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Chapter One
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Lee MacIntyre sat in front of the bank manager’s desk. “I know I’ve never taken out a loan for anything more than a truck before, but Kendal and Jared are willing to co-sign.”

Mr. Tulloch, the bank manager, nodded, but his facial expression was sympathetic. “I’ve no doubt your brothers would back you. However, you have no experience in raising roughstock and no connections to the rodeo world other than through your sister-in-law, who was a bull-rider, not a stock contractor.” He shook his head now. “It seems like too big a risk for the bank, in these times, to give you the amount you want.” 

“I’m tired of being under Kendal’s feet. I bought half the ranch from him and Jared to use as I want. That’s why I don’t have any money to put down on livestock. I can put up my half of the ranch as collateral.”

“I’m sorry. Another manager would jump at it, knowing we’d get the ranch when you couldn’t make the payments. But I don’t want to destroy your family’s ranch.” He spun the pen with his fingers, studying Lee over the top of the writing utensil. “How do you feel about taking on a partner?”

When Lee opened his mouth, Mr. Tulloch held up his hand. “I know someone who has quality bucking bulls but no place to keep them. Perhaps you two could work out a deal.” 

Lee studied the man. “Who?”

“Palmer Roughstock out of Laramie, Wyoming.”

Why did that name ring a bell? Lee did a quick rewind of all the information he’d been soaking up about the roughstock world. The contractors, best bucking lines, everything. That’s it—Palmer Roughstock had been an up-and-coming contractor for the western and mid-western rodeos. “Why do they need a place? I thought they had a spread in Wyoming.”

“Had. The woman’s husband was killed five years ago in an accident. She’s been working hard ever since to get her company’s name established, but she couldn’t make the last payment on the ranch and the bank took it. She has two weeks to get cleared out.” 

“What makes you think she’d be willing to move her stock to Montana?” Lee couldn’t see a woman wanting to leave family. 

“She’d be moving back home.” Mr. Tulloch looked him straight in the eyes. “It’s my daughter, Josie, that owns Palmer Roughstock.” 

Lee’s mind flashed to the high school teen who beat him at driving a tractor and speaking in FFA, and then, to crush his already beaten down ego, she’d bested him, capturing salutatorian honors behind his best friend. The skinny girl with freckles, braces, and dark hair that always looked like a bird’s nest. 

“I’ll have to think about it.” Lee stood and reached across the desk to shake hands.

“Don’t think too long. She has to be out by the fifteenth. She has two semis and stock trailers, forty bulls and twenty-five pairs, as well as several horses to move. Not to mention the feeders, panels, pens, and household belongings.” 

“That’s the thing. I haven’t even built a house yet. I’m living out of a camp trailer while I decide where I want to put the house. Where would I put Josie?”

“And Frankie,” Mr. Tulloch said.

“Frankie?”

“Her five-year-old daughter.” 

Lee threw his hands in the air. “How does she plan to deal with bulls while totin’ around a five-year-old?” 

“She does it now. Don’t know why it would be any different if she moved here. And she has a camp trailer, too.” 

Lee walked to the door and glanced over his shoulder at the banker. “I’ll think about it, but don’t go sayin’ anything to anyone. Including Josie.”

The man nodded, and Lee walked out of the office. Shit! He didn’t need a woman and a kid to worry about. But he did need his ranch to start making money. How the hell was he to make money when he didn’t have any money to start even a herd? 

He thought about that as he drove to the Tumbling Creek Ranch. The Wallis family had always been the MacIntyre brothers second family ever since their dad, and most recently, their mom passed. And with Jared married to Lacey, they were family. Right now, he needed to hear another person’s thoughts on this idea. Someone who didn’t only look for dollar signs but followed their heart. 

That was Brett Wallis the owner of the Tumbling Creek Dude and Cattle Ranch. He’d turned his family’s failing cattle ranch from the red into the black by adding the Dude Ranch. He was a good person to run his predicament by. 

Driving under the Tumbling Creek archway, he vowed to make an archway for his ranch. But he’d need a name. The MacIntyre ranch was just that, he didn’t want to be MacIntyre 2. When their dad died ten years ago, he and Kendal fought over the ranch. When Lee’s wife and unborn child died six years ago, he quit fighting and just helped run the ranch. But now that Kendal had a wife and two kids, Lee didn’t want to be thought of as a hired hand. He’d wanted his own place. That’s why he’d paid his brothers for half of the ranch. He’d saved up every penny he could and had sold the stock he’d bought and raised to pay them off. 

Now he had 500 acres of grass, meadow ground, some mountain and lots of water. But he needed a barn, corrals, and a house. But more importantly, he needed livestock to make money. He’d been reading up on roughstock. The bucking horses and bulls that were used at rodeos. There was money to be made with minimal employees. He liked not having to rely on other people. 

He parked in front of the main house. Kool, the cattle dog that was the mascot of the ranch and Melanie Wallis’ shadow, came running around the side of the house, barking.  Melanie followed the barking dog, carrying her one-year-old, Benny, on one hip and a clothes basket on the other.

“Hey, Lee!” She put the basket down and the little boy in it. “What brings you to the ranch?”

“I wanted to talk with Brett. He around?” Lee was always surprised to see how much Melanie had bloomed since getting out from under the threats of her first husband, marrying Brett, and having the baby. She seemed stronger and more confident every time he saw her.

“He’s out in the barn. We have a wedding event this weekend.” 

“Dillion going to play for the wedding?”

“No. Since his songwriting took off and Ruby is managing him, he doesn’t do that many singing gigs. They just record demos, and she makes videos for other musicians and singers.” 

“They made a perfect pairing.” Lee hadn’t been jealous of his brother when he’d married and had kids, but these days, seeing his youngest brother, Jared, married and happy with Lacey, and Brett and Melinda with their baby, and Dillion and Ruby working together and loving one another, he was beginning to think he’d be a bachelor the rest of his life. Not a bad thing, but he did miss having a woman to bounce ideas off of and hold at night. 

“Yes, they are. Go on out to the barn. But be aware, he might put you to work.” 

“I’ve never shied away from work.” He wandered to the large barn that was horse tack and stalls on the ground level and the loft area a platform for weddings, parties, and anything else people wanted to rent the area for. 

He climbed the wide staircase to the loft. Brett was untangling strings of lights. He glanced up at the clomp of Lee’s boots on the wood floor.

“Another set of hands. Just what I was hoping for. Only to be fair, I had hoped my beautiful wife would come help me.”

“No offense taken. I’d rather untangle lights with your wife than you.” Lee grinned and Brett laughed. 

“What brings you to Tumbling Creek?” Brett asked, handing him a wad of lights.

“You know I purchased half the ranch from Kendal and Jared.”

“Yeah, heard a rumor or two.” Brett looked up and grinned at him. 

“Yeah, I know everyone in the county thinks we got into a fight, but I just wanted something of my own. Jared doesn’t care to ranch.”

“Lacey wouldn’t mind settling on a ranch, but she only wants this one. Which all the Wallis’ have a share of. I just run the place and live here.” Brett put the wad of lights down he was working on and patted Lee on the back. “Let’s sit and have something to drink.”

They walked over to a bench along the wall. Lee sat while Brett continued to a small refrigerator behind a wood slab bar. “The good thing about people having catering or bringing their own drinks...they always leave some behind. Cola or root beer?” 

“Root beer.” 

Brett walked back with the drinks, handed the root beer to Lee and sat. “So, what’s the problem you wanted to run by me? Want to lease your land to other ranchers? I can vouch your fences are all fit.” 

“I spent every dime I had to buy the land. I’d thought about leasing but that wouldn’t bring in enough to do the things I want to do. I’d like to raise rodeo roughstock. Bucking horses. But when I went to the bank to get a loan, they refused.”

“Mr. Tulloch. He won’t let any of us get into anything that might make us lose our ranches. Good man.” Brett gulped his soda.

Lee spun the soda can around between his hands. 

“Are you asking me to loan you money?” Brett asked, staring at Lee. “I don’t have any I can spare.”

“No. Do you remember Josie Tulloch?”

“Mr. Tulloch’s daughter? Yeah. She was not only smart but knew her way around anything mechanical. She did some rodeoing, too.” He took a drink. “Heard she lost her husband a few years ago.”

“Five years. Ever heard of Palmer Roughstock out of Wyoming?”

“I’ve been out of the rodeo thing for a lot of years. You could call Lacey and ask her, why?”

“Josie owns Palmer Roughstock. She lost her ranch and needs a place to take her bulls and herd.”

Brett grinned. “Is that what her father offered you? Partnering with her?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure how that would work. I don’t know if I want to be in partners with her, or anyone. But I have to make up my mind. She has to be out of her ranch by the fifteenth.”

Brett whistled. “That’s only twelve days from now.”

“I know. I don’t like thinking of her and her daughter having nowhere to go with all those animals, but she and I...we just didn’t get along. I don’t want to make my life more miserable than it already is.”

Brett laughed and slapped him on the back. “Call her. See what she is looking for, if she’s willing to partner with you in roughstock, and what her expectations would be. You never know. It might work out, if not, maybe you can get a starter herd or use her credentials to jumpstart your reputation with the stock contractors.” 
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Chapter Two
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The phone buzzed in Jocelyn Palmer’s ear. The bank was getting bolder. Calling every day to remind her she had only eleven more days to get all of her cattle, panels, feed bunks, and business materials moved. 

She’d been on the phone all her spare time between feedings and sending shipments of bulls to rodeos trying to find a place she could afford to move to.  It couldn’t be too far off the main roads for hauling semi loads of bulls to rodeos. And if she moved to far from Wyoming, she was going to lose one of her truck drivers. 

For the fifth time that day she cursed her dead husband.  It wasn’t until after his death she’d realized he’d mortgaged his family’s ranch to pay off a gambling debt. The bull that had rammed a horn through him while they were loading had been their rankest bull. One that rodeos paid good money to have perform. She’d had it butchered the day her husband was buried. 

“Mommy, Uncle Troy wants to know if you need nothin’,” Frankie, her sweet, curly-haired redhead asked from the backdoor. 

“Tell him I’m fine.” Even as she said it, inside she didn’t feel fine at all. She was about to lose everything if she couldn’t find a place to move them to.

The phone rang. “Hello?”

“Josie?”

The male voice wasn’t familiar and no one but family and kids she went to school with called her Josie. She’d called herself Jocelyn ever since leaving Duncan, Montana. 

“It’s Jocelyn. Who is this?” 

“It’s Lee MacIntyre, we—”

“Were in school together. I remember. What are you calling about?” Her heart hammered in her chest. She’d always been competitive, and he was the one boy through school she’d tried her hardest to be better than. She told herself she didn’t know why, but her crush on him had her besting him to get his attention. All it got her was his cold shoulder. 

He cleared his throat. “Well, I was in at the bank today. Jos—Jocelyn, this is hard to talk about over the phone. Could I drive down to Wyoming and talk to you face-to-face tomorrow?”

“Why would you want to do that?” She scrambled things in her mind, trying to figure out what the heck he would want to talk to her about.

“I’m thinking of starting up in roughstock. I dug around on the internet and you seem to be the one to talk to.” He said it as if it pained him to say the words.

“I see. What time tomorrow would you be here?”

“Noon.”

“Are you planning to drive all night?” She was impressed that he wanted to get here so quickly but also wondered why.

“I’ll start out tonight and be there by noon. Will that work for you?” His tone was all business.

“Yes. That’s fine. I have to load out a truck of bulls in the morning. I’ll be finished by noon.” She gave him her address and hung up the phone. He saw her dad at the bank. She picked the phone back up.

“Hello?” her mother answered. 

“Hey, Momma, is Dad around?” she asked, hoping her mother didn’t start telling her all the gossip in Duncan. 

“He came home thirty minutes ago. Did you know that Janice Layton and Mark Smith are getting married at Tumbling Creek Ranch this weekend?”

“I do believe you told me that when I spoke to you last weekend. Can I speak with Dad, please?” She rolled her eyes. Gossip had never been something she participated in. Mostly because it seemed like she was usually a butt of a joke. She’d been too thin, wore braces, and had unruly hair because, she’d learned after leaving home, her mother bought cheap shampoo that didn’t help tame the curls. Now, she liked her curls. With proper hair products it could be contained in natural looking curls. 

“Hey Josie, what’s up?” her dad answered.

“Why would Lee MacIntyre be calling me out of the blue and asking to come talk to me about raising roughstock?” She had a suspicion her father told him about her problem and this was his chance to finally one-up-her. 

“He came into the bank looking for a loan to purchase roughstock. He bought half of the MacIntyre Ranch and wants to start up a herd. But he used up all his money on purchasing the land. I suggested he talk to you about the business and maybe you two could figure out something.” His voice trailed off. 

“In other words, you told him I’m losing my ranch and maybe he’d like to make an arrangement, my cattle, his ranch, type of thing.” She breathed in and out, slowly. She’d yet to cuss out her parents. They were well-meaning, but she didn’t need charity. “In case you’ve forgotten, it was putting my faith in a man that got me where I am now.”

“Lee would never kick you off the ranch. He’s a decent man. All he wants to do is stand on his own feet, like you.” He sighed. “If he’s coming to see you, keep an open mind. It might work out for both of you.”

She humphed into the phone and hung up.

“Momma, I’m hungry,” Frankie walked into the house as if every ounce of energy had seeped out of her. 

“Then let’s rustle up some grub.” Jocelyn looked in the refrigerator. “Do you want hot dogs or leftover pizza?”

“Pizza!” shouted Frankie. 

“Then go wash your hands, and I’ll get it on a plate.” Watching her daughter trot to the bathroom to wash up, she hoped they found a place to live before they were kicked out. She’d never felt like a failure as a parent, until now. Not knowing where they were going to be in two weeks.
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Chapter Three
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The buildings, single-cab semis parked neatly with cattle trailers attached, and the cattle he’d seen driving up to the house, had all impressed Lee. It was evident Josie ran a professional business. Made him wonder why she was losing the ranch when everything looked prosperous. 

A border collie ran around the side of the house, barking. 

“Hey, boy. I’m a friend,” Lee said, stepping out of his truck.

“Bo, get down!” shouted a curly, redheaded girl as she came from the same direction as the dog. 

“Pleased to meet you, Bo.” Lee scratched the dog’s head. The animal had plopped his butt on the ground when the girl ordered him to get down. 

“Hi mister. Momma said to bring you on down to the corral.” The little girl was out of breath as she stopped beside the dog and patted its back. 

He smiled at the child. She was cute as could be. Plump cheeks, freckles, and the same curly hair as her mom, though tamed into a ponytail sticking out the back of her ballcap. “I’m Lee.” He held out a hand. “Who are you?”

She grabbed his hand in her small one and gave one shake. “I’m Frankie, Momma’s righthand hand.” 

Lee chuckled and followed the child and the dog to the back of the house and down a dirt road to a nice set of corrals and holding pens. She wouldn’t have any of this for a while if they decided to work together. 

The corral had half a dozen bulls mulling around. 

“Where’s your Momma?” he asked, not seeing anyone along the corral railing.

“She’s sortin’ the bulls.” Frankie climbed up the railing and hung her small arms over the top rail and stared at the bulls.

Lee stepped onto the bottom rail and hung his arms over the railing like the child. That’s when he caught sight of a ballcap, with a curly ponytail hanging out behind, above the backs of the bulls. “Is she in there alone?” His chest squeezed. He’d seen more than one cowboy get crushed under a bull. He’d only watched his sister-in-law ride a bull once. He couldn’t take the fear it gave him to see someone hurled through the air or stepped on.

“Her and Red,” Frankie said with pride.

He scanned the corral and didn’t see any other person in there. 

A whistle sliced the air and a flash of red darted behind a bull and that animal trotted out of the corral through the gate Josie held open. As quick as the red dog had pushed the one bull through the gate, he circled around and kept the rest contained. 
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