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         Dear Readers,

          

         As I’ve said before, I tend to drag my heels when it comes to finishing a series. This one was no different. I spent several months with these cowboys and their sassy ladies. I got to know them so well that it was difficult to let them go. Then my fantastic editor Leah suggested that we add a few more books to the series, and my heart skipped a few beats. That’s when Tag and Hud Baker showed up with their friends, Maverick and Paxton Callahan—their hats in their hands and asking me to tell their stories, too. So keep your reading glasses right handy and don’t put your cowboy boots in the closet. This is not the last of the Longhorn Canyon series.

         I have a sign in my living room that says There’s always, always, always something to be thankful for. I look at it every day, and today I’m sending bushels of thanks to my editor Leah Hultenschmidt for continuing to support me and make this process of taking a book from an idea to a polished product such a delight. And thank you to my whole team at Forever—y’all are the best! Hugs to my agent, Erin Niumata: We’ve been together twenty years. That’s longer than most Hollywood marriages, folks. Also I have to thank Mr. B, my husband, for his love through my career. Romance isn’t always flowers and candy; sometimes it’s washing dishes, doing laundry, or going to the burger shop for supper so I can write one more chapter.

         I love to hear from my readers, so let me know what you think of Justin and Emily’s story.

          

         Until next time,

         Carolyn Brown

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Emily Baker rarely dressed up for anything. But this was an important occasion, and she wanted to make a good first impression. Judging by the applause from the Fab Five, as the quintet of residents called themselves, she’d succeeded. Of course, they usually only saw her in scrubs, so perhaps the bar hadn’t been set that high.

         “Go get ’em, and don’t take no for an answer,” Otis encouraged.

         “Tell ’em we’ll take up a collection and pay the big bucks.” The two long gray braids that wrapped around Bess’s head were the only thing that distinguished her from her redheaded twin sister, Patsy. Bess waved a lace hanky at her as Emily stepped out into the brisk Texas air.

         “Two bits, four bits, six bits a dollar. All for Emily, stand up and holler.” Patsy did a few snap movements like a cheerleader, and all five of them shouted like they were at a football pep rally.

         Then Sarah, tall and thin with chin-length gray hair, put a key chain with a rabbit’s foot in Emily’s hand. “For good luck.”

         “Okay,” Larry said. “We got to let her go. Let’s go to my place, get out the dominoes to pass the time while we wait for her to come back with the good news.” Every bit as tall as Sarah, he herded the bunch of them away from the door and down the hall.

         When the Fab Five had come up with the idea for a “field trip,” she’d tried to talk them out of it, but ever since they’d read in the newspaper last summer about underprivileged kids going to the Longhorn Canyon ranch, they’d been begging to spend a week there too.

         After a twenty-minute drive, Emily found the ranch with no problem. She parked her red Mustang in front of the house and checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. She fluffed up her long, dark brown hair, and reapplied her bright red lipstick.

         She took a deep breath and wished that she’d figured out a better plan than just flying by the seat of her pants. Trying to figure out what to say first, she wasn’t watching where she was going, and her heel sunk into a gopher hole. She regained her footing just in time to avoid falling face-first, but in doing so, she stepped in a pile of fresh cow manure.

         “Shit!” she muttered.

         Amen, her grandmother’s voice popped into her head.

         And if that wasn’t embarrassing enough, just then a tall cowboy with steel-blue eyes opened the door and stepped out on the porch. Lord, have mercy.

         “Can I help you?” he asked.

         She opened the gate into the yard and said, “I’m Emily Baker. We visited on the phone last evening.” She looked up into blue eyes.

         “My brother, Cade, is the one that you talked to. He forgot that he had another meeting this morning in Wichita Falls. I’m Justin Maguire. Please come right in.” He stood to one side and motioned her inside.

         She couldn’t track cow crap inside the house, so she kicked off her high-heeled shoes, leaving them on the porch. She glanced down at her chipped toenail polish and wished that she’d taken time to redo them. But not even ugly toenails would keep her from her mission—not after that send-off at the center.

         “Should’ve been a little more careful about where I was steppin’,” she said.

         Justin grinned. “That’s part of ranch life, darlin’. Evidently you haven’t lived on one.”

         Oh, honey, you are so wrong about that, she thought.

         As they crossed the foyer and entered a huge living room, she studied him from the corner of her eye. Scruff covered his square jaw, but she could see a very slight cleft in his chin. He walked with the cowboy swagger and confidence that would have women falling all over him. And he’d called her darlin’—did he flirt with everyone?

         “We can talk in here, Emily. Have a seat anywhere. Sorry about the mess.”

         “Thanks. I work at the Oakview Retirement Center in Bowie. Cade and I were going to talk about renting your bunkhouses for a week. Did he let you know if y’all have made a decision?” She spit it all out at once without taking a breath as she sat on the edge of the sofa, legs crossed at the ankle and back straight.

         “He only told me that someone from the retirement center was coming by to visit about something as he was walking out the door fifteen minutes ago, but this is the first I’m hearing about it.” His forearms bulged beneath the rolled-up sleeves of his black, pearl snap shirt, and his hands were huge.

         She had to look at him to talk to him, but when she did she noticed that the top two snaps of his shirt were undone, giving her a peek at light brown chest hair. She couldn’t get her thoughts together looking right at him. She’d expected the Maguire brothers to be her dad’s age. “There are five elderly folks at the center. They have some problems, but basically they’re pretty spry to be in their seventies.” She glanced down at the coffee table, where papers were strewn about. “You’re building a house? Are you an architect? I thought the Maguires were ranchers.”

         “We are, but I’m trying my hand at drawing up the plans for our foreman and his new wife,” he answered.

         Emily leaned forward. “Doesn’t look like it’s going to be very big.”

         “Not here at first, but the design will make it easy to add on later.” He chose a chair close to the coffee table where the plans were laid out. “So tell me more about this idea you’ve got, Miz Barker.”

         “Baker, not Barker,” she corrected him.

         “Sorry about that. I’m better with faces than names. Might not be real good with names, but I never forget a pretty face.” He raked his fingers through light brown hair that had definitely had a cowboy hat settled on it not long ago.

         Don’t flirt with me, cowboy, she thought.

         “I’m the senior activities director at the Oakview Retirement Center and we try to have an outing for our patients a couple of times a year. One elderly gentleman asked that we visit a ranch for a week this spring. He had a big spread up near the Red River when he was younger. I can tell he gets homesick for all this.” She motioned with a flip of her hand.

         “For the smell of fresh cow manure?” Justin chuckled as he glanced down at her feet.

         A slow burn crept from her neck to her face. “And hay and baby calves and all that goes with ranchin’. Like I said, there are five of them who are interested, and they’re all in their seventies. They’ve got some arthritis problems, but none of them need wheelchair facilities. Otis was the rancher and his buddy, Larry, owned a construction business. Then there’s Sarah, Patsy, and Bess, who want to get away for a while. Sarah was a schoolteacher but grew up on a farm. Patsy and Bess are twins who were raised on a ranch back in the 1940s and 1950s.”

         “Will there be medical professional folks to stay with them? And if this could happen, we’d have to have some paperwork showing we weren’t responsible for accidents,” Justin asked.

         “I’ll stay in the ladies’ bunkhouse and will give their meds each day, and I’ll be in direct contact with the on-call nurse at the center. And we’ll be glad to sign a disclosure freeing you from all responsibility,” she answered. “Would it be possible for me to see the bunkhouses?”

         “Sure, but I’ll have to talk to the rest of the family before I can give you an answer. You got a coat? It’s not far from here to the bunkhouses, but that north wind is pretty cold.”

         “Just this jacket.” She looked down at the lightweight sweater that matched her dress.

         “You can borrow one of ours. Be right back.” He whistled as he left the room.

         Most of the time she was comfortable in her size-eighteen skin, but suddenly she was self-conscious. It would be so embarrassing if he brought back a jacket that wouldn’t even close over her more-than-ample breasts. But one look at the canvas work coat he held out to her when he returned had her wondering if there was a giant on the ranch.

         “Excuse the stains. The coat belongs to my brother, Cade, but he won’t mind you using it,” Justin said.

         She slipped her arms into it. The smells of ranch life lingered and made her a little homesick, but she brushed the feeling aside and headed for the door.

         “Thought you might need these.” He handed her a box of tissues. “Or if you’ve got some boots or other shoes in your car…” He paused.

         “I have work shoes out there, and I’ll change into them,” she said, quickly.

         “Great. Can I get them for you?” he asked.

         “I’ll take care of it.” She slipped her feet back into the shoes waiting on the porch. Thank goodness she’d left her oldest pair of Nikes in the trunk. She sure made a picture wearing a cute little dress, a work jacket, and her sneakers, but how she looked didn’t matter—what mattered was convincing the flirty cowboy to rent the bunkhouses. She couldn’t bear to go back to the center and tell the Fab Five that she’d failed.

         He met her at the bottom of the porch steps and walked beside her to a bunkhouse and swung the door open. Years ago both bunkhouses were filled with hired hands, but these days most of the help on the ranch lived in town and commuted to work. Even though it was used only once a year now—when the ranch opened up to a few inner city, underprivileged kids—it was well kept and warm inside. And absolutely perfect for her ladies.

         “Four small bedrooms.” He pointed across the living/kitchen area and then swung his hand around to the other side. “And one big one for the supervisor. Look around if you want.”

         “It’s perfect.” The small rooms had individual vanities with sinks.

         “Take a peek in the bathroom of this one.” He led the way through the bigger bedroom.

         “Oh. My. Gosh!” She clamped a hand over her mouth when she saw the enormous tub. Had it been built for Cade? He’d need something that big if he filled out the coat she wore.

         “Back when the bunkhouses were built, we had this six-and-a-half-foot, big burly foreman. I shouldn’t say we, it was long before my time. All he asked for was a tub big enough to soak his tired bones in at night, so my grandparents had this special made for him,” Justin explained. “Before we go on to the boys’ bunkhouse, let me ask a few questions.”

         She couldn’t take her eyes from that tub. “Sure. Ask anything.”

         “What kind of activities will the ranch need to provide for these senior citizens?”

         “I don’t think you’ll be expected to entertain them. They just want to be on a ranch, maybe be allowed to take walks and feel the freedom of being in the country.” She brushed past him on the way back to the living room. “Does the boys’ place look like this?”

         “Exactly, only it doesn’t have the big bathtub. Just a nice-size walk-in shower,” he answered.

         “I won’t actually need to see it then, but a walk-in shower is great. Larry has a bad hip, and Otis has a bum knee, so that’ll make things easier for them. Do you have a price in mind for the week?”

         Justin shook his head. “Can’t even begin to think about that until I talk to the family. There’s all kinds of things we’ll have to consider.”

         “I understand. When do you think you might have an answer?” she pressured.

         “What week did you want to book the bunkhouses?” He led the way outside. “And you did say that you would personally oversee most of their stay here, right?”

         “Next Monday would be great. Then they’d be back at the center for the Valentine’s Day celebration. But if that’s too soon, then maybe the week after Valentine’s?”

         “I’ll talk to the family about both times and let you know,” Justin said. “So you’ve been working at Oakview for five years.”

         “Yes, as the activities director. I plan things to keep the residents busy. We do Bingo Mondays. Craft Tuesdays. That kind of thing. And then there are outings, but this is a big thing. I’ve never had a week-long trip with any of them. It’s mainly just day things like a trip to the Dallas Zoo or maybe to the mall over in Wichita Falls around Christmastime. We did go down to McKinney for their light festival last year,” she answered. “And I’m talking too much. I just get so excited about my job. Helping the elderly is so rewarding.”

         When they reached the car she pulled a card from the pocket of her dress and handed it to him. “Thank you, Mr. Maguire. I’ll be lookin’ forward to hearing from you. Here’s my card. I’ve written my cell phone number on the back.”

         “I’ll definitely let you know by morning and possibly tonight.” Justin tucked the card into his pocket.

         Growing up, Emily had never been a petite little slip of a girl. She topped out at five feet eight inches, and with the high heels that she loved but seldom got a chance to wear except for church on Sunday, she was up close to six feet tall. She glanced over at Justin and wondered if he flirted with all women.

         Like a gentleman, he walked her to the car and opened the door for her. Tipped his hat and then turned to go back inside the house. She started up the engine and turned on the heat, then realized she was still wearing Cade’s coat. Leaving the car running, she jogged back to the fence surrounding the house and bunkhouses, opened the gate, and dashed up onto the porch. She rang the bell and waited.

         She held the coat out to Justin when he opened the door. “I forgot to give this back. Thanks for letting me borrow it.”

         “Darlin’, you can wear my brother’s coat anytime you want to visit the ranch.” He winked.

         Thank God he’d already gone back inside, because as she was walking from the porch to the car, she stepped in that same cow patty—again.

         “Well, dammit!” she swore under her breath. “Nobody rattles me like that.”

         She stopped at the back of her car and got out a reusable grocery bag. She sat down in the driver’s seat, put her shoes inside it, tied the top shut and tossed it to the back, and hustled her bare feet inside the car.

         She always talked to herself when she was agitated. Slapping the steering wheel, she was determined that she wouldn’t say another word, but it didn’t work.

         “I’m an independent woman. I paved my own way. I proved that when I left my folks’ ranch and made my own choice about life.”

         Her phone rang. She picked it up from the passenger seat and put it on speaker. It was crazy to think that it could be Justin calling to say that he’d made a quick phone call and everything was set on go, but she crossed her fingers anyway.

         “Hello.”

         “Hey, sis, I know you’re at work.” Her brother’s voice sounded agitated. “Are you in the car? I hear road noise.”

         “Yes, I am, Taggart.” She went on to tell him why.

         “You must be aggravated. You never call me by my full name unless you are,” Tag said.

         “I wanted this resolved right now,” she said.

         “Join the club.” Tag sighed.

         “What’s goin’ on?” she asked.

         “Matthew is driving me crazy. Hud and I think we should invest in the property up for sale right next to our ranch, but he won’t even hear us out. We even offered to manage it on our own. Our big brother wouldn’t have to do anything more than he does now. But oh, no, he says the ranch can’t spend the money,” Tag said.

         “Buy it on your own,” she said.

         “We could, but then we wouldn’t have operating capital,” he said. “When you come home next month for the reunion, will you talk to him?”

         Dammit! One of the many reasons she’d left West Texas was because she didn’t like being the only sister, who had to settle arguments among her three brothers. Matthew, the oldest, had always been the bossy one, and the twins, just a year younger than Emily, were always in some kind of trouble with him.

         “I’ll see what I can do,” she agreed. After all, she’d only be there for a weekend. Maybe she’d even enlist her parents’ help in settling the argument. They’d have a much better insight into whether the twins would be ready to take on that responsibility.

         “Thanks, sis. So you’re going to spend a whole week on a ranch? That doesn’t sound like you.” Tag chuckled.

         “Hey, I like ranchin’,” she said. “I just don’t like all the paperwork, and as the girl in the family, that was about to fall right in my lap. I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that the rest of my life. I’m pulling into work right now so I’ve got to go.”

         “Will you talk to Matthew about buying the property while you’re here?” Tag asked.

         “I promise,” she said.

         “Lookin’ forward to seein’ you,” Tag said.

         “Me too. Bye now.”

         She hurried across the parking lot in her bare feet, leaving both pairs of soiled shoes in the back seat of her car. The Fab Five were waiting in the lounge for her.

         “So?” Sarah asked. “Did he say yes and knock your shoes plumb off your feet? I heard that both of them Maguire boys look like sex on a stick, but the older one is married. So which one did you talk to?”

         Otis sniffed the air. “Hell, no, he didn’t. She stepped in cow crap. I’d recognize that smell anywhere. Was it going in or coming out?”

         “Both,” she admitted.

         “Well, darlin’, when you live on a ranch, you learn to watch where you’re puttin’ your feet. I remember when we graduated from high school our principal told us that we could wear our cowboy boots to the ceremony but he’d better not get a whiff of bull shit or he’d send us home.” Otis’s round baby face beamed every time he got to tell a story about his past.

         Patsy poked him on the arm. “Enough reminiscing. What did they say? Do we start packing?”

         “He has to talk to his family about it first,” Emily answered.

         Sarah clapped her hands. “That’s not a no, so we’ve got hope.”

         Patsy hugged Emily. “We’re goin’ to break out of this joint for a whole week. There’s no way he could refuse someone as beautiful as you.”

         “Break out,” Bess said. “Like you did when we were kids and you got thrown in jail for tryin’ to sneak in the window at daylight?”

         “It was your fault. If you hadn’t gone and called the police before I got inside, I wouldn’t have got caught,” Patsy argued.

         “Did you flirt with him a little?” Larry asked. “We should have told you to do that.”

         “I did not!” Emily exclaimed. “I just stopped back to tell y’all because I knew you’d be anxious. Hopefully, he’ll call tomorrow and let us know for sure. I’m going to gather up my stuff and go home.”

         “Fair enough,” Sarah said. “Let’s go pray.”

         Emily stopped in her tracks and turned around to look at them. “Pray?”

         “Yep, if all else fails then give it to God.” Sarah grinned.

         “Pray, nothing.” Otis moved over closer to Emily and inhaled deeply. “That smell of fresh cow patties is better than any women’s perfume in the world. If he says no, I’m going to offer to double whatever he wants to rent them cabins to us.”

         “You’d think they were in prison.” Nikki pushed a medicine cart around the corner and met Emily coming down the hall. “Where are your shoes?”

         “Smelling up my car. They’re probably ruined. I stepped in a pile of cow manure.”

         Her best friend for the past five years was stifling a giggle. “Before or after you talked to the Maguires.”

         “Technically, both.”

         “What?” Nikki’s giggle turned into a full-fledged laugh.

         “It’s not funny. I saved up for weeks to buy these shoes. And it was so humiliating. Here, Justin Maguire is waiting to invite me in and I have to kick off my smelly shoes at the door.”

         “Oooh, I hear Justin is pretty cute. What happened after that?”

         “I managed to step in the same cow pile on my way back to the car, but I was wearing my old work shoes. I can wash them,” Emily answered.

         “You really went inside in your bare feet? Did you get cow crap on your pantyhose, too?”

         Emily walked along beside her. “Yup. I didn’t wear hose today. I was there to get him to let the Fab Five stay on the ranch, not impress him. Besides, what choice did I have?”

         “Bullshit! You would’ve worn your scrubs and work shoes if you didn’t care about impressing him.”

         “I was trying to be professional.” Emily headed toward the break room to change into scrubs.

         “Whoa! Hold the horses!” Nikki laughed. “I’m your best friend. You’re all flushed. If just meeting him does that to you, how are you going to be when you are around him for a whole week if he does say yes?”

         “Very careful,” Emily threw over her shoulder.

         
              

         

         Justin heard the kitchen door squeak, but he didn’t look up until Levi entered the living room. Levi was like a second brother to him. His adoptive mother, Mavis, had been the ranch cook for years. And his father, Skip, was the ranch foreman before Levi took over the job.

         Levi leaned over Justin’s shoulder and pointed.

         “Claire wants a bigger closet and a bathroom big enough to put in a garden tub,” he said.

         “Yes, I do.” Claire looked down over Justin’s other shoulder. A short blonde with a big heart and a sassy attitude, she’d stolen Levi’s heart last November when she got stranded on the ranch during a winter storm.

         “I thought that if we extend this wall out six feet”—she pointed to an outside wall—“that should do it, and the rest of the room could be given to the kitchen for a bigger pantry. Is it doable?”

         “I don’t know. That will sure enough cause structural problems.” Justin slid a sly wink at Levi. “This started out as a little house and it just keeps growing and growing.”

         “Don’t tease me, Justin Maguire!” Claire shook her finger at him. “This is doable.”

         “Of course it is.” Justin grabbed her finger. “But remember, once the foundation is laid, you can’t keep changing your mind.”

         Her other small hand closed over his. “But you said we could knock out the closet at the end of the hall and add on later when we have a dozen kids.”

         Justin chuckled. “Levi, I see why you married this woman. Those big blue eyes are irresistible.”

         “Don’t I know it.” Levi slipped an arm around her waist and kissed her on the forehead.

         “Hey, we got news!” Retta yelled from the front door.

         Cade’s arm was draped around Retta. “We had the ultrasound done and…” He smiled.

         “There’s going to be a little girl on the ranch at the first of summer,” Retta said.

         “Mama is going to be over the moon.” Justin beamed.

         Claire moved away from the plans and tiptoed to hug Retta. “Congratulations! Have you started thinking of names yet?”

         “I want to know when we’re buying her a pony,” Levi said.

         “Longhorn Canyon hasn’t had baby girls in years,” Justin said. “I’d buy her a pony for her first birthday, but I bet her daddy brings one home when she’s born.”

         “I’m already thinking about the quilt I’ll make her,” Claire chimed in. “Maybe something in gingham with an eyelet lace border.”

         “That sounds adorable,” Retta said as she eased down into one of the recliners.

         “We had a visitor while you were gone,” Justin announced.

         “Who? Oh, that woman from the retirement center, right?” Cade sat down on the arm of Retta’s chair.

         Justin shifted his focus from the drawings to Cade. “That’s right. Emily something from that Oakview Retirement Center in Bowie for elderly folks.”

         “You plannin’ on checkin’ into a nursing home?” Retta teased.

         “Would you please finish our house plans before you check into the retirement place?” Levi said in mock seriousness.

         Justin set his jaw. If they were teasing him this much just because a woman came to the ranch, the week she was there they’d really act up. “Y’all don’t deserve to know what she wanted.”

         Cade laid a hand on his shoulder. “Oh, come on, brother.”

         Justin went on to tell them, ending with, “I told her I’d have to talk to the family before I gave her an answer.”

         “Why would these elderly folks want to visit a ranch?” Levi asked.

         “Some of them are former ranchers or farmers and they miss the life. I thought we could hire Mavis to come out and help with the cookin’, but if y’all don’t think this is a good idea, then…” Part of Justin wanted them to nix the whole thing right then. The other part wanted them to vote unanimously to say yes. The downside was that Levi and Cade were so happily married that they’d immediately start playing matchmaker.

         Justin could sidestep all of that for a week. At almost thirty, he still had a few years left in him to sow lots of wild oats. He liked hitting the Rusty Spur bar on weekends and bringing a different woman home with him. If a woman even mentioned anything longer than a one-night stand, he jerked on his boots and got the hell out of Dodge.

         Besides, as soon as he finished the plans for Claire and Levi’s place, he intended to draw up a set for his own house. There was plenty of room in the ranch house, but a new baby would sure enough cramp his love life. Nothing would send one of his weekend women running quicker than a baby’s cries through the whole house. Not that he didn’t love kids—he couldn’t wait to be an uncle. But Cade and Retta needed the space to be parents, and it was time for him to move out.

         The cabin! He thumped a palm against his head when he thought of the little house on the back side of the ranch. Why didn’t I think of that before? It’s plenty big enough for a bachelor, especially since it’s so private. It wasn’t a five-star hotel, but it was livable. Claire and Levi had stayed in it for a day or two during that bad snowstorm a few months ago. And sometimes friends of the family used it for a hunting cabin. It would be perfect for him until he could get his house built.

         “Are you listenin’ to a word I’ve said?” Retta raised her voice.

         “I’m sorry. I was thinking about house plans,” Justin answered.

         “Cade thought we could ask Mavis to help out that week, but I can manage breakfast and lunch for six extra people.” She glanced over at Claire. “Could you help out with supper after you close up shop too?”

         “No problem. I can even make the dessert for each evening and bring it with me,” Claire said.

         Justin looked at his brother and Levi. “So what do you two think?”

         “I want to know what Emily looks like,” Levi said.

         “Tall as Retta.” Justin frowned, trying to think of details to give them. “Remember Gretchen, the bartender at the Rusty Spur until last year. Well, give her brown hair, blue eyes, a curvy body, and take away about thirty years.”

         “Pretty, then?” Cade asked.

         “Yep.” Justin nodded.

         “Lookin’ back over the last year, you got to be one crazy cowboy to invite a woman here, even for a week,” Cade said.

         “Just because you fell in love with Retta and Levi did with Claire when they came to the ranch don’t mean—”

         Levi butted in before he could finish. “Be real careful. Fate has a way of kickin’ a cowboy in the seat of the pants when they say never.”

         “All teasing aside,” Cade said. “I’m for it. But we won’t charge them for anything,” Cade said. “We don’t make the kids pay, so I wouldn’t feel right making the elderly pay. I just don’t want them to be disappointed in their little trip.”

         “Why would they be?” Levi asked.

         “This is a busy season with calving going on, so we won’t have much time to entertain them,” Cade answered.

         “Emily says that they won’t need to be entertained. I imagine that they’ll eat, sleep, maybe walk out to the barn to see the animals, and then come back for another nap.” Justin laughed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Excitement filled the Oakview van that Monday morning as the Fab Five found seats behind Emily, who was serving as the driver. Derek, the orderly who often assisted Emily, had loaded their luggage, and Emily had given him a few final pointers for the next week’s activities. So now the trip was a reality, and Emily was the only one who had reservations about spending a whole week on a ranch.

         “Wagons, ho!” Otis shouted from the middle of the van.

         “Wagons, my royal butt,” Patsy said. “We’re on tour and this is our tour bus. We’re off to do shows.”

         “And what are you going to do?” Bess poked her sister in the arm. “You never could carry a tune, so it can’t be anything musical.”

         “Oh, but, honey, I can dance, and I’ve been practicing my striptease dance. I bet Larry can figure out a way to fix me a pole so I can do my best work,” Patsy shot back.

         Larry’s grin deepened the wrinkles. “I’ll get my dollar bills ready to stuff inside your under britches, darlin’.”

         “Everyone buckled up?” Emily called out as she started the engine.

         “Yep!” they all said in unison.

         Emily put the van in reverse, popped the clutch, and spun out, leaving a skid mark on the concrete parking lot. “Then get ready for a ride. If you see flashing red lights, yell at me and I’ll go faster.”

         “This ain’t a tour van, it’s a race car. When we get to the ranch, we should do some street racin’ in the pasture,” Sarah yelled from the back. “I love to drive fast.”

         “You love anything fast. Did you take your heart pills this mornin’?” Patsy said.

         “Did you?” Sarah shot back. “I just have to take one to keep my ticker goin’. You have to take three, so don’t be fussin’ at me.”

         “Both of you hush and enjoy the fast ride,” Bess demanded.

         “You got it, darlin’.” Sarah’s blue eyes glittered. “I’m like fast food. Hot, cheap, and ready in a minute.”

         “That’s like Patsy in college,” Bess said.

         “Oh, the sweet memories.” Patsy sighed.

         “Turn on the radio,” Larry called out. “When I was workin’ in construction, I’d play it even louder than the teenagers did. Only they liked rock music and I like country.”

         “That’s probably why you have to wear hearin’ aids,” Sarah told him.

         “Worth every minute of it.” Larry chuckled.

         “I wish we could roll down the windows and pretend we’re in a convertible,” Patsy said.

         Emily intended to give them the best time she could. She found a country music station and turned up the volume. Then she opened the window next to her, so some of the brisk morning air could flow into the van. Maybe when it blew Sarah’s gray hair around in her face, it would make her happy.

         The DJ on the radio said, “And now it’s time for our five-in-a-row contest. After I play the songs, the fifth caller who has the song and the artists of all five will win two tickets to see Blake Shelton at the Win Star Casino next month.”

         “Remember When” started to play.

         The whole bunch of them yelled out the name of the song plus, “Alan Jackson.”

         “If one of you win, who are you takin’ with you to the concert?” Emily asked.

         “Ah, honey, we won’t win because we ain’t goin’ to call in. If we all can’t go, then ain’t none of us interested,” Otis said.

         “Besides if we want to go see a concert, then we’ll play a game of poker and the one with the most money at the end will have to pay for all five tickets,” Patsy said.

         That song ended and “Marry Me” by Thomas Rhett started. They yelled out the artist and title before the first words were sung.

         “I know this one by heart. Y’all sing with me,” Larry said.

         They sang off-key and out of tune at the top of their lungs, not only with that one but also with every song that was played. By the time the five songs ended they were in Sunset, and a few minutes later she turned down the lane onto the ranch.

         Otis unbuckled his seat belt and made his way to the seat right behind Emily. He stuck his face as close to the open window as possible and inhaled deeply. “I’m going home, darlin’. For a whole week, I’m going to be on a ranch. Thank you so much for gettin’ this all arranged for us.”

         “Are we there yet?” Patsy hollered.

         “Three minutes and I’ll be parked in front of the bunkhouses,” Emily yelled over the top of Conway Twitty singing “Lay Me Down.”

         “If I was thirty years younger, I’d get one of the cowboys on this ranch to lay me down.” Patsy giggled.

         “Honey, you’d still be old if you was forty years younger,” Bess told her.

         “What about you, Emily? Would you let a ranchin’ cowboy whisper pretty love words to you like Conway is sayin’?” Patsy asked.

         “Never,” Emily answered as she brought the van to a stop in front of the bunkhouse with GIRLS written on a swinging sign between two porch posts. Strange that she hadn’t noticed that before. “We’ll unload the ladies here and then move on down to get the boys’ stuff out of the vehicle.”

         When Justin had called to tell her that the family had decided to let her residents have the bunkhouses for the week, she’d asked several questions. Bedding and towels were provided. There would be an assortment of snacks and drinks ready for the guests, but their meals would be shared with the family in the big ranch house. And it had been decided that there would be no charge, which was very generous of the Maguires.

         Justin had said that he’d leave the bunkhouses open, so she wasn’t expecting him to be there when they arrived. Yet there he was, leaning on the porch post like a cowboy in a whiskey commercial—dark cowboy hat settled just right on his head, tight jeans hugging his butt and thighs, and work boots that showed enough wear to prove he was a real cowboy and not one of those Saturday night wannabes. He swaggered from the porch to the van, opened the door, and poked his head inside.

         “Welcome to the Longhorn Canyon ranch. I’m Justin Maguire and you’ll meet the rest of the family at dinner. That’s the noon meal here on the ranch. Supper is in the evening.” He smiled. “We hope y’all have a good time while you are here and enjoy the week.”

         Suddenly Emily’s jacket was too warm. She wished she had one of those church fans with a funeral home advertisement on one side and a picture of Jesus on the other. But right then she couldn’t even get a cool breeze to flow through the open window.

         “Proud to meet you, son,” Otis said. “I’m an old rancher who is right happy to get to feel like he’s going home for a week. And if you need an extra set of hands for anything, you just say the word, and I’ll be more’n happy to help out. I got a bum knee but that don’t mean I can’t throw hay out to the cattle.”

         “Thank you,” Justin said. “I might just do that.”

         Emily brushed against his side when she stood up and that heated up the van even more. “Let me introduce the rest of the Fab Five.” She pointed at each one as she called out their names. “Patsy, Bess, Sarah, and Larry.”

         Each of them held up a hand or waved at him.

         “Whew! Darlin’ are you married?” Patsy smiled as she slid out of her seat with Bess right behind her.

         Bess winked at him. “Strong as you are, I bet you can help us get our luggage inside.”

         “Yes, ma’am, Bess, I sure will give you lovely ladies a hand. And no, Miz Patsy, I’m not married.” He chuckled.

         “Can you two-step?” Sarah followed behind the other two ladies.

         “Been known to give it a try a few times,” Justin said.

         “We’ll see how good you are some evenin’. Me and Larry is the best at the center. You can dance with Emily and we’ll see if you’re as good as us,” Sarah said.

         “A ranch party! I love parties,” Otis said. “Justin can bring the tequila.”

         “Wine,” Sarah said.

         “Jack Daniel’s,” Larry declared. “But first we better get ourselves settled in, hadn’t we?”

         “Nonalcoholic punch. Alcohol does not mix with your meds, and you know it,” Emily said. “And yes, you need to get settled in.”

         Justin helped each of the ladies out of the van and they all flirted with him as if they were in their twenties.

         Otis reached out toward Justin. “I’ll take a little of that help. This old knee don’t like steps after it’s set a spell.”

         Justin gave him a hand and then turned to grab Larry’s arm as he maneuvered the steps down to the ground.

         Emily had helped every one of them onto the bus, but it was nice to have a big, strapping cowboy make them feel so much at home.

         “Next.” He smiled up at her.

         “I’m able to climb stairs all on my own,” she said.

         “I’m sure you are, darlin’, but it’s not often a rough old cowboy like me gets to help a lovely lady down the steps.” His grin grew bigger with every word.

         After all that, she couldn’t very well refuse him. She eased out of the driver’s seat and put her hand in his.

         “There shouldn’t be any fresh cow piles inside the fence,” he said.

         When she reached the ground, she let go of his hand. “I hope not, but then again if you turned a few calves loose in this area, you wouldn’t have to mow.”

         “A little on the sassy side, aren’t you?”

         “My family says so,” she answered.

         “I bet they do,” he said and then turned his attention to the new guests. “If y’all will follow me, I’ll show you the bunkhouse.”

         “Oh. My. Goodness!” Sarah squealed when she stepped inside. “This is better than a fancy hotel.”

         “Is the boys’ place like this?” Otis asked.

         “Exactly, except the girls have a big bathtub. We had a really big foreman when the bunkhouse was built and all he asked for was a tub that he could stretch out in. You boys have two bathrooms with walk-in showers. I’ll bring in your things and you can show me where to put it all.” Justin waved a hand to include all five of the rooms. “You ladies pick out which bedroom you want.”

         “We want the one with the big tub,” Patsy and Bess said at the same time.

         “That’s usually the counselor’s room,” Justin said.

         “They can have it. They’re used to sharing a room,” Emily said.

         Patsy peeked into the room. “One bed. I can’t sleep with Bess. She kicks and talks in her sleep.”

         “We could take the big bed out and put in two of the twins from the other rooms,” Justin said.

         “That’s so sweet,” Patsy all but purred.

         “Thank you. While you get the baggage in, I’ll strip down the beds and get them ready to change out.”

         “That would be great,” Justin said.

         “You go help him get our stuff,” Patsy said. “We know how to strip down beds. Between the three of us, we’ll have it all done before y’all get our things in the house.”

         Larry poked Otis on the arm. “Let’s go on down to the boys’ bunkhouse and choose our rooms. I ain’t sleepin’ in the same room with you. You snore like a hungry old grizzly bear.”

         “Fine by me,” Otis said. “Justin said we got us five rooms over there. I want the one across the house from you. You can outdo me when it comes to snorin’ any day of the week.”

         
              

         

         Justin followed Emily out to the van and caught bits and pieces of the argument as Otis and Larry crossed the lawn separating the two cabins.

         “What’s the dog’s name? Looks like he’s got some Catahoula in him,” Emily said.

         “His name is Beau and you must know your dogs. He’s a Catahoula and bluetick hound mix. Looks like he’s about to make friends with the guys,” Justin answered.

         Otis and Larry eased down on the porch steps of the boys’ bunkhouse and had already begun to pet the dog when Justin looked that way again.

         Emily shifted some of the luggage around, explaining, “The black ones belong to the guys. All these bright colors are the ladies’. I’ll take in theirs and you can have the guys.” She picked up two heavy bags and started across the lawn.

         Justin had hired hands who weren’t that strong. He stacked up several pieces of luggage and hefted them up on his shoulder. “Got a cat named Gussie that’ll probably come around soon as she realizes we have guests,” he called out as he headed down to the boys’ place.

         “Sarah will be over the moon,” Emily yelled back. “She had a cat and waited until it died before she would leave her home. And Larry talks about his pets too. So the cat and dog might get spoiled while we’re here.” Emily set her load inside and went back for more.

         Justin set his suitcases on the guys’ porch and hurried back to the van. “I’ll help with those. Gussie loves people. We don’t care if she stays in the bunkhouses—as long as the guests are okay with it—so the folks can spend as much time with her as they want.” He took in the last three bags and set them on the living room floor.

         Sarah pointed toward the three bright pink bags. “Those are mine and I’m stayin’ in that room.”

         Justin tucked the smaller one under his arm and carried the other two into the room Sarah showed him. “There you go, ma’am.”

         Sarah patted him on the arm and slid one eyelid shut in a wink. “Thank you, darlin’. I could have got those, but there’s somethin’ about watchin’ a strong cowboy haulin’ something, whether it’s suitcases or bags of feed—well, it does an old gal good.”

         “Thank you, I think.” These folks were feistier than he’d expected them to be.

         Sarah was almost as tall as Emily, but she was thin as a rail. She could probably use some rocks in the pockets of her baggy jeans to hold her on the ground in a north Texas wind.

         “Let’s get these beds changed around before we take Patsy’s and Bess’s stuff to their room,” Emily said.

         Justin hoisted the mattress off the bed in one motion and carried it to the living area. He stacked it against the wall and went back for the box springs.

         “I’ll help with that.” Emily beat him to the room and was already wrestling with the big item.

         “Stand it on the side and grab hold of the end,” he told her.

         They moved it to the living room and then worked together to relocate a couple of twin beds from the other bedrooms. “They don’t look like twins,” he whispered.

         “It’s the hair. Think of them with no hair and they really are alike,” Emily said out of the side of her mouth.

         He squinted, and sure enough, Emily was right. Bess had wound two thick braids of gray hair around her head like a crown. And Patsy’s hair was dyed red and kinked up all over her head, reminding him of steel wool pads used for scrubbing. Both women were short and stocky and had the lightest blue eyes Justin had ever seen, and if it wasn’t for their hair, they would look identical.

         “Where were you when I was thirty?” Patsy teased.

         “Good God, sister,” Bess scolded. “He wasn’t even born when you were thirty. You’re old enough to be his grandmother.”

         Patsy waggled her finger at Bess. “But I’m not too old to wish I was young again, so don’t fuss at me.”

         Once the beds were changed out, the sisters took charge, putting sheets on them and then unpacking their things.

         “And now, we should go check on the guys, right?” Justin asked.

         “Right,” Emily agreed.

         She was downright cute in jeans that hugged all those curves and with her dark brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. She looked more comfortable and more at ease too than when she’d been dressed up on her first visit.

         “That’s a lively bunch of ladies back there,” he said as they made their way to the next building.

         “That could be the understatement of the century,” Emily said.

         “You sure get along with them good. Is there anything else in the van we need to take?” he asked.

         “The Fab Five are my favorites at the center. Actually, they’re more like family than residents, and we’ve got everything taken in now. Should I move the van or is it okay to leave it there?”

         “It’s fine right where it is,” he answered. “Did you give them that Fab Five name?”

         “Not me.” She shook her head. “They were already known as that when I came to work there five years ago. When I asked if my predecessor had tagged them with it, Otis said that they’d come up with it on their own. They’re best friends and are always in and out of each other’s places.”

         He set the luggage on the porch and opened the door for her. “I hope they don’t get too bored out here in the country.”

         “Those five?” Emily laughed. “Bored is not in their vocabulary. They’re always into something.”

         “Hey, did you get the old hens situated?” Otis looked up from the table where he and Larry had a card game already going.

         “We did,” Emily said. “Y’all got rooms picked out?”

         “Yep, and we hauled the suitcases in from the porch so we get to rest a few minutes,” Larry said. “I hope it’s all right that we let the dog in. He’s curled up beside my bed. I think he’s going to like me the best.”

         “It’s fine. His name is Beau,” Justin said.

         “I heard you tellin’ Emily that, and it’s a fine name. But he likes me better than Larry. He’s just sleepin’ in there by Larry’s bed for now. Tonight, he’s going to spend the night in my room. I understand ranchin’ dogs more than Larry does.”

         Otis and Larry were complete opposites, and reminded Justin of that old cartoon strip “Mutt and Jeff.” One was tall and lanky. The other so stocky that a class five tornado couldn’t budge him.

         Larry raised a bushy gray eyebrow. “Beau. Strange name for a dog.”

         “Named after a Texas Longhorn football player,” Justin said.

         “Well, then, I’d say it’s a fine name to give the feller. I’m glad he gets to come inside with us. I missed my ranchin’ dogs when I had to give up the place,” Otis said.

         “I had a dog too. He was a bluetick hound, named George after George Jones,” Larry said. “And my cat was named Dolly after Miz Parton. Are we on our own until time to eat? Me and Otis want to go out to the barn soon as we finish this card game. We need a nice long walk.”

         “I’ll drive you out there,” Emily said.

         “No, we really want to walk,” Larry told her. “Don’t worry. We’ll take it slow and watch for gopher holes. I ain’t wantin’ no hip surgery at my age, and Otis’s knee ain’t goin’ to let him go too fast.”

         “Promise?” Emily asked and went on before they could answer. “Are your cell phones charged in case you need to call me?”

         “Yes, mama,” Otis teased.

         “You better be careful,” Larry said. “She’s liable to treat you like a son if you call her mama.”

         Emily raised both eyebrows. “You might do well to listen to him.”

         “Okay, okay, get your coat back on, old man. I saw the barn when we was going from the henhouse to this one.” Otis shifted his gaze over to Justin. “What’s for dinner?”

         “Retta’s got a pot roast in the oven. And I think I saw a couple of pecan pies on the cabinet,” Justin answered.

         “In that case, I’ll be sure I’m washed up and have my hair all combed pretty by noon. And I’ll see to it that Larry has his half a dozen hairs in place,” Otis teased. “Man, this is wonderful. Thank you for letting us come to your ranch, Mr. Maguire.”

         Justin shook his head. “I’m just plain old Justin. Mr. Maguire is my dad. You’ll meet him and my mama at dinner today. They don’t live here permanently, but they’ve come for a long visit.”

         “That’ll be real nice,” Larry said and then turned to Otis. “Think we ought to stop by and see if them women want to go with us?”

         “Hell, no! They’re still busy lining up all their makeup shit and perfumes on their dressers.” Otis laughed. “Let’s take Beau with us instead.”

         “And then we’ll brag about it at dinner.” Larry whistled, and Beau came out of the bedroom, tail wagging and ready to go.

         “Sarah’s goin’ to be mad that we got a dog and she didn’t.” Otis chuckled as the two of them donned their coats and left, with Justin and Emily right behind them.

         They stopped on the porch and Emily watched the guys for a few minutes. “I’d feel horrible if one of them fell.”

         “You can’t put them in a cage,” Justin said.

         “I guess not.” She sighed.

         Justin was used to barhopping on the weekends, doing some two-steppin’, some beer drinking, and getting lucky most of the time. He hadn’t met many women that he couldn’t charm right into bed with him and talk them into making breakfast for him the next morning. But suddenly, he didn’t have anything to say and the silence was more than a little awkward.

         What was the matter with him? He was never without words when it came to talking to a woman.

         “So what now?” he finally asked.

         “Well, the ladies are unpacking and getting all dolled up for dinner. You know where the guys are. I’m not needed here right now. Think whoever is in the kitchen could use some help?” she asked.

         “That would be Retta, my sister-in-law, and my mother, Gloria. They’ve probably got things under control, but I’d like for you to meet them.”

         “I’d like that.”

         They stepped off the porch at the same time. “So how are the house plans coming along?”

         Justin didn’t even have to shorten his stride so that she could keep up with him. “Just about done. The contractor is coming the first of next week, so we need to have everything decided for sure by then.”

         He found himself wondering how it would be to hold her hand. As if his brain sent the message to his hand, his fingers brushed against hers. She quickly tucked her thumbs in her hip pockets. He couldn’t tell if she felt that little jolt of heat or not—perhaps she didn’t even realize that he had touched her.

         “You should have Larry take a peek at the house plans,” Emily said. “He was a contractor. It’d sure make him feel important to be asked for advice.”

         A sudden north wind whipped her ponytail around in her face and sent his hat blowing toward the porch. Hopalong, the cotton-tailed rabbit that came around every spring, hurried from under a dormant rosebush and sat down on the brim.

         “Looks like our resident bunny made it through the winter.” Justin chuckled.

         “Is that a pet or something?” Emily asked.

         Justin bent down and rubbed the rabbit’s ears. “He’s one of Levi’s strays. He came up here a few years ago with a broken foot. Levi nursed him back to health and then turned him loose. He usually brings spring with him when he comes back each year. You can pet him if you want. He don’t bite.”

         Emily sat down on the porch step, and Hopalong made his way up to sit beside her. She rubbed the spot between his ears, and the rabbit laid his head over on her leg. “He’s so tame.”

         Justin sat down beside her. “Levi has a way with animals. Beau, Gussie, Hopalong, all came to us broken, and he made them whole again. Right along with Little Bit, the donkey, and Hard Times, the turtle.”

         “Is Levi another brother?”

         “Not by blood, but as you girls say, by the heart. He’s the foreman of the ranch. He and his wife, Claire, are the couple that I’m designing the house for,” Justin explained.

         The bunny hopped under the rosebush, and Emily rose to her feet. “It takes me a while to get names straight. I’m better after I meet the folks.”

         “Well, it won’t be hard to keep Retta and my mama straight. Retta is tall and Mama is a little short woman.” Justin ushered her into the house, through the foyer and back to the kitchen. “This place sure smells good. I brought Emily to meet y’all. Emily, this is Retta Maguire and this is my mother, Gloria.”

         “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Retta smiled.

         “Yes, it is,” Gloria said. “Son, we really should be goin’. The Cattlemen’s Association meeting is at ten o’clock.”

         “Yes, ma’am. See y’all at dinner.” He smiled at Emily as he and his mother disappeared out the back door, leaving her alone with Retta.

         
              

         

         “When is the baby due?” Emily asked when they were gone.

         “End of May or first of June, but the doctor says that she’s going to be a big girl. Cade is six four, and I’m sure no petite, fragile little rose,” Retta answered.

         As tall as Emily but not nearly as curvy, Retta had pretty brown eyes and hair that probably had a lot of chestnut in it when she was in the sun.

         “I hear you on that note,” Emily said. “I never was a tiny girl either. If you’ll tell me what to do, I’ll be glad to lend a hand.”

         “Can you make a good batch of hot rolls?”

         “I can make them. I’ll let y’all decide if they’re good or not,” Emily said.

         “Do any of our new guests have diet restrictions?”

         “Their motto is that they’ll eat what they want and die when they’re supposed to. They’ve all got some issues, but hey, they’re all past seventy. Bess is borderline diabetic, but she takes a pill a day and is careful about her sugar. She wouldn’t want anyone to go to special trouble, though,” Emily answered.

         “So why are they in a nursing home if they’re in that good of health?” Retta asked.

         “They aren’t actually in the nursing home,” Emily explained. “They call the wing they live in independent living. If and when they get to where they need more help they’ll move into the assisted living and then later into the nursing home or hospice wing.”

         “Why aren’t they living in homes of their own?” Retta asked.

         “Because they don’t have family, and they were lonely. Show me where the pantry is, and I’ll get that bread started.”

         “I can relate to that business of not having a lot of family.” Retta opened a door into a huge room lined with shelves and food. “But I sure got adopted into a big, loving bunch when I married Cade, and I love it. How about you? Got siblings?”

         “Twin brothers who are a year younger than me, and an older brother who is four years older. Then I have enough cousins to fill a third world country.” Emily picked up the flour bin and a container that was marked YEAST. “When they all come in for Thanksgiving it’s a zoo. My grandmother still has it at her place, and there’s usually over a hundred people there.”

         “For real?” Retta gasped. “How do you seat them all?”

         “Out in the barn. It’s still set up for the winter cattle sale party so there’s plenty of tables and chairs. Granny does the hams and turkeys and everyone brings the sides and desserts.” Emily opened two cabinet doors before she found a big mixing bowl.

         “That sounds amazing.” Retta put the teakettle on a burner. “I’m craving hot chocolate. Want me to make one for you?”

         “That’d be wonderful, thank you.”

         If Retta had ever had that much family all gathered around her, trying to fix her up with the nearest bachelor or tell her what to pursue in college, or that she should buy a truck instead of a car, she would have changed her comment from amazing to smothering in an instant.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Well, what did you think of Emily?” Gloria asked that evening when she and Justin were alone in the living room.

         “What did you think of her, Mama?” Justin fired right back.

         “She’s good with those old folks,” Gloria said.

         “Do I hear a but?”

         “Of course not.” Gloria’s answer didn’t convince him. “Walk with me out to the trailer. I’ll make us a cup of coffee.”

         “I’m way too full from that supper to drink a cup of coffee. I need to go visit with Larry about these house plans for Levi and Claire. I’ll walk you out there, but I’m not going inside.”

         “Get my coat for me. I’m going to wrap up two pieces of the leftover pie for your dad’s bedtime snack,” Gloria said.

         “Yes, ma’am.” Justin followed her to the kitchen and went on through to the utility room for both their coats. His mother had always been independent as hell and spoke her mind without a second thought about how it might sound. She’d never been clingy, so why had she had a personality change that day? Did the older folks being underfoot during meals make her realize that she wasn’t far from their age?

         “You never did answer me about Emily,” Gloria said on the way across the backyard to where the RV was parked.

         “She reminds me a little of you,” Justin answered.

         “Oh?” Gloria turned around at the door.

         “Outspoken and funny. The way the old folks banter with her is downright entertaining.” He chuckled.

         “And her looks?” Gloria asked.

         “Beautiful woman,” Justin said. “See you at breakfast. North wind is pickin’ up. You and Dad stay warm.”

         “Good night, son,” Gloria said as she slipped in the RV.

         Justin tucked the house plans into his coat and buttoned it. With his mind on the last details of the house, he started toward the guys’ bunkhouse. Getting Larry’s opinion wasn’t just to make him feel good. Justin really wanted to talk to him about a few of the finer points.

         “Well, good evening.” Emily’s voice startled him.

         He whipped around to find her sitting back in the shadows on the porch of the ladies’ bunkhouse. Light flowing from the window lit up half her face, leaving the other part in darkness. Had he been an artist instead of a draftsman, he would have asked her to pose for him, just like that. The picture would be one of those immortals that lived on for decades.

         “Evenin’ to you. It’s pretty cold to be sittin’ outside,” he said.

         “Probably, but I like the sounds and the smell of the night,” she answered. “It’s different on a ranch than it is in the city, even a small one like Bowie. What are you doin’ out this evening?”

         “I was just going down to talk to Larry about those house plans. Sounds pretty quiet around here. Are the ladies already asleep?”

         “They’re all down at the boys’ place. Said they were going to play cards and didn’t invite me, so I’m trying to give them their space. Want something to drink? They keep a pot of coffee going. Patsy is addicted to it.”

         Justin shook his head. “Naw, I don’t usually drink it after supper. Can’t sleep if I do. See you at breakfast.”

         “Reckon Retta could use some help? Or how about you? Need someone to do more chores with y’all? I’m an early riser,” she said.

         “I don’t imagine that she or Mama would turn down help, but if they do, we sure don’t. Things start hoppin’ around six o’clock,” he answered. “You always been one to get up and around early?”

         If Retta and his mother didn’t want her in the kitchen, he’d sure take her with him to help feed. After the way she’d handled those suitcases that morning, he didn’t have a doubt that she could take care of fifty-pound bags of feed with no trouble.

         “Oh, yeah. My older brother is an old bear until he gets at least two cups of coffee, but my younger ones and I are bright eyed and bushy tailed, as the old saying goes. I’ll be up at the kitchen at six and y’all can put me wherever you want. The Fab Five will show up for breakfast at seven, right?”

         He sat down on the porch step. “Seven is breakfast time, but it’s always on the bar, but if they’re a little late it’s no problem. So do your brothers live in Bowie?”

         “No, they’re still out in West Texas,” she answered.

         “How long have you lived in Bowie?”

         “Five years. Have you always lived on the ranch?”

         Five years within twenty minutes of the ranch—and he’d never seen her before. Surely he would’ve noticed someone that pretty if he’d run into her in the Rusty Spur on Saturday night, or even at the ice cream shop some evening.

         He rose to his feet. “Born and raised right here.”

         “Except when you went to college?”

         “Didn’t go to college.” For the first time, it made him uncomfortable to admit that. “Levi and I graduated one Friday night and the next Monday we went on a full-time payroll right here on the ranch. It’s all either of us ever wanted to do.”

         “But you’re a draftsman,” she said.

         He shrugged. “I had a couple of classes in high school. It’s more like a hobby. I’ve designed a couple of barns, but this is my first house. They’d have to fit me with a straitjacket if I had to sit in an office all day long.”

         Emily shivered and pushed up out of the rocking chair. “Me too. I like to be out or at least doing something. I’m not a paperwork person. The night wind is getting colder. Want to come inside?”

         “Better go on and talk to Larry. Want to go with me?”

         “I probably should check on them. They’ve been gone a couple of hours now.” She made her way down the three porch steps and started that way.

         He walked along beside her. “So do you live at the retirement center?”

         “No, it’s an eight-to-five job,” she answered.

         “But you do live in Bowie, right?”

         She nodded. “Yep. Got a little garage apartment that’s real private. It works well for one person.”

         “Pets?” he asked when Beau greeted them from the other bunkhouse porch.

         “Nope. I like cats and dogs but…” It was her turn to shrug.

         He knocked on the door. “Pets need room, right?”

         “And lots of care,” she answered.

         “Come on in and join us,” Otis yelled out.

         Justin opened the door and let Emily go in before him. His focus was on the way her waist cinched in from those well-rounded hips, and he didn’t realize that she’d stopped walking until he ran into her backside.

         “Sweet Jesus!” She gasped.

         Sarah giggled. “I don’t think Jesus would want to play strip poker with us, but y’all are welcome.”

         Justin peeked over Emily’s shoulder. Like watching a car wreck, he couldn’t take his eyes off the sight before him. Patsy was down to white cotton panties and a bra; Sarah still wore a shirt and her underwear; Otis was wearing red satin boxers, and Larry had on tighty-whities. Evidently Bess was winning because other than being barefoot, she was fully dressed.

         “What in the hell…” Emily blurted out.

         “Don’t be a prissy butt,” Bess said.

         “We play all the time. We got rules, and they say that we don’t take off our underwear,” Patsy said. “If we was younger we might, but it’s just downright depressin’ how everything hangs when you get to be our age.”

         “It don’t raise our blood pressure, and it don’t hurt my hip or Otis’s knee,” Larry put in his opinion.

         Emily turned around so quick that she had to throw up her hands to keep from falling. They flattened out right on Justin’s chest and he put his arms around her to maintain his own balance.

         “We’re all over twenty-one,” Otis said. “And, Justin, if you’ll pick up a bottle of tequila next time you are in town, I’ll pay you double for it. We want to play with shots instead of money while we’re here.”

         “I’m going to win that game. I can hold my liquor better than any of you,” Sarah said.

         “In your dreams,” Patsy told her.

         
              

         

         Emily was so embarrassed that an ice water bath wouldn’t take the crimson out of her cheeks. She dropped her hands and raced outside with Justin right behind her. She expected him to tell her that if she couldn’t control her residents better than this, then they’d better just go on back to the center.

         Justin chuckled. “Lord, I hope I’m that ornery when I’m their age. They’re a hoot.”

         “I had no…” she started.

         “Hey, don’t worry about it. Like Larry said, all of them are of age, so it’s their business what they do. I thought all they’d want to do is sleep and eat and maybe pet the dog. Boy was I wrong.”

         “I need a drink,” she muttered.

         “What kind and how much? Come up to the house with me, and I’ll pour us both up a shot of something strong. We deserve it after that, and don’t go all bossy mama on them. They’re adults, and they do this all the time at the center,” Justin said.

         “See you at breakfast.” She went inside the bunkhouse and slid down the back of the door. She blinked several times, but she couldn’t unsee what her eyes had taken in. She shouldn’t have been so rude to Justin and left him standing on the porch after he’d been so sweet to offer her a drink, but she couldn’t look at him without blushing.

         A soft giggle escaped and quickly turned into full-fledged laughter. Justin was right—she wanted to be that full of life when she was in her seventies. She looked down at her double-D’s and laughed even harder. “When gravity gets you, girls, I certainly won’t be losin’ my bra in a game of poker with the boys, either.”

         She finally rose to her feet, removed her jacket on the way across the floor, and tossed it on her bed. She’d barely gotten turned around when she heard a soft knock on the door.

         “Come on in,” she called out, expecting to see one of the ladies returning for another piece of clothing from their stash. She just hoped whoever it was had the good sense to put on a coat and wasn’t out wearing nothing but her underwear in the cold night air.

         “Everyone decent?” Justin’s deep drawl preceded him into the room.

         “Yes,” Emily said. “Did you reconsider and decide to send us all packin’ tonight?”

         “Not one bit. You said you needed a drink. I didn’t know if you were a wine or whiskey girl, so I brought both.” He kicked the door shut with the heel of his boot and held up two bottles.

         “Wine, please. I don’t even care what kind it is.” She answered at the same time a big yellow cat jumped into her lap. “I owe you an apology. I didn’t mean to be rude, but I was blushing, and I didn’t want you to see my red face.”

         “Apology accepted, but I have a confession. It took several splashes of cold water to cool down my face. I can’t remember the last time I blushed.” He chuckled.

         “Me, either.” Gussie sniffed at the wine bottle.

         “Does she drink?” Emily asked.

         “No, but she’s never met a stranger.” Justin fished two stemmed glasses from his pockets and set them on the coffee table before removing his coat and tossing it over the back of a recliner.

         He poured two glasses and handed her one.

         “Cowboys don’t drink wine,” she said.

         He took a sip and sat down in the soft leather recliner facing the sofa. “This cowboy happens to like blackberry wine.”

         Emily had never had that flavor, so she barely tasted it on the first sip, and then took a bigger gulp. “This is some good stuff. I could get used to this in a hurry.”

         She sat down in the other recliner and glanced at the full bottle of Jack Daniel’s sitting beside the wine. “That could be a disaster if the ladies found it.”

         “Yep, that’s why we’ll either hide it or I’ll take it back with me when I leave,” he told her. “Do they get to drink at the center?”

         “No, sir! They all take meds that liquor would interfere with, but now I’m wondering just what they buy when they go to the mall or out shopping for food,” she said.

         He finished off his wine and poured more.

         Emily tossed back what was left of hers and held her glass out to him. “Just half as much as last time.”

         “Can’t hold your liquor?” Justin teased.

         “Honey, in case you didn’t notice, I’m a big girl, and I come from good Irish stock. I could drink a cowboy like you under the table,” she said.

         “You’ll have to prove that sometime.” He shared the remainder of the bottle between the two of them.

         “Not while the Fab Five are around or they’ll want to indulge right along with us.” She smiled.

         Justin’s grin looked downright mischievous. “Then after the week is over, we’ll meet up and see if you can outdo me. I’ll bring the liquor. You bring a basket of food, and we’ll have us a picnic.”

         “Where’s this contest going to be held?”

         “Out in our barn. In a motel room. Right here in this bunkhouse. You call the place and bring a basket of fried chicken, and we’ll just see if your brag holds true. You name the place, and I’ll be there,” he said.

         She imagined him all stretched out on a king-size bed in a motel room, his muscular body all tangled up in the sheets.

         You’ve only known him one day. Be careful. Nikki’s voice popped into her head.

         I can handle him, she argued with her best friend.

         “You’re on. In this bunkhouse the weekend after the Fab Five goes back to the center. I’ll meet you here with the fried chicken at eight o’clock on Sunday night.” The minute the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to shove them back inside. But she’d never been able to back down from a challenge.

         Comes from having three brothers. Now it was her mother’s voice talking to her.

         “I’ll be waiting with the booze,” he said.

         “Listen,” she whispered. “I hear them coming back.”

         Justin was on his feet in a flash and had his coat on before she could blink. He tucked the empty wine bottle in one pocket and the whiskey in the other, leaving behind the two wineglasses. “You might want to hide those.”

         She nodded and carried them to the kitchen. He left by the back door just as the ladies opened the front one. She downed what was left in her glass and quickly rinsed it. She started to pour out the rest of what Justin had left, but she’d always thought it was a sin to waste good wine, so she turned it up and drank that too.

         By the time the ladies had removed their coats, Emily had stashed the glasses behind the cereal boxes in the cabinet.

         “Are we in trouble?” Patsy giggled.

         “Should you be?” Emily asked.

         “A cat!” Sarah squealed. “What’s her name? She’s goin’ to have a litter, isn’t she? Come here, you precious thing and let me pet you.”

         “Her name is Gussie, and Justin says that she can stay in the bunkhouse anytime she wants,” Emily said.

         “She’s mine while we’re here, and she gets to sleep with me.” Sarah picked her up and held her close.

         Bess went straight for the refrigerator and opened it. “I’m hungry. Anyone want ice cream before we turn in for the night?” She sniffed the air. “I smell fermented blackberries. Hey, if we find them, we could make some more wine.”

         “More?” Emily asked.

         “We made a lovely concoction at Christmas in Sarah’s room. We bought blackberry wine at the store. At least that’s what we thought we were buying, but it turned out to be a cordial. It was right good with a little sparkly club soda in it,” Patsy said.

         “Good glory!” Emily gasped.

         “I wish I had some of it.” Sarah carried Gussie to the kitchen. “A few tablespoons would be real good on ice cream. Do you like ice cream, pretty kitty? Or are you just a plain old milk drinker?”

         “How did I not see this side of y’all in five years?” Emily asked.

         “We’re really good at hidin’ things from Mama and Daddy.” Sarah grinned. “I found some chocolate syrup and whipped cream.”

         “Precious Memories,” Patsy started singing.

         “Hush,” Bess scolded. “You’ll make Emily blush.”

         “Too late for that. I’m already there,” Emily said. “I’m going to take a shower. See y’all in the morning. Justin says breakfast is at seven, but it’s served buffet style, so if you’re a few minutes late, don’t panic. I’ll have all your morning meds with me. And I’ve put your night pills on the vanity in each of your rooms.”

         “Take a cold one to help in case you dream about Justin tonight,” Patsy teased. “I’d like to dream about what I could do with whipped cream and chocolate and a cowboy like that.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Emily awoke the next morning hoping that her charges had gotten their rebellious streak out of their blood and the rest of the week would go smoothly. She put on her coat and yelled across the bedroom, “Hey, girls, I’m going up to the ranch house to help with breakfast. When y’all get your hair and faces all fixed, come on up there.”

         “Will do,” Sarah yelled back. “I got a text from Otis that said he and Larry are already up there. We won’t be long.”

         Up at the big house, she wasn’t sure whether to knock or walk right in. But the decision was made for her when Justin opened the door.

         “C’mon in. We’re all in the kitchen going over the house plans. Retta and Mama are making breakfast. Just follow me,” he said. “Dad helped me with the feeding chores this morning, so that’s all done.”

         A wave of disappointment washed over her. She’d loved the day-to-day work on the ranch. Liked the smell of early morning as she helped her dad feed, and the sounds of newborn calves bawling in the pasture. What she didn’t like was being cooped up in an office all day, taking care of the paperwork on the computer. Matthew did a fine job of it, and had let it be known that he couldn’t wait for Emily to get her business agriculture degree so she could take over.

         The gents were all bent over the kitchen table, studying the house plans. As serious as their expressions were, no one would know that they’d been down to their boxers the night before in a game of poker. Larry’s thin face was drawn down in a frown as he moved his finger over the graph paper.

         “Son, you might consider making a storage closet here at the end where you have some dead space. If they decide to build on later, they can always relocate it into the new addition. And be sure to put in lots of electrical outlets. Claire will blame you if she has to run an extension cord to dry all that pretty blond hair every mornin’,” Larry said.

         “That’s good advice.” Justin nodded.

         “And one other little thing. Instead of cabinets that make an ell, consider using the corner for a pantry. It’s tough for a short lady to get to top shelves, and I think she’d enjoy being able to walk right into a pantry,” Larry said. “Other than those small details, you’ve done a fine job. What are you working on next?”

         “My own place,” Justin answered.

         “What did you say?” Cade asked.

         “I’ve decided to move into the cabin in a couple of weeks, and then start thinkin’ about plans for my house. I’d like to put it back there where the old well is.”

         “But…” Retta caught the last of what he said.

         “That’s downright crazy. You’ve got a home right here. The cabin is far too rustic to live in.” Gloria came in right behind her.

         Justin turned his attention to his mother. “I’ve made up my mind.”

         The tension in the room went from a zero level to a ninety-nine in seconds. Emily wished the ladies would rush in right then to break it, but they didn’t.

         Justin took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Y’all need your space to raise the new baby girl. Levi and Claire are stayin’ at her quilt business until their place is done. And it’s time for me to be out on my own too. I’m going to spoil that baby too much as it is. Y’all don’t need me interfering with everything you say or do, and believe me, I will if I continue to live in the house.”

         “Oh, come on, son.” Gloria finally smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “We’re only going to be here a month. You’ll put off moving until we leave, won’t you?”

         Justin shook his head. “No, I want to go pretty soon. Since you’re here, you can help Retta turn my old room into the nursery.”

         “Only if you don’t try to take over, Mama,” Cade said.

         “I’d never do that, but I was thinking pink walls with a princess theme,” Gloria said.

         Retta rolled her eyes. “I was leaning more toward yellow walls and a unicorn theme.”

         Glad to have something to take her mind off the still rising tension, Emily worked her phone from her hip pocket to find a text from Tag: Where the hell are you?

         She quickly typed: At work.

         Another message appeared instantly: Called work. You’re not there.

         She sighed as she wrote: On a field trip. Will call home later tonight.

         The room had gone quiet, and everyone was staring at her. “Sorry about that. Family.”

         “We was afraid there was something wrong with the girls,” Larry said.

         Otis let out a long breath in a whoosh. “They’re all right, aren’t they?”

         “I’m sure they are,” Emily said. “I think I hear them on the porch, now.”

         “Are you all right?” Retta whispered as she pulled Emily around to the other side of the bar with her.

         “Oh, yeah.” Emily lowered her voice. “Family—the other F word.”

         Retta nodded seriously. “You got that right. Too little is sad. Too much is horrible.”

         “Don’t let Gloria intimidate you when it comes to the nursery,” Emily said.

         “Oh, honey, that isn’t goin’ to happen,” Retta told her.

         “Hey, darlin’.” Cade joined them. “Want me to set the table?”

         “Yes. I thought we’d do buffet, but I’ve changed my mind,” she answered.

         “We’re here,” Patsy called out as she and the other two women entered the house.

         Bess went right to the table. “We’ll set the table if that big handsome husband of yours will bring the plates and silverware to the dining room. We miss being able to help out. This will be like we belong here rather than bein’ visitors. My mama used to say that you really get to know someone when you work with them.”

         “Want me to make the pancakes?” Justin asked.

         “What can I do?” Emily asked.

         “Help Justin with the pancakes,” Retta answered.

         Gloria moved around the counter. “I’ll help him with that. You can put out the jams and jellies and butter, Emily.”

         Emily headed to the refrigerator. “I’m on it.”

         Retta patted Cade on the shoulder as he carried the plates into the dining room. “I won’t even argue, and thank you all.”

         “You’ve got to put those plates closer to the edge or Otis will never reach his food,” Sarah said, fussing at Patsy.

         “Are they always like this?” Retta whispered to Emily.

         “Sometimes it’s worse,” Emily said out of the side of her mouth.

         “Justin told me this mornin’ about their card game. God, I hope I’m that full of life when I’m their age,” Retta said.

         “I’d just like to be able to keep up with them at the age I am now,” Emily said.

         When Justin and Gloria had filled a platter full of pancakes, Emily carried it to the table and set it on one end. All of the Fab Five were beaming. Then it dawned on her. Food at the center was always served buffet style. Each resident got a plate, filled it with whatever they wanted, and either carried it to their table or someone did it for them.

         Sitting around a table with food that would be passed was like going back in time for them. It was reminiscent of their childhood days on the ranch or even in their homes. No wonder they all looked like cats with canary feathers sticking out of the corners of their mouths.

         “We were wondering,” Otis said as he put two biscuits on his plate and passed them on to Larry. “If me and Larry might take the four-wheelers out for a little spin this morning? We both used them before so we know how to drive ’em.”

         “Don’t see why not, but it’s not my call. You need to ask the boss lady here.” Justin moved his knee over to touch hers under the table.

         There were definite sparks, but she chose to ignore them. “Be careful and keep your phones with you,” she said.

         “Yes, Miz Emily.” Larry nodded and pointed toward the pictures hanging on the dining room walls. “Did you do all these, Justin?”

         “Not me. I can draw a straight line with the help of a ruler, but Benjy drew those for us. He was one of the kids who came for our summer camp until this last year,” Justin answered.

         “And then his grandmother died, and there was no one to take him, so Levi’s parents adopted him. Y’all will meet him this weekend. He works for us on Saturdays,” Cade said.

         “He’s a damn fine artist,” Sarah said. “How old is he?”

         “Twelve,” Justin told them.

         Emily listened to the conversation with one ear as she studied the framed drawings on the walls.

         Justin’s knee touched hers again. “Pretty good, huh?”

         “Better than that. He captures their happiness,” she said, softly. “Does he want to pursue art?”

         “It’s a hobby. He wants to be a rancher,” Justin answered.

         “Too bad,” Emily muttered.

         “Why’s that?” Justin frowned.

         “He’s really good. He could go far with his work,” she answered.

         “Probably so, but his heart is in ranching. Has been since he first came to stay with us for part of the summer. In a few weeks, he’ll be showing a sheep at the Montague County Livestock Show, and he’s already sketched it for Mavis and Skip, his new parents,” Justin said.

         “Oh, wow,” Otis exclaimed. “I would love to go to a livestock show. Haven’t been in years and years.”

         “I’ll be glad to take you if it’s okay with the center,” Justin said.

         “Me too?” Larry asked.

         “If y’all are going, then we want to go too,” Sarah said. “I remember going to those events when I was teaching school. Several of my kids showed animals.”

         “Where’d you teach?” Justin asked.

         “Petrolia, up near the Red River,” she answered.

         “I know some guys who graduated from there, and we go to a cattle sale up there in the fall,” Cade said.

         Sarah put two pancakes on her plate. “Small world.”

         “Well? Can we all go to the livestock show?” Patsy asked.

         Emily’s brothers all showed cattle in the livestock show and had a wall full of trophies and medals to show for it, plus a pretty hefty bank account from the premium sales.

         “I’ll get it on the calendar when we get back,” Emily said. “One day, right?”

         “Actually, it’s one full day of showing and then the next night there’s the premium show,” Justin said.

         “Maybe the boys will let me help shear and powder the sheep.” Otis’s eyes went all dreamy. “Or wash down the cattle.”

         “Or maybe they’ll let you sit in the announcer’s box, since you had one of the biggest spreads in the state before you retired,” Cade said.

         Otis raised an eyebrow. “How’d you know that?”

         “Anyone who’s a rancher in this area would recognize the name Otis Green.” Justin chuckled.

         Emily was glad that her last name, Baker, didn’t bring up any thoughts of the ranch she’d grown up on. Passed down on her mother’s side of the family, it was known as the Big Sky Ranch and ran a Rocking B brand. It was a family joke that Emily’s grandmother told her mother she couldn’t date anyone who didn’t have a last name beginning with B. And then her mother, Anne Bennington, married a neighboring rancher, Frank Baker. They’d already begun to tease Emily about marrying a cowboy with a B name when she was in high school.

         The whole bunch of them were deep in conversation—the guys were discussing the aspects of a good steer or sheep from a bad one, and the ladies were talking about a shopping trip to the mall to buy new boots for the event.

         Justin turned to face her. “So are you buying new boots too?”

         “Not me. My sneakers will do just fine.”

         “Ever worn boots?” Justin asked. “Maybe for a little two-steppin’. You grew up in ranchin’ country. Surely you did some dancin’ at your granny’s barn for the sale parties.”

         “I can dance in shoes as well as boots.” It wasn’t a lie, but it was skirting the truth. She’d left all but one pair of her cowboy boots in the closet when she went to college.

         
              

         

         Emily couldn’t remember the last time that she had time to read a book. Monday through Friday she was usually working. Saturday was for cleaning her apartment. After church on Sunday the rest of the day was set aside for laundry and grocery shopping. But that afternoon she picked up the romance novel she’d been trying to finish for a month and stretched out on her bed to read. The guys were off playing around on four-wheelers and the ladies had taken a walk out to the barn to see a miniature donkey.

         She fell asleep with the book in her hands and awoke with a jerk when she heard her phone ringing.

         “Hello.” She answered on the fifth ring.

         “We need help!” Otis said frantically. “She’s down and I tried to help her. We’re out here close to an old cabin. Come quick.”

         Otis hung up before she could get any other information.

         Emily’s heart was pounding in her ears as she threw the book to the side and raced to the house. No one was there and she didn’t have Justin’s number to even ask how far it was to the old cabin or how to get there. So she jogged out to the van and called Otis back as she drove past the first barn.

         Patsy answered the phone in a panic. “Are you on the way?”

         “Yes, I am. What’s going on? Give me some directions.”

         “Follow the trail. It’s all the way to the back of the ranch, and the trail ends right here. You’ll see us. It’s maybe five minutes. Got to go. Otis is yellin’ at me.”

         Again, the phone went quiet. Emily saw the path before her and pushed down on the gas pedal a little harder. She hadn’t even taken time to put on a jacket, but she was so worried she didn’t even feel the chill in the air. Was it Sarah or Bess who was hurt and how in the hell did they get that far back on the ranch anyway?

         She saw the two four-wheelers and braked hard not far behind them. Once she bailed out of the van, she could see them all on the ground, either sitting or on all fours. What if Sarah or Bess had had a heart attack? Or what if Otis had fallen in a gopher hole and busted up his knee, or Larry’s cranky hip had finally given out? She could scarcely breathe as she parked and ran toward them without even thinking about where she was stepping or the brambles tearing at the legs of her jeans.

         “What’s happened?” she asked.

         They all moved back a little and Otis pointed at a heifer that was down. “She’s goin’ to lose that calf if someone with long arms and know-how don’t go in there and pull it out. She’s too tired to push anymore. I can walk you through it, but…”

         Emily was already rolling up her sleeves as she plopped down on the ground behind the cow. “What can you tell me?”

         “It’s breach and my arm isn’t long enough to turn it around,” Otis said. “You have to…”

         “I know how to pull a calf, but you could have told me that a heifer was down.” Emily shoved her long arm into the animal and found the calf. “Now come on, darlin’, and work with me.” She talked to the heifer as she got a firm grip on the calf and tried to turn it. Even with her strength, the calf slipped out of her hands, and she had to reach for it again. Another contraction created even more pressure on her arm, but she held on and maneuvered the baby around to the right position. “Now, sweetheart, give me a couple of real good pushes, and we’ll get this birthing done.”

         “How’d you know how to do that?” Otis asked.

         “It takes a butt load of power to turn a calf,” Sarah whispered.

         “Save your applause,” Emily said, panting as she held on to the calf’s front feet and tugged with the next contraction. “That’s good. One or two more and we’ll be done with the hard part. Don’t give up on me now,” she crooned to the heifer.

         Two hooves came out and then the calf’s head. Then a big bawl from the heifer and the shoulders emerged. After that it was just a whoosh, and the baby was lying at her feet. Birthing gunk covered her legs, her arms, and her shoes, but by golly there was a live baby. She hadn’t pulled a calf since she left the ranch, but she hadn’t lost her touch, and there was a fair amount of pride in her as she looked down at the new baby.

         She wasn’t even aware that Justin had joined them until he stepped in with an old towel and swabbed out the calf’s mouth. It let out a whimper and its mama was instantly on her feet, licking it and taking over the responsibilities. “You did an amazing job. Pulling a calf takes a lot of power and sometimes even a rope. You did good.”

         “You talkin’ to me or that heifer?” Emily asked.

         Justin tossed a clean towel toward her. “I’m talkin’ to you. We’d have lost the cow and calf both if you hadn’t been here.”

         “We found her,” Otis piped up. “We was ridin’ the four-wheelers and saw her. We didn’t know how to get a hold of you, Justin, so we called Emily.”

         She wiped her arm as clean as possible and pulled her shirt sleeve down. Then she turned toward the Five and asked, “Did you ladies walk all the way out here?”

         “Wow, where’d you learn to do that?” Patsy asked, evidently hiding something.

         “I helped out a couple of times on my grandmother’s ranch,” Emily answered.

         Otis grinned. “You’re a natural. Justin should hire you to work for him.”

         “No!” Patsy gasped. “We need her at the center.”

         “If she moves out here, I’m comin’ with her. I bet y’all wouldn’t charge as much to rent the bunkhouses as they do at that place anyway, and this is a lot better,” Sarah declared.

         “I’m not going anywhere,” Emily said. “I thought you were going to see the little donkey.”

         “We did, and we petted him, and I even kissed him on the nose,” Bess said. “But then Otis and Larry got on the four-wheelers, and we wanted a ride. So we all came together and we found the cow and called you.”

         “How?” Justin asked.

         “Look at that big old boy. He could be a breeder for you, Justin.” Otis sidestepped the question.

         “You guys take the four-wheelers back to the barn. I’ll take the ladies home,” Emily said.

         The women all hurried toward the van. The guys hopped on the four-wheelers and were gone before she could blink. The new baby wasn’t on its feet yet, so Emily knelt beside Justin and started rubbing her towel over it.

         “Thank you, again,” Justin said. “You were amazing.”

         “You’re welcome. Look, he’s trying to stand up,” Emily said.

         It took two tries, but soon the little calf had its feet under it and was head butting his mama’s udder to find his first meal.

         Justin slung an arm around Emily’s shoulders. “Nothing like this feeling.”

         “Fresh new life. It’s pretty awesome.” Emily had forgotten how wonderful it was.

         “Goin’ to have a sore arm tomorrow?” Justin drew her closer to him.

         “Probably, but it’s worth it,” she whispered. “Otis is right. He’s going to be a keeper. Look at those shoulders.” The moment was surreal, as if she and Justin were the only two people in the universe and had just witnessed a miracle.

         “Looks like it, but how do you know so much about—”

         “I told you,” she butted in. “I used to spend a lot of time on my grandma’s ranch. Guess I’d better get these ladies back to the house.”

         He stood up and extended a hand. She put hers in it and he pulled her to her feet. “I should get my phone and take a picture.”

         He pulled his from a hip pocket. “Stoop down here beside the baby, and I’ll take a selfie of the two of us with him.” Justin held the phone out with his long arm.

         “Send it to me so I can share it with my brother Tag. He won’t believe it without a picture,” she said as she headed back to the van and then turned. “How’d you know we were out here?”

         “I didn’t. I was going back to the cabin to make sure the water was turned on, and to see if it needed cleaning before I move in. I just happened upon all this.” He caught up to her and walked beside her.

         She got into the van. “See you later.”

         He waved at the ladies and then jogged to his truck.

         “I would have puked if I’d had to do what you did,” Bess said the minute Emily was settled into the driver’s seat.

         “Are you going to make us go back to the center?” Patsy asked before she could even start the engine.

         “We saved a calf so no, but after I wash up, y’all owe me some answers.” She drove to the bunkhouse without hearing another word from the ladies. When they were inside she went straight to the bathroom, stripped out of her clothing, took a shower, and washed her hair. Then she donned a knee-length terry bathrobe and went out to the living area to find them on the sofa.

         “Okay, how did you all get out there on only two four-wheelers? I know y’all didn’t walk that far. It’s got to be more than a mile.”

         Two minutes ticked off the clock on the wall. Not a one of them said a word.

         “Okay.” Patsy finally sighed. “I’ll tell you what happened, but I still think it was pretty neat the way you knew how to deliver that calf. I had no idea you ever lived on a ranch.”

         “You are beatin’ around the bush. I’ll tell it,” Bess said. “It’s like this. Otis and Larry had permission to ride the four-wheelers and we wanted to go too. So I got on behind Otis, and Sarah got on behind Larry.”

         “And I rode on the handlebars with Otis and Bess, kind of like when we were all kids. Only then it was a bicycle, and it wasn’t nearly as much fun because it didn’t go as fast,” Patsy said. “And I pretended I was in a convertible with the wind blowin’ my hair. I don’t care if you make us go back to the center now that you know. It was worth it, because it was the most amazin’ thing that’s happened to me in ten years. I felt young again. I loved it so much that when I get bored, I’m going to shut my eyes and pretend I’m doin’ it again.”

         Emily shivered at the thought of the four-wheeler hitting a gopher hole and sending Patsy butt over kinky red hair out into the pasture to break her fool neck. But what could she say? This might be the last time they ever got to be free and young again.

         And nobody got hurt. Her grandmother’s voice said softly. Go easy on them. Getting old is a bitch.

         “I would have carried the burden with me the rest of my life if one of you got hurt. But since no one did, I’m not taking us back to the center. You have to promise me that you won’t do such a fool thing again.” Emily felt like she was dealing with rebellious teenagers rather than five people who were all over seventy.

         “We promise,” they said in unison.

         “And I promise I’ll hold her down and call you if she even tries it,” Bess said.

         Patsy bowed up to her. “I’d like to see you try. Let’s go tell Otis and Larry that we get to stay. They’re probably back at the boys’ bunkhouse by now.”

         “No strip poker either!” Emily called out as they picked up their coats and headed outside.

         “How about strip gin rummy?” Sarah giggled.

         Emily shut her eyes and prayed that the rest of the week would go smoothly.

         
              

         

         Justin took his seat at the supper table beside Emily, his mother and father seated across from him. “Y’all hear that Emily’s been holdin’ out on us? She pulled a calf today, so she’s got some ranchin’ experience.”

         “My grandparents have a little spread. I spent some time there until I went to college,” Emily explained.

         Otis put two scoops of mashed potatoes on his plate and passed them on to Sarah. “Emily was amazin’. A vet couldn’t have done a better job. She knew just what to do and didn’t even flinch one time.”

         “Yes, she was.” Justin smiled at her.

         “I guess this isn’t your first time at that job, since you did so good,” Vernon said.

         “No, it’s not,” Emily answered.

         Justin expected her to tell them a little more about visiting her grandmother’s ranch, but she didn’t.

         “I could never do that,” Gloria said. “I was more of a stay in the house and take care of the social duties and books. Like what Retta does.”

         What in the hell was wrong with his mother? She’d taken to Retta and Claire both from the beginning, but she was looking at Emily as if she had horns and a spiked tail.

         Emily smiled at Gloria and changed the subject. “I love sitting down to a meal like this.”

         Very good, Justin thought. Mama was baiting you and you sidestepped it. Do you feel the little barbs she’s throwing your way?

         “Me too,” Sarah said. “Y’all ever want to put in a retirement center on the farm, I bet you’d have a list a mile long of folks waitin’ to get into it. I’d be number one. I’d even be willin’ to double what I’m payin’ to stay at that center. It ain’t half as much fun as this place.”

         “Thank you.” Justin took a biscuit and handed the basket off to Emily. There were definite vibes when their fingers touched, and he looked forward to seeing her for their drinking date in another week.

         “We all thought Emily was a big city girl.” Larry went back to the subject of the calf. “We just called her so she’d bring some help from the house.”

         “I am a city girl,” Emily said.

         Justin wondered just what soured her on ranching life, but her short answers said that she didn’t want to talk about it. Maybe later, when she’d had a few drinks, he could get her to tell him more.

         “How did all five of you get out there to begin with?” Levi asked. “We’ve only got a couple of four-wheelers. Did you ladies walk that whole way?”

         Justin appreciated Levi changing the subject. “I was wonderin’ about that myself.”

         Patsy dabbed her mouth with a napkin and said, “I’ll tell you the whole story.” She embellished it even more than she had when she told Emily. “Since that ride, I’ve been thinkin’ that ridin’ a bull would be fun. Y’all got one that we could try our hand at?”

         “No, ma’am!” So many people answered at once that Justin could’ve sworn the ceiling raised up a couple of inches.

         “Then can we have a picnic at that old cabin tomorrow?” Sarah asked. “We’d like to spend the day exploring back there.”

         “That can be arranged,” Justin said.

         “I’ll get a sandwich picnic ready,” Retta said. “Gloria and I have hair appointments in the morning. Any of you ladies want to join us?”

         “Thank you, but we’d rather have a picnic. We got a beauty operator that comes in on Friday every week at the center,” Sarah answered.

         “And you can bet your sweet little butts that I’m going with you ladies,” Emily told them.

         “I guess that leaves out skinny-dippin’,” Larry said. “I noticed a little creek back there, but…” He shrugged.

         “Good grief!” Emily sighed.

         “I’ll go along with y’all,” Justin said.

         “I was thinkin’ that you and I could go to lunch after Retta and I get our hair done. We really should stop in at the fairgrounds and take a look at what’s needed for the show.” Gloria shot a sweet smile across the table.

         “We can do that another day. Or y’all can do a walk-through at the fairgrounds and take notes. I’m going with this bunch,” Justin said.

         “Aha! Mama’s favorite is turning her down,” Cade teased.

         “I don’t have favorites,” Gloria protested. “And if I did, today it would be Levi.”

         “Why’s that?” Cade asked.

         “Because he’s not buggin’ me about favorites,” Gloria said. “And getting back to the picnic tomorrow. It’s way too cold to even wade in Canyon Creek. We don’t want y’all gettin’ pneumonia.”

         “Been sixty years since I got to go skinny-dippin’.” Patsy sighed.

         Claire laughed out loud. “Y’all remind me of my grandmother and her friend Franny, who lived right beside her. They were always into something. But I don’t think they ever went skinny-dippin’.”

         Bess pointed her fork at Claire. “Honey, you might be amazed at what they did in their young years. We didn’t have all this fancy technology stuff, so we made up our own fun, and human nature ain’t changed since Adam and Eve got kinky after eating that big red apple.”

         Justin glanced over at Emily. That pink glow in her cheeks was adorable. He could envision her, with all those luscious curves, dropping her jeans and all the rest of her clothing on the banks of Canyon Creek. Wearing nothing but a smile and maybe those cute little gold hoop earrings that she had on that evening, she’d wade out into the water and crook a finger to invite him to join her.

         She turned, and her eyes locked with his. “What are you grinning about?”

         “Just a picture in my head,” he answered honestly. “Wouldn’t you love to have had a photo of Patsy on the handlebars of that four-wheeler?”

         “No, thank you.”

         “Oh, come on now. You could tuck it away, and when we’re their age, we could see if we could reenact the whole thing,” he teased.

         “I reckon you’ll have long forgotten about me by then,” she said.

         He leaned over and whispered, “I don’t think so.”

         After the kitchen was cleaned up, Emily said good night to everyone. Levi and Claire didn’t linger long before they left to go home. Retta and Cade were cuddled up together on the sofa.

         Vernon yawned and looked over at Gloria. “Darlin’, it’s past our bedtime. We should be gettin’ on out to our place. These boys have plumb wore out this old man today.”

         Justin had been sitting in a recliner, but he popped the footrest down and said, “I’m going out to the barn and check on Little Bit.”

         “I’ll go with you,” Gloria said.

         “No, you won’t. He’s been walkin’ out to the barn in the dark now for years, and sometimes a man needs to be alone with his thoughts,” Vernon said.

         “You don’t tell me what to do.” Gloria glared at him.

         Justin caught his father’s wink as he slipped out of the room and grabbed his coat. He was on his way around the house when he caught a flash of light in his peripheral vision. When he glanced that way, he could see Emily’s silhouette a brief second before the door closed. She sat down in one of the two rockers, and he changed his course.

         “Hey,” he called out when he was a few feet away. “Want to take a walk?”

         “I don’t think I’d better get too far from them. After the past two days, I probably should be down at the boys’ bunkhouse watching movies with them.”

         Justin rested his elbows on the porch railing. “They took Quigley Down Under, Steel Magnolias, and The Cowboy Way. I think they’re safe for tonight. Mind if I join you for a spell?”

         “Not at all.” Gussie jumped up in her lap and started to purr. “Well, hello, pretty girl. Sarah’s been worried about you all day. Where have you been?”

         “Probably out in the barn.” Justin eased down into the other rocker and propped his feet up on the railing. “Do you ever feel like a fifth wheel?”

         “Just all the time when I go home. My oldest brother is engaged, and the twins, Taggart and Hudson, are always…well, let’s just say that they like to party…Tag is the rebel, bad-boy twin and Hud is the good boy, life-of-the-party twin who’s usually with Tag to keep him out of too much trouble,” she said.

         “Here—hold my beer and watch this.” Justin laughed.

         “You got it.” Emily nodded. “I’ve actually heard that too many times from my brother Tag.”

         Justin could sure understand her younger brothers. Most Saturday nights found him at the Rusty Spur. The majority of the time he either went home with a woman or brought her to the ranch.

         “Oh, really?”

         She picked up Gussie. “It’s colder out here than I remembered. Want to come inside with me?”

         He was on his feet in an instant and opened the door for her. “Love to. Do you like to party?” he asked. “We could go dancing at the Rusty Spur some Saturday night if you do.”

         She carried Gussie to the end of the sofa and eased down carefully with the cat still in her arms. “No, thank you. That’s not my idea of a date.”

         “What is?” Justin removed his hat and coat and laid them on one of the recliners and then sat on the other one.

         “Anything but a noisy bar full of drunks,” she answered.

         “Candlelight dinner, a movie?”

         “A picnic and a long talk in front of a fireplace with a Jack and Coke in my hand.” She smiled.

         “That could be arranged.” An instant visual of the fireplace at the old cabin flashed through his mind.

         “Justin, are you asking me on a date?”

         “If I did, would you accept?” he asked.

         She didn’t have time to answer because all three ladies rushed in the front door. Sarah was holding her jacket together and shivering. “It’s damn cold out there. This gettin’ old is for the birds. Circulation is bad, and my feet are freezing. Next time the guys are coming to our bunkhouse to watch a movie.”

         “Then we’ll have to listen to Otis complain that the cold is affecting his knee and Larry fuss about his cranky old hip,” Patsy said. “You just need some fat on your skinny body to protect you against the cold.”

         “I’ve got plenty of cellulites, but I’m shivering too. Oh, hello, Justin,” Bess beamed when she realized he was in the room.
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