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“I hear the rodeo is coming to Bozeman,” Julie’s fath­er’s announced, and she shifted on the couch. The rodeo was an opportunity to interact with new people, but her insides shook. How many times had her parents tried to encourage her to go and meet people? Meeting new people unhinged her, and she had her own set of friends. However, Jordan moved to Cheyenne, Wyoming, and Chelsea lived in Kalispel, Montana. Why would she want to connect with new people anyway? She would rather go out on a date with a tall and handsome man than make new friends.

“You go without me.” She waved them off.

“Oh, come on, Julie! You can’t hide in books! You need to get out!” Excitement flittered in her mom’s eyes.

Her mother’s encouragement made her feel hot, and she fanned herself. “I’m not hiding behind books! I work, too, you know! I meet people all the time at work!” She covered her face with a pillow. 

Relief sank in when she realized the time. Her watch read 9:20 a.m., and she had to get ready for work. She sprung to her feet. “I got to go! The diner fills up fast on Fridays.” She grabbed her keys and purse.

“Will you at least think or pray about it?” Hope filled her father’s eyes.

She squeezed her eyes tight. “Fine. I will. Bye!”

As she drove her Cherokee Jeep Rambler down the dusty road, a ranch house stood off in the distance.  Her pulse increased. What did the rancher look like? Was he tall and handsome? Was he married? She frowned. With her luck, he would be. Why did she have such overprotective parents? They wouldn’t let her date Diesel because he had tattoos all over his body. They judged him as a heathen, although he claimed to know Jesus. They wanted her to date someone who was clean and decent, and he spelled heathen all over. She sighed, but a small bubble of hope rose within. Weren’t farmers and ranchers down to earth? Would it be possible to meet one at the rodeo? She shook her head. Silly fairytales.

And her parents hoped she would attend the rodeo. She always tried to please them since she was a girl. Julie brought home good grades, and they rewarded her with money or treats. She loved her parents and wanted them to take pride in her, but she didn’t have any desire to teach like her mother or work in the grocery store. She didn’t know what she wanted in her life. Waitressing didn’t require a college education or new skills, but she’d been there for five years. What was next for her? She didn’t want this to be her life.

“It wouldn’t hurt to meet new people.” She turned the radio on, and Alan Jackson sang “In the Garden” The song brought warm memories of her mom and singing. They both loved the song.  “I come to the garden alone while the dew was on the roses ...” she sung. “Okay, Mom. I’ll go.” 

Julie had just collected a tip at Juelz and Jayz when a cool breeze swept by, and the doorbell chimed. Two cowboys and a woman had walked in. A cowboy in black with a matching hat gave her a lopsided smile, and the butterflies fluttered. Wow! He looks good.

Juelz had not come back from the back, and the other servers waited on tables. It was up to her, and she tried to calm the butterflies. She grabbed three menus from the rack and greeted them. “Hi! Welcome to Juelz and Jayz. How many in your party?”

“Three.” The handsome cowboy’s twang took her breath away. Almighty God!  He rubbed the back of his neck.

“Table or booth? Smoking or nonsmoking?” 

“Booth. Nonsmoking.” The other man’s gentle voice put her at ease.

She smiled. “Right this way.” 

When Juelz came out and gave her the thumbs up, Julie caught her breath. Was that her way of saying there’s a cowboy for you? Should she proceed with caution? The other waitresses didn’t give her any assurance it was okay, but inside, a peace resided. She took three menus and led them to a booth.  

“My name is Julie, and I will be serving you. What can I get you to drink?”

“My wife and I will have water.” The gentle voiced cowboy gave her a smile.

“Hi, Julie. I’m Eric. I will have a Miller’s Lite.” His voice sent her heart fluttering again.

Julie walked to the back, continuing to fan herself. “My! That cowboy in black is hot!”

Juelz’s face glowed. “I noticed he was flirting with you.”

“What? I couldn’t tell. Why would he want to flirt with me? He deserves better.”

“Why do you say that?” Jayz cleaned up the surface of the stove and gave her a bright smile

“I don’t have anything to offer anyone.” Her cheeks burned. Eric would be better off with a confident woman. He looked like he would be in his mid-thirties. Wouldn’t he prefer someone more mature? Someone with experience?

“You don’t know that.” Juelz quieted, and her ears perked up. “Sounds like they’re talking about the upcoming rodeo. Are you going?” She smiled wide.

Was she going? She concluded she would but with Juelz encouragement, tiny little butterflies took a frenzy flight. Would he be there? No, she couldn’t. “Ummm... I don’t know.”

“Okay. If you do, you will enjoy it. My husband and I go every year. Right, Jayz?”

He nodded.

With the drinks on the serving tray, eagerness filled Julie’s heart. “Have you decided what to have?” She placed their drinks in front of them. The strong scent of Stetson flooded her with warmth.

“Yes. I will have the meatloaf special.” Eric stared at the menu, but his quick glance confused her. Was he interested or not? 

“We’ll have the pot roast,” the other cowboy said.

“Sure. Your order should be ready in twenty minutes.”  As Julie headed toward the kitchen, her temperature went up a notch. What was it with Eric? Flirtatious one minute and nonsocial the next.
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“YOU LIKE HER, DON’T you?” John’s question rang loud in Eric’s ears. “Why don’t you ask her out?”
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