 
“I’m going to check on the horses while you make us food. Maybe we have leftovers of those delicious biscuits and gravy I ruined yesterday?” Jake winked.
“I’ll see what I can do.” She stepped into the trailer realizing how easy it had been for her to get used to this life with Jake. Too easy. 
Why had God put her in this position? Nothing happened by coincidence. It had been Divine Timing for Jake to walk up when he did after her truck broke down. A few minutes before, and he would have been too early. A few minutes after, and she would have figured something out. Something that would have meant the end of her rodeo career.
Yet, God could have sent anyone. It could have been Courtney or Misty, but no, He sent the confirmed bachelor that all the cowgirls knew led to broken hearts.
She knew what the others said. It made her blush when she walked past the groups she knew talked about them. She wanted to tell them her morals were intact. She wanted to tell them they had Jake all wrong.
Sure the guy stayed out late sometimes, but she hadn’t seen any ladies crying after him like all the girls said in their stories. Yes, he was a flirt, wickedly so, but it was innocent, wasn’t it?
Ugh. She needed to stop the whirlwind in her mind. Beth pushed the thoughts away as she heated the leftover gravy on the stove and the extra biscuits in the oven. Jake had a good idea. This would cut her cooking time down by more than half.
When the door opened, and Jake came in, she set plates down on the table. “Right on time.”
“Wow, that was fast.”
“Well, some genius had the idea to warm up leftovers.” 
“Oh, I’m a genius now? I could get used to this.” Jake’s eyes widened a moment, long enough for Beth to take a second glance at him. What had that been about?
Unfortunately, she could get used to this, too. In fact, she already had and knew that life would feel empty without the enigmatic cowboy that kept her on her toes and blushing every five minutes.
“Well, genius. Tell me how you can help me to love Thermopolis like you do.” Beth sat across from him, once again admiring the quality of the table. 
This trailer had better furniture than her grandparent’s farmhouse had probably ever seen. Every part of the trailer smelled of money, down to the hickory floors. Money had never been important to her. She only needed enough to pay her bills and tuition—tuition she had yet to use wisely. This time she would stick to her major. 
Since talking with Jake’s friend Ryder’s girlfriend, she felt she was now on the right track. Physical therapy felt like where she belonged. At least much better than business, finance, or realty. 
Jake cleared his throat. 
Beth blinked, blushed, and smiled to cover her embarrassment. “I spaced out, didn’t I?”
“Uh-huh. Where’d you go?”
“All over the place,” she said with a laugh.
“Where’d you end up?” 
She met his brown eyes so full of more than he let most people see. “Here.”
Jake’s lips slowly filled with a smile, not the cocky, over-sure grin, but a genuine smile that melted her walls.
“Where do you see yourself in life, you know, long term?” she asked.
“What? I...I uh, what are you saying?” Jake’s hands spread out on the table, and his face contorted into one of pure fear.
The change of demeanor shocked Beth at first, and then she almost laughed at what he might be thinking. A devilish smile tugged at her lips. “You know, marriage? Children? A white picket fence?”
“Beth, I…” He licked his lips, not meeting her eyes.
“Relax, cowboy. I know you’re a confirmed bachelor. You tell me that enough.” She rolled her eyes to cover the pain in her chest. “I mean, we can’t rodeo our whole lives.”
“Who says so?”
“Well, I can’t. You probably could live off your winnings. Not me.”
“You’re good, Beth. Maybe with a faster horse…”
Beth shook her head. “I ride Faith. I’m just not that rodeo-for-life person, and that’s okay.” She smiled. “I’ve been going to school in the off season.”
“Really? You never said anything before.”
Beth shrugged. “Never came up, I guess.”
“What are you studying?”
“A little of everything, but after talking with Savannah, I’m pretty confident that I want to do physical therapy.”
“Really?” he asked.
“Yeah. What about you? You had mentioned something about investing with Ryder.”
“Yeah, I think I will do that. He has a good head on his shoulders and experience.”
“Will you invest, then? Live the good life off your winnings and returns?” Beth did her best not to roll her eyes, having no idea what it would be like to have money like that.
“You know, Cheeky. I haven’t put much thought into it. I don’t expect to live past thirty.”
Beth choked on the bite of food in her mouth. “Where did that idea come from?”
Jake shrugged, a self-conscious grin consuming his face before he shoved food in his mouth and ended the conversation. When he spoke again it was about Thermopolis and all it had to offer.
At times, her friend looked so lost and alone, it broke her heart. She had to get him to open up, if nothing else to see that there was a life worth living even into old age.
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Jake watched his companion as they hit the Thermopolis city limits sign. Beth’s hands clenched the seat, her knuckles white with the strain. Her eyes stared straight ahead, and her chest rose and fell rapidly. 
Guilt washed over him as his stomach tied into knots. “Are you sure? We could head to Cody. I could come back for the events…”
“That’s a long drive, Jake.” She kept her eyes staring straight ahead.
“Hour and a half tops. No biggie.”
“You see?” She glanced at him, a soft smile gracing her lips. “You really are a generous man.”
“So, we’ll continue onto Cody then,” he said quickly, doing his best to cover his pounding heart. Why did she think so much of him?
“No.” She blew out a breath and focused ahead. “I need to do this. Besides, if you’re only going to live to thirty, we better make the most of the few years you have left.”
“Few?” Jake asked. “Less than two years, Cheeky.”
“You really can’t be serious. There is so much to live for. Is that really what you want?”
Jake shrugged. What did he have to live for? His horse, which would find a good home. His rodeo career, which like Beth mentioned, eventually would be too hard on old bones. Already, cold mornings made certain injuries stiff.
Beth reached out and grabbed his hand. “Hey, we’ll make a deal.”
“A deal?” he asked, feeling his lips curve up into a smile, the smile he knew would make his friend’s cheeks turn that beautiful shade of pink he loved.
“Yeah, you help me to get over my fear or apprehension or whatever this is about this town…”
“And?” Jake’s heart raced like it did while he sat in a chute on an antsy bronc.
“I’ll make it my mission to show you life is worth sticking around for.” She looked at him under her eyelashes before focusing on the town as they approached.
“I think you may have just signed up for a life-long mission,” Jake said, enjoying the gasp that escaped from her parted lips, lips that he had stared at for far too long.
He focused on the road and navigating his oversized rig through the tight, small-town streets. The roads narrowed further until he turned off on the road that would lead to the fairgrounds where the rodeo was held.
“So far, so good?” Jake asked his now silent companion.
“Huh? Oh yeah, all good.” She smiled at him but hardly met his eyes.
“Well, it looks like we still have plenty to pick from. How about that spot by the tree?”
“Looks good,” she said, but she sounded distracted and a bit worried.
“Hey, if it gets to be too much, tell me.” Jake eyed her before pulling into the space.
“I’m fine.”
The spot was one of the easiest to get into with little maneuvering. Sometimes he had to ask Beth to get out and direct him in. He hadn’t gone to truck driving school to learn about trailers like this, but he had done quite well if he said so himself. He had to admit, having Beth to help him back up into the tight spaces was nice. She would be hard to live without in multiple ways. 
He sighed at the predicament he had gotten himself into. 
That feeling only strengthened as they set up camp, each doing their part to get their place ready for the next week. He slid the pop-outs in place. Beth laid out the fake grass carpet. They checked on the horses. All like a dance only they knew the steps to. 
Two more events and he would be driving Beth back to her truck in Cheyenne. She only rodeoed during the summer season. He traveled and continued all year.
Maybe he would find a way to convince her to continue this year. He growled as he rubbed Trigger on his nose. What had gotten into him?
“You alright in there?” Beth asked, peeking through the window.
“Yeah,” he said, composing himself. “Let’s get lunch in town.”
“Okay...though I’m going to change first. It’s getting too hot for this sweatshirt. Besides,” she stuck her head further into the space, “I slept in it last night.”
Jake laughed as her footsteps clunked out of the horse stall and back into the living quarters. She sure knew how to distract him. He shook his head. He wasn’t a thinker anyway. He would keep them so distracted and busy on this trip, he wouldn’t have time to think about what he was getting himself into.
[image: image-placeholder]Beth had to admit that she had forgotten the horrible tie she had to the town several different times throughout the day. She could see why Jake loved the place. 
The quiet streets and small-town feel had all the makings for a good book, quite unlike her own one-horse town. In her town, if you blinked, you would miss the country market and post office before you kept going down a dirt road.
She found herself wondering what had called her parents here. Was it the hot springs or the river or simply the beauty of the town itself? As with many times in her life, she wished she knew her parents more. 
Grandma told her stories, but she wondered about more personal things. Like, what had her mom thought of her dad when they met for the first time? Did she fall instantly in love? Or had he grown on her, as Jake had grown on Beth?
She found herself continuing the ponderings even into lunch at the local diner.
“What’s the matter?” Jake asked. “You look like you just swallowed a cactus.”
“Thanks,” she muttered, feeling the heat rise to her cheeks. She couldn’t be falling for the bachelor cowboy who didn’t expect to make it past the next couple of years. Why had she thought of Jake when thinking about her parent’s love story?
“Seriously. You okay?”
“Yeah,” she took a sip of the root beer he had ordered her at the local hot spot.
The room had only a few other people, but she had to wonder what it would look like after dinner and into the night. Yet, it still was mid-week. By the weekend, especially on a rodeo weekend, she bet the place would be packed.
“You’re doing it again…” Jake waved his hand in front of her face.
“Sorry, I’m a little stuck in my head.”
“Well, I’ll change that,” he said as he grinned that devilish smile of his and strutted toward the jukebox.
Her face flamed red. She glanced around at the few other people in the place. Probably all locals. She breathed a sigh of relief. If she knew Jake, which she did, or at least more of him every day, he would put on a song and then ask her to dance. 
It wouldn’t be the first time he’d done this, and the first time she had learned a hard lesson about gossip in the rodeo circuit. A lesson, she didn’t care to revisit.
Jake walked back toward her as a fast-paced song kicked up in the room. Several people looked up, watching them, before going back to their drinks and meals.
“Come on, Cheeky,” he said, overdoing his glance around the bar. “I don’t see any rodeoers. Let’s kick up your heels and get your mind back where it should be.”
“And where exactly is that?” she asked while allowing him to pull her up.
“Well, right here,” he brought her up close to him. “In the moment, of course.”
Beth didn’t get the chance to catch her breath or wonder what he meant before he swung her out to the small dance floor. He was just a flirt. It meant nothing.
“You’re still not here,” he teased her.
“Isn’t it a little odd to be dancing in the middle of a practically empty bar when the sun is still out?”
“No, why would it be? Dancing is good for you any time of day.” He twirled her around, out into the room, and back into his arms. “Don’t you think so?”
Not until I started dancing with you. She had never danced with anyone other than Billy Baker at their sad excuse for a prom. And he definitely did not command the dance floor like Jake.
Whenever they went out to celebrate, girls would line up to dance with Jake. He knew how to move, and he knew how to lead. He danced like he rode, with style.
“Let it go, girl. Just lose yourself in the music.” His whispered words sent tendrils of fire down her neck to settle in her heart. 
Beth squeezed her eyes shut. She shouldn’t put herself in such close
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