

[image: cover]



Acclaim for Denise Hunter 

“A fun weekend read with equal parts spunk and spice, Denise Hunter’s The Accidental Bride will keep readers lassoed up tight ’til the cows come home.”



–USA TODAY



“The best kind of love story—completely believable, wonderfully real, with a Sleepless-in-Seattle-esque vibe that just makes you want to cheer for love’s ability to be reborn.”





–SUSAN MEISSNER, AUTHOR OF LADY IN 


WAITING, REGARDING A COWBOY’S TOUCH 







“ . . . a romantic adventure about unconditional love and forgiveness.”



—LIBRARY JOURNAL REVIEW OF SURRENDER BAY




“[In Surrender Bay] Denise has turned the spotlight on the depth of God’s love for His children in a story that will remain with you long after the last page is read.”



—RELZREVIEWZ 


“No one can write a story that grips the heart like Denise Hunter . . . If you like Karen Kingsbury or Nicholas Sparks, this is an author you’ll love.”



—COLLEEN COBLE, BEST-SELLING 


AUTHOR OF THE LIGHTKEEPER’S BRIDE 





“In Finding Faith Denise Hunter once again brings me to tears with her thought-provoking story. For depth and emotion, this author always hits her mark.”



—KRISTIN BILLERBECK, AUTHOR OF 

WHAT A GIRL WANTS AND SHE’S ALL THAT 


What Readers Are Saying 

“Thank you for being faithful with the talents God has given you. Your Nantucket Island series has really opened my eyes to a deeper understanding of God’s love for me. I love being reminded that God’s love is steadfast and undeserved. I can’t begin to fathom it, but your books do help scratch the surface.”

–TANYA 



“I just read Sweetwater Gap, and I wanted to say that it was such a powerful and compelling novel. I LOVED IT. I finished and just cried myself to sleep because that’s how much of an impact it had. It was amazing! I thank you for writing such a novel.”

–KELSEY




“I just read Surrender Bay, and I loved it! I’m 16 and I hate to read, but I just couldn’t set the book down. I’m so excited to read more of your books!”

–DESTINY




“I finished The Accidental Bride at 3:00 in the morning. I loved the story. I wished it could go on and on.”

–LORI 



“I’m so thankful that I ran across one of your books one day at the book-store a month ago. I do not like to read, but you’ve got me hooked now! I’ve got just about all your books in a short amount of time. My favorite ones are the Big Sky Romances.”

–MARTINA 



“Thanks for being fabulous! I am an avid reader and have worked at a book-store for seven years. Finding authors and books that I love sometimes seems impossible even with the thousands that get released every year! I picked up Seaside Letters and could not put it down. Now I am in the middle of The Convenient Groom and cannot get through it fast enough. Keep ‘em coming!” 

–A READER




“Just wanted to know how much I loved The Accidental Bride, I woke up last night at 2:00 a.m., and started reading it. I read it all the way through and am now trying to face the day with very little sleep, but a wonderful story rattling round in my brain. Thank you so much for your wonderful work.” 

–A READER




“I am about thirty pages away from the ending of Sweetwater Gap and I am in the middle of a dilemma . . . I am so scared to finish it . . . because then it will be over! I cannot tell you how much I have enjoyed your book. [I’ve] become closer to God by realizing that he is always there!”

–CARRA




“A friend gave me Surrender Bay to read. I could not put the book down! It kept me up until 2:00 a.m. one night, and past 1:00 the next! I’ve never read a book so quickly in my life!”

–EMILY




“There are no words to explain how amazing your book Surrender Bay was. I read it in two days because I couldn’t stop reading. You have to be my favorite author of all time. I am going to read all your books because I am sure they are all amazing.”

–DAISY




“I just cannot put your books down. Your novels are contemporary, humorous, and moving to tears. I am such a fan now.”

–LANA




“Was in a local store and picked up a copy of A Cowboy’s Touch  . . . and I ABSOLUTELY loved it. I have been reading romance novels since I was a teenager, and this one is one of my favorites. Thanks for such a well-written and inspiring book.”


–A READER
 



“I just read A Cowboy’s Touch, and I enjoyed it so much. I am so amazed at the gift God has given for you to bring forth such a beautiful work.”

–CATHY



“Oh my goodness, I just wanted to stop by and say that you are truly amazing! I just finished reading Surrender Bay; I’ve never read a Christian based novel before, but I am SO glad I decided to read your book. It was so touching!”

–A READER



“I’m a librarian . . . I read A Cowboy’s Touch and was hooked. I started searching for every book I could find by you. I’ve read all the Nantucket series and loved every one. I highly recommend your books to all my patrons. Thank you so much for writing such good Christian books.”

–JOY




“Why haven’t I discovered you sooner! I read Seaside Letters and am finishing up Driftwood Lane! Headed to get The Convenient Groom and Surrender Bay tomorrow! Then A Cowboy’s Touch! Keep the books coming! I’m trying to catch up!”

–BRENDA 



“I have fallen in love with your books. I work in a high school media center . . . I try to point all the young girls and teachers your direction.”

–BILLIE ANN 



“I must admit that I never used to like romance novels, but your books have changed my mind! Keep writing, and I’ll keep reading!”

–BETHANY 


“A friend introduced me to your books a couple of months back, and I have not been able to put them down since! I read the entire Nantucket series first, then went on to Sweetwater Gap. I also especially loved your metaphor in the Nantucket series of God’s love for us, by using the characters to show His love the way Jesus would. AWESOME stuff!”

–JEN 



“I just finished Seaside Letters  . . . WOW! This is definitely on my favorite books list. I loved every aspect of this story! I am looking forward to reading more of your books. You have a devoted reader in me!”

–ERICA 


The 
Trouble 
with 
Cowboys 
 
Also by Denise Hunter 



THE NANTUCKET ROMANCE SERIES 


Surrender Bay 
The Convenient Groom 
Seaside Letters 
Driftwood Lane 




THE BIG SKY ROMANCE SERIES


A Cowboy’s Touch 
The Accidental Bride


Sweetwater Gap 
“All Along” in Smitten 




The 
Trouble 
with 
Cowboys
 



A 
Big Sky 
Romance 
 


Denise Hunter 
 

[image: 9781595548030_INT_0007_004.jpg]



© 2012 by Denise Hunter 

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other—except for brief quotations in critical reviews or articles, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Published in Nashville, Tennessee, by Thomas Nelson. Thomas Nelson is a registered trademark of Thomas Nelson, Inc.

Thomas Nelson, Inc., books may be purchased in bulk for educational, business, fund-raising, or sales promotional use. For information, please e-mail SpecialMarkets@ ThomasNelson.com.

Publisher’s Note: This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. All characters are fictional, and any similarity to people living or dead is purely coincidental.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Hunter, Denise, 1968-

The trouble with cowboys : a big sky romance / Denise Hunter.

p. cm.

ISBN 978-1-59554-803-0 (trade paper) 

1. Ranch life--Montana--Fiction. I. Title.

PS3608.U5925T76 2012

813’.6--dc23

2012022635

Printed in the United States of America 

12 13 14 15 16 QG 5 4 3 2 1 
 


Contents


1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About the Author







Dear Pushover, 


    Horse temperaments differ by breed and personality. A stallion requires a firmer hand. Don’t be afraid to let him know who’s boss. 





1




Annie Wilkerson was sitting in the Chuckwagon, minding her own business, when he mosied in. He was with a crowd, of course. He always traveled in a pack—him and his handful of ardent admirers.

Annie opened the menu, propped it on the table, and slouched behind it. The Silver Spurs belted out some country-and-western tune her sister probably knew by heart. The clamor in the crowded restaurant seemed to have increased twice over since Dylan and company walked in. But maybe that was her imagination.

The chair across from her screeched against the plank floor. Finally. John was already ten minutes late. She lowered her menu, smiling anyway.

An instant later the smile tumbled from her lips. 

Dylan Taylor plopped his hat down and sprawled in the chair like he owned the table, the restaurant, and half of Park County besides. His impertinent grin slanted sideways, calling his dimple into action—a fact of which he was no doubt aware.

“Annie Wilkerson. Why’s the prettiest filly in Moose Creek sitting all by her lonesome on a Saturday night?” Dylan’s Texas drawl had followed him north, sticking with him like a stray dog.

Ignoring the heavy thumps of her heart, Annie tilted her head and deadpanned, “Well, Dylan, I was just sitting here waiting with bated breath for you to come rescue me.”

He put his hand to his heart, his blue eyes twinkling. “Aw, Annie, don’t tease me like that. It smarts.”

She scowled at him and settled back in her chair, propping the menu between them. “What do you want, Dylan?”

“Maybe just the pleasure of your company.”

“Maybe you should find another table.”

He tsk-tsked. “So cruel. You wound me with your hurtful words.”

If Dylan had a heart, she was sure it was unwoundable. Made of something springy and elastic that sent oncoming darts bouncing off. Typical cowboy.

She skimmed the menu, unseeing. “That seat’s taken.”

“Your sister joining you?”

Like she couldn’t possibly have a date? “What’s that supposed to mean?”

His hands went up in surrender. “I was hoping to join you.”

“I have a date.”

His head tipped back slowly, his eyes never leaving hers. “Ah . . . who’s the lucky guy?”

“What do you want, Dylan?” 

He tilted the chair onto its back legs, and she found herself wishing it would fall. But that kind of thing never happened to men like Dylan.

“I have a proposition,” he said, his eyes roaming her face.

Her cheeks grew warm and she hated that. Cursed Irish blood and fair skin. She swore he said things like that on purpose. She focused on the menu. On the photo of barbecue ribs that were actually better than they looked.

“Not interested.”

“Now, come on, give me a chance to explain. It’s business—not that I’d have any problem picking up socially where we left off last time . . .”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “There was no last time.”

“Whatever you say, sugar.”

She gritted her teeth and slumped until she could no longer see him over the menu.

“In all seriousness,” he said, his voice dropping the teasing tone, “I got a horse that needs help. Wondered if you’d drop by next week and take a look at him.”

Oh no. She wasn’t stepping foot on Dylan’s property again. Not after last time. “I’m busy next week.”

“It’s my best horse—Braveheart. He’s got moon blindness.”

“I’m not a vet—have Merle look him over.”

“He did.”

There was something in his voice she couldn’t define and didn’t care to try.

“He thinks I ought to put him down.”

Annie lowered her menu. Dylan’s dimple was long gone. “Is he blind?”

“Not completely. But he will be. Started bumping into things in the spring, and by the time it was diagnosed, it was too late. He’s not himself now. Spooks easy, won’t let anyone near, not even me.”

His eyes pulled her in. She’d never seen him without that cocksure grin, much less with that sober look in his eyes.

Careful, Annie.

She looked away, toward the dance floor where her best friend, Shay, was dancing with her husband. They moved like two pieces of the same puzzle. She wondered how long it would take that cowboy to erase the pretty smile from her friend’s face. In her experience, it wouldn’t be long.

“Annie . . . ?”

She pulled her eyes from the couple. “There’s a trainer over in Sweet Grass County, Roy Flint. He’s supposed to be really good. I’ll get his number for you.”

“I don’t want him. I want the best. I read your column; you know what you’re doing.”

Brenda Peterson appeared tableside, flashing a bright smile. “You two ready to order?”

“We’re not together.”

“Large Coke, please.”

They spoke simultaneously, and Annie glared at Dylan as Brenda walked away with her menu—never mind that she hadn’t ordered yet.

Dylan propped his elbows on the table. “I can’t put Braveheart down, but he needs a lot of work, and I don’t have the time or expertise.”

Annie leaned back, putting space between her and those puppy dog eyes. She was a sucker for a horse in distress, but if she was at Dylan’s place for days on end, she’d be the one in distress. Besides, getting him to pay up last time had been like collecting pollen from the wind.

“You’re right,” Annie said. “It is going to take a lot of time— time I don’t have right now.”

He leaned in, trained those laser-precision eyes right on her. Heaven have mercy, it was easy to see why he made women lose their wits. What was God thinking, combining all those rugged good looks with cowboy charm and tossing in dimples for good measure?

“I want you,” he said.

The double meaning—intended or not—was a needed reminder. She pulled the napkin from the table and spread it across her lap. “Roy can help him, I’m sure of it. I’ll get his number for you Monday.”

Someone nearby cleared his throat. John Oakley had somehow arrived unnoticed, thanks to Dylan’s annoying habit of usurping her every thought.

“Hello, Annie.” John bent and placed a kiss on her cheek.

“Hi, John.” Annie couldn’t tear her eyes from Dylan, whose left brow had shot up.

“Oakley.” Dylan nodded, coming slowly to his feet. He towered over John, who looked out of place at the Chuckwagon in his banker clothes.

“Dylan. Thanks for keeping my date company.” His flat smile and flaring nostrils said otherwise.

“Anytime, Oakley, anytime.” Dylan’s gaze held hers for a beat too long, the corners of his lips twitching in a way she was sure annoyed John. “Annie, talk to you Monday.” He pointed at her, winking. “And don’t think I’ve given up.”


Warmth flooded her face as John sank into the chair and jabbed his glasses into place with his index finger. She watched Dylan amble away and told herself the feeling spreading through her limbs was relief.





Dear Spooked, 

    Horses often spook when the rider is fearful. You will both feel more confident if you have a safe place to go when things go awry. 
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Annie knew something was amiss the minute she entered the Mocha Moose the next week. For starters, it was too quiet— there were only a few patrons. Even the music whispering from hidden speakers was all wrong. A soft classical tune, not a blaring rendition of “Ladies Love Country Boys.”

She looked behind the bar where the owner, Tina Lewis, was stacking fresh cups beside the coffee carafes. Her short brown hair swung forward.

She gave Annie a chagrined look. “Hey, Annie.”

Annie proceeded with caution toward her afternoon caffeine fix. “I thought Sierra was working tonight.”

Tina glanced away and caught her lip between her teeth.

“What happened?” 

Brown eyes met hers. “She didn’t tell you. I’m sorry, Annie. I kept her as long as I could, but she didn’t show up again last Friday, and Monday she brought Ryder with her—some trouble with the sitter. Now don’t get me wrong, he’s a little darlin’, but . . . well, he’s a four-year-old boy. . .” She finished with a wince.

Annie’s stomach dropped to her dusty cowboy boots. “It’s okay. I understand.”

“I hated to do it in this economy, honey, and I tried to warn her, but it didn’t help. I mean, your sister’s a hard worker, and she was super for business—when she was here. ”


Cowboys had lined up for their coffees on Sierra’s shift.

“It’s okay.”

“And she took some great photos for me . . .” Tina gestured at her new board menu with the close-ups of their most popular drinks. “She’s just got a lot on her plate with college and a little boy.” 

She filled a to-go cup with French roast and passed it across the granite counter with a lid. “On the house today.”

Annie protested but gave up when Tina insisted. They made small talk for a few minutes while Annie sipped her coffee. Tina peppered her with questions about her new Arabian mare.

“We got our issues of Montana Living today.” She gestured toward the stand of magazines. “I always read your column first. It’s your fault I went out and bought a horse for Rachel, you know.” 

Annie’s grandfather, a veterinarian, had started “Ask Avery” in the biweekly magazine. When he’d passed, they’d offered the column to Annie, changing the focus to horse training. It made her proud to carry on his legacy. Maybe the magazine was free, but it was offered in every store in Montana and read by residents and tourists alike.

“You won’t regret buying the horse. If you have more questions, just give me a buzz.”

Annie left the shop with a fresh cup of coffee and a massive headache. What will we do without Sierra’s income, God? And why didn’t she tell me she lost her job two days ago? What am I gonna do with that girl, Lord?

She thought of Dylan’s request for help and wondered if 
she’d been too hasty in turning him down. No point crying over that spilt milk. She’d already given him the other trainer’s number.

Annie turned toward her house rather than going to check on Mr. O’Neil’s new gelding as she’d planned.

Outside her car window the sun shone brightly, casting shadows across the rocky peaks of the Gallatin Range, where snow still clung for dear life. Though spring hadn’t reached the higher elevations, it had wakened the valley, greening the grass and birthing colorful wildflowers alongside the rippling creeks. The sight lifted her spirits.

When she pulled into the drive, she spotted Sierra’s rusty Buick by the barn. Pepper grazed in his pen, his long nose following her truck up the drive. She wanted to saddle up and head for the hills, let the cool spring wind whip her hair from her face, chase the worry from her mind.

Instead she exited her truck and took the porch steps two at a time. Inside, the TV blared a cartoon. Ryder sprang from his spot on the floor. “Aunt Annie! You’re home!” He smothered her legs in an exuberant hug.

“Hey, buddy.” She ruffled his soft, dark hair and fought the urge to pinch his chubby cheeks—an action he hated—when he gazed up at her with adoration.


“Where’s your mommy?” 

The blender roared to life in the next room. 

“Never mind.” 

After Annie removed her boots, Ryder tugged her hand. “Watch Batman with me.” He pleaded with his wide green eyes.

“Not right now. Aunt Annie isn’t finished for the day.”

Ryder plopped onto a pillow, the sulk fading from his baby face as he became reabsorbed in the cartoon.

In the kitchen her sister shut off the blender, lifted the lid, and dipped her finger into the jar.

“I just stopped by the Mocha Moose.”

Sierra turned, wide-eyed. The dab of chocolate something on her finger fell to the linoleum floor.

“You’re home early.” Sierra grabbed a paper towel and wiped up the drip.

“Why didn’t you tell me you got fired?”

Her little sister swiped her long auburn curls from her face with the back of her hand. “I tried.”

“When?”

“You’ve been gone a lot . . .”

“Working!”

“I know, I know. I just . . . I knew you’d be upset.”

Annie wondered where Sierra had been the last two nights while Ryder had been with Martha Barnes. No doubt at the Chuckwagon, chatting up every cowboy within a five-mile radius, while the sitter tab ran up.

She sank into a chair at the kitchen table and ran her hands over her face. Deep breaths. Help me out here, Lord. I don’t want to lose it, but she just doesn’t get it.

Sierra perched on the chair across from her. Her small frame and delicate features had always made Annie feel protective. She was young, only twenty after all, and she’d hardly had a chance to be a kid.

“I’m really sorry.” Sierra looked at the table.

“I know you are. It’s just—” Annie sighed. She’d already said it a million times. After Sierra lost her jobs at Pappy’s Market and Food ’n Fuel. She didn’t have the energy for another recital of the Responsibility Speech.

“You’re passing your classes, aren’t you?”

Sierra lifted her chin. “Of course.”

If Annie could just keep her sister going the right direction for one more semester, they’d be home free. Or so she told herself.

“Maybe I can apply at the bank? Or the clinic?”

“You need weekend hours. And I know for a fact the bank isn’t hiring.”

“That’s right. How goes it with you and John anyway? What is it, two dates now?” Sierra shrugged, a crooked grin tugging her lips. “Not that I’m changing the subject or anything.”

“John’s fine.” Annie didn’t want to talk about John or the fact that his first kiss had been about as sizzling as a damp firecracker. 

“You could do better, sis.”

“He’s very responsible, and he has a stable job.”

“Boooorrr-ring.”

Annie didn’t know why she bothered. Sierra was just like their mother had been, falling for every cowboy who passed by, every sweet line thrown her way. It was the reason for Annie’s promise— one that seemed more impossible to keep by the day.

Her cell phone pealed, and Annie glanced at it. The magazine. She left the table and walked toward the patio door, glad for the interruption.


“Hi, Midge. How’s life in Bozeman?” 

“Looking good, like summer almost. I’m so ready.” 

Beyond the patio door the sky spread like a blue blanket over Paradise Valley.

“Me too. The sun feels great today. Hey, my compliments on the new edition. I loved the article on upcoming rodeos.”

“Yes, that seems to be a popular one.”

“I turned in my next column last night. Did you get it?”

“Yes . . . yes, I did.”

“Is there a problem?” The readers’ questions had centered on a horse that wouldn’t take a bit and another that disliked shots.

“It was fine. It’s just—I’m afraid there have been some changes at the mag. We’re doing a little restructuring.”

“Restructuring?” Oh, please, Lord, not my column. Not now. 

“I’m sorry, but I was instructed to tell you that ‘Ask Avery’ is being cut.”

“Cut?”

“I’m sure you’ve noticed we’re only getting a trickle of questions these days. My boss doesn’t think the column is relevant anymore.”

A chair squawked across the floor, and then Sierra was beside her, frowning.

“Half the state owns horses, Midge. How can you say it isn’t relevant?”

“Back in the day we got dozens of queries a month. Even when you first took over, we received a lot. But now . . . seems everyone’s finding their own answers online with Google and Wikipedia and such. It’s a self-serve culture. I’m sorry, I realize it must feel like the end of an era, what with your grandfather starting the column.”

“It is hard to hear.” She’d felt as if she were keeping a little piece of him alive. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. Sierra was supposed to graduate with her journalism degree and take the reins, shifting the column to a topic that better suited her. Or that had been Annie’s plan.

On top of that, there was the matter of money. First Sierra’s job, now her part-time income. What was next? Her own business?

“I do have an offer for you, Annie. You’re a wonderful writer and you have great judgment and a big heart. The higher-ups recognize that—I made sure of it—and we want to offer you first chance at a new column.”

“What kind of column?”

“Well, my boss was talking to a friend who writes for a regional magazine in Wyoming. They started a column last year, and it’s taken off like wildfire. He wants to do something similar at Montana Living, and he was on the cusp of asking the Wyoming columnist to write it, but I convinced him to give you a try. I think you’d do a wonderful job, if you’re interested.”

“I am. Tell me about it.” Maybe it was a full-length column on horse training.

“We want to start a lovelorn column.”

“A—lovelorn column?”

Sierra’s brows shot up.

“I know it’s completely different from what you’re used to, but writing advice columns is more about voice and common sense, and you have both in abundance. The submission process is the same, and so is the pay. We’d call it ‘Ask Annie.’ There would be a three-month probation, since this is a new venture, but I have no doubt you’ll pass with flying colors. And if all goes well, there’ll be a raise down the line.”


“Advice to the lovelorn.” Annie was the last person on earth qualified to write such a column. 

Sierra was smiling, nodding until her auburn curls bounced. 

“As I said, it’s been extremely popular in Wyoming. Specific relationship help is hard to find online, and women love reading about relationship issues. You have a way of being direct without being rude, and most importantly, you’re decisive. The best advice columnists are black-and-white. I think your style would be a nice fit.”

Annie had an idea that grew roots in two seconds flat. It was brilliant. “Maybe you’d consider a different direction, Midge. My sister, Sierra, is nearly finished with journalism school—I’ve mentioned her before. Would you consider letting her give the column a try?”

Sierra shook her head.

Annie continued anyway. “I could send you some samples of her work. She’s a terrific writer.”

“I’m sorry, Annie. I’m sure she is, but I barely convinced my boss to give you a try.”

“I see.” Annie still hoped Midge might hire Sierra once she had her degree. She hadn’t worked so hard for nothing.

“Are you not interested?”

It wasn’t as if she could afford to turn it down. Besides, with the redheaded bobblehead next to her, all momentum was pointing toward yes.

“Annie?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll do it. Thanks for the opportunity, Midge.” A niggle of worry flared in her stomach.

“Super! I’ll let my boss know, and I’ll send the first batch of questions as soon as I get them.”

“Terrific. I appreciate the opportunity.”

Sierra was clapping silently, her eyes twinkling like Ryder’s on Christmas morning as Annie closed her phone. 

“This is going to be so fun!” 

“A real riot.” 

“Oh, stop it. I’ll help you.” 

Annie didn’t point out that Sierra had been in love a grand total of one time, or that her Prince Charming had left her high and dry with a baby.

Ryder appeared in the doorway. “Is my shake ready, Mommy?” 

“Oh! I forgot about it, puddin’.” Sierra dashed to the blender and began scraping the shake into a plastic cup.

“I have to get back to work. I’ll try to be home for supper.”

“I’ll cook tonight,” Sierra called, and Annie knew she was trying to make up for getting fired.

“Sounds good.”

Outside Annie turned the key in her truck. The niggle of worry had spread through her body, leaving her limbs weak and shaky. Midge might have all the confidence in the world in her ability to write this column, but that was only because Midge didn’t know the truth: Annie Wilkerson had never even once been in love.



Dear Concerned, 

    A horse can become stressed when losing his sight, but that doesn’t mean he won’t adapt.
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You look tired,” Dylan said over the loud hum of the propane heater. With the help of his neighbors, he’d vaccinated and branded all his calves in one afternoon.

Wade shut down the heater, ushering in blessed silence. “That’s what happens when you’re working on four hours’ sleep.” 

“Don’t tell me the Code-meister was up all night again.”

“This teething business is for the birds. Maybe Cody needs to spend a night with his Uncle Dylan tonight.”

Dylan smiled. “Think this is a good time to remind you I’m only your kids’ honorary uncle. Maddy, however, is welcome anytime she’d like.”

Wade pulled off his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Wouldn’t want to interfere with your swinging-singles lifestyle.” 

“Is that a little jealousy I hear, pal? Married life getting you down?”

“Not a chance. I feel sorry for you, coming home to bologna sandwiches and a lonely bed.”

Wade was joking, but his words hit the mark.

Dylan grinned anyway, shaking an image of Annie Wilkerson from his head. “Well, we can’t all have an Abigail. She still taking classes?”

After years as an investigative reporter, Wade’s wife had gone back to school for a teaching degree. Dylan couldn’t imagine anyone more suited for the job.

“She just got out for the summer. Good thing, since she’s not getting any more sleep than me.”

They put away the tools and horses, working mostly in silence. Braveheart snorted and tossed his head.

Wade stopped by the stall. “He’s no better?”

Dylan hung the saddle in the tack room and approached the stall where Braveheart stamped restlessly. “Don’t know what to do with him. Had a horse trainer from Sweet Grass out several times this week, but he’s getting nowhere.”

“Never thought I’d see Braveheart go bronc-y like this.”

“He’s afraid—can’t say I blame him. Just wish I knew how to help. Any ideas?”

Wade shoved his hands into his pockets. “Maybe if he weren’t cooped up. Tried letting him out?”

“I’m half afraid to, the way he spooks.” Dylan put out his hand, and Braveheart settled a bit, nickering softly. “Maybe you’re right. Nothing else is working.”


He fetched a halter and lead and put them on the horse. “Better stand back,” he said, opening the gate.

Braveheart snorted and tossed his head but followed Dylan’s lead through the barn. “That’s right, buddy. Let’s get you some fresh air.”

At the threshold Braveheart stumbled and reared. Dylan tried to soothe him, but the horse darted sideways, squealing. His body barreled into Dylan and a hoof clipped Dylan’s knee.

He hit the dirt hard, the breath leaving his body. Braveheart tore off for the field.

Wade jogged toward Dylan. “You all right?”

Dylan sucked in a breath, then accepted the hand up, dusting off the dirt. “Fine.” He frowned at his horse, now bouncing around the field, the lead swinging. “Getting him back in will be a challenge.”

“Guess it wasn’t such a bright idea.”

“Maybe he’ll settle soon. Just hope he doesn’t hurt himself.” He was glad the horse was well away from the fence. Poor thing might just slam into it.

“Need to get Annie Wilkerson over here,” Wade said. “Bet she could help him.”

“I already asked her at the Chuckwagon last week.”

“And here I thought you were only putting the moves on her.” 

“Yeah, that too.” For all the good it had done him. He’d had plenty of company that night, but he couldn’t deny his attention had been on the table for two in the corner instead of on his dancing partners.

“She can’t do it,” Dylan said. “Too busy.”

Wade tossed him a wry grin. “Time for some of that famous Taylor charm, then.”

Dylan pressed his lips together. “Already tried. That’s about the time she gave me the other trainer’s number.”

Wade laughed. “Immune to the Taylor charm. Love it. Maybe she discovered a vaccine. Maybe she’ll inoculate all the other gals in town.”

“You’re a real hoot.” Maybe he should ask her again. That Roy was getting nowhere with Braveheart, and neither was he.

“You know, one more woman isn’t going to scratch that itch of yours. One of these days, you’re gonna have to deal with what’s really stuck in your craw.”

“And what would that be?”

Wade stuffed his hands in his pockets again. “You’re running just as scared as Braveheart, and you know it.”

Dylan clamped his jaw. Mighty brave of his friend to broach that subject. Brave or stupid. “My itches are getting scratched just fine, thanks very much.” He reached for a change of topic. “Anyway, I thought you liked Annie.”

“She’s a sweet gal. But she’s seeing John Oakley, isn’t she?”

“That’s just because she hasn’t had a taste of me yet,” Dylan said. He could hardly forget that the one time he had touched her she’d responded as if he’d jabbed her with a branding iron.

“If Oakley’s the type she goes for, you’re dead in the water. ’Sides, best I could tell, she wasn’t looking so receptive at the Chuckwagon.”

“Yeah, well, I know how to handle a woman who plays hard to get.”

“Trouble is, pal”—Wade tossed him a sideways grin—“don’t think she’s playing.”

Dylan watched Wade walk away, for once at a loss for words. Because deep down he knew his friend was right.





Dear Ready to Surrender, 

    The old saying is true. You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.



4

Annie left her bedroom and made her way down the narrow hall. The tired wood floors creaked under her feet. The house might be old and small, but it was hers. When she reached the living room, the morning light flooded through their picture window, coloring the walls with sunshine.

She wished she hadn’t checked her e-mail before church. She didn’t need another distraction today. Midge had sent her only one reader question to use for the first column, and Annie had no answers. 

She turned into the small kitchen where Ryder was slurping Cheerios at the table. He was still in his Batman pajamas, a striped towel-cape tied at his throat. His dark hair stood at attention on the left side.


She ruffled it. “Morning, Bed Head. Where’s Mommy?” 

“I dunno.” 

Annie headed into the living room and saw her sister’s reclining form on the couch.

“You’re going to be late,” she said, though it was obvious Sierra was skipping church.

“Not going. I’m extra tired.”

This made three weeks in a row. “Late night?”

“Way too late. I met up with some of Wade Ryan’s old friends from his rodeo days—they’re passing through for that rodeo in Bozeman. You should’ve come—it was a single woman’s palooza last night. We had a blast.”

She wondered how much all that fun had cost. “It was too late for Ryder to be out. Besides, you know how I feel about cowboys.” 

“Wouldn’t kill you to have fun once in a while, you know.”

“And it wouldn’t kill you to come to church now and again.”

“I know, I know.” Sierra pulled the quilt over her shoulders. “I’ll go next week.”

Annie checked her watch. It was too late to get Ryder ready. She had to be out the door in three minutes. “Have you applied anywhere?”

“Not yet, but I will.”

Annie smothered a complaint. “Tomorrow?”

Sierra sighed. “Yes, Annie.”

“I need some help on my first ‘Dear Annie’ letter. Will you be home this afternoon?”

“Sounds like fun.”

Annie slid on her boots, said good-bye, and left, her heart heavy despite the beautiful sunrise cresting over the Absaroka Range. She didn’t understand Sierra’s sudden lack of interest in church. She knew it was symptomatic of a faltering spiritual walk, but what had caused it? She missed the days when Sierra had been full of godly passion, when she’d taken a stand with her high school friends, when she’d begged to go on mission trips.

If anything, Sierra should be seeking God’s help now. She should be feeling anxious with no job in sight. But no, worry was Annie’s territory. Sierra would smother the negative emotions with fun, fun, and more fun.

Annie got in her truck and turned the key, looking heavenward. “I’m trying, Gramps, but it’s harder than I ever figured. Way harder.” 
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“I don’t see the problem.” Sierra handed Annie the paper and forked her last bite of salad. “Tell her to give the guy the boot.”

Outside the patio door Ryder let out a squeal as he descended the slide.

Annie stared at her sister. “It’s not that simple.”

“Sure it is. He cheated on her.”

“They have a child.”

“Well, they’re not married yet. If she leaves him now, it’ll save her the trouble of divorcing him later.”

“You know God hates divorce.”

“He also gives permission in the case of adultery. And if she marries him, that’s what’ll happen.”

Sierra had a point. Still . . .

“Just because we have permission doesn’t mean we should.” They were getting off subject. Annie shook her head. “You have to consider that there’s a child involved. He’s sorry, and he still wants to marry her.”


“So he says. Look, once a cheater, always a cheater. Isn’t that what Mom always said?”

“Mom was married four times.”

Sierra rolled her eyes. “Life isn’t like your Jane Austen novels, Annie. Times have changed. Women don’t have to put up with that stuff, nor should we. If she lets him off the hook this time, he’ll just do it again.”

Sierra seemed so sure, but Annie still didn’t know. How could she advise a woman to break up with the father of her child when she wasn’t certain? What if she steered the reader wrong?

“Why did Midge have to give me this one on my first try?”

“I’m telling you, it’s clear-cut. Betrayed in Billings already knows what to do—she just needs you to tell her she’s right so she can find the courage to do it.”

Annie frowned at the letter. “I didn’t get that at all.”

“It’s in the subtext.”

She read it again. “Or maybe she’s trying to find the courage to forgive him and only needs to hear me say it.”

Sierra shook her head. “If you don’t believe me, ask Shay.”

Maybe she should. “Or maybe I’ll just pray about it.”

“When’s it due?”

“This Wednesday. Midge wants to avoid a lapse.” She’d already written a note to the readers for her last horse column.

“Well, you still have time to mull it over—not that I think you need to.”

Annie took her dishes to the sink and rinsed her bowl. “Olivia asked about you at church.” Shay and Travis’s daughter adored Sierra.

“She’s a sweetheart. She always asks me how I fix my hair and where I get my clothes.”


“She looks up to you.” Unspoken message: pull it together or you’ll lead a little girl astray.

“I’ll finish those,” Sierra said, ignoring her hint altogether. “You should go for a ride. The weather’s gorgeous.”

“I think I might. Pepper’s probably forgotten who I am.”

“You don’t forget the one who feeds you.”

A few minutes later Annie headed out the front door and toward the barn. Pepper nickered softly as she approached the pen. The Arabian was mostly white, with tiny flecks of gray. When her grandfather had presented him for her fifteenth birthday, he’d said it looked as if God had shaken some pepper over him. The name had stuck.

Annie finished saddling the horse and struck out toward her friend’s pasture. Shay and Travis McCoy had a huge spread, doubly so since they’d married and joined properties the year before. Shay had told her she was welcome anytime, and since her own property was so small, Annie took her up on it regularly.

She nudged Pepper to a canter and felt the wind take her shoulder-length hair. It tugged at her shirt and smacked her cool cheeks. She gave the horse his head, and he galloped across rolling green hills toward a ridge that dipped down to a bubbling creek.

They rode as one, their bodies moving together effortlessly. It reminded Annie of the way Shay and Travis had danced in tandem the weekend before. Much as she loved her horse, she couldn’t help thinking it would be nice to share that kind of easy harmony with a man someday . . .

John Oakley sprang to mind then, and the sinking feeling that accompanied the thought of him did nothing to buoy her spirits. Maybe she had been reading too many romance novels. Or maybe God wanted her to remain forever single, like Paul in the Bible. She hoped not. She was hardly old at twenty-four, but she felt much older.


Lord, I hope there’s someone out there for me, she prayed as the sun dipped behind the clouds. Between keeping Sierra on the right track and my financial struggles, I feel like I’m carrying the world on my shoulders. And this new column isn’t helping. Show me what to tell this woman. I don’t want to steer her wrong.

She rode and prayed until Pepper grew winded, then she headed back to the barn, dismounted, and unsaddled the horse. Pepper’s sides heaved, but she could tell he was happy by his high head and tail, by the way his ears turned forward.

Annie patted his withers, then scratched along his neck and back. He accommodated by stretching, then grunted his pleasure. 

Normally, riding cleared her head, and she returned soothed and refreshed. This time she felt no better than before, despite her prayers.

She remembered what Midge had said about needing to be decisive. But Annie had never been decisive when it came to relationships. She could see both sides of an issue. It was the reason she’d constantly been in the middle, first between Sierra and their mom, and then between Sierra and their grandpa after their mom had passed. Annie was the perfect buffer, but it wasn’t a role she enjoyed.

Midge was right, however. She couldn’t be wishy-washy or readers wouldn’t want her advice. It had been easy with “Ask Avery.” There was a right way to train a horse and a wrong way, and Annie had the knowledge and experience to make that call.

Maybe she should take Sierra’s advice and ask Shay for help. Her friend had managed to find love, after all. But Shay was busy with two kids and a prospering ranch, and Annie hated asking favors of friends.


She was just going to have to figure it out herself. But how was she supposed to have the answers for everyone else’s love life when she had nothing but questions about her own?






End of sample
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