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Chapter 1



Llano Estacado. The Staked Plains. Shallie Larkin mentally assessed the name the early Spanish explorers had given to the region whizzing past her high window. She’d heard this part of New Mexico which she called home referred to as “desolate,” mostly by tourists from the East accustomed to tree-shrouded landscapes. Shallie couldn’t imagine living anyplace where trees and buildings and mobs of people blocked out the sky.


Shallie rubbed a mittened hand over the frosty patch of glass where her warm breath had condensed. From her lofty perch in the big truck her vision swept out across the wind-raked mesa, dusted in spots with patches of late spring snow, stopping only at a strip of cobalt-blue mountains rising in the hazy distance. Her spirit soared, unleashed by the majesty of the land.


She couldn’t understand how anyone could perceive such a vista as being desolate. For her it was a land of possibilities where limits were set only by the boundaries of a person’s imagination. Maybe it was this unfettered view, she theorized, that had caused her to set her sights so high.


A wisp of cirrus floating all alone in the vast sky caught Shallie’s eye. Nervous tension abruptly knotted her stomach as she felt herself riding all alone as well and, very possibly, too high.


Let my spirit be big enough, she wished fervently, almost as if offering a silent prayer to the grandeur of the land she loved.


The strident shriek of gears grinding together brought her awareness back suddenly to the diesel-smelling confines of the huge truck’s cab. She glanced at the driver, her hired hand, Wade Hoskins. Although she was his employer, Shallie had difficulties making herself speak to the man, much less give him orders. She’d overheard enough of his conversations to know that he was a man to whom women were either “skanks” or “heifers.” Just sitting next to him made her feel unclean.


“Thought that’d get your attention.” Wade Hoskins parted his lips in a wolfish imitation of a smile, revealing the black space where an incisor had once been. His lower lip bulged with a wad of chewing tobacco.


Shallie’s tight smile was the only reaction she let herself show. She fought the revulsion that rose in response to the leering, sidelong glance he shot her way. She wanted to scoot her slender, jeans-clad body even closer to the window she already hugged. But she couldn’t allow Hoskins to see that he intimidated her. Today she was taking her first, unassisted step into a world where she would have to hold her own against men like Hoskins. It was crucial that she win, if not their respect, at least their cooperation, or all her dreams would be lost.


Hoskins openly stared at Shallie’s determined profile. He was pleased to note the rigid set of her spine. His scrutiny made her so stiff that each bump in the road set her palomino-gold curls bouncing.


“I ain’t never had a boss woman before,” he drawled, overplaying his Texas accent. “Leastwise none that could prove to me that they was a real woman.” He watched for her reaction and was delighted to see a sudden burst of color suffuse her apricot-toned cheek.


Shallie continued staring grimly ahead. She could just imagine how a man like Wade Hoskins, his gut spilling so far over his belt that the buckle was lost, would define a “real woman” and what he would demand in the way of proof. Her pansy-brown eyes grew cold as iced coffee as she contemplated the stomach-turning image. It infuriated her that Hoskins felt free to make comments like those. He certainly would never have dared to in front of her uncle. For one chilling moment she was afraid she wasn’t ready to take her uncle’s place. Being a rodeo contractor, responsible for supplying the animals and ensuring a smooth-running show, was a difficult enough job for a burly former rodeo cowboy like her Uncle Walter. What had ever made her hope that a five-foot-four, 120-pound woman could handle it?


Suddenly she wished she’d cultivated more orthodox ambitions. Why couldn’t she have been content doing something with the business degree her mother had insisted she earn? Something other than keeping the Double L’s books and negotiating the contracts that came in. Shallie didn’t have to ponder that question long. The answer came as a memory of those long years spent inside four walls and the suffocating, claustrophobic feeling that had accompanied her years of study. She’d always done well in school, but not through any native love of studying. She considered it a trade-off she’d had to make. Seven hours of imprisonment in a classroom in exchange for a few hours of freedom outside at the end of the day.


Beyond that was the irrefutable fact that she loved rodeo and wanted to carve out a life for herself in it. She’d wanted that for fourteen years, ever since she was ten and her father, over her mother’s strenuous objections, had started taking her to rodeos to watch him and his brother, Walter, win all the prizes in the team roping competition.


At first she loved rodeo just for the escape it offered from a world ruled by a mother who spanked “bad little girls” who committed unpardonable offenses like scuffing their patent-leather party shoes or missing a word on their spelling tests. On the rodeo circuit there were no party shoes and no spankings. Freed from their white-picket-fence prison, she saw her father, taciturn and unsmiling at home, blossom into a happy man with a joke and a kind word for everyone. But, even after the accident that claimed her father’s life, Shallie remained smitten by the highly infectious malady that those afflicted can only describe as “rodeo fever.”


It was in her blood. Two years ago, on the day she’d finished her last college class, she’d gone to work full-time at the Double L Rodeo Contracting Company, which her uncle anwd father had started ten years earlier. Five short years before her father was killed.


Her mother, who had come from a wealthy Denver banking family, had packed Shallie off to an exclusive women’s college in that city shortly after the accident. Her mother had hoped to end forever her daughter’s unseemly fascination with the sport she held responsible for ruining her life, although she herself had experienced that same fascination when rodeo had taken the breathtakingly handsome form of John Larkin—Shallie’s father—the man who was to become her husband. She had married him assuming that rodeo was merely a whim for the soft-spoken man whose kisses made her forget her exalted position in society, and that he would, of course, eventually be absorbed into her family’s banking establishment. She thought that her husband would be given a job with high pay and few responsibilities just as her sisters’ husbands had.


But John Larkin had harbored other plans for his wife and the child she was carrying when they were married. He’d never wanted nor accepted a cent of her family’s money. Over her loud protests, John Larkin, just as he’d promised he would before they married, moved his new wife to a small ranching community outside of Albuquerque where he and his brother ran a few head of cattle and practiced doing what they did best—roping steers as a team. When they weren’t practicing they were doing what cowboys do when they answer rodeo’s siren song—they were “going down the road” chasing after jackpots and prize money. They won consistently and put aside every penny they could save in hopes of one day starting their own rodeo company.


Their dreams had materialized in the Double L, each “L” standing for one of the two Larkin brothers. Shallie remembered her mother, who had long since moved her and her daughter into a “respectable” house in Albuquerque, pouting and refusing like a spoiled child to ever set foot on Double L property. Shallie had visited the ranch, though, and soon her father’s dream had become her own. The burden of proving that she was worthy of it weighed heavily on her. It had been thrust upon her quite unexpectedly.


That morning her uncle had been up and dressed when Shallie had come down to start off on the long drive to the rodeo in the Panhandle of Texas that they’d contracted to produce. He was issuing orders to their two hired hands, Wade Hoskins and Pecos Cahill, about which livestock was to be hauled hundreds of miles to the rodeo. But, even with his cane, he could barely hobble about. The hobble was the legacy left by the car wreck that had ended her father’s life and her uncle’s roping career. The long cold New Mexico winter had taken its toll that year on his shattered knees. He’d grimaced with pain as he tried to bend them enough to haul himself up into the eighteen-wheeler’s cab.


“Shallie, girl”—her uncle had shaken his head in weary resignation as he’d backed away from the truck—“it doesn’t look like this worn-out old body is going to carry me to the rodeo.”


Shallie too had backed away. The pain and worry that clouded his eyes, however, halted her timid retreat. The Double L had never failed to honor a contract. She knew that a blemish on that record would hurt her uncle far more than the ache in his injured knees.


“Don’t worry. I can handle everything.” Shallie’s words had tumbled out before she could allow herself to think about the enormity of the task she’d just committed herself to, before she had time to see a smirk spread across Wade Hoskins’s face.


Walter stared at her as if somehow trying to reconcile the image of a potbellied, cigar-smoking rodeo contractor with the slim, fine-boned girl standing before him. It wasn’t her words, though, that finally allowed him to put the two together. No, they quavered and had a hollow ring to them. It was the look in his niece’s eyes. For Walter Larkin it was as if he were staring into his brother’s eyes thirty years ago when John had announced, “Walter, you’re almost thirty-three and I’m crowding thirty. We both know that the day will come, and it will come soon, when we’ll have to hang up our ropes. Now, neither one of us is ever going to be completely happy unless rodeo is part of our lives. So, what we’re going to do is start a rodeo company.”


Walter had laughed. Between the two of them they didn’t have the price of a hot dog for dinner. But they hitched rides to Denver, borrowed horses, and roped themselves into the first-place money. The only thing that stood in his way—from the moment John had made his announcement until they owned the Double L—had been love. A strange kind of love. Walter had never been able to understand how John could have taken the wife he did or why they ever stayed together. It was one of the few puzzles in Walter Larkin’s straightforward life and one of the reasons he’d remained a bachelor.


But even John’s wife hadn’t been able to keep him from fulfilling his promise. Walter had seen the same determination in his brother’s eyes he now saw hidden deep in Shallie’s, so deep that she probably didn’t even know its strength. But she would, Walter had thought that morning, if she’s bound on this course she’s chosen for herself. She’ll have to draw deeply on every inner resource she possesses.


So, he’d made his voice sound jovial and carefree and he’d said: “Hell, you don’t need me anymore. You’ve been doing most of the work now for the past two years. You can run a rodeo as well as I can any day.”


Then it was Shallie’s turn for a display of false bravado. She swung into the cab of the truck and gave her uncle a jaunty wave as Hoskins headed the truck loaded with bucking horses, bulls, and steers east toward the Texas Panhandle.


*  *  *


The truck lurched as Hoskins applied a lead foot to the brake. Shallie was thrown forward, her head banging against the windshield. From the trailer behind them came startled neighs as the horses were thrown against each other.


“Could you use a gentler touch on the brakes?” Shallie fought to keep the annoyance out of her voice. The one thing guaranteed to bring her to anger more quickly than any other was the slightest hint of mistreatment of an animal. “I’m responsible for the safety of that stock.”


“Why are you responsible? They ain’t your horses.” Hoskins’s surly statement managed to both challenge Shallie’s authority and completely change the subject from his erratic driving.


“Actually they are half mine.” Shallie’s statement came out tight and stilted. She knew that she had to establish herself, and that with employees like Hoskins it was a tricky process, but nervous tension goaded her into a hasty response. “My father left his half of the Double L to me in his will. But that’s not what’s important. Part of your job is to make sure that all of Double L’s stock is treated well. If you can’t or won’t do that, maybe this isn’t the job for you.”


“Does that mean you’re firing me?” Hoskins asked with a smirk.


Shallie knew she’d made a mistake. She wasn’t prepared to back up her threat. Without her uncle, they would be desperately shorthanded. She needed all the help she could get, even if it had to come from a reptile like Wade Hoskins.


“Ma’am?” Hoskins prodded her when she didn’t answer. “Or maybe you’d be happier if I called you sir?”


He was testing her, exploring her limits. Knowing that she couldn’t produce today’s rodeo without his help, Hoskins felt free to use any means he could to assuage the affront to his pride which a female superior represented.


“Shallie’s always been fine in the past. Why don’t we just stick with that?”


“All right, Shallie.” Hoskins pronounced her name with a drawn-out slur which hinted at an intimacy that made her shudder.


The remainder of the long drive passed in a grim silence punctuated by an occasional lurch when Hoskins tromped on the brake or accelerator pedal to express his continuing protest against the “boss woman.”





Chapter 2



By the time they reached their destination, a tumbleweed-blown town, a tight band of tension was squeezing Shallie’s forehead. They drove through the High Plains town to the small arena on its outskirts. The sun had taken the bite out of the late spring air. Shallie shrugged off her jacket and mittens.


A few rows of wooden bleachers surrounded a freshly plowed area. They pulled the truck to a halt at the end of the arena, where the bucking chutes for the horses and bulls had been constructed. A homemade sign reading “Not Responsible for Accidents” was posted above the rickety wooden chutes. Another truck bearing the Double L logo pulled in behind them. Shallie jumped out and went to the back to check on the horses. They neighed gently at the approach of the familiar figure who was always so generous with chunks of apple and carrot and scoops of sweet, molasses-laced grain.


Shallie was relieved to find all the horses fit and frisky-looking, as if they were itching to be turned loose in the soft dirt of the arena where they could buck and snort to their hearts’ content. At least she never had to worry about her rapport with the horses. That had been a source of joy for her ever since her father sat her on her first pony. If only humans could be as amenable, she thought, searching for Hoskins and Pecos Cahill. Hoskins had already reached her other hired hand, the driver of the truck containing a load of calves and steers for the roping events. Shallie was certain that Hoskins was wasting no time in relating to his shorter, plumper counterpart all the indignities he had suffered at the hands of the boss woman. Cahill looked her way. When she caught him staring, he turned back guiltily.


Feeling alone and isolated, Shallie headed for the area behind the chutes where the rodeo cowboys rigged up for their events. She was intercepted by a tall, thin man carrying a clipboard. His face was stretched long with worry.


“Shallie, thank God you’re here. Where’s your uncle? I need to consult with him about which horses have been drawn for the bareback.”


“He’s not here, Mr. Eckles,” Shallie told the rodeo committeeman who had hired the Double L to put on his town’s annual rodeo. “I’ll be producing this show.”


“You?” Eckles looked at her in disbelief.


“Yes, me,” Shallie sighed. “Is there something wrong with that?”


“Not a thing.” Mr. Eckles smiled and Shallie realized how defensive she’d become during her years in rodeo, having learned through experience that it was a world where women are generally regarded first as potential conquests. If they wanted to be thought of as anything else, they had to fight for that recognition. It was a struggle Shallie sometimes wearied of.


“Here’s a list of the horses that were drawn and their riders,” the committeeman said, handing her a sheet of paper. “Think you can have them up by starting time? We’ve already got some spectators filling up those stands.”


Shallie glanced up. The stands were indeed beginning to fill up. A teenage couple sauntered in, both wearing identical floral-print Western shirts and tall straw hats. They were followed by a slim woman holding a baby in one arm and leading a three-year-old with the other. Both children wore tiny pairs of leather boots. Her husband sashayed in after her, twirling a toothpick between two back molars.


A covey of potbellied old men in white shirts and suspenders had congregated close to the trucks and were talking and pointing toward the deceptively docile-looking horses. Shallie had overheard enough old-timers’ talk to know that they were commenting on what a sorry-looking lot of horseflesh they used in rodeos nowadays. Then they’d trade tales about the “really rank” horses that had bucked and snorted across the prairies and later the arenas of their youth. And how if these drugstore cowboys thought they were so hot they should have tried to “fork down into the saddle on the back of one them boogers.”


Shallie nodded a hasty good-bye to the rodeo committeeman and ran as fast as her boots would allow across the spongy earth of the arena. She scrambled up the metal gates leading to the catwalk that ran behind the chute and overlooked a dusty sea of denim and leather churned up by a dozen bareback riders preparing for their event.


In the center of the chaos of cowboys rifling through the canvas duffel bags containing their gear, helping one another to pin contestant numbers onto the backs of shirts, and testing their rigging, was one cowboy limbering up. He was seated on the dusty ground, his legs angled out from him. As he bent his long torso forward, the muscles of his shoulders swelled and strained against the tight cloth of his yoke-back shirt in a way that caused her breath to catch. He stretched still more, grabbing a polished boot with both his hands and pulling himself down even farther to limber the powerful muscles in his thighs. Shallie couldn’t see the cowboy’s face but noticed a knot of scar tissue at the base of the middle finger on his right hand.


Shallie watched the almost ritualized movements with satisfaction. This was the one single moment she liked best. There was something about the quiet intensity of the contestants as they prepared for their few seconds in the arena that made her feel she knew what the director of a ballet, the producer of a play, went through in those final backstage moments before the curtain went up. Being a rodeo contractor wasn’t so terribly different. Without her and the stock she provided, this drama between man and beast couldn’t be played out.


As she turned from the scene a knot of tension tightened her nerves. Hoskins and Cahill were stretched out in a patch of shade beneath the bleachers, finishing off both a cigarette and their dissection of her.


“Wade, Pecos,” she called, capturing their unwilling attention. “Get those broncs unloaded. We’re here to put on a rodeo.” Her tone held no room for argument. The pair lethargically dragged themselves up and moved toward the horse trailer.


Shallie had to work twice as hard as her hired hands to compensate for their deliberately sluggish pace. Her anger seemed to fuel the determination that had driven her for the past two years: She would be taken seriously in the world of rodeo. She wasn’t going to be defeated by a couple of Neanderthals like Hoskins and Cahill just because they had trouble taking orders from a woman. Working from the list Mr. Eckles had given her, Shallie separated out the broncs that were slated for the first go-round.


“Hoskins,” she called out as she drove the fractious horses from the truck down to the bucking chutes, “get the gate on six.” With an exaggerated slowness, the beer-bellied hand crawled up on the catwalk and manned the sliding metal gate that partitioned off the last enclosure. Shallie drove a snorting dun-colored bronc down the metal-sided aisle. Pecos stood above the chutes on the catwalk yelling until the dun reached the end, then Wade lowered the gate to trap him. The air filled with the sound of steel gates clanging, horses snorting, rough cries, and dust as they repeated the same procedure until each of the six chute divisions held a bareback horse raring to be turned loose.


By the time Shallie had gotten the bareback broncs sorted out and ready for the first event, the stands were filled. Nervousness hung in the air as thick as ozone behind the chutes. She looked into the contestants’ faces and saw nothing there except iron concentration as they set their minds to the task at hand. The public-address system crackled to life and the rodeo announcer began his spiel.


“Welcome, folks, to our thirty-eighth annual Rodeo and Cowboy Reunion. As you know, the rodeo is held each year at this time to give all our local hands a chance to show their stuff and pick up a little of that prize money. This year, for the fifth year in a row, stock is being furnished by the Double L Rodeo Contracting Company out of Mountain View, New Mexico. Walt Larkin and his crew have always done a real fine job for us and we’re pleased to have ’em back with us. Take a bow, Walt, wherever you are.”


Shallie glanced up at the wooden box built over the bucking chutes, which held the announcer and a few officials. Mr. Eckles was whispering in the announcer’s ear. The announcer, a florid man in a maroon double-knit Western suit and string tie, covered his microphone and pointed down to where Shallie stood. She saw disbelief crease the man’s chubby face.


“Heh-heh, folks, excuse me,” the announcer chuckled over the PA. “Appears I’ve made a mistake. Walt’s niece, Shallie Larkin, will be producing this year’s rodeo. Let’s wish the little lady the best of luck.”


Because you think I’ll need it, Shallie fumed as she turned on a smile she didn’t feel in response to a thin smattering of polite applause. On a couple of the older, male faces in the crowd, she read open resentment. They’re mad, Shallie realized. Mad that a “little lady” was trying to invade their cozy, masculine world. Well, she thought determinedly, it would take more than a few sour stares to chase her away.


“Now, let’s welcome the Cavalcade Riding Academy,” the announcer continued over the scratchy PA. A troupe of flamboyantly costumed equestrians thundered into the arena, executing a series of intricate maneuvers on horseback. The announcer broke in.


“It gives me great pleasure to introduce this year’s rodeo queen from Coalla County, Miss Bridgie Sue Gates.” A heavily made-up young woman wearing a kelly-green pants suit with a white hat and white boots galloped full tilt into the arena, carrying an American flag unfurled behind her.


“Ladies and gentlemen, our National Anthem.”


Those words signaled a halt for Shallie, and suddenly the banging of steel gates and the shouts of her helpers stopped. As a vintage recording of the “Star Spangled Banner” blared over the loudspeaker, hats were whipped from foreheads that the sun rarely touched, and heads were lowered.


Shallie too lowered her head, but it was to sneak a surreptitious glance at the list of horses and riders to double-check that each one had been loaded in the right chute. She went down the list: Zeus, Mercury, Vulcan, and the others. She knew each of them like an old friend and had named them accordingly. Zeus, a dun-colored gelding, was the strongest horse in the string; Mercury, the fleetest; Vulcan, the most explosive. She’d taken the names from mythology, feeling they fit the animals’ innate nobility better than the standard, hackneyed rodeo names—Rocket, Midnight, Widowmaker. Once people accepted the novelty of the names, she was often asked why she hadn’t used the most obvious name of all—Pegasus, the mythical winged horse. But Shallie was saving that name, keeping it in reserve for a truly special horse. There could only be one horse fit to be christened Pegasus and she hadn’t seen that animal yet.


Before the final chords of the National Anthem had scratched into silence, Shallie was hurrying the bareback riders along.


“Come on, gentlemen,” Shallie called down to the cowboys, repeating the words she’d heard her uncle use so many times, “let’s ride some horses.”


The cowboys swung up onto the catwalk carrying their leather riggings. With some help from her, they set the riggings on the back slope of the horses’ withers. Shallie watched one cowboy, a fresh-faced boy no more than sixteen, wearing bright red chaps. After he and a buddy had gotten his rigging cinched down tight on the horse he’d drawn, he grabbed hold of the railing and squatted, bouncing up and down to loosen the muscles in his legs, which were drawing tight with fear.


“The first event this afternoon will be bareback riding,” the announcer began his stock commentary. “Most cowboys will tell you that riding these bareback broncs is the most physically demanding event in rodeo. All that holds the cowboy to that keg of dynamite under him is a leather rigging twenty-two inches long. He can use only one hand to hang on to that strip of leather. The rider must spur the horse in the point of the shoulders the first jump from the chute and continue spurring throughout the eight-second ride . . .”


Shallie tuned out the announcer’s voice. She’d heard the same spiel hundreds of times at hundreds of rodeos. She looked over the men who would be trying to win money riding her horses. She knew that the nervous young cowboy in the red chaps would get nothing more than a short flying lesson for his entry fee. Next to him was an old veteran on the amateur rodeo circuit. Laughter, hard weather, flying hooves, and gouging horns had all left their mark on his wrinkle-pleated face. She remembered hearing that he’d tried making it on the professional circuit and had ended up with a dislocated shoulder and a concussion. The concussion had passed but the shoulder had never been strong enough again for him to try and take on the big boys. She guessed he’d make a solid, if unspectacular ride.


Her appraisal slipped to the next contestant. He was a short, stocky fellow who looked as if a horse might have put a hoof in his face at one time. He was buried beneath a mountain of angry concentration, like a man looking forward to taking his revenge. Shallie checked the horse he was to ride: Odin. That was a relief; he was one of her stoutest animals. He’d give the angry cowboy a run for his money.


The next contestant puzzled Shallie. He was wearing aviator sunglasses and the bottom half of his face was hidden behind a bandanna. Either one would have set him apart from all the other contestants and most cowboys anywhere. But on top of that, he was wearing a tailored shirt of cream-colored challis tucked into a pair of jeans sporting a crease that only a laundry could put on denim. Her gaze traveled up to his face, unreadable behind the reflector lenses.


Shallie wondered why this mystery man was trying so hard to keep his identity a secret. Probably some city dude who wanted to play cowboy for a day. Whatever. As long as he paid his entry fee, he had the right to make as big a fool of himself as he liked.


Judging by the relaxed set of his broad shoulders, however, the dude didn’t even know enough to be scared. Shallie glanced down to the chute below him and shuddered inwardly. Of all the luck, the poor sucker had drawn her most powerful horse, Zeus. She cringed, thinking of his coming humiliation. He’s going to need all the help he can get, Shallie thought and began edging toward him.


But as she approached him, something began to bother her. The dude in the aviator sunglasses projected a quiet, sure intelligence unlike the usual braying jackass who thought that with one eight-second ride he could prove he was a man.


“Would you like me to hold on to your glasses while you ride?” Shallie asked.


The cowboy turned toward her. All she could see was her own reflection in his lenses. “No, ma’am. Believe I’ll just wear them.” His answer, even muffled by the bandanna, had a calm, masculine strength.


Shallie knew only too well that rodeo had a way of magnifying the male ego and she’d learned to tread carefully around that volatile area. “Of course, I wouldn’t presume to tell you what to do,” she went on, trying to hide her dismay at the man’s foolishness. “But when you get thrown the glasses could be dangerous. And it wouldn’t be too safe for the other cowboys if you were to leave the arena littered with broken glass.”


“Who says I’m going to get thrown?” His question had more understated assurance than the kind of blowhard cockiness she usually encountered in onetime rodeoers. Still, she was tempted to abandon him to his fate. But there was the very real chance that he could be seriously hurt, so she tried again.


“Have you limbered up?” At least, Shallie thought, if his muscles are loose he’ll stand less of a chance of having them jerked out of his shoulder. When he didn’t respond, Shallie demonstrated to him how he should swing his arms in wide arcs like the cowboys.


“You mean like this?” He imitated Shallie’s propeller motions.


“Right.” In the dusty area below the catwalk she caught a glimpse of her two hired hands watching her with amused smirks on their faces. “Come on.” She stopped the arm-flapping demonstration. “I’ll help you get rigged up.”


The dude stood back, obviously not knowing the first thing about setting a rigging.


“Here, hold it like this,” Shallie directed him when she had the rigging in place.


As he bent near her, Shallie experienced an odd claustrophobic feeling as if his smell, his nearness, his gaze, all had a physical weight that was pressing down on her, driving the air from her lungs. It was a strange sensation. To hide her discomfiture, Shallie brusquely grabbed the latigo and cinched the rigging down tight on Zeus’s back. As she recoiled from the hurried motion, however, she was thrown into even closer contact with the stranger. Large, strong hands closed around her shoulders, steadying her.


“Whoa. There now, are you all right?”


“Fine, fine. Perfectly fine,” Shallie babbled, completely flustered. She stumbled quickly away, her thoughts scattered about like flushed quail. She forced herself to fix her thoughts on the announcer’s words.


“In chute number one we have Willie Poteen. Willie’s a local boy and he’s riding a horse called Mercury. As we go down the list today you will notice that a lot of the Double L bucking stock have the names of pagan gods and such like. Walter told me last year that his little niece, Shallie, picks them out.”


Shallie arched her brow in annoyance. Would she ever be thought of as anything other than a “little lady” or a “little niece”?


“Looks like Willie is getting set.”


In the first chute Shallie watched the young cowboy in red chaps ease down onto his mount’s back. He jammed his hat down so hard on his head that his ears stuck out like the handles on a jug. With a jerky nod he signaled for the gate to be thrown open. Mercury bolted out with all the speed of his namesake and the chaps became a red blur hurtling through space. The embarrassed hometown cowboy landed right where the chaps didn’t cover.


“Ready on two?” Shallie asked the next contestant.


“I was born ready, ma’am,” the leathery old veteran shot back.


“Then let her rip.” Shallie laughed, turning her attention to the next contestant. Shallie didn’t watch the ride, she was too busy hurrying along the stumpy, muscle-bound cowboy who’d drawn Odin. Uncle Walter always prided himself on running a fast, well-paced show.


“You let too much time pass,” he always said, “and the people in the stands are going to start noticing how hot it is or how hard the seat is and next thing you know they’re asking themselves why in blazes they ever left their plasma TVs and their internets to come out to some old rodeo. Then you’ve lost a paying customer, and we’ve got too few of them as it is.”


“The judges have given J. T. Watkins a whopping big eighty-one for that last ride, folks.” The announcement brought a round of applause for the battered old veteran.


The dude, who was the fourth rider, after the angry cowboy had his turn on Odin, was standing back helplessly. The third contestant was almost ready to call for the gate. There wasn’t much time. If she didn’t baby him along he’d hold up the action.


“Okay, mister.” She eased alongside of him. “Step aboard.” She indicated Zeus’s back. The dude straddled the planks above the horse and settled gingerly down. In the next chute the third contestant nodded for the gate.


“Grab ahold of the rigging,” Shallie coached the dude. He gripped the rawhide handle with both hands as if he were picking up a heavy suitcase. Shallie sighed and shook her head. She hoped this town had a good emergency room.


Out in the arena the last rider picked himself up from where Odin had thrown him and beat the dust out of his hat, looking angrier than ever.


“Let’s hear a big round of applause for Elroy Stivers on Odin,” the announcer coaxed the crowd, “because your applause is all he’ll be taking home tonight.”


“Here, hang on to it like this.” Shallie demonstrated to the dude how he should slide just his right hand in underneath the grip with his palm pointed upward. Her pupil shook his head in understanding and switched his handhold.


“Scoot up on your hand,” Shallie directed, holding her fist in front of her hips to demonstrate the position he needed to assume. Down by the gate Wade and Hoskins were elbowing one another and snickering at her impromptu bareback riding lesson. She was again about to give up the effort when she realized he wasn’t wearing a glove.


“Your riding glove. Where is it?” When the dude shrugged she turned and borrowed one from the nearest cowboy.


“Here, stick this on your riding hand.”


He held up his right hand. Shallie tugged on the leather glove. As she did, she noticed a mound of pink scar tissue. This was the cowboy she had been so entranced with as she’d watched him limbering up. She stepped back, a sick feeling gathering in her stomach. It spread as she watched the “dude” settle his firm buttocks down on Zeus’s back and scoot forward until he was nearly sitting on his gloved hand. Zeus kicked a hoof against the chute in protest. Then, in a low, commanding voice she heard:


“Turn him out, boys.”


The gate rattled as it sprung open. Shallie swung back around. She witnessed exactly what she was afraid she might see—a freeze-action picture of perfect bareback riding form: The “dude’s” free hand was held high, and both his dull spurs were planted high in the horse’s shoulders. Zeus seemed to be suspended in midair, all four hooves off the ground and his body bowed into a shuddering arc. It was the image of a prize-winning champion, not the first-time novice he’d fooled Shallie into believing he was.


Zeus landed hard on his forelegs with a shock which almost always unseated whatever pesky human was attempting to stay on his back. The sunglassed cowboy absorbed the shock effortlessly, his right arm seemingly welded to the leather rigging. His timing was so perfect that he and Zeus appeared to have choreographed their moves. For eight seconds this unknown cowboy epitomized the best in rodeo, the mastery that was much more fluid grace than brute strength. Shallie became so caught up in it that she forgot the anger which had surged through her when she realized she’d been made a fool of.


The crowd was absolutely silent as Zeus bucked into two more high, wild jumps that didn’t even jiggle the cowboy’s sunglasses. The horn blared out, signaling the end of the eight seconds, and the rider, timing his moves perfectly, let Zeus loft him up into the air so that he landed on his feet. The stunned crowd broke into bleacher-pounding applause. As the cowboy retreated to the back of the chutes, he stopped directly in front of Shallie. With exaggerated chivalry, he swept his silver-gray hat from his head, unloosing a thick headful of dark, sweat-dampened hair, and bowed toward her.
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