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Rodeo took him from her once. Will it take him again?

It’s been a decade since Garth Nash left the Triple R Ranch to become a bull riding star. Now he’s back home to pay his final respects to the man he’d loved like a father—even though the visit is long overdue, and he feels a mite guilty having not come home sooner—and to console the pesky tomboy he’d loved like a little sister.

Garth soon realizes that ten years changes things. For one, there’s nothing pesky or tomboyish about Amarilla Ray now. She’s a gorgeous, barrel racing, ranch running cowgirl who knows exactly what she wants—to run her fathers’ ranch and compete in barrel racing one more time. Thing is, what does he want? What direction is his life taking him?

Rilla Ray loved Garth like a big brother all those years ago—except for that one bewildering not-brotherly-at-all kiss that was a really big mistake. Ten years later, her feelings spike back to that kiss and the day he left, and her emotions take her places she’s not yet ready to go. She just lost her father. She’s not risking losing Garth again.

Nevertheless, Garth is back, broken and battered from years of bull riding. Has he changed? Could they pick up where they left off, after that forbidden kiss? Is he home to stay or is this just a stopover until he’s healed and ready to get back on a bull again?

Rodeo took him from her once—leaving her heartbroken and confused—and she knows he’s bound to leave again. Can she risk falling for him? She’s not a lovesick teenager any longer, but will her full-grown woman heart fare any better after he’s gone?
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[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Come on, Billy, you can do it. A little faster now.

Amarilla Ray gripped her thighs tighter together and pushed her body forward, urging two bodies into a rhythm of one, praying for speed and lots of it.

Just a few more seconds. We can do this.

It had been a long time. A very long time. But deep in her heart, she knew that she could never forget something that felt as natural as this.

As elemental. Basal.

C’mon, big guy. You can do it. Hang in there with me...

She was almost there. Another few seconds. Almost over the edge. Excitement coursed through her...another second and she’d burst. How she’d missed this. How she’d needed this.

This ride was near perfect.

Her best ever.

A million thoughts flew around inside Rilla’s head as she urged the quarter horse on and raced past the second barrel. She cut just close enough, allowing ample room to turn and angle toward the third and final barrel. Billy leaned into the turn, almost parallel to the ground. They were flying around the cloverleaf. Swiftly, expertly, she turned the final barrel and raced for the open gate of the practice pen.

Yes. This was a good one.

“Good boy, Billy Jack,” she whispered, patting the horse on the neck.

As she sped through the gate, she glanced at Joe, her father’s most loyal and oldest ranch hand, as his thumb jabbed down on the stopwatch. As soon as she slowed and turned her horse around, she looked back at him in excitement.

“Time?”

His gaze met hers, and her heart flip-flopped into her stomach. Suddenly, she was nauseous. His eyes told the whole story.

“Time, Joe?” she asked again, impatient.

“A little off, Rilla,” he answered in a slow, western draw.

Huffing out a quick breath, she continued, “How much off?”

“Almost two seconds.”

She shook her head. “Impossible. Something is wrong. That was my best run to date.”

Joe slowly shook his own head and thrust the stopwatch forward for her to look at. “Sorry, Rilla. That was the time. I did everything right.”

Her shoulders fell as she looked Joe in the face. He’d been around since she was a kid. There was no reason to doubt him and no reason for him to lie. He’d timed that cloverleaf run hundreds of times for her in the past. He knew exactly what her best times were.

Of course, that was years ago.

She had to face it. She’d lost whatever she’d once had. She just wasn’t good enough anymore.

“Okay, Joe. I guess I just need to get in there and practice some more.” Refusing to admit defeat, she slid off the horse and started to lead him toward the barn. Billy deserved a good rubdown. Tomorrow, they’d try again.

A soft hand rested on her shoulder, and she glanced back to look at the older man. His sun-wrinkled, sympathetic face was heartwarming.

“Don’t give up, Rilla. You’ll get it back.”

She nodded and watched him amble toward the house. Turning, she headed toward the barn again, Billy in tow. She wished she had Joe’s confidence.

There was no doubt about it. She was too old to get back into rodeo. Her backside was sore and numb from sitting in that saddle every day the past few months, riding hard day in and day out, training the gelding, riding some more. But she should have been riding like this the past few years.

She was too damned old to start competition again now.

What was that country song? Something about being too young to feel this damned old?

She couldn’t give up, though.

She had to compete now. Had to give it a try. Before she did get too damned old. And finally, she was doing it with her father’s consent. After all these years of his arguing with her about wanting to compete, he’d finally told her, urged her even, to try and make a go of it. Barrel racing.

She couldn’t give up now. Either that or she had to figure out some other way to bring money into the ranch. This was her life, her home. And damn her father’s stubborn pride for not being straight with her.

Something was wrong. Of course, he wouldn’t tell her what—Brandon Ray was just that kind of man. “I’ll solve my own problems, Rilla. I’ll take care of us. You just do what you do.”

The ranch was in some kind of financial difficulty. She’d wracked her brain but couldn’t come up with anything else. She’d even offered to get a job in town, convinced she could find work in Durango, particularly during the tourist season. But Brandon had nixed that suggestion, too. He’d wanted her here, on the ranch, with him. And lately, Brandon had let her in on just about every aspect of running the Triple R from bookkeeping to mending fences. He’d been teaching her more and more about the business he’d started here years earlier.

There was something, though, that he wasn’t telling her.

It was time she earned her keep. And if she could bring some extra money into the ranch by competing at rodeo, that was all the better. It thrilled her down to her toes that she could do it with her father’s consent.

She knew she had to start somewhere, and it might as well be at home. So, she’d signed up to ride on the local circuit, and she’d set her sights on the Rattlesnake Cowboy and Cowgirl Classic.

Billy whinnied at the sound of a vehicle speeding up the dirt road. Rilla jerked her head to the right, steadying her hold on the horse, and watched dust clouds billow up behind the Jeep. Someone was honking the horn to get her attention. Tiny hairs at the nape of her neck bristled, and she fully faced the approaching vehicle.

Two seconds later it stopped abruptly, and her father’s friend and neighboring ranch owner Helen Hightower jumped out and raced toward her.

Something was wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong.

“Honey,” she began, her eyes searching, “put the horse in the barn.” Helen’s face was solemn, her words rushed. She reached out with a soft touch to her cheek.

An unexpected chill ran down Rilla’s spine.

“We have to go now. Rilla, it’s your father.”
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“I’ve made a decision.”

Rilla stood in the entry of her ranch house. Her ranch house. Not hers and her father’s, but hers alone. The thought terrified her.

She grimaced and stared at her reflection in the mirror, studying a face that didn’t look like hers. Sunglasses would hide the bags and dark circles in a minute or two. Since she was a child, she’d had the comfort of knowing that the huge, sprawling home set at the foothills of the San Juan Mountains, would always be there. Her father took care of her, took care of the ranch, and saw to her and everyone else’s needs.

Brandon Ray was always there.

But now?

Now it was all up to her. Little Rilla Ray. Somehow she’d expected her father to live forever. He was larger than life. He couldn’t die.

But he did die. And she had no choice but to deal with it.

“And what decision is that?”

Helen stepped up behind her and met Rilla’s reflection. Helen was her only friend—besides ranch hands and wranglers, that is—and the only female influence she’d ever had in her life. She was the only shoulder she could lean on now.

“Maybe I should sell the ranch. Maybe I should just—”

Helen stared into Rilla’s eyes for a brief moment then squeezed her shoulders. “Don’t you think it’s a little soon to start thinking like that?”

Rilla shook her head. “No. I can’t do this alone.”

Helen chuckled. “Oh yes, you can. You’re Brandon Ray’s daughter. And in twenty-odd years I’ve rarely seen either of you back down from anything. You can run this ranch, Rilla.”

Rilla took in the crinkles at the corners of Helen’s hazel eyes. Wisps of silver gray at her temples softened their color. Funny, Rilla couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Helen without her hat. “Are you worried about not making it without a man around? Hell, Rilla, you know as well as I that a woman can run a ranch. I’ve been doing it alone off and on for thirty years or more. You can do the same.”

Rilla wasn’t so sure about that. She wasn’t Helen.

​Helen had outlived two husbands and kicked out a third because he wouldn’t pull his weight on the neighboring ranch. She had managed quite fine. But Helen was a special woman. Rilla didn’t know if she had what it took.

“I don’t think I can do it. And besides, I think the ranch is in financial trouble. I’m not sure.”

Helen snorted and turned toward the door. “I doubt that, Rilla. Your father had a good head for business. There’s plenty of time to think about all that.” She picked Rilla’s sunglasses up off a polished pine table in the hallway and handed them to her. “Now’s not the time. Brandon’s only been gone two days. Let’s get through the funeral.”

The funeral.

Rilla didn’t know how but her eyes started welling up with tears again. She shoved the glasses on her face. Already her life was in turmoil. What was she going to do? Thinking about all that was the only thing that kept her mind off the fact that she’d never see her father’s smiling face again. Never hear his rich voice boom out of the barn. Never again listen to his comforting snores down the hallway in the huge, old house.

Never feel the callused touch of his hands on her face as he bid her goodnight every evening.

How would she live without all that? He was her only family.

Except for Garth, of course. But there was no way in hell he’d show up anytime soon.

****
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Carrie Underwood’s sweet country twang blared from the radio in the cab of Garth Nash’s late model Chevy Suburban. He glanced in the rearview mirror at the RV trailer he was pulling. His home on wheels. His buddy, J.P., sat in the passenger seat tapping his feet to the music.

“God, I love that girl. What a body! Did you see how tight her jeans were in that cheating video? Man, what I wouldn’t give—” J.P. pounded out the tune on the dash.

Garth sensed J.P. glance his way in question. He kept his gaze dead on the road. “No. Didn’t see it.”

“Man, you’re missing out. That little girl is sweet as watermelon on the Fourth of July.”

“Hm.”

Garth stared ahead. His mind wasn’t on J.P.’s female country flavor of the month. Not that he didn’t like the singer—country music was his music of choice—he just wasn’t in the mood to discuss the physical attributes of any of them.

He had more pressing things on his mind. Like getting to Durango.

“So tell me again why we’re going to his old man’s funeral.”

The music had stopped, and the DJ rambled. Garth turned down the sound. The cab filled with muffled silence for a moment as he contemplated that question.

Why was he going back to Durango? Why, after ten years, would he bother to go back now? He should have gone back years ago, even if only for a brief visit. He shouldn’t have waited until Brandon was dead.

“Brandon Ray was a great bull rider.” The words rolled off his tongue.

He thought J.P. said something after that but wasn’t sure. His own thoughts were countering anything else going on in the cab around him.

Yes, Brandon Ray was a great bull rider. Thing was, he was a lot more than that. As hard as it was for Garth to hear that he’d died, it was even harder to go back to Colorado. Finally, he would face up to what he’d left behind all those years ago. He had to. Needed to.

“How come I never heard of him?”

Garth shook away the melancholy. “He left the circuit before you and I even thought about riding. Had a kid to take care of.”

“That’s too bad.”

“I guess. The kid was great, though. Cutest little girl you ever saw. Had me wrapped around her pinky finger.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“How old is she now?”

Garth sidled J.P. a glance. He didn’t like the hungry look in his eyes. J.P. spent more time with his pants unzipped than with the seat of them busting against a bull’s back. That was his problem. “Young,” he replied. “Too young.”

Garth turned back to his driving. The sky was turning overcast. He hoped the rain held off.

God, he hoped it didn’t rain.

“So what’s this Brandon Ray to you?”

Garth stared straight ahead. Brandon Ray was everything to him. He’d taught him how to ranch. How to rope and ride, and how to stay on the back of a bronc or bull. How to be a man. He’d been like a father to him for nearly sixteen years.

“Brandon Ray taught me everything I know.”

Garth had grown cocky and acted as if he knew it all. Brandon had tried to tell him different, but Garth hadn’t listened. At twenty-eight, he’d thought he had the world by the tail. Only thing was, he didn’t.

He’d had to come back for Brandon’s funeral. He owed it to the guy. To little Rilla, too. No matter how much selfish pride he’d have to swallow.

A heavy silence fell, and then J.P. spoke again. “How come you never mentioned the guy all this time?”

Something tugged at Garth’s heart. If he had to put a name to it, he’d swear it was called guilt. There was more, he knew, but he’d not dredged up those feelings in a long, long time.

Now wasn’t the time to go doing that. Not by a long shot. Seeing Rilla again was going to be difficult enough.

“Don’t know,” he answered softly.

****
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The graveside service was short, per her father’s instructions. Brandon’s wish was to get things over with as quickly as possible, for everyone’s sake. He’d made that quite clear on numerous occasions. He didn’t like long-winded preachers or drawn-out ceremonies. That’s the way he’d died, too. Quick, not lingering, a heart attack while he was checking the stock. He was gone before the ranch hands could get help.

In the end, that had been a blessing. Rilla didn’t think she could hold up much longer. She’d sat through the service at the funeral home, numb. Now, she was going through the motions by rote. She was glad Helen was at her side, guiding her every step of the way.

But how long would Helen be there beside her? Not forever. She was going to have to learn to do this on her own.

She wished she’d had just a little more time to adjust to the whole idea of her father being gone.

Helen touched her elbow and nodded through the gray mist at her truck. The service was blessedly finished. It had showered earlier, leaving sullen dampness behind. Rilla understood Helen’s intention—she’d wait for her as long as Rilla needed. Everyone else had left moments ago, drifting off to their vehicles and slowly leaving her with their condolences. Taking a deep breath, Rilla looked skyward to catch the outline of the San Juans in the near distance through the drab haze of the afternoon. This mountain town and the Triple R had been her home for twenty-six years. Each of those years she’d had her father to lean on. From now on, things would be different.

“I sure hope you’ve taught me well, Brandon Ray,” she remarked as she watched the clouds skim by overhead. Briefly, a patch of blue sky and sunshine opened up and Rilla wondered if that was her answer. She wondered if her father was sending a message that everything would be all right.

Allowing herself a small smile, she stepped closer to the casket. Having said all the good-byes she could say, and shedding all the tears she had, now all she could do was stand and stare at the cascade of Colorado wildflowers and greenery.

One tear did manage to escape just as a shadow fell across the arrangement.

Rilla glanced up.

The man standing before her seemed familiar somehow. He was dressed in Wranglers, a western shirt, and a badly fitting sports coat. She suspected it wasn’t his. His black Resistol was tipped down over his eyes, but the square jaw, the thin lips, the nose looked just like—

It couldn’t be him.

“Rilla? That you?”

It was. The voice was unmistakable. Drawn and lazy, like smoke over a campfire. He looked at her with surprise on this face. She figured she probably mirrored that look right back.

“Garth?”

He tipped his hat back on his head. Sandy hair, cut short. It was Garth.

“Yeah. Been a while, huh?”

It was damned hard to find her voice. “Ten years,” she finally got out.

“That long?”

Rilla bristled. He didn’t even know how long? “Yeah. Ten long years.”

She watched his eyes flare. What was it she saw in them? Her gaze played over his face. Ten years had more than aged him. Ten years had turned him into a man worth raking your gaze over. He was something. Yet, he had always been something.

But why was he here? Why now?

“So what brings you back after all this time?”

His hands went to his hips, fingertips tucked into his pockets. A look of exasperation passed over his face. He straightened the hat on his head. “Hell, Rilla. Do you have to ask me that?”

“You should have come back when he was alive,” she blurted out. She wasn’t quite sure how she felt about Garth being here. “It would have meant a lot more if you’d come back when he was alive.”

Rilla wished she hadn’t said that as she took in the pained expression that raced across his face.

“Well, I’m back now,” he challenged.

“As I see.”

He glanced away. Rilla tried to tamp down the anger rising inside her, along with a host of other emotions. Tears dared to rim her eyes again. She’d never expected this. What did Garth want? Surely after all this time....

“I don’t want anything, you know that.”

It was as if he’d read her mind.

“Just wanted to pay my respects. To him. To you.”

Rilla looked into his eyes. Maybe he spoke the truth. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe.

“All right. So you’ve done that.”

He stared for a moment longer, as though he couldn’t believe it was really her. “You’ve grown up.”

Yes, I’ve grown up, Garth. I’m not a silly teenage girl any longer. Not the girl you can kiss and run away from... Pained embarrassment shot through her.

“Ten years does that to you.” Her tone was curt, and she didn’t care. Had he forgotten everything?

“You couldn’t have been more than twelve when I left.”

She snorted. “Try seventeen. I was just shy of my eighteenth birthday, Garth, the day you left.”

“Seventeen?”

“Yeah.”

“That would make you twenty-seven now.”

“Last time I checked. And that would make you thirty-eight.” She remembered exactly how old he was—when you’re seventeen and in love, you remember everything. Only, of course, he didn’t know she was in love with him. Thank God it had been just puppy love.

Except for that one kiss...

Rilla shook off the remembrance and stared at Garth, long and hard.

Suddenly it seemed he didn’t know what to do with his hands. He crossed his arms then planted his hands on his hips again then shoved them in his pockets. After a moment of fidgeting, he looked her straight in the eyes and held the connection for entirely too long.

“Well,” he finally broke the silence, “I guess I’ll be going now. Sorry to hear...” He didn’t finish the sentence. He tipped his hat, and Rilla watched him slowly turn and walk away.

She followed his path as he made his way through the cemetery. Questions loomed in her mind. Why had he come? What did he want? And was he limping?

She watched as he headed toward a fairly new Suburban pulling a trailer. He was limping. Favoring one side or the other, she couldn’t tell. He was hurt. Hell, he was broken. Injured. Some bull, somewhere, she figured.

Probably the only reason he could get away.

She took in the trailer behind the Suburban. Obviously, he was doing all right. She knew he’d made quite a name for himself on the bull riding circuit.

Another cowboy stood beside the truck, boots crossed at the ankles, arms crossed over his chest, leaning into a devil-may-care sort of way. One of Garth’s cohorts, no doubt.

As Rilla watched Garth head toward his vehicle, her brain suddenly went haywire. Garth was back! —and he was walking out of her life. If he got into that truck, she’d probably never see him again.

I’m not ready for you to leave.

Her heart leapt in defiance. Even though her feelings at his sudden arrival were mixed, she knew one thing—she had to get him to stay. If only for a while. For both of them. Hell, he was probably grieving almost as much as she. He’d been like a son to her father and like a big brother to her for almost all of her life.

And he’d left them.

They’d been close once. Family. They’d needed each other then. She didn’t have a mother, and his parents were dead. They’d bonded in a way that they’d both needed, despite their age differences. Maybe they could rely on each other now.

And maybe, just maybe, he could stick around long enough to help her cope with the loss of her father. Their father.

Perhaps even, he could help her figure out how she was going to run the ranch all by herself—help her overcome the sudden, overpowering fear that she was going to lose everything near and dear to her heart. Maybe. Just maybe, he could.

Rodeo.

That was the answer. It was the only thing they had in common. And Lord help her, she knew she could use his help. She questioned the track her mind was taking but suddenly, it was extremely important that Garth stayed—for a little while, at least.

Rodeo was the only ploy she could use to get him to do that.

Her gaze caught the other cowboy turning to get into the truck and Garth’s hand ready to lift the door latch of the Suburban. Panic seized her.

“Wait!” Rilla stepped forward as she flung the word across the cemetery. “Garth, wait!”

He paused, looking back while she picked her way through the headstones and grave markers and rain-soaked grass. When she reached him, she looked up into his face and knew she was doing the right thing.

“Come out to the ranch.”

He gave her an odd, almost startled, look.

“It’s okay.” She let out a breath. “We need to talk.”

Garth smiled, hesitantly, and nodded. “Okay.”

The clouds shifted then and the sun poked through.

****
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Rilla turned, and Garth watched her hastily walk toward a truck parked several feet behind him. Damn, but if it wasn’t Helen Hightower in the driver’s seat. She didn’t look a day older than when he’d left. But Rilla? That was another story.

Shaking, he turned and got back into the truck. For several minutes, he let the silence in the cab roll over him and then he twisted the ignition and shoved the gear shift into drive. He expected this to be difficult. But seeing Rilla again had left him a bit dazed. He was thankful J.P. was keeping his mouth shut. He figured his friend thought he needed the time to reflect about Brandon’s death. Hell, he’d thought about that the entire trip from Wyoming to Durango. Now there was something else on his mind.
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