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Prologue
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Thursday, March 31st

Kurt

“You should go.” 

“What?” I turned my gaze from the Dallas skyline to Dane, my business partner and friend. 

He shrugged as he swirled the amber-colored liquid in his glass before taking a sip. Closing his eyes, he leaned back in the leather chair on the other side of my desk and propped his Italian loafer clad feet on the edge, crossing them at the ankles.

“It will be good for you to take a vacation.” He took another sip. “You have the best stock of scotch.” 

“You would know, as you are always in here drinking it.” 

I looked out through the floor-length window. The streetlights and office lights of others working late punctured the night sky. Headlights of cars crawled along the freeways and streets like busy ants. The envelope felt heavy in my hand. The heavy cream paper was solid within and held words giving hope to one of my childhood dreams. 

“Just saying. You haven’t taken a vacation since we started our law practice, and this is the perfect excuse to get away.” He nodded his head to the open newspaper on the desk. “Get out of the city, go home, and do whatever country folks do.” 

The Sunnydale Times sprawled across the desk was opened to the obituary section. It came along with the heavy envelope. I picked it up and read the one obituary that meant anything to me. Clarence Wilson passed away. A pang struck my heart and I swallowed back the tears that threatened to weaken my tough lawyer exterior. 

“I won’t make it for the funeral,” I said softly. It was tomorrow and I didn’t know if I was strong enough to bury the man that had been a second father to me. 

“But go anyway.” Dane set down his glass. “Meet with his lawyer and see your family... Flirt with a girl or two.”

“Just because you’re happily married, doesn’t mean that I need to be.” I narrowed my eyes at him, and he answered with a wink and a broad smile.

A knock sounded and Mrs. Wittman stood in the doorway. Her fingers toyed with the string of pearls around her neck as she stepped into the room.

“Perfect, Mrs. Wittman.” Dane turned his gaze to the older woman. “You agree that Kurt needs to take a vacation?”

She met his eyes and pulled at the edge of her cardigan. She smoothed a non-existent flyaway gray hair from her face. “Yes, sir. He works very hard, sometimes too hard.”

I rolled my eyes at him, and his smile widened more. “Mrs. Wittman, do you have something for me?”

“Yes, and I don’t think you’re going to like it.” She handed me the notebook in her hand.

I glanced at her writing and frowned. Disgust rose in my throat as I reread the words. “Is this an April Fool’s joke?”

“I’m afraid not.” She shook her head. The pearls bounced on her chest.

Dane got up from his chair and read the note over my shoulder, swearing under his breath. He took the notebook from me and turned to Mrs. Wittman. “When did Cortez call?”

“About forty-five minutes ago. I started a file and did the preliminary steps.” She shifted her weight from foot to foot.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “What did the kid do now?”

“According to the papers, a drunk and disorderly with some destruction of property,” she recited.

“That’s tame for him.” Dane snorted. “Kurt, I’ll take care of them. Lydia is ready to start taking cases. This will be a good one to start her on.”

“You know how difficult Cortez is.” I narrowed my gaze and pointed my finger at him. “You will help her. She just started and has potential. We don’t need to scare her away.”

“I’ll handle it, don’t worry. Take two weeks off. Go home and don’t think about it. Mrs. Wittman, Kurt is going to be off for the next two weeks. Can you reschedule any appointments he has? If they can’t reschedule, I will personally see them.”

“Yes, sir.” She saluted him and turned on her heels to leave. 

“I don’t have a choice, do I?” I folded the newspaper and stacked the envelope on top of it. 

“No, you don’t.” He gave a large toothy smile. “I’m going to enjoy running the show and drinking all of your scotch while you are gone.” He raised his glass and drained it.

#####
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A couple of hours later, I found myself behind the wheel of my Porsche on the freeway out of Dallas. The glow of the interior lights kept me company as the miles swept by. The engine purred like a kitten as the road stretched out black and lonely in front of me. A few cars and semi-trucks traveled in my direction. 

The funeral was tomorrow. Glancing at the clock, it shone 2:00 AM. Correction, the funeral was in eight hours. I could make it in time to pay my respects. The letter sat on the passenger seat. The envelope visible in the darkness. Did I want to go to the funeral? Did Clarence Wilson’s sister-in-law and niece know about the letter? I pinched the bridge of my nose to ward off the on-coming headache. If they did know, I wouldn’t be welcome at the funeral. If they didn’t know, my presence wouldn’t cause a stir until the will was read. What a mess!

The headlights flashed on a sign saying 120 miles to San Antonio. I had a while to decide what I was going to do when I got there, where am I going to stay, and what would I say to the sister-in-law and niece that I hadn’t seen in years. 

A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. The niece, Lindsay. The last time I saw her she was a spunky, curvy girl of twenty. My thoughts drifted to high school and all the pranks her cousin, Larry, and I played on her and my adolescent feelings of attraction toward her. My car jumped forward as I pressed down on the gas pedal. It was going to be a long drive. 
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Saturday, April 2nd 

Lindsay 

The rain beat down on the windshield, running in streams over the hood of my car. The wipers swished side to side, screeching occasionally, as the rubber pulled away from the wiper. It grated on my last nerve. I ground my teeth with each whine. I needed to get that fixed, but at least that was an easy solution. Not like my other problems.

I punched the hazard button. The clicking of the hazards, whining of the wipers, and rat-a-tap-tap of the rain combined to make a symphony that pounded in time to the headache brewing at my temples. I didn't need this today. I laid my head down on the steering wheel. I was going to be late. My car tilted heavily to the side; I didn't need to get out to see the blown tire. After the loud bang and the fishtailing over the wet road, I was thankful I didn't end up in a ditch. Drumming my fingers on the steering wheel, I reached for my phone. The screen flashed and then powered off. My day couldn't get any worse. What was I going to do?

A hum of an engine sounded over the pounding of the rain. Only a few cars drove on this road as it was the back way into Sunnydale, Texas. The only people that took it were the ranchers and ranch hands coming from the Kisment ranch, my ranch, or the Giffery ranch which Delilah and Kade now owned. 

They were friends of mine that finally got back together. She had been a nurse in San Antonio, and he was a bull rider. Kade got hurt badly and needed an at-home caretaker. The only one his older brother, Kaleb, could find was Delilah as she was taking a break from her job. They hated each other after what had happened when they were younger, but Delilah was a tough nurse. Kade healed and realized that he loved her. Now, they’re engaged and turning the Giffery ranch into a therapeutic riding stable for disabled children.

Glancing in my rearview mirror, a fancy Porsche sped towards me. My forehead wrinkled. Now who in the world could that be? If it was a ranch truck or Delilah’s little Jetta, someone would stop and help me, but this being a stranger I hit the lock button on my door. The car pulled up next to me and honked. The driver rolled down the window and I cranked mine down. His face was in the shadow, and I didn’t recognize him, right away. 

“Would you like a ride into town?” He asked. 

His voice froze me as I tried to keep the rain from running into my car. I swallowed a couple of times and then squinted at the man. I could make out his aristocratic nose and high cheekbones. His light brown hair was cut short in a fashionable style, and I swear I could see his hazel eyes twinkle through the darkness in the car.

“Holy cow, it’s Kurt Kisment.” The sarcasm rolled off my tongue before I could stop it. “What are you doing here? There aren’t any bad guys for you to get out of trouble.”

He sighed. “I was going to rescue a damsel in distress. But if you don’t want help, I’ll be on my way.” He shifted the car into drive and started to roll away.

“No, wait!” I grabbed my purse, stuffed the dead cell phone into it, and jumped out of my car.

I opened the door to the Porsche. The leather interior was spotless and smelled of a brand-new car. Kurt rummaged in the back seat and came up with a towel that he spread on the passenger seat for me.

“I don’t want the leather seats ruined.” His eyes cut to me and ran from my waterlogged hair to my soaked blouse to my cowboy boots filling up with rain. His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed, and his voice came out rough. “Hurry up. You’re flooding the car.” 

He tore his gaze away and stared out the windshield. I slid into the seat and slammed the door shut on the rain. He turned the dials. Heat blasted out towards me. Tucking my skirt around my thighs, I hugged my purse to my chest. Silence filled the car as he made the turn onto Highway 4 towards Sunnydale.

“So... what brings you to town? I don’t think you’ve been back in like forever. At least, I hadn’t seen you or heard of you where I work, and usually all the gossip is shared at Susie’s Café.” I took a breath and tried to think of what else to say.

Here I was stuck in a car with Kurt Kisment, the boy who made my life miserable all through middle school and high school. Well, now he was a man, but still he stopped to help me. He could have driven on by and not picked me up. 

He didn’t look at me. “I came for the funeral.” 

“Uncle Clarence’s?” My mouth fell open. “I didn’t see you there. I mean, Mom and I were kinda in a daze with everything, and it still doesn’t seem real. I always expect him to walk out of his room, but he doesn’t...I’m sure if you were there, Mom would have wanted to speak with you.”

His eyes flashed. “Why?”

“Well, she always had a soft spot for you because you and Larry were so close.” I rolled my eyes. “I don’t really know why, as you were so annoying,” I muttered under my breath, but he heard since it was a small car. The corner of his lips pulled up.

“I watched the burial and paid my respects to him after everyone left.”

“Why would you do that? I don’t particularly like you, but everyone else does.” Crossing my arms, I glared at him.

“Ah, I missed your candor.” 

I frowned at him but didn’t know what else to say. That wasn’t any sort of answer to my question. We drove in silence again for a few more minutes until the sign for Sunnydale came into view. 

“Where would you like to be dropped off?” The car slowed down as we hit city limits.

“Mr. Philips’ law office, please.” I tried to smile. Thinking of what had to be done, didn’t make it easy to force happiness.

Kurt stilled next to me and shifted his gaze from the road to me. His hazel eyes searched my face for a moment. I wiggled in my seat and clutched my purse closer to me. Then, he turned his gaze back to the road.

Sunnydale was a blip on the highway heading out north out of San Antonio. The population was 2001 with only one red stop light at the intersection of Highway 4 and Main Street. It was the kind of town where a Main Street flourished, and everyone knew each other. It had been my hometown and the center of my life for as long as I could remember. 

Kurt turned onto Main Street and pulled into the only open parking spot.

"Thanks. I appreciate the ride." I reached for the door handle.

"Just being neighborly,” he said with a thickened Texas accent. 

The corner of my lips pulled up at his exaggerated accent. “Thanks, again.” 

With a sigh, I grabbed my threadbare purse and opened the door. The rain poured down heavier now that I had to cross the road to reach my destination. Holding the purse over my head, I sprinted to the glass door of Philips Law Office. My cowboy boots splashed through the puddles. Water slid down my calves and soaked my socks inside of my boots. I pulled open the glass door and burst into the small office with a flurry of rain and wind. 

Mr. Philips glanced up from behind his old oak desk, peering at me through his wire-rimmed glasses. His silver hair was neatly combed, and his suit jacket hung behind his chair. The papers on the desk fluttered as I leaned into the door to close it. Water pooled at my feet and my purse squished when I set it on the floor. He pushed his chair back from the desk.

"Ah, Lindsay. It's nice to see you." His eyes fell to the puddle forming around my feet. "I'll get you a towel. Don't move." 

He retreated to the back of his office where cupboard doors opened and closed until he reappeared in the front. He handed me a large fluffy towel and draped another over a leather chair in front of his desk.

"Thank you. It is raining cats and dogs out there." I twisted my long hair in the towel to pull out the water before mopping up the wetness at my feet.

He chuckled and nodded to his large white cat sleeping in the window ledge. "Except they have better sense to stay inside." His thin bony hands took my purse and the towel to hang them on the coat stand by the door. "Come on, dear. Why don't we sit down?”

I glanced at the leather chair he held out for me. Nerves and anticipation ran through my body. I shivered as I sat down.

"Are you cold?" He shuffled over to the radiator and turned a dial.

It started to life with a groan and a rattle of pipes. A faint burnt smell drifted from it as the fan kicked on. 

"Thanks. Just wet." I rubbed my arms and shifted in my seat. I pulled at the hem of my denim skirt, but it kept riding up. I ended up crossing my legs and holding down the hem with one hand. “Could I make a quick call to Mike’s Auto? My car has a flat tire, and I got a ride into town.”

“Sure thing.” He slid his telephone across the desk. 

I punched the numbers to the Auto shop and talked to Mike about my problem. He assured me he’d get my car and bring it into town. Sighing, I replaced the receiver back on the cradle. One problem down. A million more to go.

"Let me say I'm very sorry about your uncle's death. He was a dear friend of mine." He patted my hand on his way to his side of the desk.

I swallowed a lump in my throat and blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. My uncle died a week ago and the pain was still fresh. I wouldn't let it come out. Once I started crying, I wouldn’t be able to stop.

"We miss him a lot." I choke out and ran my finger under my eyelashes to catch any runaway tears. 

"How are you and Candy getting along?" He steepled his fingers and his eyes met mine and held.

"We are doing okay. Mom has been throwing herself into her painting. I can't get her to stop and eat." A watery smile tugged at the corners of my lips.

Mr. Philips nodded.

"I'm staying busy with work, helping Mom, and running the ranch." I gathered my wet mass of curls and tucked them behind my shoulder. "As good as can be expected."

I shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant. It was overwhelming: me working two jobs waitressing and helping my mother who was paralyzed in a wheelchair. She could do many things by herself, but I didn't like her to be alone all the time. And then there was the ranch. It was falling down faster than I could fix it. I sighed. It had been in my family for generations. I was going to make it work. And of course, I missed my uncle so much. A tear slipped down my cheek and landed on my hand holding the edge of my skirt. 

Mr. Philips cleared his voice, bringing me back to the present. "I asked you to come in today to discuss your uncle's will." 

I nodded. That was expected. Folding my hands in my lap, I leaned forward. The leather squeaked with each move. The white cat looked up from its perch to narrow its eyes at me. It flicked its tail before curling back up. 

Mr. Philips reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a document and an envelope. "This is the will of Clarence Raymond Wilson." 

He began reading the document. He listed Uncle's items and what he wanted done with them. He listed Aunt Ida's personal belongings since she died five years ago and most of her things were still at the ranch house. I bit the end of my fingernail as I listened to Mr. Philips soothing voice. He continued to read through three more pages.

"These are the final wishes of one Clarence Raymond Wilson."

He laid the papers down. His voice broke at the end when he set his hand on top of the documents. For a few seconds, he held perfectly still. The ticking of the clock and the beating of my heart were the only sounds. My mind whirled with all the details in the will to settle on the one thing that was missing. The most important thing to Uncle and Aunt Ida and now to Mom and me. 

"What about the ranch?" I asked, my voice a whisper.

I leaned forward, placing my hands on the edge of the desk. Why did he leave it out of the will? What did that mean? What was going to happen to Mom and me? We had been living on the ranch with Uncle Clarence and Aunt Ida since I was a little girl. I swallowed the ball of emotions that threatened to overtake me. 

Mr. Philips dabbed at his eyes with a handkerchief before sliding the thick envelope across the desk to me. "He has other wishes for the ranch,” he said softly.

I took it and turned it over in my hands. In black pen, my name jumped out from the cream-colored envelope. Sliding a fake red nail under the flap, I opened it and pulled out a thick piece of paper with my uncle's handwriting on it. My eyes flowed over the words taking them in with the greed of a starving man, hoping to connect once more with the man who was everything to Mom and me.

––––––––
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Dear Lindsay,

Sweetheart, if you are reading these words, then I must be buried next to the love of my life on the hill. I hadn't wanted to write this letter to you, but I worry about you and Candy.

You have been the joy of Ida's and my lives, especially since we didn't have any daughters of our own. We loved watching you grow up to be a beautiful, thoughtful, smart young woman. We were so proud of you when you received that scholarship to go to college. The first person in our family to go to school and going to be a doctor, nonetheless. 

You and Larry, even though you were cousins, were such great friends. He was like a big brother to you and you a little sister to him. You made his childhood grand. When he died in Afghanistan, you were there for Ida and me. I could see how much you loved him when you wrote the song for the funeral. It was beautiful and so much like him.

Our hearts broke for you when Candy got injured in that car accident and you quit school to come home. Never having been to college, I can't imagine what you gave up to be there for your mother. We were so proud of you then too. We loved you like you were our own daughter and in the last several years our family was complete, again.

Sweetheart, don't cry for us. Ida and I lived lives full of love and happiness. In truth, the last few years without Ida have been hard and I'm looking forward to seeing her again. 

I am worried about you and Candy. I want to provide for my girls, even if I am not physically there. And that is why I did not leave you the ranch in the will. Ida and I loved the ranch with all of our hearts. We put blood, sweat, and tears into it. It wasn't an easy life with the two of us after Larry was gone. It will be impossible for you to do it all on your own without killing your love for the ranch and yourself. I don't want to sit up here and watch you suffer. So even though it has been in the family for generations, I am selling the ranch twenty-one days after my death. Unless you can find a husband to help you run the ranch. Call me old-fashioned but running the ranch works the best with a man by your side and a family to help. Ranching is not meant to be a solo endeavor. If you can find a man and be married in fourteen days after reading this, you can keep the ranch. Otherwise, it will be sold, and the money used to keep you and Candy comfortable. I know you are going to be mad after reading this, but I have your best interests at heart.

Sweetheart, I love you and I love Candy. You are a very special woman and deserve the best I can possibly give you.

Love forever in heaven,

Uncle Clarence

––––––––
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I reread the letter a couple of times as the tears blurred my vision, making it hard to read his short abrupt script. The dam that had held them at bay weakening and they flowed down my face. Mr. Philips placed a tissue box at my elbow, and I dabbed at my eyes and blew my nose. I folded the paper carefully and placed it back into the envelope. I wiped my eyes again, taking tracks of mascara with it. Blinking, my gaze rose to Mr. Philips. His mouth pulled down and pity filled his eyes. 

"Is he serious?" My voice croaked like a bullfrog. "I have to get married in two weeks or I lose my home?"

"Yes, he is." With a sheepish look, he added. "He even found a buyer for the ranch if you don't want to get married."

"What!" I slid my chair back. Placing my palms on the armrest, I pushed myself to my feet. My cowboy boots squished, and the chair groaned. 

"Lindsay..." Mr. Philips stood and held out his hands. "You need to think about this. Do you have a young man in your life?"

I shook my head. My wet hair flung beads of water around the room. 

"Do you want to rush into a relationship to keep the ranch? Or would you rather have enough money to care for Candy and yourself?"

My head spun and the room shifted in and out of focus. "I don't know what to do." Pressing my hand to my forehead, I tried to calm my spinning thoughts.

"Why don't you go home and sleep on it? Talk to your mother." He came around and grabbed my purse. He slid it over my shoulder, resting his hand there.

I nodded and glanced at my watch. "I've gotta go to work...and think about this." I turned to leave.

"Take a couple of days. Let me know on Monday. The fourteen days will begin then." 

I walked slowly through the rain to my car parked at the spot in front of the door. I slid into the driver's seat and lowered the visor. My keys fell out and I caught them before they hit my lap. A piece of paper fluttered down and landed on the steering column. Another letter. How many was I going to get today?

––––––––
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Put a new tire on for you. You are good to go. - Mike

#####
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The door slammed shut behind me, causing me to jump. I kicked off my sodden boots on the rubber mat sitting next to the door. Little rivers of water ran down my bare calves and pooled on the floor. It was almost three in the morning and still raining. Everyone knew the bar closed at two o'clock sharp, but I still had to call for rides home for some of the cowboys.

"Mom," I called.

Reaching up, I twisted my hair into a bun on the top of my head. It felt nice to get the wet strands off the back of my neck. It was a long night waitressing in wet boots, a soaked shirt, and a little jean skirt that never stayed down. Time to get rid of that piece of clothing. The heat in the trailer house blew up from the vent by my feet, ruffling the edge of my skirt. 

"Mom," I called again. Concern growing within me.

All the lights were on, which was unusual. Normally, she left the porch and hall light on for me before heading to bed. Wandering through the kitchen, living area, and down the hall to the last bedroom, my feet squished on the linoleum floor. My fingertips pushed open the bedroom door and I stuck my head inside. 

"Mom?" 

The old quilt sat on the made bed. Clothes folded in the closet, and the drapes pulled open to give a view of the front pasture. A full moon peeked between the rain clouds as they drifted through the night sky. A yard light flooded the area from the house to the barn.

Making my way to the window, I watched my old horse eating the tall grass. My friend, Delilah Allen, kept her horses here for a couple of months, but now that she had her own place, my horse was by herself again. The rain and wind whipped at her tail and mane. She grazed on the grass, ignoring the pelting rain. There was only one other place Mom would be if she wasn't in our trailer house.

I slipped my feet into the rubber boots by the door and grabbed a raincoat. I shoved a flashlight in the pocket as the electricity in the barn didn’t always work. 

Puddles sat in the deep ruts that tracked to the dilapidated barn behind the house. The barn leaned precariously to the side where it came to rest against an oak tree. Gaps showed between the loose boards and grass covered the bottom foot of it. I pushed aside the vines that climbed up the frame and hung over the doorway. 

It was dark inside. My wet rubber boots slipped on the packed dirt as I made my way to the back. The flashlight flitted around the empty barn, landing on rusted farming equipment in the corner, an old saddle sitting on a barrel, and empty horse stalls. The scent of dirt and mold prevailed. I covered my nose with my sleeve and sneezed. A loud crash sounded from ahead of me. I gasped and swung the flashlight toward the noise. A fat raccoon stuck his masked face out from the fallen barrel and wiggled his nose at me. My heart pounded. I tried to breathe for a few moments. 

“You go back to what you’re doing, and I’ll hurry along like nothing happened. I didn’t see a thing,” I said to the masked bandit before hurrying through the rest of the desolate barn. 

A sliding glass door separated the new addition from the rest of the barn. My fingers gripped the handhold and the door silently slid open. Candy, my mom, sat in her wheelchair in front of a large canvas. Her fingers danced a brush around on the canvas as a watery scene took shape. A charm bracelet dangled from her wrist. The large lamp next to her shed light over the room, forming a halo on her graying golden hair and reflecting off the crystals set in the largest charm. The rain pounded on the large windows behind the canvas. 

"Mom? Can we talk?"

She startled, dropping her paintbrush. The wheels of the chair squeaked on the wooden board as she turned toward me.

"What is it, honey?" She nodded to a small couch and table.

I sunk into the thick cushions and sighed. I rubbed my forehead and rested my head against the back of the second-hand couch. I ran my fingers over the flower appliqué of the armrest as I thought about where to begin. 

Mom rolled her wheelchair over to the farm sink in the corner. She filled an electric tea pot, set it on the counter, and turned it on. She wore a flowing shirt and skirt that covered her atrophied legs. Her gray-streaked blonde hair was tied back with a pink ribbon. I smiled to myself. Pink for breast cancer. All her paintings had a streak of pink in them; it was one of the causes that she championed. The kettle whistled, and she rummaged in the little cupboard above the counter. 

"I've oolong, Earl Grey, or chai tea." She pulled a packet of chai tea for herself. 

"Earl grey is fine."

I stood from the couch to take both chipped mugs from her and walked back. She followed behind me. I settled in, folding my legs under me. Mom set the brakes on her wheelchair across from me. The steam from the hot tea rose from the cup between my hands. I inhaled the scent and sighed again. 

"Do you know how late it is?" I asked.

"I lost track of time." She shrugged and gestured with her free hand. The charms on the bracelet clinked together with the motion. “My muse was activated, and I just had to come and paint.” The painting was half done with billowing storm clouds over a turbulent ocean.

"You've been doing that a lot lately." I watched her expression through the steam of my tea.

She sipped her tea, never breaking eye contact with me. Her blue eyes lost the sparkle that made her seem like she was always laughing. The wrinkles in the corners were more pronounced than ever before. I dropped my gaze, not feeling up to challenging her on her insomnia and painting. The rain tapped on the windowpane. The lamplight flickered as a bolt of lightning streaked across the sky.

"Do you want to tell me what is bothering you or should I guess?" She smiled faintly over her cup at me. 

I rolled my head back and forth along the top of the couch. My eyes tracked to the water stains circling the light fixture. Mold grew in spots and cobwebs clung in the corner. My head swung around to catch my mother smiling at me. 

"So...” I sighed. “I met with Mr. Philips today."

"About the will?"

I nodded. "It was all the normal stuff." I waved my hand around. "His things, Auntie's stuff, etc." 

"So, what's the big deal?" She set her cup on the table

"Well...he wrote me a letter." I covered my eyes with my hands.

"What did it say?" She prompted in the soothing voice she used when I hurt myself playing as a child.

"The ranch is for sale." I peeked between my fingers. Her face was impassive, but her eyes brimmed with concern. "Or I can get married within the next fourteen days and keep the ranch."

She raised an eyebrow at me, studying me.

"Mom, I don't know what to do!" Tears filled the corners of my eyes. I blinked the tears back as best as I could. "I don't want the ranch to be sold, but I don't even have a boyfriend!"

"It's okay, honey. Everything is going to be fine." She rolled her chair over to me and patted my knee. 

"What do you think I should do?" I searched her eyes for an answer.

Sadness filled them and a tear rolled down her cheek.

"Honey, you need to do what is best for you. I will support you no matter what you decide." She wiped at her cheek. 

“But we can’t lose the ranch. It’s been in our family for generations. It’s our home!”

She smiled softly at me. “Change isn’t always bad, honey. I want my baby girl to be happy. I think you should maybe go for a night ride to clear your mind." 

"But it's raining cats and dogs out there." I motioned to the large windows with water streaming down the panes. “Wait, did you know about this?”

She shook her head as another tear fell. “No, I didn’t. But obviously, Clarence wanted you to make the decision. Otherwise, he would’ve just sold it and told us.

“Well, he didn’t give me much choice. Marry or move out.” I snorted. “And in two weeks at that.”

“Honey, anger isn’t getting you anywhere. Why don’t you paint with me for a while?" She grabbed a brush off the table, setting it into my hand.

"I haven't painted in a long time." I stroked the bristles against the palm of my hand. 

"Maybe, it'll help clear your mind. It always does for me." She rolled her chair back to the easel.

I smiled to myself. I loved painting and maybe I would find the answer I was seeking in the brush and paint. Settling in next to my mom, I dabbed my brush into the paint and swiped it onto a fresh canvas until the sun peaked over the horizon. Thoughts of how I was going to save the ranch spun around in my head. How was I going save the ranch? Who would marry me within the next two weeks? What if I couldn’t save the ranch? What would happen to Mom and me?
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Monday, April 4th

Lindsay

Nerves bounced around in my belly as I strode down the sidewalk of Main Street. I’d changed my mind a thousand times over the last couple of hours. My decision waffled between selling the place and getting a nice house in town for Mom and me or finding a husband to marry. I hadn't had a serious boyfriend in several years and I couldn't think of any guy friend that would marry me. I had an on-again-off-again relationship with Pete Thompson, but he was currently engaged to my new friend, Melanie Baker. 

On the other hand, it killed me to even think about moving off my family's ranch. It had been in our family for generations. Not to mention, I grew up there. It was where I learned to ride horses, drive trucks, and spent time with Aunt Ida and Uncle Clarence, and Larry when he was alive. There were so many memories in the soil of the Wilson Ranch. Part of me hoped to be able to raise my family on that land, if I ever found a man that loved me for me. Sunnydale was small and I'd already dated all the eligible bachelors years ago. 

My hand rested on the door handle. I knew I had to at least try to save my family's ranch. I didn't want to live anywhere else. I wanted to wake up to the old black rooster crowing and ride my ancient horse, Starburst, into the sunset. I had to try. I just had to. I took a big breath in and opened the door to Philips Law Office. 

Mr. Philips looked up from reading the paper. His spectacles slid down to the end of his nose. He pushed it up with one finger and his eyes focused on me. 

"Lindsay, my dear." He folded the paper, setting it aside. He stood up and walked around his desk. He clutched my hand in his and squeezed it. "I was hoping you would make a decision today." 

He led me to the chair that I had sat in on Saturday. He settled into the chair across the desk from me. He took off his glasses and polished them on a handkerchief. Placing them back on his face, he focused his gaze on me.

"What did you decide?" He poised a pen over a piece of paper

I cleared my throat. "Actually, I've decided to...get married." Nerves rocked through me, but a certain level of peace settled in me. This was the right idea.

The pen tip pressed down on the piece of paper. A blue ink spot bled out over the white expanse. His mouth opened in surprise and then snapped shut. The pen dropped onto the desk with a clink. The large white cat stretched and yawned. His blue eyes surveyed us before circling in the sunspot and curling back up. 

"Do you have a boyfriend?"

I shook my head.

"Do you have a friend that would be interested in marrying you?" He leaned across the desk, watching me. 

I shook my head, again. I stared at my cowboy boots. Heat rose up my neck and my ears caught on fire. "No. Not that I can think of."

"Lindsay...what are you going to do?" His voice was soft and understanding.

My eyes dragged up from the muddy toes of my boots to his steady gaze. "I don't know." My voice grew small. I hadn't thought the next part through. "I have fourteen days though to find someone, right?"

"Yes. Fourteen days from today."

He crumpled the piece of paper up and tossed it into the trash can. The wad of paper sailed through the air and bounced off the rim, landing on the floor. Opening a drawer, he pulled out another document. "Just sign this document. It outlines that you get the ranch if you are married in fourteen days from the reading of the will. If not, the ranch will be sold to the buyer." He slid the paper and a pen over to me to sign.

Pausing midway through my signature, I said, "there's really a buyer?"

Mr. Philips shifted in his seat and cast his eyes left and then right before clearing his throat. "Clarence had arranged the sale of the ranch before he died. The buyer will be there if you can't find a husband."

My stomach turned sour, and bile rose in my throat. I wrinkled my nose as I finished signing the paper
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