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Chapter 1





All  the  air  escaped  Daisy's  lungs  in  a whoosh  when  the cowboy collapsed on top of her body. She sucked in air and pushed at the weight, but her arms were pinned. She opened her eyes to see a head full of dark hair and felt the sharp bone of his nose pressing into her left breast.


He raised his head and looked over at her, his face only inches from hers, his eyes zeroing in on her lips.


Hot damn! That's one sexy face, they both thought at the same time.


She shut her eyes and started to lean in for the kiss, then reality hit. She had fallen flat on her back on the floor of the Honky Tonk beer joint and taken the nearest cowboy down with her. She popped her eyes wide open and  wriggled  back  away  from  the  sexiest  gray  eyes she'd ever seen.


Oh,  shit,  who  saw  us?  Daisy  looked  up  to  find everyone staring down at them, the cowboy's body still touching  her  from  breast  to  toe,  even  though  he  had rolled to one side. The blush that filled her cheeks had nothing to do with afterglow.


The joint was as quiet as a tomb. It was a hell of a time for the jukebox to go silent.


"You all right?" Tinker, the bouncer, asked. He was hovering over the two of them, worry etched in his face as he bent to touch her shoulder.


"I'm fine. Make sure he is too," she panted.


Tinker held out a hand and in one swift movement the cowboy was on his feet.


Tinker picked up  Daisy carefully  and set  her  on  a barstool. "You sure you're all right?"


"My dignity is in tatters and I might have a bruise or two, but I'll live," she said.


"I'd better get back to the door. Motion if you need me," Tinker said.


She  nodded  and  raised  her voice  to  the  customers, who were still watching the whole scenario as if it were an X-rated movie. "I'm fine, everyone. I promise. Get on back to having a good time."


Someone plugged coins into the jukebox and George Strait's song "River of Love" filled the place. Several people  started  a  line  dance  and  by  the  time  the  song ended everything was back to normal.


All except Daisy's heart. It still raced.


She looked at the cowboy. He was just as sexy sitting on the barstool as he'd been lying on top of her. "Sorry about that. I hope you don't have anything broken."


The  cowboy  barely  nodded.  "Just  a  little  stunned. Stupid things like that happen so fast it's like it happened to someone else. Might have a bruise—but you broke my fall."


Daisy forced a smile.


"Guess  we  stepped  in  that  beer  at  the  same  time. Where's the bartender? We both ought to sue the hell out  of  him."  Jarod  was  amazed  that  he  could  utter  a single word the way his pulse was racing. That was one dazzling lady he'd taken a fall with. One minute he'd been walking toward the bar; the next he was grabbing for anything to break the fall. Then as if in slow motion  he'd seen the girl slip in the same slick puddle of spilled beer and grab for him.


Daisy  knew  every  rancher,  cattle  rustler,  and  hotblooded  male  and  female  in  five  counties,  but  she'd never  seen  that  damn  fine  looking  cowboy  before. Snug fitting jeans covered one sexy tight butt hitched up on the stool. Bulging biceps underneath his snowy white T-shirt stretched the knit. His black hair and high cheekbones  said  that  he  had  some  Native  American blood somewhere, but his eyes were the color of heavy fog.  He  could  have  played  the resident  bad  boy in  an old  movie:  maybe  James  Dean  in  Rebel  Without  a Cause. She remembered watching the movie with her grandmother back before Granny died. From that day forward, Daisy O'Dell had been attracted to bad boys, and that had been her downfall.


For the first time she seriously considered breaking the  rules  and  taking  a man  through  the door into her apartment  at  the  back of  the  Honky  Tonk.  She  shook her head to remove the crazy notion. The man could be a serial killer or a drug pusher. Hell, he could be worse than either of those two things—he could be married.


She blushed scarlet. She'd been ogling the stranger rudely.


His straw hat had somehow found its way to the bar in front of him and she wished she could pick it up to fan her scorching face. Not that it would have helped a whole hell of a lot. The way her hormones were overreacting, she could have melted ice on the North Pole in December.


Why  did  that  dark-haired,  broad-chested  cowboy give her hot flashes? Maybe it was because when she felt him  collapse  on her  for  a  microsecond  she'd  felt  as if they'd just finished a hot bout of sex. She reached up and rubbed the back of her head to see if there were bumps or indentations. Something had to have knocked every bit of sense out of her brain. She couldn't find a bump or a sore spot, so maybe he'd rattled her hormones instead of her brain cells.


"Is  this a  help-yourself bar or  is there a  bartender somewhere out there?" He motioned toward the dance floor. He thought about asking her for a dance, maybe as an apology for knocking her down. Anything to touch her again and see if the jolt that shot through him was something other than a free fall to the dance floor.


She hopped off the barstool. "Guess that would be me. I was on my way back to the bar when we collided." Her heart kept up a steady beat in her ears like the drums in Garth Brooks's band.


Jarod drew his heavy dark brows down in disbelief. Surely she was teasing. That exquisite woman couldn't be  the  bartender.  She  looked  as  though  she  might  be the newest up-and-coming country singer taking a break from  the  stage.  He  glanced  around  the  room  and  saw only two jukeboxes—no stage in sight.


As she made her way behind the bar located the whole length of the back wall of the Honky Tonk, she shook her head hard enough to send her dark brown ponytail swinging.  It  didn't work.  She  was  still  picturing  him naked except for scuffed up cowboy boots and maybe the hat.


Good grief, she had to get control of her thoughts. She had a bar to run and he was most likely one of those rare strangers who was just passing by and stopped for a cold beer on a scalding hot night.


The  jukebox  rattled  the  walls  with  Toby  Keith's booming voice singing "I Love This Bar." It was Daisy's theme song. She had loved the Honky Tonk since the day she'd walked into the joint. Twenty-one years old, broken-down car in the parking lot of the Smokestack restaurant, not even a mile from the Honky Tonk and barely enough gas money to get back to Mena, Arkansas, she'd been looking for a phone and some help. What she found  was  Ruby  Lee,  a  salty old girl full  of spit and vinegar who'd given her a job and a place to live and taken her under her wing. Since then not a single one of the drinkers, smokers, lookers, or even hustlers had taken her eye until that cowboy collided with her and drove her mind straight into the gutter.


He's married and has six kids and a chain smoking mother who lives with him in a double-wide trailer.


Chigger, the Honky Tonk's equivalent of a hooker, caught her eye and winked. Daisy picked up her step and barely beat Chigger to the tall cowboy.


"What'll it be?" Daisy asked.


Chigger leaned forward on the bar, shoving four inches of cleavage and a big smile so close to his face that his eyes crossed. "Name it, darlin', and I'll provide it."


"Coors,"  he  said.  He  didn't  want  the  hooker  to provide anything. Now, if that bartender offered? Well, his heart skipped a beat just thinking about what he'd name in that case.


"Tap or bottle?" Daisy asked.


"Tap is fine. Is it good and cold?"


Daisy  nodded.  His  voice  was  so  deep  it  gave  her shivers. As  if  that  wasn't  enough,  he  had  a  dimple in his chin  that  begged her to  lean forward and brush  a  kiss across. She felt like shutting the place down for a week and spending every moment of it in bed with him. Maybe she'd been standing too damn close to Chigger and  her  loose-legged  morality  had rubbed off  on her. The woman's heels were so round that all a fellow had to do was push her and she fell backwards, dragging him down on top of her as she fell. Daisy wondered if "slut" was contagious.


He raised his voice and said, "Hey, none of that light stuff either. Real beer with all the calories and taste."


Chigger inched a little closer and laid her hand on his knee. "Now, what else would you be needin' this night? I betcha I can provide it and, honey, it won't be none of that light stuff. I've got a full menu with whatever you want."


"Reckon beer is all I'll need for right now," he said. A hooker coming on to him and a barmaid throwing his heart into double-time. What in the hell was going on?


Most of the time Daisy didn't mind Chigger hustling a good time, but that night it annoyed her like a pesky fly buzzing around her ears. Chigger was one of those women  who  had  no  morals.  If  she  saw  something wearing  jeans  and  boots  and  wanted  it,  she  set about getting  it.  These  days  she  went  home  with  Jim  Bob Walker  on  Friday  and  Saturday  nights,  but  Daisy remembered times when it was a different cowboy every weekend. And the way she was flirting  with  the  new cowboy, Jim Bob might be sleeping alone that night.


Chiggers  in  the  real  sense  are  little  red  bugs  that burrow down into the skin and itch terribly. Chigger got  her  nickname  because  she  said  she  was  just  like one of those little bugs. She could make a man itch so  bad he had to let her scratch the itch for him. Most men fell  all  over  themselves  when  Chigger  took  notice  of them. Evidently the newcomer had put on bug repellent because she wasn't having much effect on him.


Daisy filled a Mason jar, the standard beer glass at the Honky Tonk, from the tap and carried it to the cowboy. "That one's on the house if you don't sue me. I'm the bartender that should have seen that puddle of beer."


"Deal,"  he  said  curtly.  What  he'd  like  to  make  a deal for didn't have a damn thing to do with a puddle of beer and a lot to do with finding himself back on top of the bartender. And without an audience. He touched his head—must've hit it harder than he realized to be entertaining such crazy notions.


Jarod McElroy hadn't come into the bar for conversation and he'd have run  a country  mile  if  he'd  known his  first  walk  across  the dance  floor  was  going  to  net him a fall on top of the bartender. God knew he listened to  plenty  of  talk  from  his  eighty-six-year-old  uncle, Emmett McElroy, who provided enough words in a day to make Jarod's ears hurt. And most of his words would fry the hair off a billy goat's ass.


The family had known that Uncle Emmett was failing the past year, but a couple of months ago Jarod's mother had  made  a  trip  from  Oklahoma  to  Texas  to  see  him. When  she  found  out  that  he'd  been  diagnosed  with Alzheimer's in addition to a multitude of other ailments, she'd come home with the suggestion that Jarod move down there and help him run his ranch. He'd been more than willing, since he remembered Uncle Emmett and Aunt  Mavis  fondly  and  figured  living  on  the  ranch would be just as great as when he was a kid.


He'd been wrong.

Uncle Emmett had gone plumb crazy since his wife died the year before and refused to listen to a word or idea that Jarod had to say. After that day, Jarod was seriously considering throwing in the towel and going home to Oklahoma. Right now he was almost glad he didn't.


He  looked down the length  of the  shiny  bar  at the bartender who'd taken his order. When he'd raised his head  up  and  seen  exactly  who'd  broken his  fall,  he'd had the urge to kiss her. Looking at her, he wished he had. He could have blamed it on the moment. Now he'd never know what those full lips tasted like.


"She's a barmaid." Aunt Mavis' voice perched on his shoulder and whispered in his ear. "Remember your second fiancée?"


Jarod's  jaw  muscles  worked  like  he  was  chewing peanuts.


"Man don't get a good woman in a bar, Jarod. You done proved that," she taunted in that gravelly voice of a fifty-year smoker.


"I hear you," he mumbled aloud.


Sure, the barmaid at the Honky Tonk was a looker and there was something about those long legs and that tiny waist that made his mouth go dry, but a vow was a vow and Aunt Mavis would claw her way up from the grave and  haunt  him  if he  looked  at  a  barmaid  twice. Well, maybe he'd better make that three times because he'd already had a very long second look at her.


Daisy felt his stare. A sideways glance told her that he liked what he saw. The set of his jaw said he wouldn't act  on  it.  Owning  a  bar  or  tending  a bar  didn't  make her a slut or an immoral person, and it was her damn  business. Not his. She wouldn't let him buy her a dime paper cup of lemonade from a school kid's stand if he asked. Not after that condescending, sidling look he'd shot her way.


Billy Bob Walker slapped the cowboy on the shoulder. "Hey, Jarod, where's Emmett? Just heard this week that you were over there helping him. You should have called us. Why didn't Emmett come with you tonight?"


Daisy moved a few steps closer. With lots of effort she tuned out the noise of the jukebox and forty people talking at once and zeroed in their conversation.


Jarod took a long pull from the Mason jar and said, "I don't think a stick of dynamite could blow his sorry ass off that ranch. Won't do a thing with it, but he's not about to let me do what needs to be done. And he sure won't leave it for five minutes for fear I'll move the damn salt shakers. I've been here six weeks and I'm thinkin' about committing myself to the nearest asylum."


"Since Mavis died he's got worse. I reckon it's that Alzheimer's stuff settin' in," Billy Bob said.


"That's what the doctor says and there's no getting any better.  Some days he's barely tolerable. Today is not one of them. He got a burr up his butt this mornin' and the day went from bad to worse. I had to get away or else I was going to give myself a concussion banging my head against the barn door," Jarod said.


"I hear you, man. Got a grampa just like that over at Morgan Mill. Him and Emmett were sawed out of the same old bull hide leather and they ain't neither one ever goin' to change. They used to have coffee over there at the café a couple of times a week and bitch about the young people and their high-powered ideas."


"God  save  us  from  anything  new.  Where's  your brothers?" Jarod asked.


Years before, when Aunt Mavis was still living, he'd spent  a  couple  of  weeks  each  summer  on  the  ranch. She'd always invited the Walker triplets over for him to  have  kids his own age around in those days.  Jarod was  convinced  that  if  you  looked  up  redneck  in  the dictionary you'd find the Walker triplets' picture. They were  identical  with  their red  hair,  freckled faces,  and green eyes. He'd loved it when they came to the Double M, but he hadn't had time to give them a call since he'd been back in the area. His uncle had demanded every waking moment and lots that should have been sleeping ones as well.


Billy Bob pointed across the room. "That'd be Jim Bob  hugged  up  to  Chigger.  He's  in  love  with  that woman.  One  of these  days  he's  goin' to talk  her  into marryin' him and he'll be one happy fool."


"I took her for a hooker," Jarod said.


"Naw, man. A hooker charges. Chigger ain't never charged a dime. She just likes a good roll in the hay and  so  does  Jim  Bob.  They'll  make  a  good  pair  if either one of them ever gets their wild oats sowed and settled down."


"And Joe Bob?" Jarod asked.


"He's shootin' a little pool. Lost twenty dollars last night, but he's already won it back in the couple of hours we been here. Merle stayed home tonight."


Jarod raised a heavy black eyebrow. "Who?"


"Merle Avery. She was one of Ruby's friends, that'd be the woman who built the Honky Tonk and ran it 'til last year when she got killed in a motorcycle wreck. She  was  seventy  and  still  ridin'  a  Harley.  Anyway,  Merle still comes around a couple of times a week to take all Joe Bob's money. She might be past seventy, but she's pure magic with that cue stick. Joe Bob would probably marry her just to learn her tricks," Billy Bob laughed.


Jarod's nostrils twitched at the idea. "She's almost old enough to be his grandmother."


"Ah, age is just numbers on paper. How old you think Daisy is?" Billy Bob asked.


Jarod raised an eyebrow. "Who?"


"Daisy,  the  barmaid  who  owns  the  Honky  Tonk. Ruby, the woman who built the place, left it to her when she died last year," Billy Bob said.


So  her  name  was  Daisy.  That  sounded  just  like  a redneck barmaid's name. Jarod took another long look down the bar at her. He had never been so attracted to a woman in the first few minutes of meeting her. The word thunderstruck came to mind, but he didn't believe in such folderol.


Daisy tried so hard to hear the answer that her head pounded.  She  blamed  it  on  the  fall  and  could  have strangled Joe Bob for choosing that minute to yell at her to draw up a beer.


Jarod didn't even try to mask the calculating stare. Aunt  Mavis  would  just  have  to  understand,  and  after all,  it  was  just  looking.  The  woman  had  the  body  of a  kickboxer,  no  spare  fat  cells  anywhere,  and  could be  anywhere  from  sixteen  to  twenty-nine.  When  her gaze met his, sparks lit up the room between them. Her steely-blue eyes dared him to answer the question. The physical attraction was so strong that his first knee-jerk reaction was to flirt; his second was to run. His third was  to trip her, catch her when she fell, and kiss her just to see if those lips were as soft as they looked.


No  way  had  she  seen  thirty  yet; there wasn't  even a tiny little crow's foot wrinkle around those beautiful eyes. Her dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail that swished when she moved  from  one end  of  the bar  to the other wiping up spills and filling orders. She wore a white tank top with sparkling jewels sewn into the front along the neckline and tight jeans hugging her hind end. Her eyes looked like they could cut a man apart like a laser gun, but those lips were definitely made for kissing. Nice full lips that could have been on a commercial for lipstick.


"So?" Billy Bob asked.


It  took  a  minute  before  Jarod  could  remember  the question. His hands were clammy and his voice husky when he asked, "Why are you askin'?"


"Because Jim Bob is happy as a piglet in a fresh mud hole  when  he  can  talk  Chigger  into  going  home  with him on Friday and Saturday nights. Joe Bob would be Merle's slave  if  she'd teach  him  all  she  knows  about shootin' pool. Daisy O'Dell is my dream gal. I'd probably rob banks or kill for her," Billy Bob said.


"What's that got to do with how old she is?" Jarod asked.


"I was just bringin' the conversation around to her, man, so I could tell you how I feel about her. She's a looker and she owns a bar. Now that's a combination that could make a man's heart just plumb ache. Just don't go gettin' no ideas that you might waltz in here and do some serious flirtin'. When the time comes for her to get all serious, it's goin' to be with Billy Bob Walker."


"So you didn't care a whit about my Uncle Emmett. You  came  over  here  to  piss  on  the  bar  and  stake  a claim?" Jarod asked.


Billy Bob chuckled. "Guess I did."


Daisy  pretended  to  come  in  at  the  tail  end  of  the conversation. "You got to piss, you do it in the bathroom."


"Ah, honey, you know I love you," Billy Bob said.


"You'd  marry Lucifer's sister  to  get  a  bar  of  your own, Billy Bob Walker. Love ain't got a blessed thing to do with anything. Hell's bells, the money you and your brothers spend in here could buy a bar of your own in a year's time. Go on up the road to the Trio or The Boar's Nest and buy one of them if you want a bar," she smarted off. "You need a refill on that beer?" she asked Jarod.


"No,  I  reckon  one  is  enough if  I'm  going  to  drive back home," he said. He wished she'd argue with Billy Bob some more. Her voice was like maple syrup with a touch of Wild Turkey—fiery and sweet. He wondered if  she'd  be like  that  in  bed. Good God,  he had to get control of his thoughts and stop letting them romp all over the bar.


"Which is where?" Daisy asked.


"North of Huckabay, west of Morgan Mill. Right next to the Walker ranch," Jarod said. Want to go with me? He touched his forehead. Did he have a slight concussion that caused all of his thoughts to wallow in a gutter?


Billy Bob waved  a hand between their gazes. "I'd build a bar but Chigger and Merle are regulars at  the Honky Tonk. You promise me and the boys that they'll change over to the Walker Roadhouse and I'll build one across the road and  buy out the  Trio  and  The  Boar's Nest to eliminate the competition."


Daisy  cocked  her  head  to  one  side.  "Walker Roadhouse?"


"Yeah, that's kind of what I had a mind to change the name to once I talk you into marryin' me," he teased.


"Better not hold your breath on either issue. You look like hell in that shade of blue. I'm runnin' this bar until they carry my cold dead body through the doors and I'll have my fingers wrapped around a longneck bottle of Coors when they do. And honey, this is the Honky Tonk and always will be. Ruby left that in her will. No name changes, so you just scoot your boots on down the road and put in some competition," she said.


Billy  Bob  chuckled  again  and  picked  up  his  beer. "Never know what the future might bring. I'm going to find a sweet little thing and dance away part of the beer I've done drunk. Jarod, you tell Uncle Emmett we'll be over and see him someday soon," he said as he headed toward the jukebox.


Maybe that would make Daisy jealous and she'd see that he was quite a catch. After all, Billy Bob and his brothers owned the Bar W, the most prosperous ranch in Erath County. Jarod might be a shade better looking, but not by much, and neither his bank account nor his pickup truck was as big as the Walker boys.


Besides all that, Emmett's ranch wasn't going to be worth a damn in a couple of years. Mesquite was taking over and his stock was worthless. By the time Emmett croaked,  the  Walker  men  could probably  pick  up the whole ranch for next to nothing. One thing for sure—if they did, they'd turn it around right quick. That ranch had been the cream of two counties back when Mavis was alive. It would take time and hard work, but it would  double the size of what the Walkers already had. Yes, sir, Daisy would wake up someday and see the wisdom in tying the knot with Billy Bob. He wasn't in any hurry. He'd waited seven years. He'd wait a few more.


Back  at the  bar  Jarod downed  the last  of  the beer, picked up his hat, and slid off the stool. He scanned the floor in case someone else had sloshed beer out of their Mason jar. He wasn't letting a blast of physical attraction overrule his better sense. Like the song playing on the  jukebox  said,  they  all  got  prettier  at closing  time when a man was drunk off his butt. Some were pretty; some  looked  like  hell.  But a  barmaid  was  a  barmaid, pretty or not.


What in the hell can I be thinking anyway? he asked himself.  I've  got  Emmett  to  take  care of  and  a  ranch that's falling apart at the seams. I wouldn't have time to date even if she wasn't a barmaid.


"Don't be a stranger, and tell Emmett we miss him," Daisy said, breaking into his thoughts.


Jarod  looked  over  his  shoulder.  "You  know  my uncle?"


Damn it! Those are some sexy eyes. I wonder what they'd look like right after… she stopped herself from even thinking the next words.


She cleared her throat and said, "I overheard Billy Bob mention  Emmett. He  and  Mavis  used to  come in  here every Saturday night. He had a draft Miller and she had a longneck Coors. They were almost as good at pool as Merle Avery. Truth is, I was a little surprised that Emmett didn't take up with Merle after Mavis died," she said.


"Probably  because  she's  too  damn  smart  for that," Jarod said.


"Ah, he's just old and cantankerous. God only knows how we'll be when we get that old and can't do what we once did. We might be hard to live with too."


"Hard  to  live  with  would  be  all  right.  Downright mean is another thing."


"Well, tell him hello from Daisy."


Jarod nodded and headed for the door.


Chigger blew him a kiss.


Jim Bob shot him a dirty look.


Billy Bob waved from the dance floor where he was hugged up tight to a lady in a knit shirt that accentuated thirty  extra  pounds  around  her  midriff. She reminded Jarod of his first fiancée, Sasha, who'd gained fifteen pounds  after  they  were  engaged.  She  went  to  a  fancy spa to lose the weight before the wedding and wound up eloping with her trainer. He wondered as he made his way through the vehicles in the parking lot if she ever lost those extra pounds.


The night air was blazing hot, but he drove slowly with the window  down. The  beer and the day's hard work had made him sleepy. Even if it was hot enough to fry the brains out of a lizard, he didn't dare turn on the air conditioning. If he got that comfortable he'd fall asleep  and run off the road. That would give Emmett enough griping fuel to last two lifetimes. The only thing worse  would  be  if  Jarod  went  back  to  the  ranch  and started talking about a bartender.


"That'd stroke him out for sure," Jarod said aloud.


In an attempt to keep his mind off Daisy, he thought about  his  third  fiancée.  Emily  had  a  business  degree and was the head she-coon in the admissions office at Oklahoma State University. He'd figured the third was  the  charm  and  Emily  would  be  with  him  right  up  to "death do us part." Two months before the wedding she got a job offer to go to New York City and expected him to leave the ranching business and go with her. After the argument, she went, he stayed, and a third engagement ring was tossed into a dresser drawer with the first two.


Not a one of the three had caused the physical reaction that Daisy had those few minutes when he was tangled up in her arms on the floor or when their gazes locked up across that bar. How old was she, anyway? Billy Bob never had told him. If he'd met her anywhere other than a bar he would have definitely flirted. But Billy Bob had done everything but tell him to back off and the Walker triplets were his only friends in the whole state.


Besides,  Jarod  had sworn  off  women  until  he  was forty. Hopefully at that age he'd have enough sense to pick one that would last. Until then he'd be content with an occasional romp in the hay.


"Wonder if Daisy would be interested in a one-night stand?" he asked aloud as he parked the truck in front of Emmett's two-story house. He doubted it. That look she gave him when he was studying her up and down to figure out her age said that she wouldn't abide any kind of nonsense like getting hay in that long dark hair.


He opened the door to the truck and shut it as quietly as  possible.  Easing  the  front  door  open  to  the  loud snores of his uncle coming from the twin-sized bed that had been set up in the corner of the living room since he had trouble navigating the stairs, he tiptoed into the house. Jarod froze when the noise stopped. When the loud snores continued, he removed his boots and padded upstairs in his socks, heaving a sigh of relief when he  was safely in his bedroom. Thirty-five years old and he felt like a teenager sneaking back into the house after a night of skinny-dipping with his girlfriend.


What  would  it  be  like  to  skinny-dip  with  Daisy? Would she look as good out of those tight fittin' jeans as she did in them?


The house had been built back in the fifties when Mavis and Emmett first married. Four bedrooms and a bathroom were off a landing upstairs. Living room, dining room, and a kitchen were downstairs. At least four children were supposed to fill the house with laughter and arguments, but they'd never come along in the marriage.


He yanked his boots off and set them beside the bed and turned on the computer and checked his emails. If only he could convince Emmett the value of getting his business out of his hip pocket and entered into a reasonable program  on  the  computer,  he'd  feel  like  he  was getting somewhere.


What  was  it  Daisy  told  Billy  Bob?  "Don't  hold your breath."


Jarod  felt  her  words  rather  than  just  heard  them. Emmett would let him make changes the day that nuns danced on the bar in the Honky Tonk. He took a quick shower and crossed the hallway naked to stretch out on his bed. His fingers laced behind his head and he stared at the shadows on the ceiling. Daisy had put Billy Bob in his place with the bare minimum of words. Jarod didn't figure  she'd  take  sass  from  anyone, but  then  she  was a  barmaid and  no  doubt she'd  had  lots of  experience dealing with drunks.


Is that all the experience she has? Surely she has a boyfriend or a fiancé with those looks.


The words to Toby's song began to rattle around in his head. Like Toby said, Jarod had seen it all in the bar that night. He'd seen smokers. A fine fog of smoke hung about two feet from the ceiling. If secondhand smoke was as detrimental to health as folks said, then the Honky Tonk was cancer central. He'd seen boozers sitting at the bar and gathered around the five or six tables in the corners. A hooker if he counted Chigger. What on earth Jim Bob saw in that rough old gal was a mystery. She'd been rode hard and put away wet far too many days. She looked fifty at least. Toby mentioned cowboys. Well, Jarod had seen more boots, silver belt buckles, and hats that evening than he'd seen since the last barn dance at his folks' place up in Payne County, Oklahoma. Toby had sang about brokenhearted fools and suckers. If he'd taken time to talk to anyone other than Billy Bob and Daisy, he'd have found some of those too. He fell asleep to the melody playing and words about drinking his beer from a Mason jar running through his head.


***


At  two  a.m.  Daisy  shoved  the  Walker  triplets  and Chigger out the front door. The Honky Tonk was their home  away  from  home  on  the  weekends.  They  were good-natured  fellows  for  the  most  part,  except  when Billy Bob started that nonsense about marrying her. She picked up a longneck Coors from the ice chest, wiped it off, and pulled out a chair at the nearest table like she did every night at closing. She propped her long legs up on the table and crossed them at the ankles. After a lengthy draw on the beer she looked around at the damages. Not bad for a Friday night. Few beer bottles left on the tables  but Tinker had racked the pool balls and left them ready for the next night. There was one cue stick still on the nearest pool table that he'd forgotten to put back in the cabinet. Floor needed sweeping and she noticed a circle on the wood where she and Jarod collided.


She'd clean it all up the next day. That was one thing Ruby taught her from the beginning. Shut the doors and go to bed. Clean up the next morning when she wasn't dead tired from running up and down the bar refilling Mason jars or mixing drinks.


Daisy finished off her beer and put some coins into the jukebox. She pushed the right buttons and Toby's voice  filled  the  room as  he  sang,  "I  Love  This  Bar." To sing that song with conviction like he did, he had to have spent some time in a bar in his lifetime, just like Daisy had.


"Some time, hell," she muttered.


She'd spent her whole life in and around bars. Her mother  had  gotten  married  at  sixteen  and  had  given birth to Daisy when she was barely seventeen. Widowed before Daisy was even born, she'd lied about her age and got a job as a bartender in a dive south of Mena, Arkansas.  Daisy  stayed  with  her  grandmother  most of the time until  she was nine and then Granny  died suddenly. After that she went to work with her mother every evening and spent her time during the school year doing homework in the stockroom. She had a sleeping bag, books to read, and a television that picked up no stations  but  had  a VHS  player  attached  so  she  could watch  movies.  At  two o'clock  her  mother awoke  her and they went home to a trailer on the outskirts of town. At seven the alarm went off and Daisy got herself ready  for school, packed a lunch, and boarded the school bus at the entrance to the trailer court. She always left her mother sleeping and always hoped she was alone in the bedroom. Sometimes  she got her wish; more  often it was wasted.


She set the beer on the table and danced alone in the middle of the floor as Toby sang about liking his truck and his girlfriend, liking to take her out to dinner and a movie now and then. Daisy pretended she was dancing with Jarod McElroy on the banks of a river after a steak dinner at a fancy restaurant and giggled at her own silliness.


How  had he  gotten  into the  bar  without her  seeing him in the first place?


She made her way around the pool tables and the bar to the door leading back into her living quarters in the dark.


Ruby  had  built  the  Honky  Tonk  back  in  the  early sixties and it looked like an old-time saloon with weathered  wood  on  the  outside.  It  had  a  wide  wraparound porch  around  three  sides.  Rocking  chairs  for  those who'd gotten too hot dancing or needed a breath of fresh air were scattered on the porch. A big neon sign on the roof flashed HONKY TONK.


Double doors led from the porch into a large room with a bar across the backside, pool tables to the right, and half a dozen wooden tables with chairs on the left. Two  jukeboxes provided  music. The  antique  one  was Ruby's  favorite  and  had  only  the  old  country  music artists on it like George Jones, Lefty Frizzell, Waylon Jennings, Willy Nelson, and Merle Haggard. The other was  modern  and  offered  the  newer  artists  like  Toby Keith, Brad Paisley, Josh Turner, Jim Currington, Sara Evans, and Sugarland.


Through  the  locked  door  at  the  back  lay  a  modern one-bedroom  apartment  that  had  been  Daisy's  home for more than seven years. She headed across the living room floor to the galley kitchen and made a ham and cheese sandwich. She carried it to the table in the corner of the tiny living room and pulled out a chair.


Was Jarod McElroy married? How long did he intend to stay with Emmett? Why in the hell had he come to Texas anyway?


"Damn," she swore. "This is ridiculous."


The biggest question was why in the devil was she interested? Every kind and shape of testosterone had come through  the  doors  of her bar  and  not  a one  of them had made her think about breaking rule number one in Ruby's agenda: Men were not allowed into the apartment.


She showered, dried off, and headed for her bedroom where she crawled naked between the sheets. Her cell phone rang just as she shut her eyes. She checked the caller ID before she answered it.


"Hello, Merle," she said.


"It's Rack. He's got a terrible cough and he's hacking like he's about to die. Can I bring him over?"


"Sure you can. I'll get the hair ball medicine out and be ready for you," Daisy said.


In  ten  minutes  Merle  carried  her  enormous  orange and  white  cat  through  the  doors  of  the  Honky  Tonk. She had him wrapped in a blanket and he had another hacking attack when she laid him on the bar.


"It's not his heart, is it?" Merle asked nervously.


Daisy pulled a stethoscope from her black bag and listened to the cat's heart. "No, his heart sounds pretty  good for a cat that's three times the size he ought to be. You really should stop giving him scraps."


"But  I  can't  stand  it  when  he  looks  at  me  if  I'm eating steak or cheese. He loves his food. So it's just a hair ball?"


"That'd be my guess," Daisy said as she squeezed toothpaste  looking  substance  from  a  tube  onto  a tongue depressor.


"He'd  scratch  my  eyeballs  out  if  I  put  that  in  his mouth," Merle said.


"Rack has got your number. He knows I've got the stuff  in  that  bag  to  fix  it  so  he'd  never  have  another chunk of your rib eye steak, don't you, boy? Open your fat little jaws and there we go." Daisy rubbed his neck and the medicine went down in a couple of swallows.


"Now  it's back home  so he can puke it up on my carpet," Merle said.


"Or your bed," Daisy laughed.


"You are a doll to get out of bed and help me at this hour." Merle laid a bill on the bar. "The day Ruby found you was the best day this county ever saw."


"Merle, I'm not a real vet."


"Shhhh, don't tell Rack. He thinks you are a highdollar specialist. Vet. Vet tech. Ain't no difference in my books. See you tonight." Merle picked up her cat and carried him out the doors into the hot night.


Daisy turned out the lights for the second time and went back to bed.



  



Chapter 2





Daisy  was  semi-awake  when  a  hard  knocking  on the  back  door  startled  her  into  a  sitting  position.  She grabbed  a  kimono-style  robe  and  stumbled  barefoot across the bedroom and living room and peeked around the curtain.


"Well,  shit,"  she  mumbled  and  checked  to  see  if Chigger was holding a dog or cat or goat—nothing but Chigger leaning against the porch post and smoking a cigarette. When she saw Daisy looking out the window, she stabbed out the butt on the heel of her boot.


Daisy slid the chain lock back and opened the door. "Mornin', Chigger. What brings you out this early? You got a cow or a horse needin' help?"


"Darlin',  this ain't early.  It's  almost  dinner  time. And  the  only  thing  I  got  needin'  help  is  Jim  Bob Walker.  I 'bout  wore  him  out  last night,  but  I  guess a bartender or a vet neither one would have anything for that unless you keep them little blue pills in your black bag."


"Good God, Chigger."


Chigger giggled. "Got any coffee?"


Daisy motioned her inside. "I can make a pot. Come on in."


Chigger held up the cigarette butt. "Thanks. Where's the trash so I can get rid of this?"


Daisy pointed.


Chigger opened  the  pantry door  and  disposed  of  it before she pulled one of the two chairs away from the table and slid into it.


"You  couldn't  get  Jim  Bob  to  make  you  a  pot  of coffee  this  morning?"  Daisy  asked  as  she  measured grounds into the coffee machine.


"He brought me breakfast in bed. Bacon, biscuits and gravy, coffee, juice, pancakes. Whole buffet on a tray and then I gave him breakfast in bed, if you know what I mean."


Chigger was taller than Daisy by at least four inches, making her about five feet ten inches. Slim built except for a set of enormous breasts that she swore were all hers and without a drop of silicone implanted in them. She wore skintight knit tops that accentuated her God given assets as well as her small waist. That morning she'd borrowed one of Jim Bob's chambray work shirts and  it  hung  outside  her  jeans.  Her  blond  hair  had  a bedroom  tousled look to  it and  her  face was  clear  of any makeup. She looked more like a soccer mom than a beer joint hustler.


Daisy toasted a couple of blueberry pastries in the microwave and served them with the coffee. "It's hot. Give it time to cool  a bit or  it'll burn the hell out of your mouth."


Chigger dipped a pastry into the coffee, blew on it, and popped a bite into her mouth. "Take more than that to burn the hell out of me, girl. You got a nice place back here."


"Thank you," Daisy said.


Chigger  looked around at the sparsely decorated apartment. "You are definitely not a  clutter person.  A woman's house says a lot about the kind of person they  are.  You  are  straightforward  and  speak  your mind. Me, I am a clutter person. I collect angels and they're  everywhere, even on the  ends of  my ceiling fan cords. I'm one of those women who wants everything she sees. I wish I had a setup like this. Make it a lot easier to have a good time if I didn't have to wait to get Jim Bob home."


"Ruby said I could go to the motel or get laid in a hay  loft,  but  no  men  were  allowed  in  the  apartment. It  made  sense.  By  the time  I  get  a  man to  a motel,  I usually change my mind about sleeping with him and save myself some heartache."


Chigger shot her a dirty look. "Are you digging at me?"


"No, just statin' facts," Daisy said. She picked up her pastry and took a bite.


"My hair appointments don't start until three o'clock today.  Got  four and won't be done until  six  and  then I'll be right back at the Honky Tonk for the evening." Chigger sipped coffee between words.


"How'd you get off so easy on Saturday? I figured folks  would  be  clamoring  to  get  their  hair  done  for church on Sunday," Daisy said.


"More like for partyin' on Saturday night. Actually most of my older folks get beautified on Friday. It's my busiest day. Only thing that keeps me going is knowing that when it's all done I go to the Honky Tonk."


"Nothin' any closer than this place?" Daisy asked.


Chigger had been coming to the beer joint for years and suddenly the day after Jarod McElroy showed up, she paid a home visit? It didn't make much sense unless  she was there to stake a claim. Poor old Jim Bob Walker was about to get his heart broken.


Chigger winked. "You tryin' to run me off, girlfriend? Damn, girl, I'm your best customer and just think of all the good lookin' men I drag in for you."


"Seriously?  Why  do  you  drive  all  this  distance?" Daisy asked.


"Seriously? I live in Stephenville, darlin'. Cats don't potty in their beds. And besides, Erath County is dry. This  is  the  closest  place  I  can  find  with  dancin'  and hunky horny ranchers wantin' a good time."


"What's that supposed to mean? Cats don't potty in their own beds? "


Chigger  talked  with  her  hands  and  waved  them around in circles before she answered. "Think about it. Cat has to find a place to potty but it ain't goin' to be  in  their  bed  or  their  own  backyard.  They'll  jump the fence to go dig a hole in the neighbor's yard. In Stephenville,  I'm  Willa  Mae  Jones.  I  live  next  door to  my  momma  and  fix  hair  for  a  living  in  a  beauty shop  out  behind my house.  Momma thinks I've  got a friend named  Daisy O'Dell up here in Palo Pinto County that I spent a lot of Friday and Saturday nights with. I wouldn't cause Momma no grief for nothin'. She was forty when she had me and she's seventy-five now and getting old."


Daisy did the math and had to swallow hard to keep from spitting coffee across the table all over Jim Bob's shirt. "You're thirty-five?"


"I  know, darlin'. Most folks wouldn't believe I'm that old. Don't you tell on me, now. It's this deal I have with Revlon. Wasn't for hair dye and good makeup I'd  look every bit of my age," Chigger said with another of her famous winks.


Daisy nodded and hoped Lucifer didn't jump up from hell and  drag her  into  the  fiery  pits  for  agreeing  with such a blatant lie. She'd figured Chigger was at least ten years older than Jim Bob's thirty-five years and maybe even kissing fifty firmly on the lips. Thirty-five! Still young enough to start a family. Now that was a scary thought. The offspring of Jim Bob and Chigger! Hellraisers for sure. She'd have to hire more than bouncers when they were legal-aged drinkers.


"Want to know why I came to visit this morning?" Chigger said.


"Oh, yes, I do," Daisy said.


"You don't have to answer like that.  It damn sure ain't to ask you for a job."


"O… ka…y." Daisy dragged out the word.


Chigger bit her lower lip. "Truth is I saw the way that cowboy made you all hot and horny last night after he fell on top of you. Can't say as I blame you one bit either. Must  have been a  second  there when  you  thought  he was finishin' up a good rousting bout of sex before you come to your senses and saw that you'd both fell down together. Your eyes were flashing around like Christmas tree lights. Never saw you look like that before."


Crimson flushed Daisy's cheeks.


Chigger laughed and clapped her hands. "Why Daisy O'Dell, you are red as Rudolph's nose. Let's go clean up the bar and have some lunch."


"What?" Daisy asked.


"I  know  that  you  clean  up  the  beer  joint  the  next mornin'. I'll  help  you  and  then I'll buy  you lunch  at  the Smokestack. I'm partial to their chicken fried steaks and fries. Then you have to go meet Momma. She sees a sweet  lookin'  little  thing  like  you,  she'll  think  I'm up here in Mingus paintin' my toenails on Friday and Saturday nights. That's what I told her and you are going to help me make her believe it."


Daisy looked at Chigger as if she were seeing an alien straight  from  a  little flat  spaceship.  Any  minute  now and  Chigger's  eyes  were  going  to  roll up  in  her  head and antennas were going to sprout from all that thick, dyed-blond hair.


"Okay, here's the deal. I'll even spell it out real slow so you'll understand," Chigger said each word like she was a first grader with a brand new reader. "I will leave the  cowboy  alone.  I  won't  seduce  him.  I'll  help  you clean up and take you to lunch. For all that you got to meet Momma. She's been after me for more than a year to bring you around to meet her. Ruby went once and it is your turn."


"Good God!" Daisy said.


"Momma says He is. I reckon I'd have to change my ways to find out." Chigger resumed talking like normal. "And please call me Willa Mae when you're around  Momma.  She  don't  have  any  idea  about  my nickname."


***


Jarod popped open a can of biscuits, fried bacon, and eggs and made a small skillet of gravy. I'd like to take Daisy breakfast in bed this morning. Damn, I've got to stop thinking about that woman. The Honky Tonk was full of good lookin' women last night, so why do I keep  thinking  about  her?  I  swear,  I must've  jarred  something loose in my brain. I bet it looks like scrambled eggs in there.


Using  a  walker,  Emmett  shuffled  to  the  table, complained  that  the  biscuits  were  store  bought,  the bacon was too crisp, the eggs were overdone, and the gravy needed more salt.


"Boy, you got to learn how things is done here if you ever want to be a rancher," Emmett said.


It's not Daisy who's scrambled my brains. It's a result of beating my head against the wall because of Emmett.


"Uncle  Emmett, I  know  how to  be  a  rancher. I've owned  my  own place  in  Oklahoma  for  more  than  ten years. It's paid for and making a good profit. Let me get this ranch back into top-notch running order. Your stock is barely more than culls, and the mesquite is about to take over. We could put up one of those new windmills and save a bundle in bills. We need to get the finances into the computer."


Emmett fired up angry. "Don't you tell me how to ranch. I was doin' a fine job of it when you wasn't even a gleam in your old man's eye. And you can take those fancy ugly windmills and your computer and go to hell with both."


Jarod bit back the words on the tip of his tongue. "I'm going to work on clearing some land today. You want to ride out and sit in the truck?"


"Hell, no. It's hot out there. I'm stayin' in the house and watchin' television."


"I'll  be  back  in  time  to  make  you  lunch  then," Jarod said.


"It's dinner, not lunch, and I'm not an invalid. Who the hell do you think fixed my meals before you got here?"


"You asked for my help," Jarod reminded him.

"Didn't realize you'd grown up to be a pain in the ass."

When  Jarod  didn't  answer,  Emmett  went  on.  "It wasn't my idea that you come down here and disrupt my life this summer. It was your dad's. Mavis always did like you, but I figured you was too big for your britches. You and your big ideas about improving the place. Hell, boy, it supported me and Mavis all those years. Find a good woman and settle down and it'll support you too."


"If you don't like the arrangement I can be gone in an hour and you can leave the place to whoever you damn well please," Jarod said through clenched teeth.


Emmett snorted. "Mavis will rest easier in her grave knowin' your family is running the place when I'm dead and gone. But you ain't goin' to take over before I'm dead. It's mine until I'm six foot under the ground and then you can plow it under and spread monkey shit on it for all I care."


"That  might  be  all  it's  good  for  by  then,"  Jarod grumbled.


Emmett glared at him. "Mavis said you was cut off the same log I was. I don't see it."


"Me either. I think the tree they cut your sorry ass out of was the meanest one in the forest."


"And  the  one  they  got  your  sorry  ass  from  was the  know-it-all tree.  Get  on  out  of  here  and  fight  the mesquite. When you are eighty years old you'll find out you don't know jack shit, boy."


Jarod changed the subject. "You think you're strong enough to wash these dishes?"


"I could out work you if I had a mind to. Get on out of here and pull up some of those mesquite trees you think  are such a nuisance. I'll do the damn dishes and make my own dinner. Probably do both better than you can," Emmett growled.


"How about taking a shower?"


"Don't need one. Had one three days ago and I ain't done enough work to sweat," Emmett said. "Where'd you go last night?"


"For a ride."


"I'm thinkin' I might want to go for one tonight so don't be makin' any plans to go by yourself. There's a beer joint about fifteen miles up north of here me and Mavis used to go to once in a while. We liked to shoot a little pool and have a beer. You can drive me up there tonight," Emmett said.


Jarod did not want to see Daisy again. Didn't want to think about her or the sexy dream he'd had concerning her just before he awoke that morning. If he was going to stop thinking about her, he had to stay away from her.


Emmett raised his voice. "You hear me?"


"I heard  you.  I'll  stop  in  plenty  of time  to  take  a shower and drive you up to the Honky Tonk, but I'm not  taking  you  smelling  like  an  old  boar  hog.  You want to go out tonight, you'd best be cleanin' up and shavin' today."


"Never said where we were goin'. Means that's where you were last night. How'd you like Miz Daisy? She's a fine lady, ain't she? Like her just as well as I did Miz Ruby, only Ruby was a wilder sort."


Jarod  could  scarcely  believe  his  ears.  Emmett McElroy  had  just said  five  sentences without  cussing or ranting about something. He'd actually paid Daisy a compliment. But then if Emmett said Daisy was a fine  lady then it meant the Alzheimer's was getting worse. Daisy was a barmaid. Period. End of story.


He put a package of cheese crackers and an apple in a brown bag, made himself a gallon-sized cooler of iced sweet tea, and headed out the back door without another word.  His  mother  had warned him  that  he'd  have  his hands full with Uncle Emmett. Jarod hadn't known that "hands full" was the understatement of time since the first day of creation.


He slapped the steering wheel of his truck when he was inside. Damn it all, anyway, how was he supposed to get that woman out of his mind if he had to see her again?  To  admit  that  he  didn't  want to  go  would  just cause  Emmett  to  set  his  mind  even  more.  The  only thing to do was go and sit in the back corner until the old fellow was ready to go home, and pretend he had a wonderful time. If Emmett ever thought for one second that he was miserable, he'd insist on Jarod taking him to the Honky Tonk every single night.


"Shoot me graveyard dead if I ever get Alzheimer's," Jarod said aloud as he started the engine of his truck.


***


Daisy  backed  her  car—a  vintage  1976  completely remodeled baby blue Ford Maverick with seats upholstered as close to the original fabric as she could find— out of the garage behind the Honky Tonk and followed Chigger south toward the Smokestack.


She pulled in the parking lot beside Chigger's truck.


"I'm starvin' to death. You'd think all that breakfast Jim Bob  brought  me would  be  enough  to  last  a  week instead  of  just  a  few  hours.  But  then last  night  was  a  busy night," Chigger said as they walked side-by-side into the restaurant. "I found out how much I liked sex when I was fifteen. How about you?"


"I don't kiss and tell," Daisy said.


"Well, bless your little southern heart. How's a girl supposed to know without tastin' the goods if her friends don't tell her whether or not it's a good place to eat?" Chigger asked.


"Guess she has to pay the price for the buffet and try out the food for herself," Daisy said as the cool air hit them inside the restaurant.


The  restaurant  had  started  more  than  thirty  years before in Thurber's old drugstore, but it burned in the early  nineties.  The  owners  then  rebuilt  it  in  the  north end  of  the  old  Texas  &  Pacific  Mercantile  building. The  place  was  made  with  original  Thurber  bricks  in the  late  1800s  and  had  sold  everything  from  cribs  to coffins to the company miners back when Thurber was a flourishing town. The restaurant got its name from the 128-foot tall power plant smokestack that once provided Thurber with electricity. Memorabilia of the days when Thurber was a booming town decorated the walls. An old upright piano graced one corner. An oak freezer that required ice blocks sat beside the doors into the kitchen. T-shirts in every color were stacked up in a glass case with the Smokehouse logo on them.


Daisy had been intrigued with the place the first time she  ate  there,  but  nowadays  she  was  more  interested in  the  food  than  the  memorabilia.  Besides,  the  day was a bittersweet one. The last time she'd eaten at the Smokestack  was  with  Ruby  the  day  before  she  was killed on that damned motorcycle of hers. Daisy had told  her that she was too old to be out riding a motorcycle. Ruby had declared that the best way to die was to run the cycle all day and drop dead of a heart attack when she parked it.


"What  are  you  thinkin'  about?  That  cowboy  I've promised to keep my hands off of?" Chigger asked.


"Ruby Lee," Daisy said.


Chigger nodded seriously. "Miss her, do you?"


"She was like a mother to me. Took me in when I was down and out," Daisy said.


"You were the daughter she never had. It was a two-way street. You was good for her," Chigger said seriously.


"Thanks," Daisy murmured.


The waitress appeared with a  notepad and waited. Chigger  handed  her  the  menu  and  said,  "I'll  have the chicken fried steak, the  big portion, with  a baked potato, sour cream, butter, cheese, and bacon, and honey mustard dressing on my salad. Sweet tea and save us a couple of pieces of coconut pie."


Daisy shut the menu and handed it to the waitress. "Same for me, only ranch dressing."


"Now let's talk about that cowboy, Jarod," Chigger said.


"Let's don't," Daisy said.


Chigger eyed her carefully. "Woman don't talk about a man, something is the matter. Either he's butt ugly, son-of-a-bitch mean, or else they got a thing for him. I been watchin' you for a helluva long time. Either you are damn careful about your men or you dance to a different drummer. I never seen you leave with one or flirt."


Daisy  threw  up  her  hands  defensively.  "Hey,  I'm straight! I like men," Daisy said.


"Well, I'm damn glad to hear it. I was worried about you. Now what's so different about this Jarod McElroy? You don't light up over Billy Bob."


"Why do you go home all the time with Jim Bob?" She didn't know why Billy Bob didn't set her hormones to singing or why that dark-haired cowboy sent her into a gushy mess of hot flashes.


"Jim Bob is a sweetheart and he's in love with me. I'm going to marry that lonesome old red-haired cowboy one  of  these  days.  I  just want  to  get  all  my  wild  oats sowed first. Once I say 'I do' I'll have to be good and only sleep with him. I'm not ready to do that just yet."


"Why?" Daisy asked.


"Way I figure it is this. I started having sex when I was fifteen. If I have it twenty-one years before I get married, it's kind of like growing up and coming of age. That's next year. I won't be so old, not really. I reckon that'll give me five or six years to have a bunch of little mean red-haired boys for Jim Bob and make him real happy."


Daisy shook her head. "That's a cockamamie way to rationalize something as important as marriage."


"How'd you rationalize it then?" Chigger asked.


"Become  friends.  Fall  in  love.  Marry.  Have  kids. Traditional, I suppose." First it was friends, so that nipped the whole process in the bud. Jarod would never be friends with a barmaid, so the fall in love part was a moot point.


The waitress brought their tea and salads. Daisy didn't realize how hungry she was until she started to eat. The salad and toasted garlic bread tasted wonderful.


"I reckon  each  person  has  to find  their  own  way around the L and M words. You do it your way and I'll  do  it  mine.  If  you  find  out  you  don't  want  that  cowboy, honey, you will be upfront and honest with me. I'd like to have a taste of that tall drink of water before  I  settle  down  with  Jim  Bob,  but  only  if  you decide you don't want him. I won't get in your way," Chigger said.


"Who says I want him?" Daisy asked.


"Your eyes say it all. I'd like to strip him down and have him for supper and maybe again for breakfast, but I'll be good. At least until after you meet Momma."


"Chigger, you are thirty-five years old. I wasn't that afraid of my mother or Ruby Lee either and I was only twenty-one when Ruby Lee hired me. I had you figured you'd take on a rattlesnake bare-handed," Daisy said.


"Rattlesnakes ain't nearly as mean as Momma. Don't use  your  southern  manners  when  it's  time  to  leave. Don't you dare say something like come on up and see me sometime. She'll bug the hell out of me to go with me on Friday night."


"What about if she asks me what kind of work I do?"


Chigger got serious. "Here's the story I told her. I met you one day when you came to town to get your hair done. You are married to a rancher and you got two of the cutest little girls. You introduced me to Jim Bob who is a good, God fearin'  man and sometimes  he comes over to your house and we play Monopoly. We don't play  cards  because  that's  a  sin right next  to  covetin' your neighbor's ass. Which I never understood anyway. I mean, if your neighbor ain't married and he's got a fine ass, why can't you covet it?"


Daisy giggled.


"And your husband's name is Jarod."


"Good God Almighty," Daisy sputtered.


"I  just  thought  of  that  this  morning.  Pretty  good touch, ain't it? Far as she knows, I spent the night at your ranch last night like I do lots of Fridays, and since you need to come to town to buy some vet supplies today I suggested you run in and meet Momma. I told her that you couldn't stay long. Runnin' a dairy farm takes a lot of time," Chigger said.


Daisy's  Irish  temper  flared.  "You  planned  this whole thing?"


"Been  plannin'  it  for  months.  Good  story, ain't  it? And if you don't play along with it, I'm going to have wild passionate sex with your cowboy tonight."


"That's  blackmail  and  he's  not  my  cowboy," Daisy said.


"Call it whatever you want. You'll have plenty on me to do some blackmailin' after today, believe me."


Daisy raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. "Oh?"


"Oh, yes. And I'll even sweep up the floor again if you play nicely."


"This is worth more than sweeping up the bar and a chicken-fried steak," Daisy grumbled.


Chigger shrugged. "I'm sure it is, but then what are friends for?"


"We're  not  friends.  We  are  business  partners," Daisy said.


"Honey, that's the best kind of friends," Chigger said.


By  the  time  they  finished  lunch  and  Daisy  drove twenty miles to Stephenville and pulled her car into the driveway  of  the  white  frame  house  where  Chigger's mother lived, she was ready to strangle the woman.


Chigger twisted her hands nervously as they walked up on the porch. "You remember the whole story?"


"I got it and I'll improvise if I don't," Daisy said.

Mrs.  Jones  met  them  at the  door. "Y'all  get  yourselves  on  in here.  I  made  a pecan  pie  and  sweet  tea. Come  on  in  the  kitchen  and  sit  up  to  the  table.  I just been dying to meet you, Daisy. Willa Mae talks so much about you and your ranch and two sweet little girls. I pictured  you  a  little  taller.  Guess  that's  because  you are a vet. How does a little old thing like you vaccinate cows? Well, I been tellin' her to bring you around for months.  It  was  a  shame the  way  her other  friend  got killed. That Ruby was a saint if I ever knowed one. But at least she didn't have children like you do. I'm glad to see my girl take up with someone nearer to her own age, but Willa Mae always has had a soft spot for the elderly. Now tell me about yourself, Daisy. How long have you been a rancher's wife?"


Daisy shot Chigger a drop-dead look.


Mrs. Jones didn't wait for an answer but kept right on  talking.  "Set  down,  now.  We've  got  so  much  to talk  about.  I  should've  invited  her  brother's  wives over to meet you, but they talk too much. Lawsy me, but I wouldn't get a word in edgewise if they was here. Women just go on and on. Guess it's their age. Willa Mae's brothers was twenty and twenty-one when I had her  so  they're  most  awful  protective.  Their  wives are probably going though the change and that makes them get all flustered and talk too much. Willa Mae says that she's met a man. Jim Bob Walker. Is he a good man? I won't have her takin' up with a man who's a rabble rouser. No sir. He's got to be a God-fearin' man with upright morals. So you tell me the truth, now Daisy. Is this Jim Bob a good man?"


Daisy shoved a fork full of pie in her mouth. She held up a hand and mumbled around the pie, "Wonderful pie."


Mrs.  Jones  took  off  on  another  tangent.  "My mother's  recipe.  Grind  the  pecans.  When  you  leave them in halves it makes a nice lookin' pie but it's tough as  leather.  We  was  talkin'  about  Willa  Mae's  friend. Does he like pecan pie?"


Daisy swallowed hard. "I think Jim Bob would love your pie. He's kind of shy but I bet maybe in a year or so we'll talk him into coming around to meet you."


Chigger rolled her eyes.


"A year! Lawsy me, girl, it better be before a year. You tell that boy that my Willa Mae is a good girl and she's awful shy too. Why, she ain't never even been out on a date if you don't count that boy that picked her up for the senior prom. He was just her friend and not a real date but he did bring her a corsage. I dried it  upside  down  and  put it  away  so  she'd  have  it  for her  memory  box.  Woman  needs  those  things  when she gets old."


"Yes, ma'am," Daisy said.


"Did  you  go  to  the  prom  in  Palo  Pinto  or  over  at Mineral Wells?" Mrs. Jones pried.


"I grew up in Mena, Arkansas," Daisy said.


"Well, imagine that. I reckon you met your husband, Jarod, up there?"


"Actually I met him in Mingus," Daisy answered.


"You'll  have  to  tell  me  all  about  that  next  time you  come  visitin'.  And  bring  him  with  you.  What's his  favorite  pie?  I'll  have  it  ready.  Maybe  you  could bring Jim Bob with you and we'll all have a game of Monopoly. Now wouldn't that be a fun evening?"


"Momma, I've  got  to  get  to  my  appointments  and Daisy has to buy groceries and get home. Jarod can only watch the girls so long and then he has to get the cows milked," Willa Mae said.


"Well, I understand ranchin' and dairy work is time takin'. But you come on back around, Daisy. Any old time.  I'm  always  here  and  I'm  glad  Willa  Mae  has struck up a friendship with a good woman like you." She talked all the way to the door and followed Daisy out onto the porch.


Chigger walked her to the car. "Thank you. I owe you big time," she whispered.


"Yep, you do. And you'd best never cross me or I'll stand up on the bar and tell this story right out loud."


"That would be bitchy."


"Yep, it would," Daisy said.


"Honey, I done told you I won't seduce your man."


"He's not my man. He's not my husband. And if you can seduce him, I wouldn't want him anyway," Daisy said.


"Whew! You don't share worth a damn, do you?"


Daisy started the engine. "No, I do not!"
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