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            Chapter One

         

         Spring was Waylon’s favorite season, when the wildflowers painted the Palo Duro Canyon with their brilliant colors. That evening, the last rays of sun lit up the red Indian paintbrush, almost the same color as the dress Shiloh was wearing. The centers of the black-eyed Susans reminded him of her dark hair, and the blue bonnets scattered here and there were the color of her eyes.

         “Wildflower Ranch,” he whispered and liked the way it rolled off his tongue. He’d been looking for a brand for his new ranch ever since he bought it. “I like it. Wildflower Ranch,” he said again with a nod, and just like that, he’d named his place.

         Since most of his friends were married, Waylon had been to lots of weddings. Like always, he found a corner where he could watch the people without having to mingle with them. He wasn’t really shy or backward, but though he didn’t like crowds he did like watching people. And he liked to dance some leather off his boots at the Sugar Shack, the local watering hole, on Saturday nights.

         Shiloh breezed in and out of the house, appearing under the porch light to talk to someone for a few minutes, and then disappearing for a little while, only to return again. She looked different from the way she did at Ezra’s funeral not quite three months ago. That day Waylon had stood off to the side as the sisters arrived one by one. Abby Joy was the last one to get there, and she looked like she had just left a military exercise in her camouflage. Shiloh might have come from a rodeo in her western getup, and Bonnie could have been a biker’s woman in black leather and sporting a nose ring and tattoo. At that time he had wondered if Ezra hadn’t been right when he sent all of them away right after they were born.

         But ever since that morning, he hadn’t been able to get Shiloh out of his mind.

         Now there were only two sisters in the running to inherit the Malloy Ranch—Shiloh and Bonnie. When the sisters first came to the canyon, Waylon would have sworn that Shiloh would be the first to leave. Bonnie would follow her within a week, and Abby Joy would be there until they buried her beside old Ezra in the Malloy family cemetery right there on the ranch.

         He’d sure been wrong, because that very evening Abby Joy had married his good friend Cooper and moved off Malloy ranch and over to his place. It wasn’t the first time Waylon had been wrong, and it most likely wouldn’t be the last time, either. He watched the two remaining Malloy sisters out of the corner of his eye. Shiloh was the taller of the two and had long dark brown hair.

         In her cowboy boots and tight jeans at her father’s funeral, she had looked like she was the queen of Texas. Maybe that confidence and sass was what had drawn him to her from the beginning. Not that he’d act on the attraction, not when there was so much at stake for her. Ezra had left a will behind, saying that the three sisters had to live on the Malloy Ranch together for a year. If one of them left, then they received an inheritance, but they could never have the ranch. If none of them left, then they inherited the place jointly. If they all moved off Ezra’s massive spread, then Rusty, his foreman, inherited it.

         Waylon had always thought that deep down Ezra wanted Rusty to have the place anyway. He’d just brought the sisters together to satisfy his own conscience for sending them away at birth because they weren’t sons.

         Waylon was a patient man. He didn’t mind sitting back in the shadows of the wide porch and waiting for another look at Shiloh in that dress that hugged her curves. When she came back again, he sat up a little straighter so he could get a better view of her. The full moon lit her eyes up that evening like beautiful sapphires. His pulse jacked up a few notches and his heart threw in an extra fast beat. He could only imagine what kissing her or holding her in his arms would feel like—but he sure liked the picture in his head when he did.

         The reception had started in the house and then poured out onto the porch and yard. That’s where Shiloh was headed right then. She met up with Bonnie, and the two of them talked with their hands, gesturing toward the house and then back at the piano under a big scrub oak.

         Maybe they were trying to figure out how to get the piano back inside. Waylon would be glad to help them with that, just to be near Shiloh for a little while. The chairs that had been arranged in two rows for the wedding were now scattered here and there, and Shiloh picked up one with each hand and carried them from the yard to the porch.

         “Need some help?” Waylon asked when she was close enough that the porch light lit up her beautiful eyes. Ezra Malloy’s three daughters hadn’t gotten a physical thing from him, except the color of his eyes, and even then they were all three slightly different shades of blue.

         “Hey, what are you doing hiding back here?” Bonnie, the youngest Malloy sister, pulled up a chair and sat down beside him.

         “Just watching the people,” Waylon answered. “You look right pretty tonight, Bonnie. When I first saw you at Ezra’s funeral, you looked like maybe you were into motorcycles.”

         “I might have been, but they cost way too much money for me to own one. My boyfriend had one back in Harlan.” Bonnie sighed. “If I’d known Abby Joy was going to wear combat boots, I would have worn my comfortable lace-up biker boots.” She kicked off her shoes. “He bought me the jacket and boots, and then we broke up. He didn’t want me to come out here to Texas when Ezra died. He said I was too wild to live on a ranch. I’m proving him wrong.” She stopped, as if waiting for him to say something, but she hadn’t asked a question. After a few seconds she went on, “Have you ever been a groomsman before? This was my first time ever to be a bridesmaid.”

         “No,” he answered. “I’ve been to a lot of weddings, but I’m not usually one for big crowds.”

         Shiloh pushed the front door open and motioned to her sister. “Bonnie, come on. Abby Joy is getting ready to throw the bouquet.”

         Bonnie got up, but Waylon stayed in his chair. Shiloh’s high-heeled shoes made a clicking noise on the wooden porch as she crossed it, and she crooked a finger at Waylon. “You too, cowboy. Cooper is about to take Abby Joy’s garter off, and he’s calling for all single men.”

         “Oh, no!” Waylon held up both palms. “I don’t want that thing.”

         “I’m not catching that bouquet either. I’m superstitious, and I refuse to be the next bride in the canyon,” Bonnie said. “I’m going to own a ranch in nine months. I sure don’t have time for romance.”

         “You’ll own the Malloy ranch over my dead body.” Shiloh did a head wiggle. “The best you’ll ever do is share it with me.”

         “Wanna bet?” Bonnie stopped at the door.

         Shiloh stuck out her hand. “Twenty bucks?”

         “How about a hundred and a bottle of good Kentucky bourbon?” Bonnie asked.

         “Deal!” Shiloh shook with her.

         Waylon didn’t have a doubt in his mind that Bonnie would be forking over money and bourbon. Next to Abby Joy, he’d never met a woman as determined as Shiloh—or as sassy for that matter.

         Shiloh surprised him when she grabbed his hand and tugged. “Come on. You can put your hands in your pockets, but you’re one of the wedding party. It wouldn’t be right for you not to be in on the garter toss.”

         He stood up, thinking she’d drop his hand, but she didn’t. Sparks flittered around the porch like fireflies on a summer night. Sure, Waylon had been attracted to Shiloh since the first time he laid eyes on her, but this tingly feeling was something he’d never felt before.

         She led him into the foyer, where the men were gathered over toward one end. Abby Joy was sitting about halfway up the stairs, and Cooper had begun to run his hand up her leg, searching for the garter. When he found the blue satin and white lace thing, he slipped it slowly down to her ankle. Whoops and hollers filled the room from the guys who were gathered up in a corner with their hands up. They were putting on quite a show for the lady who was filming, but then the garter wouldn’t stretch far enough to go over Abby Joy’s combat boot. The noise died down slightly as Cooper slowly untied the strings, pulled her boot off, and then slowly removed the garter from her foot. It got loud again when Cooper turned around backward and threw it over his shoulder. Several of the young unmarried men did their best to catch it, but it flew right past them and floated down to settle onto the top of Waylon’s black cowboy hat.

         “Guess you’re next in line, buddy.” Cooper laughed.

         There was no doubt that Cooper was talking to him, and all the guys around him were laughing and pointing. He brought his hands out of his pockets and held them up to show that he had nothing. “Can’t be me,” Waylon said. “Which one of y’all is hiding it and teasing me?”

         Shiloh reached up, removed Waylon’s hat, and showed him the garter, lying there in the creases. He wanted to pick the thing up and toss it to one of the other guys, but he was mesmerized by her beautiful blue eyes, which were staring right into his.

         “Fate says that you’re next,” she said.

         “Not damn likely,” he drawled.

         She picked up the garter and handed him back his hat. “Give me your arm. The photographer will want a picture of you and Cooper, since you caught the garter.”

         He held out his arm and she stretched the blue lace garter up past his elbow. Then she held up his arm like he’d just won the trophy at a wrestling tournament. “The winner and the next groom in the canyon is Waylon Stephens!”

         He played along, more to get to be near Shiloh than anything else. There was no way he’d be the next married man in the area. The only woman he was vaguely interested in was Shiloh, and he’d never knock her out of getting her share of Ezra Malloy’s ranch. Maybe after she’d secured the deed, he’d ask her for a date, but not before. She’d never forgive herself—or him—if she lost her part of the ranch, and besides, as pretty as she was, she was way out of his league.

         “And now the bouquet,” Abby Joy said. “All you ladies get your hands up and”— she turned around backward—“here it comes.” She let it fly, and it landed smack in Bonnie’s hands.

         “Someone take this thing from me, right now. I can’t get married or leave the ranch. It would cost me a hundred dollars and a bottle of Kentucky bourbon.” Bonnie tried to hand it off to the other girls, but none of them would touch it.

         After the photographer took a few pictures, Waylon took a few steps back and disappeared outside again into the shadows on the porch. He’d prove them all wrong about being the next man to get married, but Bonnie wouldn’t. Shiloh was going to own that ranch. Bonnie might as well face it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The hinges on the gate into the old cemetery creaked as Shiloh opened it. She crossed over to the place where the father she had never known was buried and sat down on a concrete bench in front of his grave. A full moon lit up the lettering on her father’s gray tombstone. Ezra Malloy had died less than three months ago on the first day of the year. It seemed like it had been a lot longer since she and her two sisters had sat through his graveside service. She remembered looking over at her soldier sister and thinking that she had some balls, wearing camouflage and combat boots to a funeral. Then she’d glanced to her other side to see the younger sister. She was dressed in jeans and a biker jacket and had a little diamond stud in the side of her nose. Her blond hair was limp, and what wasn’t stringing down to her shoulder had a thin braid complete with beads that hung down one side of her face. In her skintight jeans and biker books, she looked like she’d dropped right out of either a hippie colony or motorcycle convention.

         Shiloh had given Sister Hippie a week at the most before she’d go running back to whatever strange world she’d come from, and Sister Soldier less than a month before she was bored to death. Shiloh was going to be the last one standing at the end of a year, by damn, and nothing or no one was going to sweet-talk her off that ranch. The only thing she ever owned was the Chevy SUV that she drove. She wanted that ranch—first, to prove to the father she never knew that she could learn the business. The second reason had to do with her being so competitive. She was determined to show her two half-sisters that she couldn’t be run off. They’d both eyed her that first day like she would be the weakling of the trio. Neither of them looked like they could possibly be her sister, but she’d been wrong. Not only were they sisters, but they’d also become best friends by spring.

         Shiloh brushed a dead leaf from the skirt of the bright red satin dress she’d worn to her older sister’s wedding that evening. The canyon was alive with wildflowers of every color and description, but the night was chilly, so she’d worn a long sweater over her dress for her walk from the house to the cemetery.

         “Well, Ezra,” Shiloh addressed the tombstone in her Arkansas accent, “it’s down to me and Bonnie now. Bet you didn’t think any of us would stick it out for this long, did you? And since she was a soldier, I imagine you figured she’d be the one to last the longest. Guess what? You were wrong. She could have gotten married, and Cooper could’ve moved in with her here. That way she would have kept her share, but she told me she didn’t need or want it anymore, that it was like an albatross around her neck—like you were controlling her with your rules.” She whispered as she pulled her sweater tighter across her chest, “I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive you for throwing all three of us away because we weren’t boys. I guess your punishment is that you died a lonely old man.”

         “I thought I might find you here.” Her younger sister, Bonnie, sat down beside her.

         “Damn, woman!” Shiloh shivered. “You scared the bejesus out of me.”

         “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Bonnie asked. Other than her blue eyes, she didn’t look a thing like Shiloh. Tonight she wore her biker jacket over a pretty red bridesmaid dress.

         “It’s bad when you startle me like that, but good to think I might be a saint for a few seconds,” Shiloh answered.

         Bonnie shivered. “The way that north wind is whipping down the canyon, it’s hard to believe that it’s March and that spring is only a few days from now. I’ve got something to say to our father, and then I’m going home where it’s warm. Did you walk? I didn’t see your van when I parked.”

         “I did,” Shiloh replied, but she didn’t tell her sister that she needed a chance to think about how Waylon’s nearness had been affecting her all that evening. When she’d taken his hand in hers, there had definitely been electricity flowing between them. “What have you got to say to Ezra?”

         Bonnie glared at the tombstone. “Are you smiling, Ezra, because Abby Joy has left the ranch? I bet you’re hopin’ that Rusty winds up with it, but I’d be willin’ to bet a jar of your moonshine that you thought your soldier daughter would outlast me and Shiloh. If you had let us get to know each other, then you’d have realized that she might be tough as nails on the outside, but she’s got a heart of gold. So there, you won this one, but not really, because she’s happy now.”

         “Look at us out here in a damned old graveyard talkin’ to a dead man that didn’t give a hoot about any of us. Paid our mothers off to go away and take us worthless girls with them,” Shiloh said. “He can’t hear us and would probably laugh in our faces if he could.”

         “And wearing our pretty dresses as if he can see us in them,” Bonnie said. “I wish I didn’t give a damn about him, but”—she laid the wedding bouquet in front of his tombstone—“here’s something for you to think about. Abby Joy has found happiness and you never did.”

         “We really should get over the way we feel about him,” Shiloh said.

         “Maybe someday, but not anytime soon. He shouldn’t have thrown us all away, and he for sure as hell should have been there to walk Abby Joy down the aisle.”

         “He’s dead,” Shiloh reminded her. “He couldn’t have walked with her anyway.”

         “I know that, but…”—Bonnie stammered—“damn it, you know what I mean.”

         “Yes, I do know what you mean. I used to imagine that my father was a Navy SEAL or some other hero-type guy.”

         “When did you find out that you were wrong?” Bonnie asked.

         “I was a teenager. I waited until Mama and her sister, my aunt Audrey, were about half lit one night and asked her about him. The truth shattered my pretty little bubble,” Shiloh said.

         “I knew from the time I can remember exactly who and what Ezra was. Mama just wouldn’t tell me where he lived,” Bonnie told her. “Good thing that she didn’t. I might be doin’ time in prison right now instead of visitin’ his grave in the prettiest dress I’ve ever owned.”

         “Do you ever wish that the cemetery was on the back side of the ranch so we didn’t have to look at it every time we leave or come back to the place?” Shiloh asked.

         “Oh, hell, yeah, but I keep reminding myself that he probably hates to see us coming and going, and knowing that we’re still here makes him want to claw his way up out of that grave and change his will,” Bonnie answered.

         Shiloh giggled and started to say something. Then the noise of screeching tires and the sound of metal hitting something really hard made both of them drop to a squatting position and cover their heads. The laughter had stopped and nothing but Shiloh and her sister’s heavy breathing could be heard in the heavy silence.

         “What in the hell was that?” Bonnie whispered.

         “Someone just wrecked out on the highway,” Shiloh said. “We’d better go see if we need to help.”

         The two of them stood up and ran toward the place where Bonnie had left her truck. “Get in.” Bonnie hiked her dress up and ran around the back of her truck as she yelled, “And call 911.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Waylon was the last one to leave that evening. He helped get the piano back into the house and all the chairs loaded into a cattle trailer to go back to the church before he got into his truck and drove away. He turned the radio to his favorite late-night country music program just in time to hear Cody Johnson singing “On My Way to You.” The lyrics said that everything he’d been through from ditches to britches was simply taking him on his way to her. It seemed to have been written just for Waylon that night, and he kept time with the music by tapping his thumbs on the steering wheel.

         He’d just rounded a sharp curve when a whole herd of deer started across the road in front of him. The squeal of his truck tires filled his ears, and the smell of hot brakes floated up to his nose. The deer scattered, and he let up on the brakes a little. Then one of his back tires blew out and sent him straight for a huge old scrub oak. He was looking out the side window, trying to swerve away from a big stump, when the airbags opened, and the seat belt tightened. None of that kept him from hitting his head on the side window hard enough to rattle his brain.

         Steve Earle was singing “Copperhead Road” when everything began to blur. The lyrics of the song reminded him of the stories his great-granddad had told about outrunning the feds and the local sheriff through his moonshine-running days. His granddad had come home from Vietnam to take over the business. His dad hadn’t run moonshine, but he had inherited enough money from his father to buy a ranch on Red Dirt Road out in East Texas. His last thought before the whole world swirled away into darkness was that this was a helluva way to die.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Bonnie drove so fast down the rutted lane that it sounded like the fenders were going to fly off her old truck and land somewhere out there in the wildflowers beside the road. The scene of the accident was only a few hundred yards up from the Malloy Ranch turnoff, and right away, Shiloh recognized the truck.

         “My God!” she gasped. “That’s Waylon’s truck.”

         “What did you say?” the 911 operator asked.

         “It’s my neighbor’s truck right on Highway 207 that crosses the Prairie Dog Fork of the Red River. Send an ambulance in a hurry,” she said.

         “I’ve got one coming out of Amarillo, but it’ll be about thirty minutes before it can get there. I can patch you through to the EMT so he can give you some instructions,” the lady said.

         What little tread was on the tires of Bonnie’s old truck took a big hit when she braked hard. When the vehicle had slowed down, she made a hard right-hand turn into the red dirt and brought the truck to a stop. Before she could turn off the engine, Shiloh had slung open the door, hiked up her dress, and was running toward Waylon’s truck. She reached it in time to see Waylon fall out of the driver’s side and wobble as he tried to stand up.

         “He’s alive,” she yelled into the phone.

         “Lay him out flat on the ground and don’t let him move,” the EMT said. “Is there something you can use to stabilize his neck? Is there anything like a blanket to keep him warm until we can get there?”

         “I’ll check,” she said as she threw the phone at Bonnie. “Talk to them.”

         “Got to get home. Granddad has to make a run,” Waylon muttered.

         “What you are going to do is lay down flat and be still until the ambulance gets here.” Shiloh removed her sweater and held it against the gash on his forehead.

         “Anything for you, darlin’.” He winced as he stretched out on the cold, hard ground. “Are you hurt?”

         “Be still,” she demanded. “You’re losing a lot of blood, and you could have all kinds of injuries.”

         His eyes fluttered shut.

         Her heart thumped in her chest, and her pulse raced. She’d never seen a man die, especially one who she knew so well, and had even flirted with on more than one occasion. Her hands shook as she pressed harder on the sweater, his warm blood seeping through the thin fabric and oozing up between her fingers.

         God, don’t let him die. She looked up at the stars. His breath rattled out of his chest and he coughed. Shiloh glanced at his mouth to see if there was blood there, and heaved a sigh of relief when his lips were clear.

         “Don’t you dare die, Waylon Stephens!” she yelled at him. “Open your eyes and stay with me.”

         “They say you’re doing the right thing.” Bonnie kept the phone to her ear. “Should I run back to the house and get a blanket?”

         “Ask them how much longer until they get here,” Shiloh said.

         “They say fifteen minutes. They’ve got the sirens going, and they’re taking the back roads to get here faster,” Bonnie told her.

         “It would take you longer to get there and back than it’ll take them to get here,” Shiloh told her.

         “Then here…” Bonnie peeled out of her jacket and laid it over Waylon’s upper body. “That might help a little.”

         “Thank you,” Shiloh said. “You should get back in your truck and stay warm. There’s nothing more you can do, and you’ll get sick if you get a chill.”

         Seconds took hours to go by, and minutes were an eternity. Shiloh kept demanding that Waylon keep his eyes open and talk to her. Most of the time, he focused on her face, but he didn’t say anything at all. She wondered what kind of work his granddad had done that he had to make a run, and why it was important for Waylon to get home to help him, but she didn’t ask. The EMTs had said to keep him as quiet and as still as possible.

         Finally, Shiloh and Bonnie heard the sirens and saw the flashing lights as the ambulance came around a curve in the highway. As soon as the vehicle stopped, the two EMTs seemed to be everywhere at once. They loaded Waylon onto a flat board, secured his neck with a brace, removed Shiloh’s sweater and applied gauze to the gaping wound on his forehead.

         “I’m going with him,” she announced when they had him inside.

         “Sorry, ma’am, it’s not allowed,” the older of the two men said.

         “It is tonight,” Shiloh told him as she hiked up her dress and got into the ambulance. Bonnie threw her phone toward her and said, “What should I do?”

         The doors were closing when Shiloh caught the phone and yelled, “Bring me my purse and a change of clothes, and get Rusty to follow you in my SUV so I’ll have a way to get him home.”

         She had to pull her knees to the side to give the EMT room to start an IV, take Waylon’s vital signs, and check his eyes. “Okay, Derrick”—she read the embroidered name tag on his jacket—“tell me he’s going to be all right.”

         “I hope so, but the doctors will have to check him out for brain damage, concussion, all kinds of things. He’s got a nasty cut on his head that’s going to probably need stitches,” Derrick said above the high-pitched whine of the sirens.

         “Hate needles,” Waylon muttered, his first words in several minutes.

         “So do I.” Shiloh reached around Derrick and covered Waylon’s hand with hers.

         Driving on Texas roads was one thing. Driving in the Palo Duro Canyon was quite another with its curves, and hills, and valleys. Shiloh was glad when they finally came up out of the canyon just south of Claude, and the ambulance driver could go faster. She had flirted with Waylon at church and social gatherings, had even danced with him a couple of times at the Sugar Shack, the canyon’s only honky-tonk. Now, she wished she’d stepped right up and asked him out. The opportunities had been there, and she wasn’t shy, but she had a thing about rejection. Probably a deep-seated emotion brought on by her father not wanting her because she was a girl.

         The driver made a hard left onto Interstate 40 and kicked up the speed even more. In just a few minutes, he was pulling up under the awning, and then he and Derrick were rolling Waylon into the emergency room.

         “You can wait right here.” Derrick motioned toward the seating area.

         Shiloh gave him a dirty look and went right on through the double doors with him and the other guy. They did one of those one, two, three, counts and shifted Waylon onto a bed. He grimaced when they removed his cowboy boots.

         “Foot hurts,” he said.

         “We’ll get it seen about real soon,” Shiloh told him.

         A nurse with a no-nonsense expression pulled the curtain to the cubicle back and motioned for Shiloh to leave. “We’ve got to get him out of that suit so we can examine him. You need to leave.”

         Shiloh narrowed her eyes. “I’ll step outside the curtain, but as soon as you have him changed, I’m coming back in.”

         “Are you related?” The nurse eased his black jacket off and was unbuckling his belt.

         “No, I’m his girlfriend,” Shiloh lied.

         “Then I’ll call you as soon as I’m finished,” the nurse said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Waylon chuckled, and Shiloh shot a look his way that said he had better not tattle as she slipped around the curtain. Things were a little foggy in his mind. He remembered something about a song about Red Dirt Road—no, that wasn’t right. He lived on a road like that growing up over in—it took him a while to remember that had been over near Kiomatia, right on the Red River.

         A doctor in a white coat pushed the curtain back, and said, “Well, son, what hurts?”

         “My head and my ankle,” Waylon answered.

         “Let’s get some tests run to see about both of those.” He flashed a small penlight in Waylon’s eyes, then gently felt his ankle. “I think you have a mild concussion and a sprained ankle, but the tests I’m ordering will let us know for certain. I want to be sure that you don’t have any cracked or broken ribs from the seat belt. Good thing you were wearing one, or you might’ve been thrown through the windshield. While we’re waiting, let’s get that head wound taken care of. I think we can use some glue and Steri-Strips instead of stitches. The nurse will clean it up, and then I’ll do my magic.”

         Waylon barely nodded.

         “Keep the neck brace on until we get those pictures,” the doctor told the nurse.

         “Yes, sir,” she said.

         Shiloh pushed around the curtain and came back to stand beside him. She took his hand in hers as they took care of the gash on his forehead. He tried not to squeeze her hand, but dammit! It hurt like a bitch when the nurse cleaned the wound. He kept his eyes glued to Shiloh’s face. Her beautiful dark hair had been pinned up for the wedding, but now it had fallen down over her shoulders. The red roses that had been scattered through the curls were wilted. Her pretty dress was stained and dirty, and her black rubber boots were muddy.

         “Sorry,” he said.

         “For what?” she asked.

         “Your dress,” he muttered.

         “Honey, this is just a dress. It can be cleaned or thrown in the trash. What matters is that you aren’t dead.” She squeezed his hand.

         She had called him honey. He was sure of that, but he couldn’t be her sweetheart. That much he was sure of. He was Waylon Stephens, of the moonshiners over in Red River County, Texas. Shiloh Malloy was way out of his league.

         He closed his eyes, but she leaned down and said, “Don’t you close your eyes. You can’t sleep until the doctor gets done with you, and if you’ve got a concussion, I’ll be waking you up every hour until twenty-four have passed, so get ready for it.”

         “Sleepy,” he said.

         “Me too, but we can sleep later,” she told him.

         Dawn was pushing night out of the way when the nurse finally came into the cubicle with a whole raft of papers in her hands. “Doc says his preliminary exam was right on the money. Sprained ankle and a slight concussion. He will need someone with him for about a week. No heavy lifting, no hard work, crutches for at least a week. I’m sending him home with a list of things he can’t do, and those that he can.”

         “I’ll stay with him, and see to it that he behaves,” Shiloh said.

         “I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself,” Waylon protested.

         “Yep, you can, in a week,” Shiloh told him.

         “You can have someone with you, or we can keep you here,” the nurse said. “It’s your choice, Mr. Stephens.”

         “I’ll go home,” he grumbled.

         “And you’ll be good?” the nurse asked.

         “Yes, he will, because I give you my word,” Shiloh told her.

         “I’ve got cattle and chickens and—”

         Shiloh put a finger on his lips. “I can take care of all that. It’s only for a week, and if I need help, I’ll call Rusty and Bonnie.”

         “How’re we getting home?” He didn’t want to tell either of them that the only thing he could picture in his mind was a little frame house set back in a grove of pecan trees. Back behind the house was acres and acres of corn that granddad used to make shine.

         “Rusty and Bonnie brought my SUV up here. It’s waiting in the parking lot, so let’s go home and get the morning feeding chores done,” she said.

         Even the nod he gave made his head throb worse. “All right, but you don’t have to…”

         She patted him on the shoulder. “That’s what friends and neighbors are for. I’ll go bring the van up to the doors.”

         The nurse helped him get dressed and rolled him outside in a wheelchair in time to see a beautiful sunrise out there at the end of the horizon. His suit would never come clean again, but thank God, they didn’t have to cut his boot off, since they were the ones that he saved for Sunday and special occasions.

         When he stood up, the sunrise blurred, and he had to grab the door handle of the van to keep from dropping. The nurse told him to sit down in the passenger seat and then she pulled his bum leg up and put it inside.

         “The doctor will see you on Friday. Your appointment and his address are in this file,” she said.

         “We’ll be there,” Shiloh assured her.

         The nurse shook her finger at Waylon. “No driving until after he sees you.”

         “You got to be kiddin’ me,” he moaned.

         “I’ll see to it.” Shiloh nodded.

         Waylon waited until they were past Claude before he said, “All right, we escaped that place. You can drop me off at my ranch, and go on home. I’ll get in touch with someone to tow my truck…”

         “What we’re going to do is go to your ranch, get a shower, and make breakfast. Then I’ll let you sleep an hour while I take care of the morning chores. That’s as much as you need to worry about right now. Your truck is already at the body shop. Rusty and Bonnie took care of that last night, and called the insurance company listed on the papers in your glove compartment.”

         “You don’t have to do this.” He used the lever on the side to lean the seat back a little.

         “I’m not arguing with you anymore,” she said.

         Good God Almighty! It was going to be a long week.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Shiloh felt like she’d just closed her eyes when the alarm went off right by her ear at three o’clock in the afternoon. She glanced over at the recliner where Waylon was sleeping, saw that he was awake, and reset the alarm.

         “What’s your name?” she asked.

         “Waylon Stephens, and I live in Palo Duro Canyon on a ranch.” He smiled.

         “How old are you?” She covered a yawn with her hand.

         “Thirty on my last birthday,” he answered. “I’m fine. Go back to sleep.”

         She closed her eyes, but she couldn’t sleep. Was he telling the truth about his age, or did he just make up something so that she’d leave him alone? She’d promised the doctor that for the first twenty-four hours she’d wake him every single hour and ask him something to be sure he was all right. Next time she’d have to remember to ask something she was absolutely sure about.

         When her alarm went off the second time, she expected to see him in his recliner, but he wasn’t there. She threw back the quilt that she’d used to cover herself and followed the sounds of his crutches on the wooden kitchen floor.

         “Just exactly”—she popped her hands on her hips—“what do you think you’re doin’?”

         “I’m bored,” he said. “So I’m making each of us an omelet for supper. We’ll eat, and then we’ll go do the evening chores.”

         “Not we.” She crossed the floor and poked him in the chest with her forefinger. “I will do the chores. If you promise to be good, I might let you ride in the truck, but no driving.”

         “You’re worse than my mother.” One corner of his mouth turned up in a Harrison Ford grin.

         “You’re a horrible patient,” she said.

         “I hate being in the house,” he told her. “Always have. That’s why I went to work on a ranch right out of high school. The idea of sitting through four years of classes in college gave me the hives.” He leaned his crutches against the cabinet and worked with his bad leg cocked back.

         “You look like a flamingo standing like that,” she told him. “Go sit down and let me finish the omelets.”

         “If I sit any longer, I will die of pure boredom. I can handle this. If I need help, I’ll ask.” He added ham, peppers, and cheese to the omelet and deftly flipped one side over to make a pocket.

         That was more than she’d ever heard Waylon say at one time, so she decided to press her luck. “So just how bad was your mama? I’m askin’ to see how much of that derogatory remark you made is true.”

         “Actually, my mama is a saint. She has had to live on the next farm over from my grandmother, who’s always cankerous and always complains about everything. My folks and most of my family still live way back in the sticks next to the Red River on Red Dirt Road in East Texas,” he said. “Is that enough to convince you that I don’t have amnesia?”

         “Maybe.”

         He scooted the first omelet off onto a plate and handed it to her, then added two pieces of toast and a small bowl of mixed fruit. “I poured the fruit from a bag of frozen so don’t fuss at me for using a knife.”

         “And I suppose you just blinked and the peppers magically diced themselves too?”

         “No, I keep bowls full in the fridge all ready to use for omelets or fajitas or whatever else I might need to use them for when I’m cooking on the fly,” he informed her. “What about your mama? She would have been Ezra’s second wife, right?”

         “Her name is Polly,” Shiloh answered. “And, yes, she was number two of the three wives. His dogs are named after his wives—there’s Martha, Polly, and Vivien. Our mothers in that order. Never knew any of my grandparents. Didn’t know Ezra or his kinfolk, and Mama’s folks died before I was born.” She carried the plate and small bowl to the table, and came back to stand beside him.

         “Did I forget something?” he asked.

         “Just that you can’t carry a plate and work those crutches at the same time, and if you start hopping on one leg, there’s a chance you’ll fall,” she reminded him. “So maybe you should quit bein’ so macho and let me help.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” There was that sexy little grin again.

         Shiloh would have bet that anytime he went to the Sugar Shack, all he had to do was flash that shy smile, and all the women in the canyon would have trouble keeping their underbritches from sliding down around their ankles.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Waylon fought the chemistry between him and Shiloh with all his might and power, but the attraction did nothing but grow. Everyone in the canyon knew the terms of Ezra’s will—his daughters had to live on the ranch together for one year. At the end of that time, whoever was still on the place would share the land.

         Waylon’s dad had always told him that if he dragged his feet, he might get left behind. He wanted to throw the crutches over in a corner, hold his leg up like one of those big-butted birds, and take Shiloh in his arms for a long, hot kiss, but that wouldn’t be right. Why start something that he couldn’t finish? Especially if it led to something more, and then she hated him for cheating her out of her half of a ranch that was twice or three times the size of his little spread.

         He slipped his crutches under his arms and hobbled over to the table where she’d set his plate. When he had sat down, she gave him a long, quizzical look.

         “What?” he asked. He couldn’t have egg on his face or shirt, since he hadn’t even taken the first bite.

         “You sayin’ grace over this food or am I?” she asked.

         He bowed his head and said a simple prayer.

         “You’re not used to praying for your food, are you?” she asked.

         She’d picked up on that in a hurry. His grandmother was super religious—one of those people who thought the earth would open up and the devil would drag a person right down to hell if they didn’t say grace before they ate. But then she was so hateful and mean-spirited that no one really wanted to spend much time with her. It was a case of attitude versus actions. His granddad didn’t always bless his sandwich at noontime when he and his crew were out in the field hauling hay in the summertime, but he had a heart of gold and never said a hateful word to anyone. Waylon had always wanted to be more like his granddad than his grandmother.

         “Did I stutter all that bad?”

         “No, but you were uncomfortable.” She took her first bite of the omelet. “This is really good. Who taught you to cook?”

         “My mother,” he replied, glad that she’d changed the subject. “I have three sisters, all older than me, and two younger brothers. She said if the girls had to learn to drive tractors, haul hay, and build fences, then us boys had to learn to cook and clean. She was a wise woman. All of us can run a ranch, but we also know how to take care of a house.”

         “Your mama did good, but right now your ankle is sprained, and you have a concussion,” she reminded him. “Everyone needs help at some time in their life.”

         “You got that right.” He nodded.

         “How in the devil are you running this place without hired hands or help of any kind?” she asked.

         “I just bought it last fall and it was in pretty decent shape. I’m hoping to hire a couple of high school boys to help out in the summer. Kids around these parts are always looking for work,” he told her.

         Dammit!

         He didn’t want to feel comfortable talking to her. He wanted for things to be awkward between them, so the temptation to ask her out on a date wouldn’t keep rising up to pester him.

         “You got any half siblings back in Arkansas?” he asked.

         “Nope, I’m an only child. All three of us—Abby Joy, Bonnie, and me—are only children. I guess our mothers all felt the same when Ezra threw them out because we weren’t boys,” she said. “Crappy way to treat a woman right after she’s carried a baby for nine months and then went through delivery, isn’t it?”

         “It’s a wonder one of those women didn’t shoot him, but then—” He hesitated.

         “But then,” she butted in, “they’d have gone to prison, and left a child with no parent.”

         “Why do you even want something that belonged to him?” Waylon asked.

         “My biggest dream has been to live on a ranch. Mama used to say it was in my blood. Now I have the chance, and I can always change the name to something other than Malloy Ranch.”

         “Ezra will always be buried there,” Waylon reminded her.

         “Yep, and he can see that I’m doing a fantastic job of running the place and be sorry that he shoved me and Mama out the door,” she said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Shiloh remembered well the first time she’d seen Waylon Stephens. She hadn’t known his name back then, but he’d sure stood out at her father’s funeral. With those steely-blue eyes set in a chiseled face, he’d been the sexiest cowboy at the graveside services. She had never met Ezra, so she couldn’t bring herself to cry for him, and she hadn’t paid much attention to what was being said. She had, however, snuck in a few long sideways looks at her two sisters and several at Waylon, who had stood off to one side.

         Her sisters had teased her about him ever since they saw her staring at him in church that first Sunday, but looking was all she intended to do. Abby Joy had done more than look at Cooper, and it had cost her a third of a pretty nice-size ranch. Now it was down to Shiloh and Bonnie, and it was still nine months until the first of the year. Maybe Bonnie should be the one taking care of Waylon, since she’d caught the bouquet and the garter had landed on his cowboy hat.

         That thought sent a streak of jealousy through Shiloh’s heart. Bonnie could fall for someone else, preferably in the summertime, and that would give her time to get married long before the January first deadline. When it was all said and done, Shiloh intended to have her cake and eat it too. She’d own Malloy Ranch, and then she’d act on the strong vibes between her and Waylon.

         “You got awful quiet all of a sudden,” Waylon said, breaking the silence between them.

         “Just thinkin’,” she said. “How long have you lived in the canyon?”

         “Little more than a year. I came over here with my cousin Travis, who’s married to Nona, the daughter of the folks that own the biggest spread around these parts. My youngest brother, Cash, came with us, but he went back home after a few weeks. Got to missin’ the girl he left behind,” Waylon said.

         “Did you leave a girl behind?” Shiloh asked.

         He shook his head.

         “Leave dozens behind?” Shiloh pressed.

         “Maybe a few, but nothing serious. Had my mind set on buyin’ my own place, so I had to work long hours. That didn’t leave much time for gettin’ any more serious than a few dances on Saturday night at the local honky-tonk,” he answered. “How about you? You got a feller waiting to move in with you when you inherit Ezra’s ranch?”

         “Nope,” she replied. “Any of the guys I dated wouldn’t ever want to live in this place.”

         “It takes a special kind of person to appreciate the beauty of the canyon, don’t it?” he asked as he reached for his crutches.

         “Yes, it does, and I’ve got to admit that it took a while to grow on me. When I first drove down into the canyon, I thought I’d dropped off the edge of the world.” She cleared the table and headed for the back door. “We’d best get the chores done before dark. You need help with your coat?”

         “I reckon I can take care of that, but it would be nice if you’d hold the door for me,” he said.

         “See there. You asked for help, and it didn’t kill you.” She smiled over her shoulder at him.

         “If I was home out in the eastern part of the state, my grandmother would tell me to suck it up and go to work,” he said as he bent his leg at the knee and managed to get his coat on, then slipped the crutches under his arms.

         The evening feeding chores didn’t take long, and riding kept Waylon awake for a couple of hours, but Shiloh could tell that he was worn-out when they got back to the house.

         “Hey, it’s only six more hours until you don’t have to wake up every single hour. At midnight you can go to sleep for a while,” she told him.

         “I’m going to take a shower and go to bed.” He removed his coat and tossed it on the back of a kitchen chair. “Every bone and muscle in my body feels like they’ve been stomped on by a two-ton bull.”

         “Well, what do you expect?” Shiloh asked him. “You were in a wreck. When you hit that tree, it jarred everything. Doc says you can take the boot off for a shower, but you aren’t to put weight on your foot. Probably the best thing you could do is take a kitchen chair into the shower with you and prop your knee on it.”

         “Reckon you could do that for me?” he asked.

         “Sure.” She nodded.

         The chair took up a lot of room in the stall, but there was still room for Waylon, and it would give him stability.

         “You ever do nursing work?” He followed her into the bathroom.

         “Nope, but my aunt broke a couple of toes once, and mama came up with this idea so she could take showers,” Shiloh replied as she backed out of the bathroom.

         The house was small—living room and country kitchen taking up the right half of the place, a short hallway with two bedrooms and a bathroom on the other side. The doors to both bedrooms were open wide. One was empty except for a full bookcase on one wall and a leather recliner that looked like it had been around for years. The other was Waylon’s bedroom—nightstands on either side of a king-size bed that was made up so tight that she could probably have bounced a quarter on it. A tall chest of drawers with a mirror above it was set against one wall and a dresser against the other.

         She shouldn’t go into his private space without an invitation, but she did anyway. She picked up a picture from the nightstand and stared at the six people in it. Waylon shared center stage with a tall woman who had to be one of his sisters. Two more girls were beside the lady, and two cowboys beside Waylon. They all wore jeans, western shirts, boots, and hats.

         “This would make a great poster to hang in a western-wear store.” She yawned.

         The bed looked inviting after she’d caught only a few minutes of sleep between the times when she had to be sure Waylon was all right. It wouldn’t hurt to stretch out on it while he was in the shower, would it? Just a thirty-minute power nap would absolutely give her the energy to make it to midnight, and then she could get some real sleep.

         She eased down on the bed and bit back a groan. Waylon was obviously aching from the wreck, but her muscles were tense from worry and having no good rest for more than a day. She wiggled a little and closed her eyes—just for a minute. She’d be out of the bed and in the living room before he got through with his shower.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         A small night-light and what was left of a half moon lit up the room enough that Shiloh could see she’d slept more than a few minutes. She glanced over at the digital clock on the nightstand to see that it was eleven o’clock, and then she flipped over to find Waylon propped up on an elbow staring right at her. She was covered with a fluffy blanket that was warm and soft.

         “What’s your name? Are you lucid? Can you say the alphabet backward?” he asked.

         “Oh, hush!” she said. “Some caretaker I am.”

         “I haven’t been asleep yet, so there’s no problem,” he told her. “It’s close enough to twenty-four hours that I believe we can both forget about that every-hour stuff. Good night, Shiloh.”

         “Good night.” She slid off the bed.

         “Where are you going?” he asked.

         “To the sofa,” she told him.

         “Why? This bed is big enough for us both, and believe me, honey, I’m way too sore to make a move on you,” he assured her.

         The pesky voice in her head told her to get her butt to the sofa. Her body said that the bed was so much more comfortable and plenty big enough that she and Waylon would never even touch each other.

         She stretched out again and pulled the throw up to her chin. “Thank you,” she muttered as her eyes fluttered shut.

         When she awoke again, Waylon was snuggled up to her, his chest against her back and one arm wrapped around her waist. They were wrapped up in the cover like they were in a cocoon. The sun was up and she could hear the cattle bellowing.

         “Good morning.” Waylon’s warm breath on her neck sent shivers down her spine.

         No, no, no! she scolded herself. She had her life planned out for the next nine months. She had never started anything that she didn’t intend to finish. Even the two relationships she’d been in before she moved to the canyon—she’d fully well meant for each of those to last forever, and ever, amen. The men had been the ones to break things off. One had broken up with her because he’d slept with her best friend—she mourned the loss of her friend more than her boyfriend. The second one was in the air force and got sent to Germany. The long-distance relationship didn’t survive after the first two months.

         “I’ve made it through twenty-four hours. I’m a big boy. I can take a shower all by myself and cook, so you can go home,” he said as he rolled over, got out of bed, and reached for his crutches.

         She slid off the opposite side of the bed. “And who is going to drive for you? The doctor says you’re not to get behind the wheel until he sees you next Friday. This is Monday. You think those cows out there are going to live without food all week. And there’s the chickens and the hogs too. I suppose they can fast until the weekend.”

         “You sure are bossy,” he muttered.

         “Maybe so, but I’m not going home. I’m going to get a shower, make breakfast, and then we’ll do the chores. After that, I expect you’ll be ready to rest a spell,” she said as she left the room.

         “It’s going to be a nice day. I thought I’d repair some fence.” He raised his voice.

         “Don’t make me cranky this early in the morning.” She went to the living room and rolled her suitcase down the hall.

         “How about going out to the barn and cleaning the tack room?” His deep voice carried into the bathroom.

         She cracked the door and said, “That might be doable but only if you don’t try to do any heavy lifting. Doctor’s orders, not mine.”

         She adjusted the water, stripped out of her clothing, and stepped into the shower stall. For a few minutes she just let the warm water beat out the tension from between her shoulders.

         Why are you here? Why didn’t you just call one of his brothers to come help out? She wished she could wash the thoughts from her head as easily as she rinsed the shampoo from her hair.

         I want to know him better, and this is one good way to get to do that, she argued as she turned off the water.

         You’ve met dozens of cowboys in the past three months. What makes Waylon so special? The pesky voice in her head wasn’t ready to give up the fight.

         Shiloh wrapped a towel around her body and one around her head. She unzipped her suitcase and pulled out a pair of faded jeans, a T-shirt, and clean underwear. Six months ago Shiloh hadn’t even known she had siblings, and now her baby sister knew her well enough to know what to pack for her.

         That question about Waylon being special stuck in her mind as she towel-dried her hair and then pulled it up into a ponytail while it was still damp. She stared at her reflection in the mirror above the sink, and said, “I’m attracted to him because he’s handsome and sexy and has a deep Texas drawl. But more than that, it’s his brooding eyes that mesmerize me. To top it all off, he’s kind and sweet and he listens to me when I talk. So there, are you satisfied?”

         Her phone rang and startled her so badly that she dropped her hairbrush. She dug the phone from the pocket of her jeans that were on the floor and answered without even looking at the caller ID.

         “Hey, how’s things going over there?” Bonnie asked.

         “The patient is restless,” Shiloh told her.

         “Has he said more than a dozen words?”

         “Maybe a few more than that.” Shiloh used her free hand to rearrange her suitcase as she talked. “It’s going to be a tough job to keep him from working all week.”

         “Bring him over here one evening, and we’ll have a game of poker,” Bonnie suggested. “I’m not used to rattling around in this place without you and Abby Joy. I’ll make finger foods, and—”

         “How about tonight?” Shiloh butted in.

         “Great!” Bonnie squealed. “Can you be here by six?”

         “You bet we can. Get your nickels and dimes ready. I’m going to wipe you out tonight,” Shiloh told her.

         “Yeah, but in a few months I’m going to get a hundred bucks and a bottle of good Kentucky bourbon, so I’ll get it all back,” Bonnie joked.

         “I didn’t catch the bouquet. You did,” Shiloh reminded her.

         “But Waylon got the garter, so—” Bonnie started.

         “I’m not going there,” Shiloh butted in for the second time. “See you this evening. I’d say that I’d bring the beer, but Waylon can’t drink until after the doctor releases him.”

         “Man, he’s really got it tough. Can’t drive or work. Can’t drink, and worst thing of all is living with you,” Bonnie said.

         “I’m hanging up now,” Shiloh heard Bonnie’s giggles as she ended the call.

         She rolled her suitcase out into the hallway and gathered up her towels as well as the ones that were in the hamper. She caught the first whiff of coffee as she headed toward the kitchen. When she got closer, she smelled bacon and was that cinnamon?

         Waylon had dragged a kitchen chair over to the stove to prop his knee on and was humming as he made bacon and French toast for breakfast. When she passed by him on the way to the utility room to put the towels in the washing machine, he looked up and gave her one of his rare smiles.

         “This chair idea works in lots of places,” he said.

         “If you had to be off it longer than a few days, they make a scooter just for that purpose.” She started the washing machine and returned to the kitchen.

         “If I had to live through more than a week of this, I’d be batshit crazy,” he muttered.

         “And here I thought we were getting along pretty good. I don’t usually sleep with a man on the first date,” she teased.

         “We haven’t been on a date, but when we do there won’t be much sleeping.” He winked at her.

         “Pretty confident there, are you?” She knew she shouldn’t flirt with him, but he started it with that wink.

         “You’ll have to wait and see.” He put the bacon on a paper towel to drain.

         “Does that mean you’re going to ask me on a date?” She brought down two plates and set the table.

         “Not in the kitchen with my leg propped on a chair. That’s about as romantic as asking you out when you’re hoisting twenty-five-pound bags of feed.” He handed her a plate of cinnamon toast to take to the table and reached for his crutches.

         Shiloh didn’t know if he was bullshittin’ her or if he was serious. She’d never dated a guy who thought that the mere act of asking her out required a romantic setting. She wasn’t sure how to respond so she just changed the subject.

         “Bonnie wants you and I to come over to our place tonight for a game of poker. You up for that?” she asked.

         “Yep.” He nodded as he maneuvered into a chair. “How high is the stakes?”

         “Quarter,” she answered. “Pennies, nickels, dimes, and quarters, no folding money.”

         “Sounds like a high-roller game,” he chuckled.

         “Hey, now, last time Abby Joy, Bonnie, and I played, I walked away with twenty bucks.” She bowed her head.

         He said a quick prayer and then put half a dozen pieces of toast on his plate. “That would buy us a drink at the Sugar Shack on Friday night.”

         “Maybe, but that’s only if the doctor clears you to go,” she told him. “For him to do that, you have to follow orders all week.”

         Waylon shot a sideways look toward her.

         “Don’t be givin’ me that attitude. I didn’t write the orders. The doctor did, but honey”—she drew out the word to four or five syllables—“I will enforce them.”

         “You’re worse than a drill sergeant,” he grumbled.

         “I take it that you’d never ask a drill sergeant on a date?” She raised a dark eyebrow.

         “That depends,” he answered.

         “On what?”

         “On lots of things, but mainly if she had shown an interest in me.” He took a sip of coffee.

         “Oh, so you had a female drill sergeant?” She scraped half the bacon onto her plate.

         “Didn’t ever join the military. Went right into ranchin’ after high school,” he said. “When I asked that air force guy who came to our school about the drill sergeant, he couldn’t guarantee that I’d get a female one, so I wouldn’t join.”

         “And here all this time I thought you were shy, when in reality you’re just a smart-ass.” She pushed back her chair, went to the cabinet, and returned with the coffeepot. “I need a refill. You want a warm-up?”

         “Thank you.” He held up his cup. “If I was trying to pick you up in a bar, I’d have a comeback for what you just said.”

         “Oh, yeah.” She poured for both of them and returned the pot. “What would that be?”

         “Darlin’, just looking at you warms me up.”

         Shiloh had just taken a sip of coffee and spewed it all over the table. “That is the worse pickup line I’ve ever heard.”

         “Now you’ve hurt my feelings.” He narrowed his eyes at her, but they were twinkling. “And put coffee stains on my tablecloth, at the same time.”

         “I’ll get the stains out, and surely you’ve got better lines that that,” she told him.

         “That one never did work,” he admitted, “but I have a few that have netted me some good results in the past.” He held up a palm. “Don’t ask me to tell you. It’s fun talking to you, Shiloh, but I know the rules over on Malloy Ranch. I’d never, ever ask you out, at least not until the year is over.”

         “You do realize that makes it sound like you’re interested in doubling the size of your place,” she said.

         “Try tripling it, but, honey, I only want what I earn,” he told her.

         “Fair enough.” She nodded. “I never figured I’d be having this kind of conversation with you.”

         “Me, either”—he finished off his breakfast—“and we’ve been acquainted since the first of the year. Guess we just never had an opportunity to be alone.”

         Everything about the whole situation should have felt awkward, but it didn’t—at least not to Shiloh.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Shiloh remembered that cold day of Ezra’s funeral. After the last hymn was sung, she’d driven her van back to the house. Abby Joy had stepped out of her vehicle with an aura of confidence surrounding her. She’d slung a duffel bag over her back and started toward the porch. Bonnie had opened the door of her rusted-out old pickup truck like she owned the world and dared anyone to even try to cross her. She’d lined up plastic grocery bags on her arm and marched across the yard. Shiloh had felt like she was the only chicken at a coyote convention when she unloaded the monogrammed luggage her mother had given her when she graduated from high school all those years ago, but she vowed that she wouldn’t let either of those women know that they intimidated her.

         “Where are we? I don’t recognize this place,” Waylon whispered.

         Her heart fell down into her cowboy boots. He’d been doing so well, and he should know exactly where he was. He’d known Ezra well enough to come to the funeral. Surely he’d been at the Malloy Ranch at some time.

         “You don’t recognize this house? It’s Ezra’s place. It’s where Bonnie and I live, where Abby Joy lived until day before yesterday. Look again,” she said.

         He shook his head. “Who is Ezra?”

         “He’s my biological father. Little short guy with blue eyes and gray hair. He died and we buried him on New Year’s Day. Think hard”—she frowned—“you were at the funeral. You stood beside Cooper. You were wearing a black leather coat that came almost to your knees, and black cowboy boots. A cold wind was blowing, and each of us sisters put a daisy in the casket with Ezra. I never quite understood why, but Rusty told us to do it, so we did.”

         His brows drew down, as if he was trying to remember. “Ezra’s not dead. I saw him last week at the feed store. He said that he and Rusty were ready for the spring grass to get high enough to put the cattle on it.” He chuckled. “Ezra Malloy squeezes his pennies so tight that Lincoln squeals.”

         “Ezra has been dead for almost three months,” she assured him. “It’s not far back to the cemetery. Let’s drive back there to his grave site. Maybe that will jar your memory.”

         He raised his palm and laughed out loud. “My name is Waylon Stephens. I just punked Shiloh Malloy.”

         “You rascal!” She slapped him on the arm.

         He grabbed his arm and winced. “Ouch! You got me right on a big bruise from where the seat belt went across.”

         “I’m not sorry,” she declared. “You deserved that and more. I was about to take you to the emergency room.”

         “Well, darlin’, I’m not sorry I punked you, either. It was worth the pain just to see you get all worked up.” He opened the van door. “Guess I proved to you that I’ve got a poker face and you’d best be careful with your bets tonight.”

         She pointed her finger at him as she got out of the vehicle. “For that mean stunt, I plan to take all your money.”

         He managed the crutches very well as they climbed the steps side by side. Her hand brushed against his, and the sparks didn’t surprise her. She’d like to be mad at him for that crazy joke he’d just pulled on her, but she just couldn’t. She would have never thought that Waylon would have a sense of humor, but that he did was a big plus in her books. He’d gotten to the top step when all three of Ezra’s dogs came running up on the porch. Polly jumped up on Shiloh and sent her crashing against Waylon. One of his crutches flew to the left, the other one got tangled up in Shiloh’s legs.

         The fall felt like it was happening in slow motion, and yet there was nothing she could do to stop it. One second she was standing upright with Waylon beside her, the next she was flat out on the porch with him on top of her. Polly was licking her face. Bonnie and Rusty crammed through the door at the same time. Shiloh’s chest hurt, not from Waylon’s weight, but because the fall had knocked the breath right out of her.

         Bonnie fell down beside her and slapped her face. “Breathe, sister! You’re turning blue.”

         Waylon rolled off to one side, and let out a loud whoosh of air. “I didn’t mean to make you so mad that you’d trip me,” he said between deep breaths.

         Shiloh tried to sit up. “I didn’t trip you,” she gasped as she kept trying to force more and more air into her lungs.

         “What’d you do?” Rusty gathered up the crutches and helped Waylon to his feet.

         “Must’ve been a pretty hard fall.” Bonnie took both of Shiloh’s hands and pulled her to her feet.

         The porch did a couple of spins, but in a few seconds, Shiloh had her bearings. “Polly did it,” she said.

         “She pouted yesterday and has watched the lane all day today lookin’ for you to come home,” Bonnie said. “Y’all are all right, aren’t you? Do we need to take Waylon to the hospital for a checkup?”

         “I’m fine,” Waylon said. “But we might need to have Shiloh seen about. I landed pretty hard right on top of her. She could have cracked ribs or even a concussion as hard as she hit the porch.”

         “You’re just trying to get out of losing all your money,” Shiloh said between even more deep breaths. “There’s nothing wrong with me that a beer and some chips and dip won’t cure.” She squatted down and rubbed Polly’s ears. “So you missed me, did you? Maybe you should come on over to Waylon’s place and stay with us the rest of the week.”

         “Oh, no!” Rusty opened the door and held it for Waylon. “I’m not giving up my dogs. Ezra left them to me, and even if you and Bonnie stick around long enough to get the ranch, I’m taking Vivien, Polly, and Martha with me. Abby Joy didn’t try to steal Martha from me, and y’all ain’t gettin’ Polly and Vivien.”

         Shiloh straightened up, and the world didn’t do any spins. She was breathing normal now, for the most part, but thinking about Waylon on top of her put more than a little heat in her body. For just a split second there, she thought maybe he might kiss her, but then Bonnie was right there beside her.

         “You slapped me.” Shiloh tilted her head to the side and gave Bonnie the evil eye.

         “You’re welcome.”

         Shiloh’s hand went to her face. “I’m not thanking you for hitting me.”

         “If I hadn’t, you might’ve laid there and died, and then you’d never know what it would be like to really have that good-lookin’ cowboy on top of you,” Bonnie teased.

         “You’re certifiably goofy.” Shiloh’s cheeks burned with a bright red blush.

         “Don’t tell me that you weren’t enjoying the feeling.” Bonnie started inside the house. “And besides, I saw the way you looked at my grocery bag luggage when we first got here on the ranch, and I’ve wanted a good reason to slap the fire out of you ever since.”

         “I’ll get even.” Shiloh hadn’t realized how much she’d missed the banter between her and her sisters until that moment. “It’ll come at a time when you least expect it.”

         “Bring your lunch.” Bonnie went into the house ahead of her. “It you hit me without good reason, I’ll mop up the yard with your skinny butt.”

         “Hey, that’s the pot calling the kettle black.” Shiloh followed her. “My butt looks damn fine compared to yours.”

         Bonnie did a head wiggle that made her big loopy earrings dance. “In your dreams. Old Ezra saved the best until last.”

         Rusty and Waylon were already at the table with a bottle of beer in front of each one of them.

         “And still couldn’t get a boy,” Rusty said.

         Bonnie tucked a strand of blond hair into her ponytail, and air slapped Rusty on the arm. “That was his fault, not mine.”

         Tonight she was wearing her little diamond nose stud, her good luck charm when she went to the casinos or played cards. Rusty removed his wire-rimmed glasses and cleaned them with the tail of his T-shirt. He raked his fingers through his brown hair and then put his glasses back on. That was his good luck routine every time they played any kind of game. Shiloh watched Waylon to see if he had a gimmick, but he simply took a sip of beer and started shuffling the cards.

         “Beer or a wine cooler?” Bonnie asked her sister.

         “Wine cooler,” Shiloh replied.

         “That’s her good luck charm, Waylon. Her tell is when she rolls her eyes at the ceiling and then takes a long drink from the bottle,” Bonnie tattled.

         “Bonnie’s tell is when she fiddles with her nose ring.” Shiloh ratted her sister out. “That means she’s got a good hand.”

         “That’s good to know in both cases.” Waylon dealt the cards. “But I’m not banking on either of you telling us guys the truth.”

         “You shouldn’t.” Shiloh picked up her cards, fanned them out, and smiled. “After that stunt you pulled in the truck, you better be very careful.”

         “What was that?” Rusty asked.

         Shiloh told them what had happened. “He deserved to fall after that. I need a card.”

         “You, sir, are one lucky cowboy. It’s a wonder that she didn’t push you down!” Bonnie said in her deep woodsy Kentucky drawl.

         “Guess I am pretty lucky,” Waylon said and threw a coin on the table. “I’m in for a quarter.”

         “Big spender right here at first, aren’t you?” Bonnie threw one of her coins into the center of the table.

         “Got to spend money to make money,” Rusty said.

         “That’s what my mama says.” Shiloh made a mental note to call her mother. She hadn’t talked to her about the wedding, or all the things that had happened since then. Polly was going to have a million questions about Waylon. With that in mind, maybe she should drag her feet a little before she called her mama.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Waylon was two dollars richer when they got home that evening, but he was a million dollars poorer if they’d measured in tiredness rather than money. He’d been thrown from bulls and broncs and had been back on his feet and working within two days. Why did one little wreck affect him like this?

         He crutched his way into the house, eased down on the sofa, and leaned his head back. “You can have the bed all to yourself. I’m not moving from right here tonight.”

         “Oh, no, you will not sleep on the sofa,” Shiloh argued. “You’ll wake up so sore in the morning that I’ll have to carry you to the truck to do the chores.” She dropped her purse on the end table and picked up his leg to remove his boot. Then she pointed down the hall. “I’m going to have a shower before I turn in.”

         “You can’t sleep in here if I can’t.” He reached for his crutches. “After that fall, you’re going to be sore right along with me tomorrow morning. The only way I’m sleeping in the bed is if you take the other half of it like you did last night.”

         “All right then.” She nodded. “Don’t wait up for me, though.”

         “Don’t worry.” He yawned as he stood up and headed down the hall. “I’ll be asleep the minute my head hits the pillow.”

         When he reached his bedroom, he was surprised to see that the bed was made, and the clothes hamper was empty. He usually made his bed, but he’d been in a hurry that morning.

         He was exhausted by the time he removed his jeans and got into a pair of pajama pants, but his eyes were wide open when he finally pulled the covers up around his chest. If he had any doubts at all about the chemistry between him and Shiloh, they had disappeared when he fell on top of her that evening. His lips were only inches from hers, and if Bonnie and Rusty hadn’t rushed out when they did, he would have kissed her for sure. He laced his hands behind his head and stared out the window at the black clouds shifting over what was left of the moon. The weatherman had said that thunderstorms might be on the way the next day with the possibility of hail and high winds. He could be right this time. Waylon had been having his own personal tempest since his accident, and he was about to give in and forget all about the idea of not asking Shiloh out until the year’s end. They could date now, figure out if they even liked each other for more than friends and neighbors, and not waste time wondering.

         It took a blow to your head to make you come to your senses. The voice in his head sounded an awful lot like his granddad.

         “I’m a little slow,” he whispered.

         “Were you talking to me?” Shiloh asked as she entered the room.

         “No, just muttering to myself.” He sat up in bed and pulled the covers back for her.

         “Sweet Jesus!” she gasped. “Why didn’t you tell me you had all those bruises on your body?”

         He hadn’t meant for her to see the black-and-blue marks, but he’d totally forgotten to put a T-shirt on that night. He was so tired that he’d almost crawled into bed in the nude, which is the way he usually slept.

         “They’ll heal,” he said.

         She ignored the covers and sat down on his side of the bed. She ran a finger over the worst of the bruises—the one where the doctor thought he possibly had a cracked rib, but the X-ray told a different tale. Her touch made his mouth go dry and his hands get clammy. She finally looked up at him and moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue.

         He leaned forward, cupped her cheeks with his big hands, and looked deeply into her deep blue eyes. Their lips met in a sweet kiss that deepened into more and more until they were both panting. She finally pulled away from him and stood up.

         “It might be best if I sleep on the sofa tonight after that,” she told him.

         “I’ll put a pillow between us,” he offered.

         “I’m not sure there’s one big enough. Remember what the doctor said about no strenuous activity. I reckon sex would be pretty vigorous,” she said between long, deep breaths.

         “I’ll be good.” He crossed his heart with his finger like a little boy. After that kiss it might not be easy, but he was a man of his word, no matter how tough it was.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Shiloh awoke to the noise of something scratching on the door the next morning. At first she thought she was at home on Malloy Ranch and one of the three dogs wanted someone to get up and feed them. Then she realized she was at Waylon’s place. She hadn’t seen a dog in the two days she’d been there, and hopefully, Polly hadn’t followed them home the night before. If she had, Rusty would think Shiloh had stolen her.

         She got out of bed carefully so she wouldn’t wake Waylon. The rising sun defined the trees, now with a few buds and minty green leaves, instead of only dry, brittle branches. The scratching continued and she was surer with every step that Polly had run away from home.

         She opened the door and the ugliest dog she’d ever seen ran into the house. It had long yellow hair, short legs, and a wide jaw. Poor thing looked like its mama might have been a corgi and its papa a Labrador—and it had a rat in its jaws. There were two things that Shiloh hated, and rats were both of them. She froze right there, door wide open, and a calico cat rushed in after the dog with another of those rat things in her mouth. The dog went to the living room, dropped the gray thing on the floor, and stretched out beside it. That’s when Shiloh realized it wasn’t a rat but a kitten.

         The cat laid its little burden down, and Shiloh realized both of the critters were kittens. She started to close the door and the cat rushed out and brought in a third baby and took it to the living room. She flopped down so that the kittens were between her and the dog.

         “What’s goin’ on?” Waylon asked as he crutched up the hallway. “Thunder woke me up. Is it raining?”

         “Yep,” she said. “It’s raining cats and dogs.”

         He peeked out the door, and raised an eyebrow. “The wind is blowing, but I don’t see any rain.”

         A loud clap of thunder caused the dog to whimper and wrap itself more securely around the mama cat and the kittens.

         “Good Lord!” Waylon muttered when he saw the sight in his living room. “Where did those things come from?”

         “The porch, I guess,” Shiloh said. “I opened the door and both of them brought in the kittens and made themselves at home. Never seen anything like it. Thought they were carryin’ in rats at first and then I thought it was puppies. Do we keep ’em?”

         “Well, I was thinkin’ about gettin’ a dog, but one that would help round up cattle, not kittens.” He crutched over to the sofa and sat down.

         The dog’s tail thumped against the hardwood floor, so Waylon reached a hand down. The mutt licked it and then nosed the cat toward him. The cat left the dog to babysit her three wiggling kittens and went over to wind around Shiloh’s legs.

         The rain came in like a huge sheet of water from the dark clouds. A powerful wind slammed it against the windowpanes so fiercely that Shiloh was sure it would break the glass. “We can’t put them out.”

         “Guess you’d better scramble up extra eggs this mornin’, and when the storm passes we’ll ride into Claude and get them some food. We’ve got babies to raise. You going to stick around and help me with them after the week is over?” Waylon asked.

         “I’ll visit them on weekends and at least once through the week, but I can’t leave Malloy Ranch permanently.” She sat down on the floor, and the mama cat crawled up in her lap. “What’s your name, pretty girl?”

         “That’ll be your job.”

         “They’ll be your cat and kittens. You should name them,” Shiloh said.

         Waylon pulled his phone from the pocket of his pajama pants, surfed through it for a minute, and then laid it on the end table. Blake Shelton was singing “I’ll Name the Dogs.” The lyrics said that she could name the babies, and he’d name the dogs.

         “Are we still talkin’ about kittens?” she asked.

         “Yep, we are, but that song came to mind,” he told her. “This poor old boy is so ugly I’m not sure what to name him.”

         “Well, my cat and babies are so pretty, it won’t be hard to name them once I find out if they’re boys or girls,” she told him. “But right now, I’d better get some breakfast started and hope this storm gets on past us so we can go get the feeding done and make that drive to town.”

         The mama cat followed her to the kitchen and purred its thanks as Shiloh made sausage gravy, biscuits, and scrambled eggs. Whoever tossed the poor creatures out, she thought, should be caught out in the rain without an umbrella—and then shot right between the eyes.

         Her phone rang and she dug it out of the pocket of her pajama bottoms. “Hello, Bonnie! You’re never going to believe—”

         “Did you find the dog and cat?” Bonnie asked.

         “How did you know about them?” Shiloh asked. “Did Waylon already call Rusty?”

         “No, but I was hoping you’d find them before this damn rain started. I got soaking wet getting from my old truck to the house after I left them all on your porch,” Bonnie told her.

         “You rat! Why didn’t you ask Waylon before you did that?”

         “Because he might have said no, and you’ve talked about wanting a cat, and”—she stopped for a breath—“you remember Granny Denison, who comes to church?”

         “The little old lady that sits behind us and sings off-key?” Shiloh asked.

         “Yep, that’s the one,” Bonnie said. “She died yesterday, and Rusty found out her great-nephew inherited her house. The guy was going to put Granny Denison’s dog and cat to sleep if someone didn’t take them. Polly, Martha, and Vivien hate cats, so we couldn’t have them.”

         “That’s horrible.” Shiloh couldn’t imagine killing the dog, even if it wasn’t the prettiest animal in the world, or that sweet cat and kittens.

         “I thought so too, so when Rusty told me, I drove over there and got them. I didn’t want either of you to say no before you saw them, so I kind of left them on the porch,” Bonnie said.

         “What’s their names?” Shiloh asked.

         “Callie is the cat. Blister is the dog. You can name the kittens,” Bonnie said. “And there’s food, a litter pan, and their toys in your van. I didn’t want to leave it all on the porch with the storm coming.”

         When something wasn’t quite right—especially where either Bonnie or Abby Joy was concerned—Shiloh got the same antsy feeling that she had right then. “You are a sneaky one,” she said when it finally hit her what Bonnie was doing, “but it won’t work. I’m coming home as soon as the doctor clears Waylon.”

         “Are you accusing me of trying to get you to stay with Waylon so I’ll get the ranch?” Bonnie laughed.

         “Are you?”

         “If I am, is it going to work?”

         “Hell, no!” Shiloh said. “I’m hanging up, and you’re still a rat!”

         “Did you find their owners?” Waylon made his way into the kitchen.

         “They belonged to Granny Denison, and she died. Her great-nephew was going to put them to sleep, so Bonnie brought them over here,” she said. “The dog’s name is Blister. The cat is Callie. So you don’t get to name the dog. Do I still get to name the babies?”

         “How about I name the boys, and you can name the girls.” He smiled again.

         Waylon had smiled twice in one day! She should’ve gone to the pound and brought in cats and dogs before now.

         “Tell her thank you. It gets lonely around here,” Waylon said.

         Shiloh whipped around and stared at him without blinking. Surely she’d heard him wrong. Any other man would be cussin’ and throwing things. “Are you serious?”

         He dragged a chair over to the stove, which was no easy feat with crutches, and propped his leg on it. “Move over and I’ll help out, and yes, I’m very serious. Besides, what were the chances that I could have a dog and cat both? Most of the time, they hate each other, and on the plus side, since you let them in, you have to come visit and babysit them from time to time. I’m sorry to hear about Granny Denison. When’s the funeral? We should go.”

         “I’ll ask Bonnie,” Shiloh answered.

         When he leaned over to get the butter, his arm touched hers. The chemistry was definitely still there. It hadn’t died since the kiss from the night before. What would it hurt to see where a few dates might lead? A fling didn’t necessarily mean wedding bells and a pretty white dress.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         Shiloh could count the funerals she’d been to in her lifetime on the fingers of one hand. The last one had been just a graveside service for Ezra, and she was expecting that for Granny Denison. She couldn’t have been more wrong.

         When she and Waylon entered the church that Friday morning, the place was already packed. If Bonnie and Rusty hadn’t saved them a seat on the back row, they would have had to stand along the walls like so many other folks. A low buzz from whispered conversations made it sound like a beehive was nearby. Then Waylon reached over and took Shiloh’s hand and suddenly the whole place went eerily quiet.

         For a split second, Shiloh expected to see a picture of their hands with their names emblazoned across the bottom on the big screen that hung at the front of the church. She was relieved when she looked up and saw the preacher taking his place behind the podium. “I have specific written instructions from Granny Denison concerning this funeral. The first thing I’m to do is read the obituary. ‘Mary Audrey Denison was born March seventeenth, 1921, right here in the Palo Duro Canyon to Henry and Wilma Denison. She was the oldest of ten children and the only girl in the family. She died March seventeenth, 2020, on her birthday, which is exactly what she hoped she would do. She said that when people die on their birthdays it completes the cycle of life. She was preceded in death by her parents and all her brothers. She leaves behind her dog, Blister, and cat, Callie.’ I understand that Waylon Stephens has taken both of them in and plans to give them a good home. That’s all I’m supposed to say, so now I’ll turn the service over to our song leader.”

         The lady stood up from the front pew and made her way to the podium. “Granny Denison said that she couldn’t carry a tune in a galvanized milk bucket but that she truly loved music, and that we were to sing her through the Pearly Gates today. Open your hymnals to page one seventy-nine and we will start with her first choice, ‘Abide with Me.’”

         Shiloh wasn’t a bit surprised to hear Waylon’s deep voice—after all, he’d probably been named for one of her favorite country singers, Mr. Waylon Jennings. Every stanza of the song ended with the words “abide with me.” Shiloh should’ve been thinking about her spiritual life, but the lyrics made her think of where she’d been abiding the last week. Not only abiding, but sleeping in the same bed with Waylon—and getting into some pretty hot make-out sessions before they both went to sleep at night.

         “And now turn to page four thirty-four, and we’ll all sing ‘Shall We Gather at the River,’ which is the second song on Granny’s list,” the lady at the front of the church said, “and let’s raise our voices so that if there’s truly holes in the floor of heaven, Granny can hear us singing this morning.”

         If folks had been standing outside the building that morning, they might have seen the roof raising a little. Shiloh wondered when it came her time to gather where the angels’ feet had trodden, like the song said, what her story would be. Would her obituary read like Granny’s and say that she’d never married, that she’d only left behind a weird dog and cat? She thought about Blister and Callie and was reminded of that passage about the lion lying down with the lamb.

         Or would the preacher say that she left behind several children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren? As she sang, she pictured four or five little Waylons running around the yard with lassos trying to rope a calf.

         “And now for Granny’s last request,” the lady said. “Let’s turn to page two thirty-one and sing, ‘O Love That Will Not Let Me Go,’ and she said that we’re supposed to pay attention to the words, because she is giving back the life that she owes.”

         Shiloh thought about those lyrics, all right, but not for spiritual reasons. Her thoughts went to Ezra. He’d given her life, and then thrown her away. She didn’t owe him a damned thing, and yet here she was, fighting tooth, nail, hair, and eyeball for his ranch. She loved living in the canyon. She’d learned to love her sisters, but it would serve Ezra right if she and Bonnie both left the ranch before the year was up. It would go to Rusty then and maybe he’d change the name to something other than Malloy Ranch. Then all vestiges of Ezra would truly be gone, and the canyon—not to mention the whole world—would be a better place.

         Not as long as you, Bonnie, and Abby Joy are alive. The pesky voice in her head decided to pop up just as the song ended.

         Yes, but his ranch would probably have a new name, Shiloh argued. The three of us will have his DNA, and so will any children that we bear, but his precious ranch, the only thing that really mattered to him, would be forgotten. That seems like poetic justice to me.

         She was still struggling with those thoughts when they filed outside and headed toward the tiny cemetery just behind the church. When they arrived at the grave site, Waylon leaned one of his crutches against a tree and held on to Shiloh’s hand. Several people, including Bonnie, gave her either strange smiles or go-to-hell looks when they noticed.

         Granny’s great-nephew and a few other relatives sat in the chairs facing the casket. A floral arrangement sat on a wire tripod at the end of the casket with a ribbon that said AUNT MARY on it. That alone seemed strange, since no one in the canyon had called her anything but Granny Denison—adults and children alike.

         The preacher stood at one end of the casket and opened an envelope. “This is a letter from Granny, and when she made the arrangements for her funeral, this was to be read at the cemetery. Afterward, we’re all to go to the fellowship hall for a potluck lunch. I was told not to break the seal on this until right now, so that’s what I’m doing. Now I’ll read it:

         “‘My dear friends who have gathered around to see me ushered out of this world and into the next. If you are hearing the preacher read this then I’m dead, and this is the end of the services. I have one bit of advice for you all. Live your life the way you want to live it, not the way someone else wants you to. Now, the preacher is going to play my last song, and then all y’all are going to go to the fellowship hall for a potluck dinner. My famous sweet potato casserole won’t be there. One of you younger girls will be responsible for bringing it to the next funeral. It’s just not a real church social without it. Goodbye, and I’ve loved living among y’all.’

         “It’s signed ‘Granny Denison.’” The preacher folded the letter and nodded toward the funeral director. He pressed a button on a machine and Jamey Johnson’s deep voice sang “Lead Me Home.”

         When the song ended, there wasn’t a dry eye in the whole place. Even her relatives whom no one in the canyon even knew. Waylon pulled a clean white handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to Shiloh. She dried her eyes, but before she could hand it back, Bonnie reached for it.

         The crowd began to head toward the church, the sound of their whispers like bees buzzing overhead. Shiloh wondered if they were remembering good times they’d had with Granny or if they were talking about the weather or food. Bonnie gave her back the hankie, and Shiloh tucked it inside Waylon’s jacket pocket. He dropped her hand and resituated the crutches under his arms. Bonnie raised an eyebrow, and then whispered, “Looks like I might be winning the bet.”

         “Don’t spend the money before you get it,” Shiloh said out of the corner of her mouth. “I’ll be home at bedtime if the doctor releases Waylon to drive.”

         “Did I hear my name?” Waylon asked.

         “I was telling Bonnie that we have a two o’clock appointment in Amarillo so we’ll have to leave right after we eat,” Shiloh replied.

         “And run back by the house on the way to let Blister outside for a little bit. Can’t expect an old dog like him to stay in all day and not have an accident,” Waylon told her.

         Shiloh heard someone sobbing behind her and expected to see some of Granny Denison’s relatives hanging back to pay last respects. She was surprised to see that it was Sally Mae, another elderly lady from the church, who usually sat on the same pew beside Granny—third one from the front, first two seats near the center aisle.

         “Give me a minute,” Shiloh said softly as she turned around and went back to the grave site. She sat down beside Sally Mae and draped an arm around her shoulders. They sat like that for several minutes before the silver-haired woman spoke.

         “She’s been my best friend since before either of us can remember. Without her, I’d never have lived through raisin’ my three boys, grievin’ when my husband passed away, or the hard times that came with just livin’. She’s more like kin than my own sister. It’s like losin’ part of my heart.” The elderly woman turned and sobbed into Shiloh’s shoulder.

         Shiloh hugged Sally Mae and patted her back. “Shhh…” She tried to soothe her. “Just remember the good times, and let that bring you peace.” She looked over the top of Sally Mae’s head to see Bonnie and Abby Joy walking toward the church, and a tear formed in the corner of her eye, then found its way down her cheek. Lord, she’d be a worse mess than Sally Mae if one of those two died suddenly. Then she glanced over to see Waylon waiting beside a tree, and another tear started down her cheek.

         He could have died in that wreck if she and Bonnie hadn’t been at the cemetery. The thought sent cold chills racing down her backbone.

         Sally Mae finally took a step back, pulled a wad of tissues from her sweater pocket, and dried her eyes. “She would rather I rejoiced that she’s in heaven, than weeping like this. It’s selfish of me, but I can’t help it.”

         “I understand.” Shiloh wiped her own tears with the back of her hand.

         “Ezra was an idiot for sending you girls away,” Sally Mae said. “I told him so, but I didn’t realize just how right I was until y’all came back to run the ranch. Now, I’m going to the dinner, and I’m going to try real hard not to cry anymore. Waylon is waiting for you. Y’all make a sweet little couple.” She stiffened her backbone and walked away. “Just don’t waste a bunch of time on things. Life, as we see today, is short.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” Shiloh managed a weak smile.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “We’ll see you in the fellowship hall,” Rusty told Waylon as he and Bonnie walked past him.

         Waylon nodded and sat down on a bench in front of a tombstone with Wesley and Sarah Banks’s names on it. Pink, red, and yellow tulips bloomed in front of the gray granite stone. Wesley and Sarah had both died in 1922, almost a hundred years ago, but someone had seen fit to plant flowers for them. Waylon wondered where he’d be buried and whose name would be on the stone with his. A broad smile covered his face when he realized that the names Wesley and Sarah were an awful lot like Waylon and Shiloh. Could that be one of those omens that his sister, Emmylou, talked about all the time?

         His phone rang, and he worked it up out of his hip pocket. “Hello, Mama, I was just thinking about Emmylou and her omens,” he said.

         “Why didn’t you tell me about the car wreck?” she asked, bluntly.

         “I didn’t want you to worry. How’d you find out?”

         “Cash called Jackson Bailey to congratulate him on his new baby girls, and Jackson told him all about it, and that you’ve got a woman living with you. Emmylou wants to know when the wedding is.” His mother, Amanda’s, voice went from serious to teasing.

         “You tell Emmylou that she’s older than me, and I wouldn’t ever want to get ahead of her or any of my sisters, when it comes to matrimony,” he answered.

         “Hey, ain’t a one of you can fuss too much about that. Patsy was only seven when I had Cash, and he was the sixth one. So tell me about this woman who’s moved in with you,” Amanda said.

         Waylon rolled his eyes toward the dead branches of a nearby pecan tree. “She’s my neighbor. Remember me talking about Ezra Malloy? She’s the middle daughter, Shiloh, that I told you about.” He went on to give his mother more details about the wreck, but he didn’t tell her that he and Shiloh had been sleeping together all week. Amanda Stephens would never believe that they’d shared a bed without having sex.

         “She’s a good woman and a good neighbor to take care of you and your ranch like that, but I’m still pissed at you for not calling. Either of your brothers or any one of your sisters would have been glad to come help with things,” Amanda told him. “Or for that matter, your dad and I could’ve left the bunch of them to take care of things here, and we would’ve come over there.”

         “No need, Mama,” Waylon said. “I go to the doctor this afternoon. I’m sure he’ll release me. Shiloh will go home, and I’ll be back in my old routine.”

         “She might not be the one, but I’m gettin’ tired of waiting on grandchildren.” Amanda sighed. “You could start a rush to the altar for me.”

         “Talk to my sisters,” he chuckled. “Tell them that you hear their biological clocks tickin’ so loud that you can’t sleep at night.”

         “They don’t listen any better than you do,” Amanda said. “Call me tonight with news about what the doctor says.”

         “Yes, ma’am, and I’ll tell you all about Blister and Callie when I do,” he said.

         “Are you sure that wreck didn’t rattle your brain? Who in the hell are Blister and Callie?” she asked.

         “Blister is my new dog. Callie is my new cat. I’ll send pictures of them, and then we’ll talk,” he told her as he ended the call and returned his focus to Shiloh.

         Sally Mae stood up and, with the help of a cane, made her way across the grass toward the church. She didn’t even glance toward Waylon when she passed him, but just kept her eyes on the ground. A minute or two after that, Shiloh stood up and made her way toward Waylon. She’d worn a little black dress that morning that skimmed her knees, a pair of black cowboy boots, and a black coat that was belted at the waist. Her dark hair flowed down over her shoulders in big curls, and even from a distance he could see the sadness in her blue eyes.

         “Poor Sally Mae.” She sat down beside him. “I can’t even imagine how lost she’s going to be without Granny Denison. I’ve only known Bonnie and Abby Joy a few months, and I’d be devastated if I lost either of them. She and Granny weren’t related by blood, but they’d been best friends most of their lives.”

         “I figured you’d help her get back to the church.” Waylon liked the way her body molded to his on the narrow concrete bench.

         “I offered, but she didn’t want me to.” Shiloh leaned her head on his shoulder. “She said that she needed to go alone for closure. If that was Bonnie or Abby Joy, or even worse, my mama, I’d want someone beside me all the time.”

         “Each person grieves differently.” Waylon remembered going into the woods behind the old farmhouse where he’d been raised after his granddad died. He’d screamed and shook his fist at the sky, but then he had been just a kid, and his grandfather was the first loved person he’d lost.

         “I suppose they do.” Shiloh nodded.

         “Shall we go have some potluck dinner?” he asked.

         “Yes.” She got to her feet. “It almost seems wrong to be eating and visiting, doesn’t it?”

         “There’s comfort in food and friends at times like this.” He got his crutches tucked under his arms and walked beside her.

         When they entered the room, Rusty and Bonnie were just inside the door with Loretta and Jackson Bailey on their right, and Abby Joy and Cooper on their left.

         Abby Joy and Bonnie each had one of Loretta and Jackson’s twin daughters in their arms. Both of the sisters took a few steps toward Shiloh. She held out her arms and Bonnie shared, but Abby Joy seemed to hold her bundle a little tighter. Waylon wouldn’t be a bit surprised if she and Cooper didn’t announce that they were having a baby before the year was out.

         “Look at her, Waylon. She’s only a week old and she’s so alert.” Shiloh held out the dark-haired baby girl for him to see.

         “I thought the twins might have red hair,” he said.

         “This one does.” Abby Joy took a step forward. “Martina looks like Jackson, and Jennifer is the image of Loretta.”

         “I like their names,” Shiloh said.

         “Had to keep it country.” Loretta smiled.

         If he and Shiloh ever had kids, Waylon wondered, would she want to keep the tradition of naming children after country music singers? His granddad had loved Patsy Cline, so his folks let him name their first daughter Patsy Ann. They’d planned on calling her Annie, but it hadn’t worked out that way. Then the next one had come along, and another one, and they had just kept naming them all after singers, much like Loretta’s family had done.

         Whoa, cowboy! Jerk those reins up real tight! the voice in his head yelled at him. You haven’t even proposed and you’re already naming babies?

         He turned his attention to Shiloh, who was handing the baby over to Jackson. She’d been so good to go back and comfort Sally Mae, and now she was planting a sweet kiss on little Martina’s forehead. He remembered an old adage his granddad used to say.

         “Your daddy knew that Amanda would be a good woman to ride the river with,” Granddad said. “Your grandma never thought she was good enough for her precious son, but he was her only child, so probably no one would ever be good enough for him in her eyes.”

         “Ride the river?” Waylon had asked.

         “The river is the journey of your life. You find a good woman to ride the river with, and the journey will be right nice. Just be real sure that you’re listenin’ to your heart and not your head when you make your choice. Sometimes you might get them confused,” Granddad had said.

         Shiloh laid a hand on his arm and jerked him out of the past and back to the present. “Ready to get in line for food.”

         “I sure am,” he said. “You looked pretty good holding that baby.”

         “I love babies and kids. I just hope I don’t have to pay for my raisin’ when my kids get to be teenagers,” she told him.

         “Ain’t that the truth?” he agreed.

         “Excuse me.” A man wearing creased jeans and a western shirt stepped through the crowd. “I’m Dillon McRay, Miz Denison’s lawyer. I’d like to meet with you for just a few minutes in the sanctuary. I promise it will only take a few minutes, and then y’all can come on back in here and have some dinner. The line will probably be pretty well done by then.”

         “Y’all as in…?” Waylon asked.

         “You and Shiloh Malloy,” he said.

         “Yes, sir,” Waylon said, “but may I ask what is the nature of this?”

         “I understand that one or both of you have adopted Miz Denison’s dog and cats. Is that right?” Dillon asked.

         Waylon nodded. “That’s right. We’ve got Blister and Callie and the kittens. It didn’t take us long to get attached to them.”

         “Then I need to see y’all. Her nephew and his family are already in the sanctuary, so if you’ll follow me.” He led the way across the fellowship hall, through a door that led straight into the sanctuary and up to the front pew.

         Waylon laid his crutches out on the pew and sat down beside Shiloh.

         Dillon chose to sit on the altar, where his black leather briefcase waited. He opened it and removed several papers. “This is very short and won’t take long. I won’t take time to read Miz Denison’s will, but I have a copy for Waylon and one for Carl. This is what it says. Carl, you and your family inherit the house and everything in it, but you cannot sell it. If you don’t want to possess it and the ten acres that goes with it, then you can take whatever you want from it, but again, you can’t sell it, and when you are dead whoever inherits it can’t sell it either. I’m supposed to ask you what you plan to do with the dog and cats at this point.”

         “I figured she’d do something like this,” Carl, a tall, lanky man with thick glasses, said. “She was a cantankerous old girl and never forgave any of her brothers for moving away from the canyon. I don’t want the house or anything in it if I can’t sell it.”

         His wife held up a hand. “And we damn sure don’t want those animals, so I guess we drove all the way up here from Sweetwater for nothing.”

         “I guess maybe you did,” Dillon said. “Since you’ve stated your desires”—he held up a minirecorder—“and I have it right here, then you are free to go.”

         “Let’s just go back to her house, get our things, and leave,” Carl’s wife said. “I never have liked potluck dinners. We can stop at that little café in Silverton. They made a pretty good chicken fried steak last time we ate there.”

         “One more time,” Dillon asked. “You don’t want the house, the land, or anything of hers from the house?”

         “You got that right.” Carl nodded. “We’ll be out of this godforsaken canyon in an hour and probably never come back.”

         “Okay, then, but would you please sign these papers for me stating that is your decision before you go,” Dillon asked.

         Carl whipped a pen from his pocket and put his signature on all the places where the lawyer had stuck fancy little blue tabs. “I wish I’d known before we came that this was the way it was going to be. I wouldn’t have wasted my time.”

         Shiloh took a deep breath and started to get up from the pew, but Waylon put a hand on her knee. “Some people are born assholes,” he whispered.

         “And just get bigger with age,” she said out of the side of her mouth.

         When the papers were signed, Carl and his wife didn’t go back through the fellowship hall at all but left through the front door. Dillon took a deep breath and said, “Okay, now to what I have to say to you, Waylon. I need you to sign this paper saying that you bought your ranch from Oliver Watson and there were no other owners besides you and Mr. Watson. I know all this already, since I live on up toward Claude and do the legal business for a lot of folks in the canyon, but we have to keep everything documented and legal.”

         Waylon scanned through the single sheet of paper and signed it. “I don’t understand what I’ve got to do with all this, but there it is.”

         “I’ve got something to read to you now,” Dillon said.

         “‘If Dillon is reading this then I’m dead. I like you, Waylon Stephens. You’re a good man. I’m glad that you bought the ranch next to my place. Even though our paths only cross at church since I don’t keep goats or a steer or two anymore, I feel good knowing you are next door. This ten acres was at one time a part of the Watson Ranch. My dad bought it from his cousin, but you aren’t interested in all that history. Here’s the deal, if my nephew, who is my oldest living relative, declines to take possession of my house and land, then it should go back and become a part of the original property so it’s now yours…’” Dillon stopped and looked up.

         Waylon could hardly believe what he’d just heard. “Are you saying that I just inherited her house and property?”

         “Exactly,” Dillon answered and continued reading: “‘To whoever takes in my precious pets, Dillon has orders to hand over my entire bank accounts. He will take care of all the particulars concerning the transfer, but this is my desire. So if you are in this room, and Blister and Callie are at your house, then Dillon will explain the rest to you.’”

         Waylon shook his head slowly. “What does all that mean?”

         “It means that her savings and checking accounts and her portfolio of investments now are totally yours. All you have to do is sign a document saying that you will take care of the animals, love them, and give them a good home until they die.” Dillon shuffled through more papers and handed them to Waylon to sign.

         “Why did you need me?” Shiloh asked.

         “If Waylon is living with someone or married, then they have to agree to help take care of the dog and cat,” Dillon told them.

         “I’ll be moving out tonight,” Shiloh said.

         “Then I only need Waylon’s signature,” he said.

         “I don’t need to be paid to give those animals a good home,” Waylon said as he signed the papers.

         “You’re a good man,” Dillon said. “But this is the way she wanted things done. I have the past year’s bank statements and her portfolio right here. She paid me enough to retain me for the rest of this year, so if you need anything call me. That pretty much concludes our business, so if you have no more questions, I’m going to make myself a plate of food. I sure like potluck dinners.”

         Waylon glanced down at the figures on the top paper, blinked a dozen times, and still couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many zeroes in my life. I’d never have guessed that Granny Denison was so rich!”

         “Well, I for one do not intend to tell Bonnie about this. She was the one who rescued the animals to begin with and brought them to us.” Shiloh smiled.

         Waylon’s mind went around in circles so fast that he had trouble catching a single thought, so he finally said, “Let’s take all this out to the van and then have some dinner. Then we better go home and take good care of Blister and Callie. You think maybe I should buy them gold-plated feeding and water dishes?”

         “No, but I think maybe you should turn her house into a bunkhouse and hire some full-time help,” she suggested. “Or maybe even buy the Dunlap Ranch that borders you on the south. It’s been for sale ever since I got here.”

         “I wanted that piece of property, but it’s twice as big as the Watson Ranch, and I couldn’t afford it,” he admitted.

         “Well, darlin’, now you can.” She stood up and handed him his crutches. “A bit of advice though. I’d only tell about inheriting the property and house but not the money. If you do, you should at least wait until your foot is fully healed.”

         “Why’s that?” he asked.

         She picked up the stack of papers. “Because you’re going to need to outrun every single girl in the canyon when they find out how much you’re worth.”

         Waylon hoped that Shiloh was way out in front, leading the pack, should that ever become the case.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         The doctor cleared Waylon to do anything that he felt like doing, including driving and lifting, so long as he took it easy on the ankle for another week. As soon as they left his office, Waylon asked Shiloh to drive him to the body shop to see about his truck.

         Suddenly, Shiloh’s heart felt like someone had laid a rock on top of it. She thought she’d be relieved to go back to her routine on Malloy Ranch. Her mother used to tell her that she couldn’t have her Popsicle and eat it too. That rang more true right then than it ever had before. She wanted to go home so she and Bonnie could get used to not having Abby Joy around all the time, but she wanted to stay with Waylon too.

         “Man, it feels good to get off those crutches,” Waylon said on the way out to her van. “It’s still a little tender, but I’ve had a worse sore ankle after being thrown from a bull.”

         She just nodded, then got into the van and drove back toward Claude, where the body shop was located. From there he’d drive himself down into the base of the canyon and home.

         “What’re you goin’ to name the kittens?” she asked.

         “That’s your job, remember?” He turned on the radio. “You’re supposed to name the babies like Blake sings about.”

         “But the dog came with a name and so did the mama cat,” she argued.

         “I checked when we went by the house. We’ve got two girls and one boy kitten. I reckon if we’re going to keep four cats in the house, we’d better be gettin’ in touch with a vet before too long.” He kept time for a few seconds with his thumb on the console, and then he began to sing with Willie Nelson doing “Help Me Make It Through the Night.”

         Shiloh sang harmony with him, and agreed with the lyrics, which said he didn’t care what was right or wrong, and that the devil could take tomorrow because he didn’t want to be alone and needed help to make it through the night. That’s the way she felt too—just one more night with him beside her in that big king-size bed, and this time they’d do more than sleep.

         The body shop had his truck ready, so he drove it back to his ranch, and parked in front of the house. He got out and sat on the porch steps and waited for her to get the van parked. She got the papers the lawyer had given him from the backseat and handed them off to him on her way inside.

         “My suitcase is packed. I just need to get it, unless you want me to stick around to help with chores tonight,” she said.

         “I think I’ve got it covered.” He stood to his feet. “Shiloh, thank you for everything. If I can ever return the favor, just give me a call. I programmed my number into your phone.”

         “I surely will.” She walked past him into the house.

         She wanted to say that he could ask her to stay, but why would he? With what he’d inherited that day, he could have any woman in the state of Texas. He might even have to get himself one of those number machines like they had in the fancy coffee shops just to give them all a turn.

         She rolled her suitcase out onto the porch and started to carry it out to her van.

         “I’ll take that for you.” He picked it up and followed her to her vehicle. “You will come back on weekends to visit the animals, won’t you?”

         “Of course.” She smiled as she settled behind the wheel. “We still have to name the kittens. I’ll be thinkin’ about the two girls’ names?”

         He tilted his hat back and leaned into the van, cupped her cheeks in his calloused hands, and kissed her with so much passion that the whole world disappeared. For the length of one long, hot kiss, she forgot about everything but being close to Waylon. When it ended, she leaned her head on his shoulder.

         “I’ll miss you, Shiloh,” he whispered. “Don’t be a stranger. You’re welcome anytime.”

         “I’ll remember that, and the same goes for you. Come on across the highway anytime you want a little company,” she told him.

         “Thank you.” He took a step back and closed the door for her.

         He limped back to the porch and waved until she couldn’t see him in the rearview mirror anymore. The house was empty when she got home that evening, so she rolled her suitcase into her bedroom and fell backward onto the end of the bed. With her feet dangling off the end, she stared at the ceiling. How in the hell had she fallen in love with a man in only a week’s time?

         “You’re home!” Bonnie dragged herself into the room and sat down beside her. She removed her own well-worn cowboy boots and tossed them to the side and then leaned back so that she was in the same position as her sister—legs hanging off the end of the bed. “I missed you, and I’m tired of doing all the chores around here, so welcome home.”

         “So you don’t want to own the ranch all by yourself?” Shiloh asked.

         “Yep, I do, but if there’s a chance you ain’t never comin’ back, I’ll hire some help. I guess since you’re here that the doctor released Waylon, right?”

         “He did,” Shiloh answered.

         “And then Waylon released you,” Bonnie giggled. “So what did that lawyer want with y’all?”

         “Seems that if Granny Denison’s relatives didn’t want her property with the stipulation that since it was family land, they couldn’t sell it, then she was giving it to Waylon. So he gained ten acres and her house today,” Shiloh answered. “You ever been in that house?”

         “One time,” Bonnie said. “Remember when one of Waylon’s cows got out and came across the road? You’d gone to Claude to buy groceries, so me and Abby Joy herded the old heifer back over to Waylon’s place. Only it wasn’t his cow. We walked her over to Granny Denison’s, only to find out that it wasn’t hers either.”

         Shiloh nodded. “I remember you telling me that story.” “Whose cow was it?”

         “Belonged to the Dunlaps on the other side of Waylon’s place. Granny called them and they brought a cattle trailer down to get her,” Bonnie answered. “Anyway, Granny invited us in for a glass of lemonade. It’s a pretty good-size house. Maybe four or five bedrooms. She said that her folks raised a bunch of kids there.”

         “Should make a fine bunkhouse then,” Shiloh said.

         “Oh, yeah, but he might want to do some paintin’. Every room I saw was either painted pink or pale blue. I can’t see cowboys appreciating that kind of livin’ quarters.” Bonnie slapped her on the arm. “Enough lazin’ around. We’ve got supper to cook. Rusty will be in here in a few minutes, and he’ll be hungry as I am.”

         Shiloh sat up. “You ever think that maybe we should both follow in Abby Joy’s footsteps and leave this place to Rusty? I don’t think Ezra wanted us to get along when he made his will. He wanted us to fight and be hateful to one another, and then leave the canyon so that a boy would still get the place.”

         “I’m here to prove him wrong,” Bonnie said. “You havin’ second thoughts?”

         “Let’s just say that I’m lookin’ at things from a different perspective,” Shiloh told her sister.

         “Why’s that?” Bonnie asked.

         “It all started at Granny Denison’s funeral. Sally Mae was crying, so I went back to comfort her. I realized that Ezra isn’t worth the grudge I’ve held against him, or the energy I’ve put into tryin’ to prove that I can run his ranch.” Just saying the words out loud made her feel like a load had been lifted from her shoulders.

         “It’ll cost you a hundred dollars and a bottle of good whiskey.” Bonnie headed out into the hallway.

         “It could be the best money I’d ever spend,” Shiloh muttered as she stood up and stretched her arms over her head.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         Blister ran out of the house as soon as Waylon opened the door that Friday evening after he’d taken care of the evening chores. The short-legged mutt ran to the nearest bush, took care of business, and was already yipping to be let back in by the time Waylon removed his coat and hung it on a hook.

         “And here I was afraid you’d run off and try to find your way back to Granny’s house,” Waylon told the dog when he opened the door. “You know something, Blister? I wish that Shiloh would find her way back home to this ranch, but that’s not likely to happen. She’s got her heart set on owning the Malloy place, and besides, after the way Ezra tossed her to the side, I don’t know that she’ll ever trust a guy.”

         Blister sat down, and his tail thumped against the kitchen floor.

         “So you agree with me?” Waylon opened the refrigerator and pulled out everything he needed to make himself a couple of hot dogs. “I already miss her, and she’s only been gone a couple of hours. Should I call her after supper?”

         This time Blister swished his tail back and forth across the floor.

         “I thought so,” Waylon said. “I should let her know that you and Callie miss her, and she should come over to Sunday dinner, right?”

         Blister yipped in agreement.

         “You and I are going to be buddies.” Waylon tossed the mutt the end off a hot dog. “We understand each other, don’t we?”

         Waylon’s phone rang, ending the conversation he was having with Blister. He saw that it was his brother Cash and put it on speaker while he finished fixing his supper.

         “Hey, I was goin’ to call y’all after supper, and tell you that the doctor released me, so I’m back on full ranchin’ duty,” Waylon said.

         “That’s great, brother.” Cash’s tone indicated something was wrong.

         Waylon’s blood ran cold until Cash sighed and started talking again. “Me and Rachel broke up, for good this time. She’s been cheating on me with Mitch, and they’re going to get married.”

         Waylon hated to hear that, but he was so glad that it wasn’t even worse news—like his dad had been hurt in a ranch accident or his mother had dropped with a heart attack. He opened his mouth to say something, but then he remembered Granny Denison’s house. “You need to get the hell out of East Texas?” he asked. “I kinda came into a little bit of property today. I was thinkin’ of turnin’ the house into a bunkhouse. If you need—”

         “Yes,” Cash butted in. “Can I bring Emmylou with me? She needs to get away too.”

         “What’s goin’ on with her?” Waylon asked.

         “Mama is stomping on her and Patsy’s last nerve about grandbabies,” Cash told him. “They both need a vacation, but Patsy has a boyfriend, and things aren’t quite as bad for her.”

         “And June? What’s goin’ on with her?” Waylon asked.

         “She’s the only one that can stand Grandma. She spends a lot of time over there helping her out, but me and Emmylou could sure stand a change of scenery. We can be there by suppertime tomorrow night if that’s all right,” Cash said.

         “I’ll have a pot of chili waiting and enough work to keep you both busy for a year.” Waylon grinned. Tomorrow he was going over to the Dunlap Ranch and make an offer on it. If they accepted, that would triple the size of his ranch, but he didn’t tell Cash that bit of news right then.

         “Work might keep me from shooting Rachel and Mitch,” Cash said. “Thanks so much. I’m going to tell Emmylou to pack her bags. See you tomorrow.”

         Waylon finished making his hot dogs and sat down to the kitchen table with them. He looked to his right, where Shiloh had always sat, bowed his head, and said a silent grace. When he opened his eyes, she still wasn’t there, but he sure wished that she was. He wanted to tell her how overwhelmed he was with what all had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

         He ate his supper, washed the dishes, and then went to the living room, where he surfed through the channels on the television. There was nothing that he wanted to watch, but the house seemed so empty without Shiloh there. He picked up a ranching magazine, flipped through it, and tossed it on the far end of the sofa.

         He heard a vehicle outside, and was on his way across the floor, when someone rapped on the door. He slung it open to find Shiloh. The expression on her face said that she was anxious about something.

         “You told me not to be a stranger, and I wanted…” she stammered. “You told me I could name two of the kittens and it didn’t seem right to do something that important over the phone.”

         He butted in, “I was just thinking about callin’ you.” He slung open the screen door and motioned her inside.

         Callie came out from her basket to greet Shiloh the moment the cat heard her voice. She dropped down on her knees in the living room to pet the mama cat. “I knew you’d miss me.”

         Old folks, babies, and pets all adored her, Waylon thought. Granddad just might say that she’d do to ride the river with.

         “Want a beer or a glass of sweet tea?” Waylon asked.

         “Love a beer,” she replied.

         He went to the kitchen, brought back two bottles, and handed one to her before he sat down on the floor beside her. “I just got off the phone with my brother Cash. He and my sister Emmylou will be here tomorrow evening. They’ll be stayin’ over at Granny Denison’s house, so I guess the idea of turning it into a bunkhouse has happened quicker than we thought.”

         Shiloh laughed out loud. “Have you been in that place?”

         He shook his head. “I sat on the porch with her a few times and had cookies and sweet tea, but I was never invited inside. Why did you ask?”

         She told him what Bonnie had said about the place being totally feminine. “I just hope Cash don’t mind.”

         “I guess the first money of what I inherited will be spent for paint,” he chuckled. “Emmylou hates pink. Mama always dressed the three girls alike from the pictures I’ve seen, and most of the time it was pink.”

         He didn’t want to talk about paint or bunkhouses, but he’d gladly listen to her read the dictionary if she’d just stick around a while.

         “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking this evening,” Shiloh said.

         “About what?” Waylon hoped that she’d say she’d been thinking about the past week and those heated good night kisses they’d shared.

         She inhaled deeply and let it out ever so slowly. “I’m wondering what Ezra’s true motive was in putting us all on that ranch together. He was a sly old son of a bitch, and he probably wanted us to fight, get mad, and leave. Abby Joy wouldn’t say how much one-third of the money he left behind was, but she did say that if she’d known about it before, she might have never stayed on the ranch as long as she did. So”—Shiloh stood up and took a seat on the sofa—“knowing the way he felt about girls, I figure he wanted Rusty to have the place, and he left us money to ease his conscience for the way he treated us. After all, Rusty is a guy, and he wanted an heir to leave his land to, not an heiress.”

         “I’m not sure Ezra had a conscience.” Waylon joined her on the sofa. “If he did, it was buried pretty deep. What are you going to do?”

         “It would be just what he deserves if me and Bonnie stuck it out and kept the ranch, but then even if we changed the name, it would take a hundred years before everyone quit calling it the Malloy Ranch. Rusty liked him, so I figure he’d keep the name. Hell, he might have even had a deal with Ezra to keep the name and maybe even change his name to Malloy to make it legal. Who knows what that old codger had up his sleeve?” Shiloh took a long drink of her beer.

         “Well, if you decide to move out, there’s a spare room here, and from what you’ve told me about my new bunkhouse there’s lots of room over there. You can have your choice of any of them,” Waylon told her.

         “That’s so sweet. Are you going to give me a job, too?” she asked.

         “Honey, you know what I just inherited.” He moved closer to her and put an arm around her shoulders. “I’ll give you half of it to move across the highway and work with me.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Shiloh noticed that he’d said with me, not for me. She met his eyes and didn’t blink, “Don’t joke with me.”

         “Honey, I’ve never been more serious in my life. I wanted to ask you out the first time I saw you,” he said as he leaned in for a long, lingering kiss.

         “And that was when?” Her heart pounded in her chest when the kiss ended.

         “At Ezra’s funeral,” he admitted. “And then at the church the next week, and every time I saw you after that.”

         “Why didn’t you?” She shifted her weight so that she was sitting in his lap with her arms around his neck.

         “After the way Ezra treated you girls, one of you deserves to have that ranch, no matter what the damned place is named.” He planted another kiss on her forehead.

         “But I’m not sure I want it. I’m struggling with living there since this past week. I’ve been thinkin’ about what I really want, and I’m not so sure it’s his ranch,” she whispered.

         “Like I said, you’ve got a job and a place here if you want to move.” He kissed her on the tip of her nose.

         “Moving over here to take care of you is…was…” she stammered.

         “Spit it out,” Waylon said.

         She moved away from his lap and began to pace the floor. “I’ve been attracted to you ever since Ezra’s funeral too, but there was something about going to Granny Denison’s services today”—she hesitated—“that made me wonder about letting opportunities pass. At Abby Joy’s wedding, it seemed like a sign for me to get to spend more time with you. Then the wreck happened and gave me the opportunity to do just that. But living with you this week made me restless at home.”

         “Are you uneasy here?” he asked.

         “No, this is where I’m at peace,” she told him.

         He stood up slowly, took her by the hand, and led her to his bedroom. Callie and Blister followed behind them, but Waylon closed the door before they could get through. He sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled her down beside him.

         “I’m only at peace when you’re with me,” he said.

         “Fate sure had a crazy way to bring us together.” She pulled at the top snap on his western shirt and unfastened them all with one quick tug.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sometime after midnight Shiloh woke to find Waylon staring at her, much like he had that first night they’d shared the bed—only that night they’d slept and last night there had been so much more than sex. Two soul mates had met and fallen in love. She wasn’t sure if it happened right when she made the decision to leave Ezra’s place, or when she turned onto the Wildflower Ranch property. As she stared at the sexy cowboy beside her, she realized that maybe she’d been in love with him longer than she even realized.

         Callie jumped onto the bed and curled up between Waylon and Shiloh.

         “Kittens!” Shiloh popped herself on the head. “I came over here to name the kittens, and I forgot. You make me forget everything, Waylon.”

         “Honey, you do the same thing to me,” he said as he traced her lip line with his forefinger, and then leaned over the cat for a good-morning kiss.

         Callie cold nosed his chin and broke up the make-out session. They both laughed as they moved away from each other a few inches.

         “Evidently she thinks it’s time to give her babies their names,” Waylon said.

         “Well, since I thought they were mice, my girls’ names are Minnie and Perla,” Shiloh told him.

         “I understand Minnie, but where’d you get Perla?” he asked.

         “From Cinderella,” she told him. “There were three little girl mice and three boys.”

         “Never watched that one.” He grinned. “But our boy will be Mickey.”

         “Sounds good to me.” She yawned. “Now we just have to raise them and hope that we live through their teenage years.”

         He chuckled. “I believe that’s Callie’s job.”

         “I should go home.” She pushed back the covers on the bed.

         “This is home. We just have to give it enough time to work out the details.” He began to massage her back.

         “How much time?” she whispered as she moved the cat to the foot of the bed.

         “As much or as little as you want.” He gathered her into his arms and held her close, their naked bodies pressed against each other. “Just don’t forget where home really is, Miz Shiloh Malloy.”

         “I won’t,” she said. “You’ve got my word on that.”

         He buried his face in her hair. “I’ve always thought that love at first sight was a crock of bull crap, but now I believe in it. I love you, Shiloh.”

         “I love you, Waylon.” She didn’t even mind that what was going to happen would cost her a hundred dollars and a bottle of whiskey.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         There wasn’t a cloud in the sky the last Saturday in May. The sun was just setting over the western bank of the canyon, and wildflowers were in full bloom everywhere. It all made for a perfect setting for the wedding reception that was about to take place on the Wildflower Ranch—the brand-new registered brand for Waylon and Shiloh’s property. She’d spent the night before at the bunkhouse with her sisters, Bonnie and Abby Joy, and Waylon’s sisters, Patsy, Emmylou, and June.

         Shiloh was barely awake when Bonnie and Abby Joy bounced into her room and jumped onto her bed. “Wake up, sleepyhead,” Abby Joy said. “You’re getting married in three hours and you look like hell.”

         Shiloh kicked off the covers, sat up, and looked at her reflection in the mirror above the dresser. Abby Joy was right. Her dark hair was a fright. She was sunburned from helping bring in the first cutting of hay the day before, and her eyes were puffy from staying up too late with all the ladies the night before.

         “You’ve got your work cut out for you,” she moaned.

         “Not to worry,” Bonnie said. “We’ll get you beautified and to the church on time.”

         Shiloh’s mother, Polly, poked her head in the door. “Breakfast is on the bar. Amanda and I made pancakes and bacon. You don’t want anything too heavy on your stomach for the wedding.” She came on into the room and sat down on the end of the bed. “As much as you were going to prove Ezra wrong and inherit your part of that ranch, I’m surprised that you’re giving it all up.”

         “I figured out that some things are more important than revenge.” Shiloh leaned over and gave her mother a hug. “I love Waylon, Mama.”

         “He’s a good man,” Polly said. “And I can tell by the way he looks at you that he loves you. I couldn’t be happier for you than I am this day.”

         “How does it feel for you to be back here? Does it bring back painful memories?” Shiloh asked.

         “Honey, I put Ezra out of my heart years ago. Some folks just aren’t worth stealing your peace. I’m glad that you found that out for yourself,” Polly said.

         Shiloh scooted closer to her mother. “I’m glad you let me do it on my own, and that you didn’t lecture me, but just let me do what I had to do. If I hadn’t I would have never met Waylon.” She kissed her mother on the cheek. “And he’s my soul mate.”

         Bonnie slung an arm around Shiloh. “You lost a bet. I’ll expect you to pony up on it.”

         “Wouldn’t dream of forgetting that.” Shiloh stood up and handed her younger sister a bottle of whiskey with a hundred-dollar bill held tightly around it with a rubber band. “Here it is. Now you can celebrate me being gone. Break it open, and we’ll celebrate together.”

         “I can’t drink with y’all.” Abby Joy shook her head. “I teased Cooper about getting pregnant on our honeymoon, and the test I took yesterday said that it happened, so Bonnie gets that whole bottle of whiskey all to herself.”

         “That’s fantastic!” Shiloh hugged her older sister.

         Bonnie jumped off the bed and did a happy dance. “I’m going to be an aunt, and the baby is going to love me more than Shiloh,” she singsonged as she pulled Abby Joy out of the room and toward the kitchen.

         “We’ll just see about that,” Shiloh yelled.

         “I can only pray the same thing happens to you, my child.” Polly held up a hand toward heaven.

         “Whoa!” Shiloh grabbed her mother’s hand and put it down. “One thing at a time.”

         Polly patted her on the back. “Well, darlin’, the first thing is breakfast. Today, you’re marryin’ Waylon. He’s everything I ever hoped that you’d find in a husband, and honey, I’m glad you left Malloy Ranch. You would have never been happy there.”

         “But, Mama, I was happy there with my sisters,” she said.

         Polly smiled. “The key words are ‘with your sisters.’ Without them, you would have been lonely, and besides, you belong with Waylon.”

         “You’re so right, but I sure hope Bonnie sticks around, because I rather like having sisters.” Shiloh looped her arm in her mothers and together they left the room.

         “Even Waylon’s sisters?” Polly whispered.

         “Emmylou is outspoken, but I like her. Jury is still out on the other two. They only got here a couple of days ago, and things have been crazy, with trying to get hay baled and attending to wedding stuff,” Shiloh said in a soft voice.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Waylon sat down to breakfast with his two brothers and his father that morning. If he’d followed Shiloh’s advice and gone to the courthouse, got married, and then told his family and her mother and aunt, he could be plowing a field or hauling in that sixty acres of small bales of hay that was ready. But he was the first one of the six Stephens siblings to get married, and he knew his mother would be disappointed if they didn’t at least have a small wedding. So having to get dressed up, go to the church, and say his vows was no one’s fault but his own that day.

         “Got what you’re goin’ to say to Shiloh all memorized?” his father, Jimmy, asked.

         “Pretty much goin’ to wing it,” Waylon answered.

         “Just say what’s in your heart,” Buddy advised. “Even if you stutter a little, it’s better than a rehearsed thing that has no feelin’.”

         “Great advice, Dad.” Waylon pulled out his phone and stepped to the other side of the room.

         He typed in a text to Shiloh: I wish we would have eloped.

         One came right back: Me too!

         He was typing another text when his phone rang. When he saw that it was Shiloh, he almost dropped it, trying to answer on the first ring.

         “I’ll be so glad when—” she started.

         “I know—” he said.

         “I am looking forward to the reception and dancing with you out in our new gazebo, and Waylon, you’re never going to believe what my one-third of the money is. I almost fainted when I saw all those zeroes,” she said. “The lawyer brought me the check last night, and I signed the papers saying I was giving up my rights to the Malloy Ranch.”

         “That’s your money, darlin’,” he told her.

         “No, it’s ours, and I’m thinkin’ we might make an offer for the land to the north of us. We’ve got plenty of room in the bunkhouse to house the hired help,” she said. “I’m not interested in anything but building a life with you.”

         “I love you,” he said.

         “Me too. See you at the church at eleven o’clock. I’ll be the one in the white dress.”

         “I’ll be the one that has eyes for only you,” he whispered as he made his way out to the porch. “I’m the luckiest cowboy in this whole canyon.”

         “You’re almost as lucky as I am,” she said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The church was packed that morning at eleven o’clock when Shiloh arrived. Her sisters, her mother, and her aunt waited with her in the nursery until Loretta Jackson came to tell them that it was time to start the ceremony. “Jackson is going to seat your aunt Audrey, then Bonnie and Abby Joy will make their way up the aisle, and when you hear the first of the song you’ve chosen to walk in to, then your mom will take you down to where Waylon will be waiting.”

         “Got it.” Shiloh gave her the thumbs-up sign.

         The next couple of minutes went by in a blur. Then the first chords of “Mama He’s Crazy” started, and she took her mother’s arm.

         “Not exactly wedding music,” Polly whispered.

         “Waylon and I aren’t exactly traditional folks,” she said as she took her first step down the aisle.

         When the lyrics said that he was heaven sent, Waylon gave her one of his special smiles, and the whole world disappeared. To Shiloh, they were the only two people in the church, and nothing mattered but the vows they were about to say.

         It wasn’t planned, but he left his place in the front of the church and met her halfway down the aisle. Polly gave him a kiss on the cheek and then put Shiloh’s hand in his. She waited until the two of them finished the walk together and then went forward to sit on the front pew.

         “Well, I usually start with ‘dearly beloved,’” the preacher chuckled, “but after that song, I think we’ll just let these two say their vows.”

         Shiloh handed her bouquet to Abby Joy and raised her dress to show off the pair of brown cowboy boots that she wore to work on the ranch. “See these boots. I come to you today in my pretty white dress, but under it is a ranchin’ woman who wants to spend her life with you. I love you, Waylon Stephens, and I give you my promise that I will love you longer than forever, and right into eternity.”

         Waylon took her hands in his. “My granddad told me once that life is like a river, and I should find the right woman to ride the river with. I didn’t find the right woman. I found the perfect one. I love you, Shiloh, and I give you my promise that my love for you will last through eternity.”

         Shiloh heard a couple of sniffles from the front pew. She was glad that she’d had a few moments in the nursery after her mother left. That had given her time to switch out the pretty white satin shoes for her old cowboy boots that she’d snuck into the church in a duffel bag.

         They exchanged plain gold wedding bands, and then the preacher pronounced them man and wife, and told Waylon he could kiss the bride. The new husband bent his bride backward in a true Hollywood kiss, then stood her up to the applause of everyone in the church. “And now it’s my turn,” he whispered.

         “What?” she asked.

         The music started and Blake Shelton’s voice came out loud and clear with “You Name the Babies, I’ll Name the Dogs.”

         She giggled. “It’s fitting after the one I walked down the aisle to.”

         He took her in his arms and two-stepped all the way out of the church with her. He scooped her up at the door and carried her to his truck. When he’d settled her into the passenger seat, he leaned in and kissed her one more time. “Love the boots.”

         “I’m excited that I get to ride the river with you. Let’s go enjoy our reception,” she said.

         “Yes, ma’am.” He whistled all the way around the truck.

         
              

         

         Want to read Abby Joy’s story? Look for Daisies in the Canyon wherever books are sold.
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