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	“MAKE A PLAN and you’ll see God’s sense of humor.” Connor smirked at the reminder of Granny Mae’s favorite saying that flitted through his brain. The old woman sure was right about that. His own plans had been shot down like a Japanese Zero in Pappy Boyington’s crosshairs.

	Only he didn’t think God found it funny. Connor knew he sure didn’t.

	Last year was supposed to be the year he got out of debt. The year that he would have sold most of his cattle, paid off all the loans he’d accumulated trying to grow the herd, and the year that he would have been able to take a bit of a break. Maybe even take a long-needed vacation.

	The good Lord knew he needed it.

	But then Texas cattle tick fever struck, and two counties had been quarantined… including his. Connor’s herd was healthy as could be, but no veterinarian in the world could guarantee that the fever wouldn’t strike at any time.

	So, despite everything he’d worked for, all the literal blood, sweat and tears and countless hours he’d put into growing the herd and hopefully making his ancestors proud, there would be no selling his cows this year. And that obviously meant no money coming in. Instead of paying off his debts, he’d had to take a hefty loan, using the ranch as collateral.

	And now it looked like he was going to lose it.

	His shoulders were tense with the weight of the world pressing down on them and he grimaced as he hefted the hay bale onto the wagon, the muscles protesting. Coupled with not wanting to eat lately and too many sleepless nights, Connor knew he wasn’t in very good shape. But the animals didn’t give two hoots about any of that. They certainly had no trouble eating.

	Behind him, the goats bleated, urging him to hurry in anticipation of their breakfast. Connor would have laughed at the confirmation of his thoughts, if he could find any humor in his situation. Instead, he gritted his teeth, wanting to tell the ungrateful creatures to shut their pie holes. Or hay holes, rather.

	The goats were his least favorite of all his animals. They were a reminder of Beth, and that was a time he’d just as soon forget, a memory of yet another plan gone awry.

	Goat milk is becoming popular, Beth had argued when she’d begged him to buy the ridiculously expensive herd. So many people can’t tolerate cow’s milk, but they can goat’s milk. We can sell it to stores in town, then grow the business to include all of Texas. We’ll make a fortune!

	Of course, typical for Beth, she hadn’t done any research to gather all the facts. After they’d already sunk all their savings into the goats, they’d found out that in order to sell the milk commercially it had to be pasteurized and that was equipment they couldn’t afford to buy.

	He could only blame himself for that fiasco. Wanting to please his wife, Connor had blindly bought the expensive Nubians—Beth had insisted they had to be pedigreed pure breeds—without researching anything himself.

	Then when Beth got yet another wild hair and decided to move to Houston to finish her degree in accounting, she’d begged Connor to promise he wouldn’t sell the goats.

	We’ll save enough money to buy the pasteurizers once I graduate and start working, she’d promised. And, true to form, Connor had agreed.

	Anything to please her.

	But Beth never came back to the ranch. Shocking him to his core, he’d received divorce papers just months after she’d left. That was a day he’d never quite recovered from. It seemed that no matter how hard he’d tried to please his wife, it wasn’t enough.

	Out of some obligation he felt to honor the promise he’d made, which he knew was ridiculous, he never sold the hay-burning goats. And now the herd was nearly quadruple the size it had been.

	More mouths to feed.

	Connor opened the gate and pulled the heavy-laden wagon into the stall. Scooter, in typical Border Collie fashion, charged ahead to ride herd on the goats.

	No matter how much Connor braced himself, and no matter how hard Scooter worked to get them under control, there was no way to prepare for the swarm of hungry animals that pushed and shoved to be the first to jump up on the bales.

	It was the same every day; the goats always fought for the position of “king of the hay.”

	Connor cursed when a horn slammed into his ribs. “Git yer sorry butt offa there,” he muttered as he shoved Honcho, the billy, off the top bale. “At least wait ‘til I cut the strings, you dumb animal.”

	Grimacing at his words, Connor sighed. His attitude stunk, and he knew it. But with the stress of the all the debtors coming down on him, and with the very real possibility of losing his ranch that had been in his family for generations, in addition to the mere fact that he was quickly running out of hay to feed the livestock, it all combined to leave him feeling grouchy and grumbly.

	And that certainly wasn’t like him.

	Dancer, the Red Dun he’d rescued back before the quarantine, was in one of the stalls near the goat pen and Connor took a few flakes of hay to him. Although Dancer had free rein of the goat’s pasture, which was several acres, Connor kept him separated from the rest of the horses, because the poor guy didn’t need any competition for his food.

	“Hey boy,” Connor called quietly to the easily startled horse. He didn’t know the animal’s full history, but the scars on his flanks attested to at least some beatings.

	And that made Connor ache to give the previous owner a taste of his own medicine.

	Scooter didn’t rush up to Dancer like he did with the goats. It was as if the dog sensed the fear in the horse and wanted to put him at ease. The intelligence of his canine buddy never ceased to amaze Connor.

	He pulled the apple treats out of his pocket and held them out, smiling when Dancer gently took them out of his hand using just his lips. The biscuits were not only a treat, but also a nutritional supplement. They cost way more than Connor would like to have paid, but the vet said they were necessary to help the poor guy mend.

	Dancer had been so severely malnourished when Connor had seen him at the livestock auction that he barely resembled a horse. He’d known then that the horse would probably never be an asset to the ranch, would probably never be able to sit a rider, but there was no way he could walk by and leave the horse to whatever fate came his way.

	The horse was almost up to a normal weight, but his ribs still stuck out too much for Connor’s liking. He ran a gentle hand down the skittish horse’s side. Dancer was slowly coming around to trusting him, but it was a long, slow process.

	Connor whistled for Scooter to follow, then they left the goat pen and moved to the truck. Without any prompting, Scooter jumped into the vehicle and they headed down to the hay barn to feed the cows.

	Unfortunately, the cows were now hay-burners just like the goats. With the inability to sell a single one of them, the herd was basically worthless… and conversely, expensive.

	Once they got down to the “back forty” as Granny’d called it, Scooter happily ran off into the midst of the cows, barking. Those sedate animals rarely needed herding, but Connor figured the dog liked to pretend he was helping.

	His old tractor didn’t want to start, but Connor managed to keep the curse words from spilling out. He laughed at himself; the animals didn’t care if he cursed and not voicing his thoughts out loud didn’t matter a hill of beans to the Lord, since He knew every thought.

	Sorry Father, he sighed. Can’t keep the crappy attitude in check, I guess.

	The tractor finally fired up and he managed to get one of the huge hay rolls out for the cows. He was thankful that he didn’t have to feed them every day, since they wouldn’t eat themselves to death like the goats would. A ton roll would last them quite a while.

	The herd was lounging in the early morning sun, lazily enjoying the warm day before it got too hot. They pointedly ignored Scooter, who finally gave up the pretense of herding and plopped down in the shade of one of the heifers.

	Connor parked the tractor, then moved over to the fence to watch them. He propped his boot on the lower rung of the corral and squinted into the sun that was still low on the horizon.

	A small bit of pride came over him as he watched his herd. He’d overseen the birth of a good number of them and had even helped a dozen or so times when the mama struggled with a calf’s delivery.

	It was kind of amazing, Connor thought, to think he was responsible for them.

	He wondered if David felt the same as he’d watched over his father’s sheep all those centuries ago. There was a sense of accomplishment, of purpose, in caring for animals.

	Yes, even the stupid goats, he laughed to himself.

	One of the heifers pushed herself to her feet and did a funny little stretch, the shadows from the low-hanging sun emphasizing the sleek planes of her flanks. The orange glow of the sun reflected off her shiny coat, a testament to her health.

	Connor couldn’t help but shake his head at the injustice of having such a vibrant, healthy herd that he couldn’t profit from because of a health concern.

	If he could just sell half of them, he’d be all set. Life was so unfair.

	Connor pulled the hat off his head and ran a weary hand over his damp hair. He then rolled the hat through his fingers by the brim as he watched some more cows lazily get up and make their way to the hay roll he’d brought out.

	Larger than most other cattle, the Beefmaster breed had been bred just for its meat. They made for a handsome herd, but they were huge animals. Which of course meant they ate a lot.

	“Enjoy it,” he muttered. “Don’t have much left and no rain in the forecast to get the fields goin’.”

	A breeze kicked up then and Connor watched as the dust swirled around in a small cloud. Everything was parched now thanks to the drought. Usually a beautiful kaleidoscope of color, the ranch now looked like a Martian landscape. 

	Lack of water was always a concern in south Texas, but the past year had been especially worrisome. Connor couldn’t even remember the last time it had rained. The creek running through his ranch—and the reason his ancestors had purchased the land nearly two hundred years before—had dried up months ago.

	Connor sighed heavily. He looked up at the sky and closed his eyes.

	“Lord, I’m at a loss here,” he murmured. “I know the ranch is just a thing, a possession, and anything I have is cuz You allowed me to have it. And I know I should have a heart like Job… easy come, easy go, just be grateful you had it while you did.” Another of his granny’s favorite sayings. He swallowed hard against the lump in his throat as he dropped his head back down.

	“But Father, the ranch has been in the family since the early eighteen hundreds and I don’t wanna be the one to lose it.” His voice caught and he cleared his throat before continuing.

	“The bankers are houndin’ me, the credit card people too. I’m down to just a few hundred bucks now and there ain’t no money comin’ in.” He winced at the whine in his voice, which wasn’t like him. His granny had raised him to be tougher than that.

	 “I know I could sell the goats and at least get a few thousand, but I promised Beth I wouldn’t. I don’t want her decidin’ she wants to come home and find them gone.”

	He didn’t even fight the tear that trickled down his nose, making a tiny mud hole in the arid dirt below.

	Connor sighed, the heavy weight of defeat pressing down on him. “If I’m gonna lose the ranch, then please just help me to accept that. If You want me to fight for it, then please show me how. I just need a… a sign, I guess.” He snorted then.

	“Just not a burnin’ bush, not with this drought,” he chuckled halfheartedly. Granny always taught him to “pray specific.”

	“I just need somethin’ to show me what to do. Anything, Lord, just please… I need Your help.”

	It wasn’t an easy thing for him to do, asking for help. Connor knew his pride was probably his biggest downfall. That, and the soft spot he harbored for a woman with a kind smile and sweet voice.

	Beth had both of those down pat. She’d used it against him countless times. It was just a shame all that sweetness was fake.

	The shrill ring from his cell startled him out of his thoughts and he mentally shook himself as he pulled it out of his back pocket to look at the screen. It was Donny, his best friend since third grade. Since Connor had been trying to get his life turned around, he’d been avoiding Donny, who’d always been a bit of a hellraiser. It wasn’t hard to do, since his friend had moved to San Antonio.

	He almost declined the call, but then he remembered he’d asked for a sign and knew that the Lord could use even someone like Donny.

	“What’s up?” Connor asked by way of greeting.

	“Con!” the familiar voice practically yelled. “Howya doin’? Long time no hear, man!” Donny’s enthusiasm was annoying, but Connor knew that was only because of his crappy mood.

	“Doin’ alright,” he drawled, cringing at the lie. But he didn’t want to tell Donny all his troubles, especially since his friend had been trying to get him to sell the ranch for years, ever since Granny had died.

	“How y’all doin’?” The need to be polite was ingrained deeply, no matter how crappy Connor might be feeling.

	“I’m pretty awesome,” Donny said. “Livin’ the good life in the city. Y’all ought to come visit me sometime. I’ll hook ya up with a fine lady.”

	Connor rolled his eyes. Donny had been trying to get him to go out, to “get back in the saddle,” just weeks after Beth had taken off, even before she’d served him with divorce papers. He hadn’t wanted to admit that Donny had been right back then—the girl wasn’t coming back.

	He sighed, loud enough for Donny to pick up on it. His friend chuckled, probably pleased that he’d been able to aggravate him.

	“Hey, I just wanted to let ya know that I’m in the area and was hopin’ you’d meet me in town. Have a coupla beers, grab some food, catch up on old times.”

	Connor inwardly groaned; going out to some seedy honkytonk was the last thing he wanted to do, if he were honest with himself. But since he’d been praying for help, he wondered if maybe this was the Lord’s way of helping him relieve some stress. And who knew—maybe Donny could offer some sage wisdom.

	He snorted at that; Donny rarely had anything intelligent to say, unless it was about NASCAR, the best brand of pork rinds, or which pick-up line currently worked with the ladies.

	“Uh, yeah, sure,” he said halfheartedly. Donny laughed.

	“Don’t sound so excited,” he teased. “Meet me at the Buds and Suds at seven. I’m buyin’.” And with that, he hung up and Conner sighed again.

	He was already dreading it.

	 



[image: Image]Chapter 2

	 

	 

	THE BAR WAS packed, standing room only, which stood to reason since it was a Friday night and the blue-collar crowd was wanting to blow off steam from their work week.

	“Standin’ room only tonight,” the large man at the door had told Evelyn with a wide grin and wandering eyes that made her skin feel itchy.

	“You’re the last filly I’m lettin’ in the stable, darlin’,” he winked as he hooked a lasso looking rope across the door.

	She took that as a sign that she was meant to be there.

	Her senses went into overdrive as she entered the rather small establishment. Conversations were at a near shout level to be heard over the country-western band, a group far too large for the size of the place. With a keyboard player, two guitarists, drummer and fiddler, they were practically spilling over the small stage in the back corner.

	The place was almost painfully noisy, with the addition of bursts of laughter and celebratory whoops coming from the darts players and the pool players loudly heckling each other in the back.

	On top of the noise, the smells were overpowering. Countless odors permeated the place—unwashed bodies, spilled beer, stale cigarette smoke clinging to clothing, cheap perfume, dirty work boots smelling of dust… and other things.

	Evelyn loved the Buds and Suds immediately.

	With no real plan in mind, she decided to head toward the bar. She started to make her way through the crowd, gently touching backs to draw attention as she said, “Excuse me, pardon me.”

	Normally, such a crowd would be nearly impossible to get through, but surprisingly the groups of people easily parted for her. Most of the men even touched the brim of their hat to her in what she took to be a sign of respect and the women smiled kindly at her. It was endearing.

	Evelyn was jittery with nervous excitement. Having never been in such a place, she wasn’t sure what to expect. Her heart was pounding, while her skin felt tight and tingly. The thrill of doing something so out of character was a heady thing.

	But doing it alone was terribly frightening.

	Despite her fear and trepidation, she told herself it certainly was preferable to sitting alone in her hotel room. She’d been doing that for the past three nights, all alone with just her thoughts.

	Evelyn knew she should be used to being alone by now, but last night she’d had enough of scrolling through her social media accounts and surfing through television channels and talking to herself.

	She needed some excitement.

	But it was one of those shows on TV that gave her the idea to find a bar—a honkytonk, they’d called it—where cowboys from the fields and roughnecks from the oilfields co-mingled, drinking and dancing and having fun.

	A far cry from the quiet, sedate cocktail parties she was accustomed to attending, where business deals were made over highballs and gossipy rumors were whispered behind champagne glasses.

	Where others’ lives could be forever changed through a split-second decision made by the super powerful and overly privileged upper echelon of society while sipping on their drinks and snacking on pretentiously fancy hors d’oeuvres.

	Evelyn had sat and watched that poorly acted cowboy movie in fascination, especially the bar scene with the clichéd mechanical bull. It was contrived and the situation was ridiculous, but it was then that it had occurred to her that she was somewhere she’d never been, not a single soul knew her here, and this was probably the only chance she’d ever have to get to know the “real people” of the heartland.

	It was an opportunity she didn’t want to miss.

	So, with a plan in mind, Evelyn had done some research and found a used clothing store near her hotel. She wanted clothes that didn’t look brand new so she might fit in with a “regular crowd.”

	In that small thrift store she’d been thrilled to find a pair of worn jeans that fit her a bit snugly, but they would do. She’d also found a studded leather belt and a cute navy and pink plaid blouse.

	Feeling a bit like Audrey Hepburn’s character in Roman Holiday, Evelyn had laughed at the fact that she’d had far more fun shopping in the little store with the colorful price tags indicating what that day’s “color” was for the half-off sale than she’d ever had in the high-brow shops on Rodeo Drive or Fifth Avenue that catered to the rich and famous.

	Afterward, she’d asked her Uber driver where the best place was to purchase boots. Arriving at a place aptly named “Boot Barn,” Evelyn had been amazed; she had no idea such places existed.

	She’d been nearly overwhelmed by the variety of boots the store had on display. From the very plain to the very gaudy and everything in between, trying to make a selection had been difficult. But Evelyn fell in love with a pair of beautiful tan cowhide boots with intricate turquoise stitching in the shape of a butterfly. They were by far the least expensive footwear she had ever purchased.

	And they were also her new favorite.

	A cream-colored cowboy hat with a pink rhinestone studded band had also caught her eye. When the saleslady insisted that she wear it out of the store, at first Evelyn had felt like a fake. Which she was, but still…

	Her husband would have had apoplexy if he’d seen her then. Yet another reason Evelyn loved it.
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