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CHAPTER ONE


Stroke.

The word echoed in Kalli Evans’ head as she hung up the phone with a hand she willed into steadiness.

The word was there when she called to inform her boss. Jerry didn’t argue, preferring the pinch of her temporary absence to possibly losing her altogether. It didn’t hurt that it coincided with New York’s slide into summer’s business doldrums.

Stroke.

Her eyes stung. She ignored it. Tears wouldn’t help.

Hanging up a second time, she pulled out her suitcase, swung open the closet doors and surveyed her choices. Not much would translate to where she was going.

“Wyoming!” Jerry had bleated. “What on earth for? I thought all your family’s in Connecticut.”

“Not all,” she’d said, though she had no blood ties to the Jeffrieses. She was related to them by ties of the heart.

And now Baldwin Jeffries had had a stroke. Five days into his twenty-first season running the Park, Wyoming, rodeo — running it every night, rain or shine, from the first Saturday of June through the last Saturday of August — “Jeff” had shocked everyone who’d ever known the indefatigable fixture of the region and sport by crumpling to the rodeo office’s floor.

Stroke.

The mirror reflected her tight face, and she acknowledged the grim word was not echoing alone.

Walker Riley.

Whatever had happened between her and Walker, she never questioned that his loyalty to Baldwin and Mary Jeffries was every bit as strong as hers.

She would see him in Park.

She lifted her chin. Walker Riley and the feelings she’d once had for him belonged to the past, when she had been young and foolish. Very foolish. Foolish enough to marry him.
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He could have stayed on the interstate nearly to Billings before dropping south. Probably would have been faster.

The left side of Walker Riley’s mouth twisted up, more with hard-earned self-knowledge than humor.

He’d known damn right well it would be slower-going on two-lane 291. And as for passing through Yellowstone Park … well, between the tourists and the way even his lionhearted camper-loaded pickup labored with the mountain roads, his rate of speed hadn’t been much more than a crawl. Couldn’t even fool himself he’d enjoyed the scenery. He’d hardly looked out the window beyond checking traffic now and then.

Spent too much time looking into himself. And the past.

He made a noise that caused the gray-muzzled dog to look up from its cedar-stuffed pad on the seat next to him. He laid his right hand on the dog’s flank, and with that reassurance, the animal dropped his head.

Looking into himself and the past…

More worthless pursuits were hard to think of.

A flash of color slid past on his left. The roof barely came level with where his elbow stuck out the open pickup window. Low and sleek, the car hurtled toward the future like a bat out of hell. Which was how fast it needed to go if the idiot hoped to pass him on the tight curves snaking through high-walled Shoshone Canyon. Why, to pass his truck like that, that jerk must have been going — Walker glanced at his speedometer and his righteous indignation fizzled — not all that fast.

He and his pickup definitely weren’t hurtling toward the future. More like turtling.

He fed the pickup more gas.

Up to a few years ago, he’d been one to live in the present, taking each season as it came, not pining for the one behind or the one to come. These days he’d found himself more in accord with looking to the future. Maybe that was maturity.

The left side of his mouth rose again, though he was careful to make no sound that would wake Coat. ’Bout time he acquired some maturity, wasn’t it? His birth certificate said he was thirty-three and some days his body said he was a hundred and four.

So it was a good thing he was growing up enough to give the future a nod now and then. But the past…?

The past was what he was driving toward, no matter how slowly he went.
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Kalli had forgotten how the wind could blow in Park, Wyoming. Even in early June. She pushed a long strand of hair off her forehead. She should have taken time to put it up, the way she’d worn it flying from New York yesterday.

Holding her hair with one hand, she squinted against the brightness, trying to read the expression of the man walking toward her.

Tom Nathan had said to meet at ten outside the buff-colored brick dignity of the Shoshone County courthouse, after his breakfast meeting with the rodeo committee. She’d arrived at 9:40. She would have gone to the meeting of the independent committee that contracted with Jeff each year to produce the rodeo — if Tom had told her where it was held. Which likely was why he hadn’t told her.

Tom’s leathered face gave nothing away.

“Well?” she demanded.

He took the final three steps, stopped in front of her and sighed.

“Did they accept? What happened?”

“Just what I expected,” he said. “They’re highly impressed with all that gaudy success of yours. Had some things to say that’d turn your head right around.”

“But?”

“Yeah, ‘but.’ ”

“Damn.” She turned into the wind, letting it stream her hair from her face and burn tiny bits of dust into her eyes until they watered. “Damn, damn, damn. You’d think they’d cut some slack — after all the success Jeff has brought them.”

“They haven’t forgotten.”

“Then why won’t they give me a chance to run it for him? I know what makes a business go. Before I can advise someone to buy into a firm I have to know if it’s a good investment, and to do that I have to know if the company’s working, if it can work — I have to know how to make it work.”

“Don’t have to convince me.”

“All businesses follow certain similar concepts. Even rodeo.”

Did they still think of her as the child who’d been Jeff and Mary’s summer visitor? Or the girl who’d followed in Walker Riley’s wake? That was a lifetime ago. She was thirty-one now, another person.

“They’re willing to give you a chance.”

“What?” Then why did Tom look as if he had something to say he knew she wouldn’t want to hear?

“They want to be sure things’ll go on as they have under Jeff and Mary. Can’t blame them. Because of the rodeo folks don’t just pass through Park. They have a meal, buy souvenirs, spend the night in a motel. If something happens to the rodeo, it happens to the whole town.”

From the first Saturday in June through the last Saturday in August, the rodeo’s the daily pulse of this town.

Jeff had said that to her when she was eleven years old, that first year her father had sent her west for a summer on his college roommate’s ranch. Each of the other three Evans children had followed for a summer or two. But Kalli had returned every summer. She knew what the rodeo meant.

She didn’t blame the committee for wanting to ensure the rodeo’s success. She did, too. It was the one way she could help Jeff and Mary.

“You’re mostly an unknown quantity, far as they’re concerned, Kalli. You know business, but you don’t know rodeo.”

She shook her head, sensing what was coming the way an animal senses a thunderstorm.

“They insist on having somebody who knows rodeo. Knows it inside out.”

The storm was closing in.

“You could do it, Tom. After Jeff, there’s nobody better. You’d be a consultant, someone for me to call on.”

“I would if I could, but I can’t be two places at once. Not even for Jeff. I’ve got a full plate this season. They want someone who’ll be here all summer. Someone who’s been around rodeo. Someone who knows the town and the circuit…”

They both knew the someone.

She’d decided last night, after seeing Jeff, still and frail in the hospital bed, and Mary, shaken but calm, that she would stay as long as it took to get them through this. But she hadn’t bargained for this.

A meeting with Walker, yes, but a summer? Reaction swelled in her. Not panic — Why should she panic? — but wariness. A summer. Working side by side.

“It’s the only way, Kalli. The only way to keep it for Jeff. And you know what it means to him…”

Rodeo was the blood that ran through Baldwin Jeffries’s veins. It was, after his wife, Mary, his love. It was as well loved, cared for, and fretted over as herself … and Walker.

“I guaranteed the committee there’d be someone with plenty of rodeo knowledge with you. And the two of you would work together for Jeff’s sake.”

“He might not come.”

“He’ll come. I called him same as I called you. He had a, uh, an obligation to fill over in Washington state, and then he was going to start driving.” Something twisted in her at the certainty that the “obligation” had been to ride a bull. “Heard from him before the meeting and he agreed to whatever’s necessary to keep the rodeo for his Uncle Jeff’s. He’s on his way. Ought to be here by tonight.”
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“Phew! If I’d known I’d be working harder with your help than I was doing it all on my own, I might just have said no thank you when you offered.” Roberta Chester swept salt-and-pepper curls from her forehead, swallowed long and deep from a can of soda and tried to glare at her new boss.

“I never offered to help,” Kalli amended mildly. “I said I wanted you to show me how things run.”

As always in moments of crisis or uncertainty, she had tackled work as if it could keep demons at bay.

“Yeah, that lasted ten minutes,” Roberta said. “Then you started showing me how to run things better.”

Kalli looked at the woman who’d been rodeo secretary for four years. In the chaotic three days since Jeff’s stroke, Roberta had kept the rodeo running.

“No sense looking at me like that, Kalli. I haven’t gotten my nose out of joint, so there’s no need for you to be thinking of ways to get it back in line.”

No sense pretending Roberta hadn’t hit the nail on the head. “I just didn’t want you to think I was ungrateful. I barged in here and—”

“And came up with some good ideas. You’re right, I should wring your neck.”

Kalli grinned a little sheepishly and the other woman burst out laughing.

“New York can’t be half as tough a nut to crack as we hear, if you’re any sample, Kalli. Way Jeff and Mary tell it, you’ve got that town by the tail, holding your own with the hardest of hardheaded businessmen. But here you are worrying about hurting the hired help’s feelings. Doesn’t look like you’re so tough, after all.”

“Don’t let appearances fool you, Roberta.” Others had, and it had cost them. “I can be as tough as I need to be.”

“You’re going to need to be if you’re really thinkin’ I’ll use that computer.”

Kalli laughed at Roberta’s dour look at the spare laptop she’d brought. It should serve the rodeo’s needs, for now. She wasn’t as sure about the durability of her small printer.

“You’ll be amazed how much easier it is to track results,” she assured Roberta.

Or it would be as soon as she set up a format. It would take some adjusting, since times determined winners in calf roping, team roping, steer wrestling and barrel racing, but points decided bareback bronc, saddlebronc and bull riding. Keeping track of individual results, then mixing the two types to determine overall top performers didn’t fit Kalli’s usual systems for assessing businesses.

Kalli looked around the rodeo office. So different from her recent life, yet so familiar. Familiar from that lifetime ago when she had adored Walker Riley.

A counter the length of the room left four feet open on one side and six feet on the other. The wider section held two desks, three tall filing cabinets and a cart with a telephone, answering machine and fax machine. The only object on the other side was a strip of wood under two windows. Protruding nails held clipboards with entries, standings, results, rules and notices. On the narrow south end, one door led to a closet, another to a toilet and sink. The north wall held a window and the outside door.

Her laptop looked out of place, although the fax machine indicated the electronic age had made some inroads.

“We need that contraption to keep up with the national rodeo association,” Roberta said, as if reading Kalli’s mind. She sighed. “And now you’re wanting me to try a computer? Well, if you’re willing to try teaching an old dog new tricks…”

One smart old dog, Kalli thought. “In a couple days, it will be second nature.”

“So you say.”

That skeptical grumble didn’t fool Kalli. She leaned back in the hard chair next to Roberta’s, stretching. “And then we’ll tackle computerizing the books. It’ll simplify billing and end-of-year statements and tax information.”

Roberta shook her head. “Jeff takes care of that, just asks for a little typing and envelope-licking now and then. So it couldn’t get much simpler for me.”

“Well, then it will be easier on Jeff when he comes back.” She needed to find the books, make sure everything was in order.

That mental distraction fled nearly as soon as it formed. Unwillingly, her eyes went to the clock again. Almost six.

He ought to be here tonight.

She pushed the thought aside. The office would reopen in an hour for the business of the night’s rodeo. Neither she nor Roberta would have time to spare until ten-thirty.

“Take a break, get some supper, Roberta.” She stood, stretching again.

“How about you? You must be starving, since you missed lunch.”

Kalli had spent her lunch break at the hospital. She wasn’t sure Jeff had been fully aware of her presence, though she’d thought his eyes had brightened when she came in. Surely that was an improvement from last night…

“I don’t feel much like eating. Maybe later.”

“Nervous?”

Kalli shot her a sharp look, but Roberta had bent over to retrieve her handbag from the bottom desk drawer.

“Because this is my first rodeo in charge? I don’t—”

“I don’t mean the rodeo.” Straightening, Roberta looked at her. Something about the dark brown gaze didn’t allow Kalli to look away. Something direct, commanding and maybe a little compassionate. “I mean seeing Walker.”

“How did you know…?”

Roberta laughed. “C’mon, Kalli, you didn’t stick around rodeo long from what I hear, but you know what it’s like. Circuit’s a small town — a very mobile small town, what with folks covering a hundred thousand miles or more a year. But still a small town, complete with concern for your neighbors and a thriving grapevine.”

Roberta was right, Kalli did know.

“I met Walker the first few weeks of working for Jeff and Mary. Took a shine to him right off.” Roberta’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t go looking like that, girl. He never said a bad word about you. You should know him better than that. Fact, he never said a word about you at all. But there was talk.”

Kalli just bet there’d been talk. Even years later. And it wouldn’t have been in her favor. Rodeo fiercely defended its own.

“Got to admit,” Roberta went on, “I was prepared to not like you, considering. Even with Jeff and Mary singing your praises. But…”

In that trailed-off word, Kalli felt an approval that warmed her.

“It was all a long time ago, Roberta. We were kids. It’s long-forgotten. And there’s no cause to be nervous.”

“Sure.” Roberta didn’t bother to make it convincing. “I’m running to the Sandwich Shack for a burger and salad to bring back. What do you want?”

“Nothing, really, I—”

“I didn’t ask if you want something. I asked what you want. But if you’re not choosy, I’ll pick it myself.”

The door closed before Kalli could respond to such high-handed thoughtfulness.
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The sound of a car engine brought Kalli’s head up. The car stopped immediately outside the office; only then did she realize it had been shadowed by another. The second engine also turned off and she heard doors slam and greetings exchanged. Roberta and Tom Nathan.

She breathed again.

They didn’t come in right away, and in a few seconds she knew why. A third engine sounded, deeper, more powerful than either of the first two. She could imagine it following the rock-strewn, dust-thick drive as it curved past the arena, widened into an informal, weed-dotted parking lot and eventually led to the office.

The third engine shut off, followed immediately by the opening of the office door. Roberta came in alone, leaving the door open behind her.

“Here’s your supper.” She swung up the gate of the counter, set a bag on the desk in front of Kalli and added in the same tone, “Walker just drove up.”

Kalli recognized the generosity in the woman’s warning, but didn’t answer, not taking her eyes off the desk calendar provided by a local feed store. This first meeting was bound to be awkward, she wouldn’t pretend otherwise. But it had all been so long ago, and she’d been over him so long. Yet, her mind refused to make sense of the familiar grid of days and dates for the month of June.

Outside, Tom greeted Walker. She heard Tom’s pleasure at seeing him and sadness at the circumstances. Then Tom took the two steps up to the office door. Behind him, she heard booted feet on dried earth and thought she could smell the sun-warmed dust they stirred.

Just outside the door, Walker said he’d gotten into town a while ago, then answered another question. His voice was low and slow, the cadence as basic as her own heartbeat.

“Yeah, went direct to the hospital. Jeff was sleeping, but I saw Mary. Thought I’d make a circuit of the grounds, but cut it short when I saw you folks pulling in.”

The calendar snapped into orderly focus before Kalli’s eyes. Of course he’d check the rodeo grounds first.

Walker was in the room. She couldn’t say she’d heard him come in and she hadn’t looked up from the desk, but she knew.

“Hey, Kalli.”

Ten years.

Ten years since she’d last seen the face she’d first seen when she was eleven years old, and had loved nearly as long. The face she’d watched change from a boy’s to a man’s. The face of the man she’d married.

The last time she’d seen him, as she’d given him his choice, his face had been unreadable except for the indomitable will that always was a part of him. Maybe she’d known right then what his choice would be. But she’d hoped.

Instead, he’d gone to compete. She had packed and left before he returned.

Slowly, she stood. For an instant, he was merely a dark outline against the bright rectangle of the open door, a silhouette from the past.

Then her eyes adjusted to take in the details within the outline. The jolt of recognition shook her a little.

But she stood straight, her voice cool. “Hello, Walker.”

Walker Riley stood there, not six feet from her, so familiar and so unknown. None of it seemed real.

“You look good, Kalli. Different, but good.”

Her chin rose at that, and she let the memories drain away.

“You look just the same.”

One side of his mouth lifted in a half grin. That was different; he’d always grinned full-out before.

“Not hardly.”

He crossed the wooden threshold that decades of booted feet had worn into a smooth dip.

He did look older. But rather than softening his edges, the years seemed to have sharpened them, so his cheekbones and jaw stood out, looking more angular, casting deeper shadows. His skin was taut and tanned.

Stepping up to the opening in the counter, he pushed the straw cowboy hat back from where it had ridden low on his forehead, then apparently thought better of it and removed the hat. Caught between his big, powerful hands, it seemed to shrink. His hair, as thick and dark as ever, carried a ridge where the hat had rested.

His eyes hadn’t changed, the color as vibrant as a blue jay’s back, though the creases had deepened through years of squinting into the sun. The way he used his eyes hadn’t changed, either. His slow, open regard surveyed her from her hair to her toes.

Years in New York, years of confidence and accomplishment, allowed her to stand steady under his look, though she felt a tightening in her shoulders. It jumped a notch higher at something that flickered across his eyes as he took in her silk blouse, matching silk slacks, sleek belt and deceptively simple pumps. She didn’t need him to tell her the outfit was inappropriate for a night at the rodeo.

“Different, but good,” he repeated in a murmur.

“I am different.” She deliberately left her words a statement, not a defense. “And I’m very good at what I do. I’ll do a good job.”

He met her eyes a moment longer, a slight frown tugging his brows, then nodded once. “I’m sure you are good at what you do.”

He broke the look then — she hated the sense of being released — and turned to Roberta with that same, new half smile. “How’s my favorite rodeo secretary?”

“Probably smarter than the last woman you used that line on.” But there was warmth and affection in the hug she gave him, and in the gruff words that followed. “Glad you’re here, boy. And I know Jeff and Mary are.”

Walker patted her on the back before they disengaged from the hug. For a flash, his eyes came to Kalli and she had an image of being enfolded in his arms. Then he turned away, and her breath came out fast, as if she’d been holding it.

“Yeah, well, I figure even a rodeo hand who’s had his brains scrambled a few times should be able to ride herd on the setup you and Jeff and Mary have going.”

Kalli felt the way she had once as a kid when she’d swallowed too much spicy, steamy chili. She could feel the burn all the way down her throat and into the pit of her stomach. A glance at Tom confirmed what Walker’s words had just told her: Walker didn’t know about the committee’s stipulation. And, since both Tom and Roberta were looking at her, it was clear who they expected to break the news.

“You aren’t going to be riding herd alone, Walker,” she said.


CHAPTER TWO


He stilled for a heartbeat and a half, then pivoted on one low boot heel to meet her face-to-face.

“How’s that?”

“The committee has agreed to let us step in for Jeff and Mary with the understanding that you can provide the rodeo experience and I can provide the business expertise. That’s the condition they set.”

“No need for you to stay. I’ll tell them. You go on back to New York and I’ll—”

“I’m staying. Until the rodeo closes for the summer or until Jeff can take over again. Don’t you think I would rather handle this on my own? Don’t you think I—” She bit her lip, clamping down the words. “But the committee has legitimate concerns, and as Jeff’s representatives we have to do our best to satisfy them.”

She hadn’t realized she’d cloaked a question in that last statement until she found herself looking at Walker, waiting for an answer. Even frowning, his expression gave away none of his thoughts. But his eyes … She drew herself taller, her shoulders tightening. Well, she wasn’t looking forward to a summer with him, either.

“We’ll do our best.”

Walker’s voice had no particular emphasis, but as Tom and Roberta each let out a pent-up breath, Kalli thought the words might have had an added message for her. A hope that the two of them would do their best to get through the summer without inflicting any more scars on each other.

“Well, great.” Tom clapped a band to Walker’s denim-jacketed shoulder, raising dust. “I know you two’ll do a great job and Roberta here will keep things on track, all right. Everything’s going to work out fine.”

“Yeah. It’ll work out fine,” Walker said without inflection. “How about you and me making the rounds, Tom? Reintroduce me to the details of the operation.”

“Walker.” Kalli kept her voice low, but it stopped both men before they reached the threshold. “Walker, I think we should talk right away about changes we want to implement in the running of the rodeo.”

“Changes?”

“Yes. Improvements.” Impatience stirred as he looked at her without answering. “Making it better. Making it run more smoothly. More profitably.”

“I always heard, ‘If it ain’t broke don’t fix it.’ And I haven’t been hearing any complaints about this rodeo.”

“Anything can be improved. Anything can benefit from being viewed from a fresh perspective. This rodeo’s no exception.”

“It’s fine today. Tomorrow’ll be—”

“Today! You have to look beyond today, or there won’t be any tomorrows. You haven’t chan—” She bit off her words, drawing away from the danger. Widening her stance fractionally, she met his look and spoke levelly. “I will not be satisfied spending a summer simply ‘riding herd’ on this rodeo when I know that with a little effort I could leave it better off than when I found it.”

In the quiet, she heard the doorknob rattle under Tom’s uneasy hand. She was aware of Roberta leaning against the counter, watching. But Kalli kept her eyes on Walker.

He’d dipped his head as if in contemplation of the worn floor by the toe of his boot. The thick, dark hair hid most of his face, but in the shaft of evening sunlight that fought through the dusty window, she saw with something like shock that a few silver strands mixed in.

Then he raised his head.

She tried to keep her heartbeat steady. No use. It was like some reflex action. One deep look from those blue jay eyes and her blood hammered. But that’s all it was, a reflex. It didn’t mean anything.

“How ’bout if you spend a couple days getting adjusted, seeing exactly what the situation is here before you go looking at changes?” he suggested. “Take time to get settled.”

It was so damned reasonable.

Answering evenly ranked with her top feats of mind over lungs. “Very well. We can each assess the situation, then get back to each other.”

He said a little quizzically, “Yeah, we’ll get back to each other,” before heading out with Tom.

What was the matter with her? Under normal circumstances, she would never rush into a business and start talking about changes before she’d studied the operation. Oh, a few stopgap, easily implemented measures like the computer, but nothing beyond that. Why had she been so quick to jump in here?

Because these weren’t normal circumstances. Because she’d hated her helplessness standing beside Jeff’s bedside. Because — “Let’s get to work,” she said to Roberta, but that didn’t quiet the final possibility sounding in her head.

Because she’d needed to feel in charge, in control. Because she had been so strongly reminded of the fear and helplessness of being in love with Walker Riley.
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She’d been a girl when they were married.

He’d never fully realized that. Not until he’d walked out of the dazzling sunlight into the dim, dusty office only to be dazzled all over again by the woman she’d become.

She still made him think of the mountains bathed in sunset. Brown hair tinged with russet, fair skin edged with peach, generous mouth fired with orange. Strength and quiet beauty brightened by fiery light. Her eyes were the color she’d derisively called khaki. He thought the color — silvered, pale brown, flecked with red near the pupils — matched a kind of sage he often spotted along the roadside as he drove from rodeo to rodeo. Every time he saw the sage, he thought of her.

Standing there in the office, she’d been wearing clothes draped in loose folds. Though not so loose he hadn’t been reminded of curves he’d once known. Not so loose he hadn’t seen the long line of her slender thighs and remembered that though she stood some five inches shorter than his six feet, her legs were so long that when he and Kalli rode together, they fixed their stirrups only two holes apart.

“Jeff’s got a good crew up in the press box,” Tom said, breaking into Walker’s thoughts as they circled the arena.

“Announcer, scorekeepers ‘n’ all. Veteran group. You shouldn’t have trouble there.”

They’d passed the web of metal-tubed fences that formed chutes for timed events and moved around the stadium until they stood by the grandstand, looking across the arena to the staging area for roughstock events. This was topped by a small set of bleachers dubbed the Buzzards’ Roost for spectators who liked to watch the cowboys’ preparations, with the press box above that.

A few people were already in the stands. Out-of-towners, Walker figured. People not accustomed to driving five minutes to events with easy parking.

“How about the rest of the crew?” he asked Tom. “Pickup men, judges, timers, stock sorters, chute tenders…”

“Should be fine. You know how Jeff organizes. ’Course, there’s likely to be some turnover. ‘Most always is. Especially with Jeff out of the picture right now. You’re going to need to set some folks’ minds at ease about newcomers running the rodeo. Not just the committee, but the merchants and your crew. Even the cowboys. There’s enough uncertainty in rodeo — They like to know who they’re dealing with. Hell, you know that. But that’s something Kalli might not be taking into account with her talk of changes.”

Walker felt the force of Tom’s look, but didn’t take his eyes off the pens that held stock for tonight’s show. Horses, steers, calves and bulls. Rounded up from the Jeffries ranch west of town and trailered here, they were rotated out each night before new stock was brought in for the next day’s performance. The animals looked fit; Jeff wouldn’t stand for anything less. The cowboys would soon learn that wouldn’t change.

“Could be people’ll be worrying this might be less of a show without Jeff running it,” Tom said. “The people in town have felt safe recommending the rodeo to visitors because they know folks’ll get their money’s worth. They’ll be more cautious for a spell with you and Kalli running it. Changes could make it worse.”

Behind them someone shouted that Tom had a phone call in the office. “Keep going. I’ll catch up with you,” he instructed.

Changes…

Walker had opened his eyes one summer to find his tagalong buddy of the past six years transformed. And the way she’d looked at him … No man could ever want more. At nineteen, he’d been just old enough to know seventeen was too young, and young enough to suffer hell’s torments as each kiss and touch brought them closer. He could still sweat in memory of that summer’s frustration.

Then he’d made her his. He’d thought forever.

A girl. Twenty when they’d married, just past twenty-one when she left. Maybe if they’d waited the way her family wanted, instead of getting married one week after she finished college. Or maybe no amount of waiting would have helped.

“Walker, you old sonuva—”

The slap on his back was nearly as jolting as the disruption of his thoughts. A seamed face beamed at him from under a cowboy hat that barely reached Walker’s shoulder. Without consciously moving, he’d nearly completed a circuit and now leaned against the fence by the Buzzards’ Roost.

“Hey, Gulch. How’re you doing?”

“I’m doing just fine for an old man, which you took every opportunity of telling me I was when you were a smart-mouthed kid. And you?”

Walker grinned. When he’d started rodeoing in earnest, Gulch had been wrapping up his competitive career and Walker had thought him ancient. Since Gulch had then been about a year younger than Walker was right now, he appreciated the irony. From this spot in Walker’s life, Gulch Miller didn’t seem such an old guy.

“Can’t complain.”

“You never did even when you could,” Gulch said with a clicking noise that resembled disapproval, but wasn’t that at all. “Wish you were back under better circumstances.”

“Yeah.” Walker let out a breath.

“Jeff…?”

“Doctors say it takes a while to know what’s what with a stroke. But he’s doing better, coming along a bit every day. They’re talking about sending him to Billings for rehabilitation. Might wait some because they’re short-staffed up there, but that’s not all bad since there’s more folks to spell Mary here than in Billings.”

“But?”

Walker felt his frown deepening. No wonder Gulch had spotted the “but.”

“He isn’t talking yet. When Tom first called, I got ahold of a doctor on the rodeo committee where I was at and started asking questions. Almost every answer started with ‘it depends,’ but one thing he did say was that if somebody who’s had a stroke isn’t talking some, least making sounds the first week or so, chances are they’ll never talk.”

“You worrying about it won’t change what’s going to happen, Walker. Won’t change it anymore than drinking ever changed what’s already happened. I sure know that.”

Without answering, Walker looked at the sky, still blue and cloudless even as the sun withdrew its warmth.

When he’d met Gulch, the nickname was so long established most people had forgotten it originated when Miller went off the bottle — because he’d gone dry. But one morning in Pendleton, Oregon, eighteen months after Kalli left, Walker had woken to a thundering hangover and a dim memory of a spectacularly careless ride on a bull named Killjoy. He’d found Gulch Miller sitting in his camper.

Gulch hadn’t done any more than talk and pour coffee, but Walker knew what it had cost the little man to tell about the auto accident years before that had killed his wife and baby daughter and left him, at twenty-two, healthy enough to rodeo and sick enough at heart to nearly drink himself to death.

“And that’s what you’re in danger of doing, Walker,” he’d said that rainy morning. “But you’re the impatient sort. Not waiting for booze to do it from inside. You’re trying to get stomped to death first. I’ll give you this, you’re getting some hellacious rides out of it, good enough to put you in the Finals come December. But chances are, you won’t live to ride in them. Is that what you want?”

No, that wasn’t what he wanted. And in time, he’d accepted that no matter how much he drank, it wouldn’t blot out the fact that he couldn’t have what he did want — Kalli.

“She looks good, doesn’t she?” Gulch’s matter-of-fact tone didn’t hide the underlying empathy. Clearly, his thoughts had followed a similar path to Walker’s.

“Yeah, she does.”

“ ’Course, I saw her year before last when she was visiting Jeff and Mary….”

Like all her visits, it had been arranged for when Walker had let his aunt and uncle know he’d be rodeoing in some other part of the country. Not that anyone had acknowledged that. Nobody ever mentioned Kalli to him, except that once, when his mother had died two years after Kalli left, and Mary had given him the carefully written note. He’d recognized the handwriting. He’d burned it that night.

“So I’d seen her since she became a big New York City executive. Even discounting that Jeff and Mary were bragging on her, she’s doing mighty well for herself. ’Course, she was always smart as a whip.”

As he had with Tom, Walker sensed an underlying concern from Gulch: We know how you fell apart last time. We were there to pick up the pieces. Don’t leave yourself open for a second time. The pieces might be too small.

And they were right.

Gulch went on recounting Kalli’s accomplishments, but Walker only half took it in. Spectators filed in, some pausing on the catwalk to the Buzzards’ Roost to ooh and aah over the livestock penned below. To his right, gruff chatter and occasional raucous laughter punctuated the arrival of cowboys, preparing their rigging and their psyches for the competition. Cooling breezes mingled the smells of animal and human with coffee and popcorn from the concession stand.

No wonder Kalli looked different. While this had remained his world, she’d left it to make another — and most would consider it a better — life for herself. A life he’d had no part of.

It didn’t bother him she looked different. What bothered him was she still looked so damned good to him.
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“Now that events have started, there’ll be a lull,” Roberta announced. Kalli felt her mouth quirk. Woe to anyone who put the lie to that proclamation! “So why don’t you take those feet of yours outside and let ’em take you someplace instead of no place?”

Kalli halted in mid-pace, the habit so automatic she hadn’t realized she’d been doing it. “Sorry. The pacing can be annoying, I know.”

“As far as bad habits go, it’s better than chewing tobacco.”

Kalli laughed. Even to her own ears, it sounded a bit ragged, but Roberta looked approving.

“I promise you, Roberta, no matter how tough things get, I won’t put a pinch between my cheek and gum.”

That earned a nod. “Good. How ’bout promising you’ll go out and walk around awhile, too?” Before Kalli could protest, she added, “Might as well get reacquainted with the layout. Some things might’ve changed. Fresh air’ll do you good, too. Besides, never hurts to let folks see you on the scene.”

Kalli might have disputed the other points, but the last one was inarguable.

“You’re right. I’ll take a look around.”

She snagged her blazer from the back of a chair, pulling it on as she headed out. Decisiveness carried her around the corner and four strides down the side of the office before impressions and memories flooded in.

An amplified voice announced a cowboy’s score, slipping in the information for the uninitiated that this was a very good performance, indeed. Thus exhorted, the crowd cheered. Ahead of her, floodlights pasted stars against the darkening sky. Grilling hot dogs overlaid the scents of horses, cattle, sweat and hay. In a pocket of silence, she heard a distant call, then the thunk of a chute opening, swallowed by the crowd’s roar.

Twisting away, she leaned against the wall and looked out on the parking area. But the haphazard array of horse trailers, campers, pickups and every vehicular hybrid imaginable brought other memories — memories of hot, loving nights spent in just such a temporary home.

A new sound slipped in. Low, a little pitiful, yet excited and … familiar. Her eyelids lifted.

A dog was framed in the open passenger window of a camper-topped pickup, dusty red and well traveled, its right front fender primed an equally dusty black.

“Coat?” The dog yipped excitedly, and Kalli found herself jerking open the pickup’s door, throwing her arms around the dog, tears flowing and her face being thoroughly licked between ecstatic barks. “Coat, is that really you, boy? Oh, Coat … Coat.”

The slightly wiry texture of the dog’s multicolored coat was so familiar, but the puppy of memory was now gray-muzzled and moving with the gingerliness of age. That didn’t dim the unconditional joy of his greeting.

“Kalli? Kalli, you okay?”

She spun around to face Walker, standing just behind her, one hand half raised as if he’d considered touching her, then changed his mind.

“It’s Coat,” she said, and knew instantly how stupid that sounded. Of course it was, and of course Walker knew it. This was the puppy they’d adopted not a week after their wedding, the one she’d named after the Dolly Parton song “Coat of Many Colors,” in honor of his varied tints and because she’d loved the sentiment of the song. This was the dog she’d left behind, with some muddled idea that Coat would look after Walker even if he wouldn’t let her.

“You kept him.”

Walker dropped his hand, and in the artificial light, the lines of his face seemed harsher. “Of course I kept him. You didn’t think I’d dump him because it wasn’t convenient anymore, did you?”

Kalli straightened and brushed away her tears with the back of one hand, though the other remained in Coat’s fur.

“Sorry I barged into your truck — this is your truck?” Pride steadied her voice. She caught the movement of his nod, but didn’t face him. “Coat recognized me, and in the excitement, I didn’t think about how inappropriate it was to get in someone else’s truck.”

“I don’t give a damn about the truck. I heard Coat bark and thought … I thought I better check on him.”

Something about his tone made her turn. “Is he all right? I know he’s getting old, but is he sick?”

“No. He’s all right. Vet says he’s pretty healthy for his age, matter of fact. But he has arthritis and he can’t get around like he used to. And sometimes other dogs don’t respect his age, or horses get touchy, so…”

So he kept an eye out for Coat, Kalli supplied silently. He kept a cushioned dog bed on the passenger seat of his truck and when he heard the dog’s bark, he wasted no time checking it out.

She smiled a little as she looked at the dog and thought she saw agreement in Coat’s eyes: Walker Riley was still a soft touch for any creature weaker than himself.

“He recognized me,” she said, hoping to share her pleasure with the man standing so close she could feel the heat of his body.

“Dogs remember who lands a boot in their ribs, but they’re not wise enough to forget somebody who walks away from them.”

A slap would have been less painful, but no more bracing. His quiet demeanor in the office had lulled her, had her thinking maybe they could work together without the bitter past welling up. She’d been a fool.

“I’m going to take a look around.” Her words dismissed Walker and the conversation. But she couldn’t resist a last hug of the old dog. “I’ll see you later, Coat,” she whispered, then walked away without looking back.

She ran into Gulch Miller sooner than she would have wished. His eyes were too darn sharp for her comfort. Within a network of wrinkles that had widened despite the shading of an ever-present cowboy hat, those eyes flicked from her face to over her shoulder toward Walker’s truck.

To her relief, Gulch made no comment, instead introducing her to crew members in snatches between their duties. Before long, Gulch, too, was called away, and Kalli simply watched the activity.

“Hi, you’re not from ’round here, are you?”

Kalli blinked, bringing her focus to the young cowboy to her right. Old enough to vote, but yet to see his first presidential election. Attractive, and he knew it, but still enough of a boy not to be sure that other people knew it. Something about him tugged at her.

“No, I’m not. And you?”

“Just over the border,” he said with a nod north. Montana, she thought, not Canada. “Where’s your home?” he asked.

Good question. “I live in New York City.”

His eyebrows rose, but to her amusement he seemed less impressed than surprised at her lack of good sense.

“You visiting here?”

“Mmm. Sort of. Looks like I’ll be here all summer.”

“Then you’ll have a chance to come to the rodeo a few more times.”

“Very likely,” she murmured.

To prevent his seeing the amusement in her eyes, she looked beyond his left shoulder and met Walker’s assessing stare. He stood ten yards away with a group of competitors, including a blond barrel racer with her hand tucked into Walker’s elbow and her side plastered to his.

No chance now the young cowboy would think Kalli was amused.

“Then you’ll see me,” he said, “because I’m going to be rodeoing here ‘most every night. This is my summer to make the big push, make a name for myself.”

And the resemblance hit her square in the heart — he was Walker, the summer her feelings had deepened and widened from hero worship to love. She’d been seventeen.

“I’ve already made a start,” he was saying proudly. “I won tonight, plus I got two seconds earlier in the week.”

“What event?” The question kept him talking and prevented her from looking back to Walker — either the flesh-and-blood one across the way or the one in her memory.

“Bareback bronc. I got a real rank one. Why, she—”

“Matt Halderman. Good ride tonight.”

Walker’s low voice stiffened the backs of both his listeners, but Kalli suspected the cowboy’s reaction was pride.

Walker extended his right hand for a shake and put his left hand on Matt’s shoulder for a congratulatory squeeze.

“Thanks. Thanks, Walker.” A two-time national champion praising a youngster just trying to make a name for himself was cause for a severe lump in the throat. Kalli admired Matt Halderman’s poise.

She also admired Walker’s adroit maneuver, even while it infuriated her. A slight pressure on Matt’s shoulder with his left hand, a subtle tug with his right hand, still in a handshake, and he had the younger man turned. Without a ripple, Walker stood between Kalli and Matt.

“I see you’ve already met the brains of the operation while Jeff is laid up.”

Matt’s startled brown eyes came to Kalli. “Uh, yeah.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Matt,” she said with a warm smile meant to ease any awkwardness, and extended her hand across the gap Walker had opened between them. “We haven’t made it official. I’m Kalli Evans—”

“Riley.” Walker’s single word stepped on the heels of hers.

“It’s Evans,” she said more harshly than she’d intended, shaking Matt’s hand, but glaring at Walker. The shadow of his hat brim hid his eyes; the bottom of his face was unreadable. “Kalli Evans,” she emphasized. “Call me Kalli.”

“Sorry. Old habits die hard.” Walker’s tone was as neutral as what she could see of his face. “Say, Matt, how about we talk about that ride?”

“That’s great, Walker. Thanks!” Matt touched the brim of his cowboy hat. “Nice meeting you, uh, Kalli.”

“Nice meeting you, Matt. I look forward to your entering more rodeos.”
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Walker stood beside the bed and looked at the man who’d taught him to ride — horses, bulls and the rough spots in life.

The outside of Baldwin Jeffries had changed, dwindled since he’d started taking in his widowed sister’s only son every summer. But Walker knew the inside would always be the same. He held one inert hand between the roughened warmth of both of his.

In his uncle’s eyes he saw frustration and bewilderment, but those feelings were relegated to a minor role. Concern dominated Jeff’s eyes, and Walker tried to answer that.

“It’ll be all right, Jeff. I’ll keep the rodeo going. Hell, the way you organize, it’d probably run itself another century, but I’ll be here. Along for the ride.”

And you? the faded blue eyes asked.

“I’m fine. No need to worry.”

Walker? He knew what his uncle’s eyes demanded.

“I saw her … It’ll be all right, Jeff. It’s been years.”

The blue eyes regarded him steadily a moment longer, and in those eyes Walker saw the memory of his own disbelief giving way to dazed pain. He guessed Jeff was remembering when Walker had flirted too long and too seriously with the bottle and danger, the years of careful, unacknowledged scheduling so two people who loved Baldwin and Mary Jeffries wouldn’t cross paths.

He wondered if Jeff could see as clearly into him. Could he see the longing Walker had felt to touch Kalli when he’d seen her with Coat? Could he see Walker had fought that longing by digging at the scars between them, scars better left untouched if they were going to work together? Could he see that when it came right down to it, instinct had pushed Walker into staking a claim to her that he knew damn well he had no right to? And over a kid barely weaned, for God’s sake.

“It’ll be all right,” he repeated.

His uncle blinked, turning to where Mary sat. But Walker had seen the sheen of tears.
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“So, you thinking about putting your own stamp on the Park Rodeo, Walker?” Jasper Lodge asked.

That sounded innocuous, especially as spoken around a hunk of roast beef sandwich. But, since he was committee chairman, all Lodge’s comments had significance. His approval or disapproval could be pivotal to the rodeo’s future.

So when he’d called yesterday asking if he could come by “just to get reacquainted” with Walker and Kalli, of course they’d agreed.

Roberta had said to make the meeting for lunch today, “because there’s no surer way to soften up Jasper Lodge than through his stomach.” This morning, she’d arrived with the makings for hefty sandwiches, homemade potato salad, green salad, fresh lemonade, double-chocolate brownies and watermelon.

They’d set up some distance from the office, at a picnic table under four cottonwoods by a stream feeding into the Shoshone River. It was a pleasant spot. Only Coat, banished to the shade of a distant tree to prevent his soulful looks from interfering with the diners’ pleasure, didn’t seem to approve.

“I’m looking at the operation of the rodeo, Mr. Lodge,” Kalli said before Walker could answer. “We’ve divided the responsibilities. Walker will focus on running the competition aspects.”

She’d be better off calling him Jasper, Walker thought.

“Mister” reinforced her position as an outsider. Walker considered joining the conversation. Then he flicked a look at her. What was that saying about discretion and valor? He opted for discretion, and potato salad.

“That so?” Jasper Lodge aimed his question at Walker, but he couldn’t answer around a mouthful of potato, onions and celery.

“Let me tell you what we have in mind, Jasper,” said Kalli.

Against the red-and-white checks of the cloth Roberta had spread on the table, Kalli’s blue slacks and shirt topped by a tan blazer and a brightly patterned scarf created an image of cool competence that matched her tone of voice.

Used to be a scratch would let loose her emotions from just beneath the surface — the fire, the love, the passions, Walker thought. Had they gone deeper underground or had they been smothered?

Roberta replaced their empty dishes with a platter piled with brownies and wedges of watermelon so succulent they glistened with moisture.

Watermelon. The memory hit him, low and deep in his gut. Sitting on the steps of their old trailer, the open doorway behind them airing out a day’s accumulated heat. What rodeo had taken them to that spot? There’d been too many places too fast; he couldn’t remember. But he remembered late-summer softness, the warmth soon to be a memory with fall clearing its throat. The last watermelon of summer — the only summer she’d carried the name Kalli Riley.

She picked up a wedge of watermelon now, in the bright midday sun. But he could also see a younger Kalli holding a slice of watermelon in the private darkness of night.

He watched her bite into the sweet, unseeded tip.

Smiling at something Roberta said, she glanced at the watermelon before putting it to her mouth a second time.

God, please, let her just bite into the damn thing and be done with it. Don’t let her still have that old habit. Don’t let her…

Her tongue flicked out, as accurate as a sharpshooter, and slid away one black oval seed from where she would bite next, then another. And a third.

Memory stirred his body, brought sweat to his upper lip, under his arms, down his back.

With the greed of youth, they’d each eaten a slice of watermelon that long-ago night, then set about sharing a third. Fascinated, he’d watched her delicate removal of the seeds with her tongue before she bit into the fruit. When his turn came, he’d taken a huge bite and a seed had caught at the corner of his mouth.

The seed, slick and smooth against his skin. The juice a cool veneer on his lips. The chuckle she gave as she stopped his hand from dislodging the seed. The soft, heated rub of her tongue as she slid the seed against his skin with excruciating slowness. The endless, aching moment as they stared at each other. The explosion of need.

They hadn’t even made it all the way into the trailer, barely across the raised threshold onto the thin carpet. They hadn’t gotten all their clothes off. But, Lord, they had needed. They had loved.

It was ten years ago. Ten damn years ago.

The reminder did no good. His body recognized no divorce, no decade apart. It recognized only what it had known, and wanted to know again — Kalli.

As she swallowed a bite of watermelon, her gaze brushed over him, halted and returned. He had an uneasy feeling that despite the curtaining of the tablecloth, she knew his jeans felt bindingly tight. With a slight frown, she glanced at the uneaten fruit before him, then back to his face. He saw the exact moment the memory hit her, and didn’t try to stem his fierce satisfaction at the stunned look in her eyes and the sweep of color in her cheeks.

She looked away, dropped the watermelon rind as if it had burned her and wiped her hands hastily on her napkin.

“Jasper, now that you’re done eating, would you like to come in and see our office setup?”

“Sure would.”

Walker stayed perfectly still, hoping his failure to join them would go unnoticed. Kalli didn’t so much as glance his way. But Lodge turned back.

“You coming, Walker?”

“No. I need to pick up stock for tonight soon as I finish this coffee.”

The older man gave an acknowledging wave.

“Now, where’s this computer I’ve been hearing about, Kalli?” Lodge’s question carried back to Walker. “I’ve been thinking of a better setup to link home to the store. Which reminds me, when’re you coming to the store to let my Esther pick out clothes that’ll make you look less like New York and more like Wyoming?”

With that less than subtle hint, the committee chairman took Kalli’s elbow and started into the office.

Roberta cleared the table, removing Walker’s untouched watermelon without a word. But he felt her piercing look.

“Guess you want to finish your coffee before you pick up stock, huh, Walker?”

“Yeah.”

“In that case, you can fold up the cloth and put it in the back of my car along with the mug when you’re done.”

“Sure, I’ll do that.” He swallowed the tepid liquid.

She picked up a box of lunch paraphernalia, letting loose her parting shot as she walked away. “Tablecloths can come in mighty handy, can’t they, Walker? Hide a multitude of sins. Sins and other conditions.”


CHAPTER THREE


Damn Walker Riley. Damn him, damn him, damn him.

It wasn’t fair to be sitting at a picnic table minding your own business, and be hit by a lightning bolt of memory. Damn Walker Riley.

Their paths hadn’t crossed much these past two days, though Kalli heard “Walker says” a hundred times a day — at the rodeo and at the hospital, where he, too, received permission to visit outside regular hours. Of course he never showed up at the same time she was there.

She’d seen him only twice — when a cowboy stopped to look over the operation and when a curious citizen made a get-acquainted call. Both times Walker had appeared as suddenly as a storm cloud, maneuvered distance between her and the newcomer and introduced her as “Ms. Evans” in a tone that declared “hands off.” Then he’d disappeared just before she would have informed him that the Riley Personal Bodyguard Service was most definitely unwanted.

But she had him now. She’d ordered Gulch to inform Walker that his attendance was required first thing this morning at the meeting she’d called with Gulch, Roberta, Tina, the head of the ticket office and Tom Nathan, who was leaving today to return to the circuit where he produced a series of rodeos. She wouldn’t set Walker straight about his interference, not with an audience, but she would make him sit in the same spot with her for more than two and a half minutes.

From Walker’s expression as he entered the back room of the box office building for the meeting — the last to arrive, naturally — that would constitute punishment.

Barely sparing Walker a glance, she couldn’t help identifying his scent, a mix of morning-cool sunshine, dewed sage, warmed animal and well-worn leather; he’d already put in time in the saddle.

She was staying at the Jeffries ranch just west of town; he hadn’t been there this morning. So where did he ride? It didn’t matter. She didn’t care. He could ride where he wanted. He could sleep where he wanted. If he spent every night in his Spartan camper, it wasn’t any concern of hers; he’d probably done it often enough these past years.

And if he’d found somewhere — or someone — more accommodating, that wasn’t any concern of hers, either. That, too, had surely happened often enough in ten years. Blond barrel racers were not an endangered species, last time she’d heard.

Coat, following at Walker’s heels, split off to greet her with a wildly waving tail and an insistent nose requesting a good petting. She complied.

“Walker, if you’ll take a seat.” She pointed to the only one unoccupied. She’d sat at the head of the table from habit. Then, as the others left the facing chair at the end of the table empty, as if in silent testimony to a connection between her and Walker, she’d contemplated the danger of habits.

“We were about to hear from Tina with the season attendance figures.” Kalli leaned forward, balancing a pencil in a deceptively loose grip. “Go ahead, Tina.”

As Walker dropped into his customary half sprawl in the chair, she gave the head of the ticket office an encouraging nod. In a soft voice Kalli had already learned belied absolute reliability, Tina recited the numbers.

Declining numbers.

“The pattern’s clear,” Kalli said into the silence that followed Tina’s summary.

“It’s natural.” Walker didn’t actually contradict her, but that’s how it felt. “Folks aren’t sure how it’ll go without Jeff running the show. When they see we’re running it just like Jeff, business will pick up.”

“That’ll be too late.” She thumped the pencil eraser on the table. “This rodeo has an eighty-two-performance season. Eighty-two. It’s held eleven. That leaves seventy-one. Even with a solid base, we can’t afford to ride out a lull. There’s not enough time to make up lost ground.”

Walker didn’t answer, didn’t shift position, didn’t look up.

Intent on Walker, she started at Tom Nathan’s voice. “Kalli’s right. If you lose the town’s confidence, you won’t have time this season to get it back. And next season, they’ll be looking for someone they do have confidence in.

“But Baldwin Jeffries—”

Tom cut across Gulch’s protest. “Jeff would be the first to understand. He knows what the rodeo means to this town, and he knows how much of the rodeo’s success relies on giving people what they expect year after year.”

“Or better than they expect,” said Kalli. “That’s what we have to aim for. To make this season so good that the rodeo committee would be fools not to recontract with Jeff.”

She thought — hoped — she saw an answering spark in the eyes of the others around the table. With one exception.

“And the first step is to get ticket sales up,” she added.

“Any ideas?”

She listened to suggestions batted around the table, jotting down additional ticket outlets, ways to promote in surrounding towns and an open house for area residents.

“These ideas are good. And I think you’re right, Roberta, about not waiting for the open house to make contact with the merchants and rodeo committee members. Take a look at the possibility of holding some lunches, then let me know.

“I hope you’ll all keep thinking of ways to raise attendance, and pass them on. Now…” She paused to pull in a breath, looking at the pad, then up and right into Walker’s gaze. “We have one asset we haven’t exploited yet.”

Everyone else around the table stilled. Only Walker moved. He tilted an eyebrow at her.

She met that blue stare directly. “You.”

While the others asked what she meant, she heard Walker’s quiet repetition of one word: “Exploited.” Heard it and refused to back down, despite a rush of heat up her back that might have been confused with guilt. This was necessary for the rodeo — for Jeff.

“I mean the reputation of Walker Riley, national champion bull rider. From a PR standpoint, it’s a natural.”

“You mean, like interviews?” Gulch sounded appalled. “He’s always hated that, Kalli. Remember how—”

His words shut off like a spigot. Out of the corner of her eye, Kalli saw the misery on his weathered face at having brought up the forbidden past. She did know how Walker had hated it. With his pride and sense of privacy, he’d never opened his life or his emotions for anybody.

She licked her dry lips.

“One of the best-known bull riders comes back to where he started, a knight in shining armor rescuing the rodeo for his uncle, the man who gave him his start.”

When Walker’s gaze dropped, she nearly faltered. She made herself go on.

“Reporters worth their salt will jump on it. The coverage should help by itself. Plus we’ll copy the clips and distribute them to the motels. That should catch the tourists’ eyes. And we’ll send clips and video to key tours and travel agents.”

She went on with the possibilities, although one by one the others shifted their attention to Walker, silent and still at the end of the table. He raised his chin an inch. That slammed his gaze into hers.

“You’re rushing, Kalli. Sales’ll pick up. But if you go doing a lot of changing, you’ll make folks nervous. They’re already wondering if it’ll be the same with Jeff not in charge.”

She’d anticipated that answer, acknowledged it had merit. Though over-caution had its own dangers.

“That’s why it’s so important for you to do the publicity. Everyone around here knows Walker Riley, and trusts what you say. You can ease the nervousness, let them know the rodeo will go on as before — or better. You have the name. You have the championship buckle.”

She met his look, the length of the table offering little protection from the burn of blue eyes.

“Hold off on those other moves and I’ll do your interviews with the locals, but not beyond.”

Her interviews. Damn him.

But personal feelings had no place in a business negotiation. She let it go, and compromised. “We also do lunches with the rodeo committee and top businesspeople in town. And we send a news release to the others built around your name and title.”

He stood up slowly. From his spot next to Kalli’s chair, Coat did the same.

“Right. Might as well get some use out of it. It cost enough.”
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When Kalli arrived at the hospital that evening, closer to eleven than ten, to find Jeff sleeping, she tried to persuade Mary to go to the cafeteria. But Mary didn’t want to leave, saying the murmur of familiar voices soothed her husband.

So Kalli updated her on the rodeo. Mary gave her a searching look, but spoke only words of encouragement and praise. Then she told Kalli of the messages of support and love that had poured in from their wide circle of friends.

No sound betrayed him, but Kalli was aware of someone at the door. She was not surprised to turn and face Walker.

“They didn’t tell me Jeff had a visitor. I’ll wait.”

His retreat halted immediately when Mary held out a hand.

“Walker, no. You stay here with Jeff. Kalli was just going to take me to the cafeteria for a late supper, and I’ll feel so much better if you’re here.”

Kalli blinked at Mary’s abrupt shift. After a moment’s hesitation, Walker came in, bending to brush a kiss on Mary’s cheek.

“How is he?”

“Better,” Mary said with a slight smile. “He likes to have you two come by, though he frets about the rodeo.”

Walker nodded in acceptance that Mary knew her husband’s thoughts. As Mary and Kalli left, he lifted the chair Kalli had been using, turned it and straddled it, his attention focused on the man in the bed.

As she walked with Mary to the cafeteria, restlessness seized Kalli — an urgency to do something, to tackle some project, to solve some problem. She thought of the paperwork waiting at the rodeo office with something like longing as she gently bullied Mary into taking more than coffee.

At a corner table, they ate wilting fruit salad and tired sandwiches, with frequent halts while one or the other stared, unseeing, at nothing. Mary finally pecked at enough food that when she sighed deeply and pushed away the tray, Kalli didn’t feel the need to badger her into eating more.

“I wish he’d talk.”

Mary’s unexpected words made Kalli’s fragmented thoughts stumble onto the realization that she’d harbored a wish that Walker would talk to her, really talk to her. How stupid. She and Walker had nothing to say to each other. But Mary’s need to have Jeff talk was very real.

“He will. Give him time. It’s—”

“No.” Mary cut off Kalli. “Time’s against him. If a stroke patient doesn’t talk early, often he never does. The nurses and the doctor hem it around with a lot of ‘ifs’ and ‘sometimes,’ but that’s what it boils down to.”

Kalli was silent. Mary wasn’t bemoaning facts, she was stating them. In the face of such courage, Kalli wouldn’t offer empty words of reassurance.

“His body not doing what he wants, that would be hard for anybody, especially a man like Jeff. He’d get by, though. But not talking … I see the frustration in him and it’s so fierce. Sometimes I worry that he’ll just let go because the frustration’s so bad, that he’ll quit fighting.”

“No! Mary, don’t think that. Jeff would never give up, never. He’s too strong.”

Mary’s eyes examined her. “Even the strong give up sometimes,” she said slowly. “Walker did. You did. Jeff could.”

“He won’t. Jeff won’t give up.” She said it with every ounce of conviction in her, but Mary’s unwavering look demanded more. That was harder.

“Walker … Walker didn’t give up. He might have been down for a while, but he kept going with what he wanted from life. He never gave up the rodeo.” Don’t slow down. Don’t linger on the thought of how he went on without you. “And I … well, there you’re right. I gave up. On the life out here. On the marriage. But the difference is I’m not strong like Jeff and Walker—”

“You are strong. If you’d given yourself time—”

Kalli covered Mary’s hand with hers. “What I’m saying is, Jeff won’t give up. Not ever. You can’t let yourself worry he might.”

Tears welled in Mary’s eyes, but didn’t fall. “I must be getting old to go saying a fool thing like that about the man I’ve known fifty-two years.”

“You just needed someone else to say the words.”

Turning her hand, Mary returned the grip. “You’ve gotten to be very wise, child. You’re right. I’d said the words so much, they didn’t make sense anymore. I needed to hear a new voice. Now, c’mon, let’s get up to the room.”

Fueled by food or renewed hope, Mary walked smartly down quiet corridors. As they neared Jeff’s room, Kalli tried to ease away, planning to leave before Walker performed another disappearing act. But Mary’s firm grip on Kalli’s hand never slackened, and escape would have involved an undignified tug-of-war, which Kalli would probably lose.

Two steps inside the door, they both froze.

Walker stood at the far side of the bed, one hand splayed on the wall above Jeff’s head as he leaned down. With his back to them was a short, white-coated doctor, also leaning over the figure in the bed.

“Oh, my God,” Mary whispered. “Jeff!”

Walker straightened. But his face held none of what Kalli feared.

“It’s all right, Mary. Everything’s all right. Jeff’s talking.”

“Talking?” Mary repeated.

She moved to her husband’s side, the young doctor backing up to give her room.

“Not much volume yet,” said Walker with that half grin, “but the vocabulary’s ’bout the same. First thing he said was ‘Mary.’ I called in the doc. And Jeff got right down to business with ‘rodeo.’ And somethin’ about somebody’s parentage not being quite on the up-and-up.”

The doctor’s discreet throat-clearing managed to convey humor. “I believe Mr. Jeffries was addressing me.”

“I wouldn’t be at all surprised,” Mary said with great fondness as she held Jeff’s hand between both of hers.

“But now Mr. Jeffries needs his rest,” the doctor added in a different tone.

“I’m not going—”

“You may stay awhile, Mrs. Jeffries,” he allowed.

Which, Kalli thought, was rather like someone telling the Mississippi River it could flow. “But everyone else, out.”

In a surprisingly short time, Kalli was walking with Walker across a concrete plain interrupted only by a pair of pickups and three cars. After the hospital’s bright stillness, the parking lot was dark and mysteriously alive with currents of the night.

Walker turned with her as she headed to her car. He didn’t so much as brush her jacket. He tucked his fingers into his jeans pockets, hunching slightly into the wind that tugged at his cotton shirt. Leaving a pool of light, they dipped into darkness.
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