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  Dedication


There are so many people to show appreciation who have helped me along the way. 
I want to thank everyone who has been a part of my writing journey, from my editors, beta readers, ARC readers, and family to the people who I meet who might unknowingly spark a new story in my mind.
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Would you like to receive updates, freebies, and special deals? 
Sign up to receive my newsletter and receive Her Forever Cowboy for free:
https://bit.ly/3kxcGBQ
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.

      [image: ]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
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