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            ONE

         

         Half these kids don’t know a blitz from a fumble.”

         Blake Carpenter had to admit this assistant coach wasn’t wrong. Most of these kids couldn’t pass for shit. The kicker couldn’t find the goalposts if they had flashing lights on them. And these boys couldn’t take the Colorado heat without bitching like a bunch of little girls. Damn, Blake hated it when his best friend was right.

         How had his life come to this?

         A year ago he’d been playing pro football, something he’d dreamed of since he was a little kid. Making more money than he knew what to do with and enjoying every advantage and privilege a multimillion-dollar contract could throw his way.

         Yeah, life had been good.

         Great, actually.

         Until it had all come crashing down after multiple knee surgeries and an early retirement due to a positive drug test. Testing positive once had been bad enough. But after his coach had warned him that his second test would most likely be positive, Blake had taken matters into his own hands and retired. He’d warned his trainers to not give him that “medication” they kept injecting because of his torn ACL. He should have known better.

         It had cost him everything he’d worked for. His contract. His career.

         His passion.

         And no football organization in their right mind would hire someone who had a history of using performance-enhancing drugs, not even for a front office job. So he’d left football and returned to Colorado, where he'd grown up, fully intending to live out the rest of his life in peace. That had lasted about a year before he’d been bored out of his mind, since there was only so much solitude and hiking a person could do before that got old real fast.

         It was only after watching the high school football team die a slow death of humiliation and defeat, ending their eighteenth losing season, that Blake ended his pity party.

         Now here he was, a week into his new job of coaching a high school football team that hadn’t seen a winning season since the Clinton administration.

         Needless to say, it had been a pride-swallowing moment.

         He had no one to blame but himself for his fall from being a football god to a thirty-four-year-old high school coach who’d received more wary looks from parents than a stripper at confession.

         Apparently some moms and dads didn’t want the likes of him coaching the children they felt could be the next Aaron Rodgers or Peyton Manning.

         Whatever.

         Blake didn’t have the heart to tell them the only way these kids could be Aaron Rodgers was if they stole the guy’s identity.

         In other words, not gonna happen.

         In other words, he had his work cut out for him.

         And you’ve only got one season to make it happen, pal.

         That was another little tidbit that chapped Blake’s ass. If he couldn’t pull off a winning season, then he’d be shown the door faster than he could call his next play.

         The school district’s athletic director had made that point very clear when he’d hired Blake. Bring the team to the play-offs this season or find another job.

         Sure.

         Piece of cake.

         “What the hell is number twenty-four doing?” Cameron muttered. Cam’s blue eyes were hidden by a pair of dark sunglasses, despite the overcast day. But Blake could feel his best friend’s gaze, analyzing and scrutinizing each move the kid on the field made.

         Cameron Shaw was a play-calling genius who could turn a ballerina into the next Heisman winner. He and Blake had played ball in high school together, then in college, and Cam had been coaching high school ever since. Blake had agreed to do the job only if he could have Cam by his side.

         “Strickland!” Cameron bellowed to number twenty-four, whom he’d had a close eye on since practice started. Cam crooked his finger for the kid to approach.

         Brian Strickland, a junior with the heart of a lion but the talent of a ten-year-old, whipped his helmet off and ran toward them.

         “Yeah, Coach?” Brian asked with a noticeable tremor to his voice.

         “You decide to take a nap out there, or what?” Cameron barked.

         Brian’s gaze flickered to Blake’s, then back to Cameron at the same time that his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down like a buoy in a storm.

         “No, sir,” the kid answered as he licked his lips and cleared his throat because his voice had cracked. Actually cracked.

         “You got some hot rally girl on your mind?” Cam asked.

         A pink flush filled the kid’s cheeks. Oh yeah. There was definitely a rally girl.

         Brian shook his head, then swiped the back of his hand across his sweaty brow. “No, sir. I mean, she’s not really my rally girl but—”

         “Yeah, okay,” Cameron cut him off. “I’m just trying to figure out why you’re not running the play I gave you.”

         Brian shook his head, as though not sure how to answer the question. Probably because he didn’t know. Probably the kid thought he had been running the play, only the play in his head wasn’t the play Cam had given them.

         Blake kept silent while Cameron did his thing with the player.

         “Remember, ninety percent of the game is in here,” Cameron said as he tapped the kid on the forehead with his knuckle. Then he slapped Brian on the shoulder. “Now get your ass back out there.”

         Instead of responding, Brian replaced his lid and sprinted back on the field. Blake hooked his hands on his hips, blew his whistle and clapped his hands three times. The kids, recognizing the signal to lend their undivided attention to their coach, snapped their heads toward Blake. Some of them removed their helmets; others tried to get their labored breathing under control.

         “You expect to win games with that half-assed display you just showed me?” Blake called out to his players. The kids alternated between panting and shifting their feet on the grass. “If you expect people to spend their hard-earned money on tickets to watch you play, you’ve got to do a hell of a lot better than that. Otherwise all they’re going to get is a bunch of sorry-ass pansies who couldn’t outplay a peewee league.”

         The team stared back at Blake with wide eyes, reminding him he was dealing with a bunch of kids who didn’t have the hardy exterior of professionals. Were they not used to a coach who told them like it was? Blake rolled his shoulders, attempting to loosen his muscles and the tension that came with the enormous responsibility of whipping these kids into shape.

         “I didn’t hear a ‘yes, Coach’!” Cameron called out.

         The kids responded with a “yes, Coach” that sounded like a bunch of defeated rejects, bringing Blake back to the reality of their situation. Seeing their faces, looking into the eyes of kids who’d never tasted victory, who’d never known the exhilaration of having the town at their backs, stands filled with screaming fans, was like someone letting the air out of Blake’s balloon. Having experienced that firsthand, Blake knew how walking around on cloud nine could fuel a player’s motivation to exceed to the next level. To elevate the game even higher so the fans knew they could depend on them to bring them another win.

         These poor kids didn’t have the first clue what that was like, and they deserved to feel it, even for just a brief moment. Blake swore to himself they would have that for more than just a moment.

         “Again!” Cameron demanded. “Make them hear you in Pagosa Springs! Remind those guys that we’re still here!”

         This time their collective “yes, Coach” was loud enough to be heard on top of Chimney Rock.

         Blake blew his whistle again. “Y’all will keep running that play until you can execute it in your sleep!”

         The grunts and smacking of helmets that followed brought a fresh wave of nostalgia over Blake. There wasn’t quite anything like the sounds and smells of the game. The feeling was something only someone with a passion and drive for football could understand. For years it was all Blake had known. All he had cared about and he had never wanted or imagined doing anything else with his life.

         He only had himself to blame for effing it all up. Knowing how things ended, would he have done anything differently?

         Hell yes, he regretted the use of illegal drugs to enhance his body. And, sure, he could’ve outed the trainers. But ultimately, he was the one responsible for his own body. Ultimately, he’d allowed them to do whatever it took to win.

         Blake turned his attention back to the kids on the field as Matt West, his cousin’s son, executed some serious blocking, paving the way for Scott Porter to move forward and receive the ball.

         “Now that’s the kind of passion I like to see.”

         Blake gritted his back teeth when Drew Spalding sauntered up next to him. The school district’s athletic director managed to radiate cockiness and charm all at the same time.

         “Something I can help you with, Drew?” Blake asked as he kept his focus on his players, hoping Drew would take Blake’s not-so-subtle hint and go the eff away.

         “Just thought I’d stop by for a few minutes and watch the first practice of the season,” the guy answered.

         Invaded was more like it, because they both knew Drew was there to see the coaching staff more than the kids. Drew and Cameron had a rivalry that went back to high school, and things had only gotten worse from there.

         Drew pointed toward the end of the field. “Why is Cody doing push-ups over there? Seems to me he ought to be running the play with his team.”

         The muscle in Blake’s jaw clenched even tighter. “He mouthed off to Cameron.” Damn, was this guy going to question everything he did?

         “You shouldn’t overwork your quarterback,” Drew scolded. “He could pull a muscle.”

         He shot the athletic director an impatient look. “Then he shouldn’t be talking back to his coaches. The kid needs to understand that he’s not in Texas anymore.”

         Cody Richardson was one of the few kids on the team with real talent. The problem was he had a chip on his shoulder the size of Rhode Island and an entitled attitude to go along with it. In Blake’s world, respect had to be earned. Apparently Cody had gotten used to it being handed to him.

         Blake whistled and motioned for Cody to rejoin his team. He tugged on the bright red practice jersey and jogged toward the huddle.

         “Maybe Cameron was being too hard on the kid,” Drew commented.

         “Cameron was doing his job,” Blake shot back. He jerked his head toward the benches behind them. “Why don’t you take a step back and let me coach my team, Drew.”

         Drew looked as though he wanted to argue. Knowing the guy, he probably did. Blake didn’t give a shit. Drew might be Blake’s superior, but on the football field, Blake always had the final word. The kids needed to know that just as much as Drew did.

         “This isn’t high school anymore, Blake, so you don’t need to keep one-upping me,” Drew commented in a hard voice.

         Blake turned to face the athletic director. “I’m not trying to one-up you, Drew. I’m trying to do the job you hired me to do.”

         The guy held his hands up in surrender, but the slight tilt of his mouth contradicted the benign gesture. “I just wanted to see how the team looks.” He lowered his hands and took a few steps backward. “It might be too early to tell, Carpenter, but one season may not be enough time for you to get the job done.”

         One season was more than enough time, but Blake kept the argument to himself as Drew walked away. Let the cocky asshole think he had the upper hand. Blake would prove himself on the field; then Drew would have to keep that trap of his shut. The play ended and Cameron signaled for the kids to run it again. They got halfway through when a shadow appeared beside him. A long, slender, and curvy shadow, followed by the scent of…something flowery and feminine. Blake didn’t know the distinction between the smell of a rose and a carnation, but whatever it was was damn good. Like attention-getting, hair-standing-on-the-back-of-his-neck good.

         And the soft voice that followed was the perfect match to the knock-you-on-your-ass scent messing with his concentration. “Coach Carpenter?” the woman asked.

         Blake kept his attention on his players. “If you have a problem with the way I talk to your kid, then I suggest you don’t come to the practices,” he told the woman.

         “Uh…,” she started, clearly taken aback by his abrupt statement. “No, I’m not related to any of the players, Mr. Carpenter.”

         The play finished and Blake blew his whistle. “Water break, gentlemen,” he called to his players. He waited a moment before turning to the woman who’d interrupted his practice. When he did, the hazel eyes that blinked back at him just about knocked him on his ass. And yeah, she was way too young to be the mother of a high schooler.

         So what the hell was she doing here?

         Besides clouding his thinking with whatever the hell she sprayed on herself.

         “What can I do for you, Miss…” He waited, arching a brow above his sunglasses.

         She blinked at him, then stuck her hand out. “Turner,” she answered. “Annabelle Turner.”

         Her full lips curved into a small but oddly seductive smile, which was like a punch to Blake’s gut.

         What the hell?

         He took her hand, noting how much smaller and softer it was than his. Her petite fingers curved around his palm, but instead of shaking her hand, he just held on to it. As though he were some jackass who had never gone through a hand-shaking ritual before.

         “Again, what can I do for you?” he wanted to know.

         She withdrew her hand from his and rubbed it up and down the top of her thigh, which was covered in some kind of black spandex. As though she’d just come from the gym. Probably had considering how lean she was.

         “I wanted to come and introduce myself before we started working together,” she answered.

         His brow twitched in confusion. “Working together?” he repeated.

         “With the players,” she clarified with a wave of her hand toward the field.

         “I’m not following you, Ms. Turner.”

         “I’m the physical therapist,” she explained. Her teeth stabbed into her full lower lip when he didn’t respond to her announcement. “Drew Spalding hired me to work with the kids,” she went on. “Do you know Drew? He’s the athletic director—”

         “I know who Drew is,” he interrupted. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Cameron walk onto the field to speak to the players.

         Annabelle smiled, creating a shallow dimple in her right cheek. “Sorry, but you were looking at me like you didn’t know what I was talking about.”

         He turned to face her, noting how her long thick hair kept teasing her jawline when the wind blew. The strands were dark on top, the color of a rich Tennessee whiskey, which slowly faded to a brighter blond on the ends, curling slightly into a perfect outward flip.

         “That’s because I don’t, Ms. Turner,” he explained.

         Her brow crinkled at his abrupt tone. Excuse him for being an asshole, but he had a team to coach and this woman, with her provocative scent and legs for days, was pulling his thoughts off of play calling and onto lazy afternoon sex.

         “Drew hired me last season to work with the players,” she explained, which still wasn’t much of an explanation. “Since the team doesn’t have an official doctor, he thought I could help them.”

         “Help them with what?” Yeah, he knew what physical therapists could do for football players. As a professional, he’d been treated by some of the top PTs in the country. What he didn’t know was why she was here, with a high school football team. He’d never heard of a high school football program hiring their own therapists and doctors, unless it was a wealthy 5A school, which Blanco Valley wasn’t.

         “Stretching,” she answered. “Conditioning. Treating old injuries that might hinder their abilities.”

         Blake hadn’t been made aware of a physical therapist working with the team. That sort of practice was unorthodox and unnecessary in Blake’s mind. Professional football teams had all sorts of trainers and doctors to make sure the players were kept in the best shape possible.

         But this was high school, for crying out loud. What the hell did they need a physical therapist for?

         “Talent is what these kids need, Ms. Turner. Not stretching exercises.”

         Her mouth opened to say something, then shut again. “Drew thinks I can—”

         He crossed his arms over his chest. “Last I checked, Drew Spalding wasn’t this team’s head coach. I am. I don’t know you from Adam, so I’m not about to let you walk in here and step on my toes.” He turned from her and walked onto the field, determined to get his mind back on his players and off this woman.

         But the tenacious little thing had other plans because she grabbed his forearm, digging her sharp fingernails into his flesh, giving him an impression of delicate, soft skin, which was odd given the firm grasp she had on his arm.

         “Are you dismissing me, Mr. Carpenter?” she demanded.

         He spared the hand on his arm a quick glance, noting how trim and neat her fingernails were. Unpainted. Practical. Then quirked a brow at her. “Beautiful and insightful. Quite a combination.”

         She stared at him for a moment, drilling her greenish-brown eyes into his and touching a place deep inside that hadn’t been touched in a long time. The one that had to do with arousal and reacting to a beautiful woman. Then the angelic look on her face was replaced with a firm set of her full mouth, a look she no doubt mastered.

         “You can’t just shrug me off, Mr. Carpenter. Even though you didn’t hire me, I can be helpful to your players.” She took a step toward him. “You haven’t even seen what I can do yet.”

         He allowed his gaze to drift over her lithe body, touching on her flat stomach, then skimming down her toned legs. As a football player, Blake had mastered the art of intimidation, often being able to get inside his opponent’s head with a simple searing look.

         But he had to give this five-foot-nothing sprite some credit. She held her ground almost as well as some of the fiercest players he’d gone up against.

         “I don’t need to see what you can do, Ms. Turner.” He ended the conversation by turning his back on her and walking the rest of the way to the center of the football field. Whether or not she actually left, he had no idea. But he could have sworn he heard the words impossible asshole.

         Yeah, he was that.

      

   


   
      
         
            TWO

         

         Blake Carpenter was a surly son of a bitch who needed the giant stick up his rear end to be surgically extracted.

         By a team of world-renowned doctors.

         Annabelle had known some obstinate people in her life. Hell, she could be pretty darn stubborn when she wanted to be. But this guy practically gave new definition to the word.

         She didn’t back down from anyone, though, and she wasn’t about to let some gorgeous ex-football player think he could bully her. If he didn’t want to talk to her on the field, fine. She’d ambush him in his office. She’d only been working with the team for one season, but they’d quickly become like her little brothers. They were good kids who loved football and deserved every chance at success. Would Blake Carpenter finally be the one who helped them achieve that?

         Of course Annabelle knew who he was. The guy had been one of the top quarterbacks in the game and was also a native to Blanco Valley. What she hadn’t known was what a grumpy shithead he was.

         All those Gatorade and Under Armour commercials he’d starred in not only showed a guy with muscles cut from marble, but also someone who was halfway likeable.

         And if posing in nothing but those spandex boxer brief things—because she had no idea what the technical term for those babies was, other than penile enhancer—hadn’t been enough to turn her head, his charity work had sealed the deal. She’d seen a special on Dateline talking about the large amount of money he’d donated to the children’s wing of a Green Bay hospital. After that, she figured anyone who spent his off days with terminally ill kids, starting an afternoon program for them so they could get outside for a few hours and learn football, was someone more than just a pretty face and deliciously hot bod.

         Who would have known that Blake Carpenter, one of the most feared quarterbacks in the NFL, would have no problem getting eye level with a four-year-old so he could show the kid how to cradle a football? At the end of the segment, Blake had leaned down and kissed the boy on top of his head, which had been covered with bandages from a recent surgery to remove a brain tumor.

         Unfortunately, all that had eventually been overshadowed by his steroid scandal, which had taken the media and country by storm. Instead of being remembered as an amazing athlete and as a hero to terminally ill children, he’d been hailed as a liar and a cheater. Annabelle had tried not to fall in line with the rest of the country by slinging mud at the guy. How could he be that innocent after testing positive for performance-enhancing drugs and then abruptly retiring?

         So which one was the real Blake? The man who got choked up over a kid with brain cancer? Or the man who was willing to shoot God knew what into his body in the name of winning.

         She glanced at her watch and noted how much time she had before her first appointment at her studio. Her physical therapy practice was located in the heart of town and offered services for those recovering from an injury or some kind of surgical procedure. She loved what she did, but more than that, she loved being able to help people get their lives, and health, back on track.

         She’d be damned if she’d allow their head coach to push her away from helping these kids.

         And then they were there. The team filed down the hallway, the sounds of their conversations and cleats clunking on the cement floor invading the once peaceful locker room.

         She stood back while the kids made their way to their lockers to change out of their gear. Cameron followed, along with two other coaches. Blake was the last one off the field, and she took the opportunity to catch his attention.

         His Bobcats baseball cap was pulled low over his eyes, which were still shielded by a pair of dark sunglasses. The hard line of his mouth, set on a clean-shaven square jaw, and his straight nose were the only things visible on his face.

         Annabelle strode up next to him, determined not to let the don’t-speak-to-me vibe radiating from his imposing six-foot-whatever frame deter her.

         “Still here, Ms. Turner?” he said without slowing his long-legged stride, which threatened to leave her in the dust.

         “Five minutes is all I’m asking,” she pushed. When Blake kept walking and didn’t respond, she pressed on. “I just want to offer my thoughts on some of the players.”

         “Do you have coaching experience, Ms. Turner?” he asked as they rounded a corner that led to his office.

         Did he have to walk so damn fast? She practically had to trot to keep up with the guy.

         “Do you have to call me that?” she asked instead of answering his question, which was ridiculous anyway. “I would prefer you use my first name.”

         He came to a sudden stop and she almost plowed into him.

         “I’ll use your first name when the alternative stops making you blush,” he answered in a low voice. Then he turned around and kept walking, leaving her gaping at shoulders so wide she was surprised he could find T-shirts that fit him.

         Had he really just said that to her?

         And did she really blush whenever he addressed her so formally?

         You know you do.

         Something about the way he said Mizzzz Turner, so gentlemanly. And yet, the guy was anything but a gentleman, which made the way he said her name sound more sinful than it should have been.

         The heat flaming her cheeks was unmistakable. She knew perfectly well what it was. What she hadn’t counted on was Blake being able to notice it so easily. Hopefully it had more to do with his ability to be detail oriented and less with her being so damn readable.

         Hopefully.

         Yeah, that was it.

         She blinked and realized he’d ditched her. Yet again. She took off after him, into his office, but Blake was already there, removing his sunglasses and settling in the chair behind his desk.

         She pushed through the door without bothering to knock or waiting for an invitation. He wouldn’t give her one anyway.

         “I’m beginning to think you don’t understand English, Ms. Turner,” he said as she closed the door behind her.

         “I—” she started, then snapped her mouth shut, knowing chastising him for using her last name again wouldn’t do any good.

         His office was big but cluttered with shelves, photos, books, and a television. Her gaze roamed for a moment before settling on the big man leaning back in his office chair as though he didn’t have a care in the world. His hat still covered his hair, which, she knew from TV and magazines, was dirty blond. The kind that had probably been white when he’d been a kid but had darkened naturally over time. The fact that his hair wasn’t visible beneath the hat, except for the back of his neck, meant he kept it trimmed neatly. She bet he had the type of hair that a woman could run her fingers through.

         Odd that she would think such a thing. As though she wanted to test it out for herself.

         But she didn’t.

         Blake folded his hands across his flat stomach and stared at her out of eyes so blue, it was like looking at a cloudless summer sky.

         The same, and now familiar, heat slid low in her belly and spread all over, to every limb, until she felt like coming out of her skin. The uncomfortable sensation was as foreign as it was exciting but also left her feeling unnerved and confused. The out-of-sorts feeling had been the same with her ex-husband. Nathan had used his good looks, though Annabelle doubted Blake had the same vanity, to make women discombobulated, which she’d fallen for. Only this time, she tamped the feeling down, refusing to spiral down the same tunnel of lust she’d fallen down before.

         To mask the jittery nerves, Annabelle lifted her chin and jabbed her hands onto her hips. “I’m not leaving until I have my say.”

         One corner of his mouth kicked up. “Clearly.”

         She opened her mouth, then shut it, expecting more head-butting. His quick agreement, or maybe surrendering was a better word, left her momentarily speechless. “I’ve been working with these kids for a year, Mr. Carpenter,” she told him. She tilted her head to one side and studied him as he leaned farther back in his chair. “Or would you rather I call you Blake?”

         One of his thick shoulders moved in a half shrug. “You can call me whatever you’d like. I don’t really care.”

         How about I call you asshole? “Fine. The point I’m trying to make is that I don’t want to intrude on your coaching. But these kids need proper training—thorough stretches before and after practice.”

         “I’m giving them proper training, Ms. Turner.” Blake stared at her for a moment; then his office door opened. Pat Walters, a senior, and one of the kids Annabelle had worked with last season, poked his sweaty head in. “Coach, do you have a minute?”

         “In a sec,” Blake answered.

         Pat shut the door, and Annabelle was left alone with Mr. I-Don’t-Need-Anybody’s-Help.

         “Him, for example.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder, indicating where Pat had just been. “Pat has a history of pulling his groin muscle. It’s going to continue to give him a problem unless it receives proper treatment. I started working with him at the end of last season and he’s made a lot of improvement.” She held up an index finger when Blake opened his mouth to argue. “In fact, I was helping him so much that his dad started bringing him to my studio on Saturday mornings.”

         “Is that right?” Blake asked.

         “Yes,” she reiterated. “And last season, your forward, Connor Phillips, asked me if I could help him with some stretches too.”

         “If these kids want to take physical therapy on their own time, that’s their business,” Blake stated.

         Annabelle pulled in a deep breath, utilizing the relaxation techniques she’d learned in yoga years ago. The guy sitting across the wide desk from her was rapidly threatening the calm atmosphere she’d worked so hard to create for herself. Ever since her divorce, Annabelle had sworn she’d never allow a man to create a ripple in the life she’d established. Her ex-husband had obliterated the reality she’d lived in and had shattered her confidence. After she’d put the pieces of her life back together, she’d been careful not to allow another man to make her feel less than she really was.

         She studied Blake for a moment, allowing her gaze to touch on the scar bisecting his left eyebrow. “Why are you so against me being here?”

         He swiveled the chair back and forth. “If you want to work with the players on your own time, that’s your business. But once these kids are on the field, they’re my business. They need to be focusing on plays and honing their skills. The stretching I have them doing is more than enough.”

         “I’m not saying it’s not. But I can work one on one with them and focus on their individual needs.” The guy either had a major superiority complex, or he didn’t trust anyone else being on the scene with him, especially someone who wasn’t affiliated with football. Given what he’d been through with his team and retirement shrouded with questions, Annabelle wouldn’t be surprised if he was once bitten, twice shy. The more she thought about it, the more trust issues would make sense. He’d been through a nightmare, had probably been abandoned by people close to him, and now he was hesitant to let anyone else get too close. How could she get him to see that he could trust her?

         His brow twitched. “You’re a tenacious little thing, aren’t you?”

         “When it’s something I’m passionate about, yeah. Look”—she leaned forward in the chair—“give me a month to prove it to you. I’ll stay out of your way and not give my opinion on any of the players unless you ask for it.” She threw that last part in just to make him feel better. But they both knew darn good and well that he’d never ask her opinion on anything. “I would like to have weekly meetings also, if you have the time.”

         Blake shook his head. “I don’t—”

         “Here’s my number,” Annabelle interrupted, knowing if she gave him the chance, he’d shoot her request down. Inhaling a deep breath, Annabelle channeled the confidence she’d worked hard to regain after her divorce.

         Don’t show your insecurities.

         She passed her cell number across the desk, which, of course, he didn’t accept.

         What a surprise.

         “Call me,” she told him, and stood from the chair without waiting for a response. That stare of his was unsettling and made her skin feel itchy and uncomfortable. She smoothed her hands down her shirt because if she didn’t occupy them, she might do something stupid. Like fiddle with her hair. Or check her pulse. And, damn it, she would not be the same second-guessing woman she’d been after her divorce. She’d worked too hard to reclaim her independence and confidence and she would not allow another man to shake that. Again.

         Annabelle lifted her chin. “The next practice, I promise you won’t even know I’m there,” she stated as she rounded her chair and opened the office door.

         “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Ms. Turner.”

         She glanced at him over her shoulder, just in time to catch the devious tilt of his mouth.

      

   


   
      
         
            THREE

         

         Six hours later, after back-to-back appointments, Annabelle left her studio, still fuming over Blake Carpenter. The man was the most obstinate thing she’d ever encountered. And that was saying something, considering Ruth Turner, Annabelle’s mother, could argue the color of the sky. Growing up with a woman like Ruth had given Anabelle the tools she’d needed to go head-to-head with even the most stubborn people.

         One conversation with Blake had turned her into the same insecure, second-guessing woman she’s been after her divorce. The entire time she’d been in his office, she’d felt out of sorts. Like a child who’d been stripped of her security blanket.

         Not since meeting her ex-husband had Annabelle had this sort of crazy-physical attraction to a man. She shook her head at her own stupidity as she locked the front door to her studio and walked to her car.

         Bottom line, Blake Carpenter, former professional football player and all-around jerk-face, was just about the hottest thing she’d ever laid eyes on.

         Unbelievable.

         She started the car and pulled away from the curb, then flipped a U-turn at the intersection. Her normal routine was to close up her studio, then head to her mother’s house to make dinner and catch up with household chores.

         This evening she decided to make a detour to the administration building of the Blanco Valley school district to have a little chat with Drew Spalding. She wasn’t sure how much good it would do, but at the very least she could make her issues with Blake known to the man who’d hired her. Chances were there wasn’t a whole lot Drew could do about it, but she had to try anyway.

         Her phone vibrated from the depths of her purse, and Annabelle took advantage of the red light to dig the thing out. She had a feeling she knew who the text was from and tapped the screen to pull up the message.

         I’m out of toilet paper. And milk.

         Annabelle couldn’t help the grin that broke across her face. Leave it to her mother to get right to the point.

         A second later another text came through.

         And Charlie needs more doggie treats. Be sure to get the vegan kind.

         Annabelle’s smiled faded when she read the last line. Charlie was her mother’s Boston terrier, who had the attitude of a diva and a bark that was like an ice pick to her eardrums. Annabelle had never liked her mother’s dog, mostly because she got the distinct feeling he turned his nose up at her whenever she came to the house. Never mind the fact that she was now the one feeding him and brushing his damn teeth.

         And what did it matter what kind of treats the dog ate?

         But she was happy to do it. Her mother had enough on her plate that she didn’t need to worry about what the dog had on his. Ruth had had two hip surgeries in the past year. After the first time, Annabelle had taken as much time off as she could to take care of her mother for a week, then had returned to Denver. Shortly after that, her mother’s health had taken a turn for the worse, and Annabelle had made the difficult decision to leave Denver. She’d sold her physical therapy practice and her condo and moved to Blanco Valley. Ruth had protested, saying it was unnecessary for Annabelle to rearrange her entire life just for little ol’ her. But they both knew it had been for the best. Ruth wasn’t getting any younger, and she had no one else to depend on with her other daughter, Naomi, so far away. It had been a good thing, too, because a week ago, Ruth had needed a second surgery on the same hip. Her mother’s mobility was becoming more limited in her old age, so Annabelle thanked the Lord she’d made the decision to be closer. She made a note to stop at the market after leaving Drew’s office. On the plus side, perhaps feeding some weird vegan treats to King Charlie would take her mind off Blake. And his world-class rear end.

         Doubtful.

         She shoved her own negative thought away and pulled into the parking lot of the school district’s administration building. The interior of the building was quiet and blessedly cool. The front desk was empty, but all the lights were still on. Annabelle rounded the first corner and strolled down a short hallway to the open door of Drew’s office. She rapped on the door frame to announce her presence and smiled when Drew lifted his head.

         “Annabelle,” he said with an openmouthed grin that should have sent her heart fluttering. Drew was a good-looking guy who could probably have any woman he wanted. As far as she knew, he had remained single after his divorce and didn’t date very often. Probably because he was married to his job.

         Why couldn’t she be attracted to him instead of Blake Carpenter? Or notice how great his ass looked in a pair of shorts? Drew was a great catch and he didn’t make her teeth grind together whenever he opened his mouth.

         “Hi, Drew,” she said. “Sorry for showing up unannounced. I’m not interrupting you, am I?”

         He shook his head. “Not at all.” He gestured toward one of the desk chairs. “Have a seat.”

         She dropped her purse to the floor and lowered to the chair. It was one of those ergonomic things with no armrests and no padding. Uncomfortable as hell, is what it was.

         “What brings you by?” he asked after tossing his pen on the desk and leaning back in his own ergonomic chair.

         “I went to practice today to check out the team,” she answered.

         Drew gave her a slow nod. “And you met Blake,” he concluded.

         Obviously she wasn’t the only one Blake had conversational issues with.

         “Yes,” she confirmed. “He’s…” Her words trailed off as she sorted through her mind, trying to find the correct word to describe such a complex man.

         “An ass?” Drew helped with a lifted brow.

         Exactly. “That’s not the word I was going to use,” she hedged, instead of agreeing with him. “But he does seem a little…socially challenged.”

         Drew chuckled. “That’s one way of putting it. But the guy was one of the top players in the NFL. He knows his stuff, which is why I hired him. You’re not going to have issues working with him, are you?”

         She licked her lips and puffed out a breath. “I’m going to do the best I can for those kids, because they deserve that. But Blake did try to fire me today.” Actually, blatant dismissal had been more like it

         Drew’s brow furrowed. “That’s not surprising. I went to high school with him, so I know how obstinate the guy can be. Just don’t let him push you out the door. If you stay out of his way, you shouldn’t have a problem with him.” Drew tilted his head to one side. “Do you need me to set him straight for you?”

         Annabelle lifted a brow. “I can fight my own battles, thank you. I’m not about to let Blake Carpenter bully me into leaving the team.”

         Drew nodded. “Good. Because I still believe those kids need all the help they can get. You just do your thing, let Blake do his and you shouldn’t have to butt heads with him.”

         Yeah, easy for him to say. Drew didn’t have to worry about his pulse fluttering whenever he was near Blake. Doing her job side by side with him was one thing. Doing it while trying to suppress the butterflies in her stomach or mask the heat blooming across her cheeks whenever he said Mizzz Turner was a different story.

         
              

         

         The market didn’t have vegan dog treats, so Annabelle went to the pet store. They didn’t have any either, so she grabbed some that had all white meat chicken and brown rice. She could have gone to the dog groomer’s, because they had things like vegan dog treats and all natural shampoo. But she was tired and wanted to go home.

         So Charlie would just have to deal and so would Ruth.

         She pulled up to her mother’s house, making a note to call the landscapers and bitch at them for not cutting the grass this week. Her mother had enough to deal with without having to worry about her yard getting done.

         Annabelle got out of the car, retrieved the groceries from the backseat, then walked up to the front door. She let herself in without knocking, knowing Ruth wouldn’t hear it anyway. Her mother actually had excellent hearing but tended to be selective, which sometimes made for some interesting conversations.

         The short entry hall opened up to the living room where her mother was kicked back in the recliner, her wooden cane leaning against the side. Charlie, the little pain in the ass, jumped off her mother’s lap, ran up to Annabelle, and yapped and jumped as though he’d never seen her before.

         Heathen.

         She kicked her leg out to pry the little shit’s sharp nails off her yoga pants. “Get off me,” she ordered the dog. “I thought you were going to get him a bark collar,” she said to her mother.

         Charlie kept up his barking and followed Annabelle to the kitchen. “Those things are inhumane,” her mother called. “They electrocute the dogs.”

         Good grief. Annabelle lifted her eyes to the ceiling as she set the plastic bags on the counter. “No, they don’t,” she called back. “They make a high-pitched sound when the dog barks. It trains them to be quiet.” She strolled back into the living room where Charlie had climbed back onto his throne. Annabelle jutted a finger at him. “He needs one, Mom. The dog’s a menace.”

         Her mother ran an arthritic hand over Charlie’s tiny head. “He does what he’s supposed to do. He alerts me when someone’s at the door.”

         The tiny black-and-white dog with short fur and black eyes stared back at Annabelle with one eye dropping closed and the other kept firmly on her, as though to say, You don’t fool me. Annabelle didn’t want to fool him; she just wanted him to stop shrieking like a banshee whenever she walked in the door. “It’s more than an alert. It’s an instant migraine.” She stared at her mother. “It makes people want to kick him.” Charlie’s ears perked up as though sensing he was in immediate danger of Annabelle’s size 8s.

         Yeah, sleep with one eye open, dog.

         “Did you get his treats?” Ruth asked without acknowledging Annabelle’s statements. Probably because she knew they were true.

         She went back into the kitchen, snagged the bag of cookies, then ripped them open. Charlie’s ears perked up when he saw the food, and Annabelle barely resisted the urge to snarl at the animal. He simply blinked at her because she either wasn’t good enough at conveying her contempt for the dog or Charlie wasn’t easily intimidated. Knowing the animal, it was the latter.

         Ruth’s eyes narrowed when she saw the bag. She held up a hand before Annabelle could reach in and grab a treat. “Wait a minute. Those don’t look like the ones I normally buy.”

         If Annabelle ever owned a dog, it’d be eating Alpo. Not that she didn’t like dogs. Really, Annabelle had a fondness for dogs, at least ones that didn’t have superiority complexes. But wasn’t dog food, dog food?

         “They were out of the other stuff,” she told her mom.

         “Let me see it,” Ruth said with an arm extended.

         She handed the bag over, knowing exactly what her mother was going to say before she even said it.

         “See,” Ruth stated with her index finger tapping the bag. “This has chicken in it.” She offered the bag back to Annabelle. “I’m not giving animal bits to Charlie. It’s bad for them. I saw it on Animal Planet.”

         Oh Lord. If there was one thing her mother was obsessed with, besides Charlie the douche, it was Animal Planet.

         She held her hands up in surrender. “Okay, whatever. I’ll go get the other stuff, but it’ll have to be tomorrow.”

         “Charlie thanks you,” her mother called to Annabelle’s retreating backside.

         She didn’t do it for Charlie, but who was she to argue?

         Her mother turned the volume up on the TV, which was tuned to some show about marine life that lived in the Great Barrier Reef. Annabelle put away the lactose-free milk, then took the package of toilet paper and stored it in the hall closet. After taking care of that, she pulled a casserole from the freezer and preheated the oven.

         The first time her mother had surgery, Annabelle had learned the hard way that it was easier to prepare a week’s worth of dinners, then store them in the freezer. Coming over here every single night and making dinners from scratch, as her mother liked them, was simply too much work. So she’d prepare them at home, usually on a Sunday, and bring them over Sunday night.

         Tonight’s dinner was a chicken broccoli casserole, topped with corn flakes. One of her mother’s favorites.

         Annabelle set the dish on the counter. She’d just turned around to go back into the living room when her mother came shuffling in, leaning heavily on her cane.

         “You shouldn’t be moving around, Mom,” Annabelle told her. “We’ve talked about this before, remember? You need to heal properly before you can start that aerobics class.” As a physical therapist, Annabelle knew the importance of making a healthy recovery after a major surgery such as her mother had. Keeping the muscles mobile and limber post-surgery was imperative to healing properly. Ruth seemed to think she could rely on her cane, which made Annabelle’s fingers itch to throw the damn thing in the closet. Because they both knew the cane was more for security than anything else.

         “I’m not an invalid, Annabelle. I can get up and get myself something to drink.” She opened the fridge and took out a bottle of water. “Besides, my doctor told me I need to try moving around if I feel like it.”

         Even if her doctor hadn’t told her that, Ruth would still try to do everything for herself. The woman rarely asked for help and seldom accepted it when offered. The only reason she allowed Annabelle to do as much as she was doing was because she knew Annabelle wouldn’t take no for an answer.

         “I need to regain my strength if I’m going to do cardio in the park with Patty and her friends.” Ruth waved her hand in the air. “I’d rather do that than some dumb class at the community center.”

         Annabelle blinked at her mother and swallowed back a groan. “Mom, not the Beehive Mafia. Those women are nothing but a bunch of gossips.”

         Patty Silvano was her mother’s neighbor. She and Virginia McAllister, Beverly Rowley, and Lois Jenkins were all born during World War II. They’d convened into a group of four because they were Blanco Valley’s longest living citizens, not to mention two of them were descendants of the town’s founders. They’d earned the nickname the Beehive Mafia because they styled their slate-gray hair as a throwback to the sixties and loved to chirp in people’s ears about the goings-on in town. They also met at the city park twice a week for cardio in the park.

         Lord help them if Ruth Turner joined that horde of busybodies.

         “Honey,” Ruth commented. “They hate being called that.”

         Annabelle was pretty sure they thrived on the notoriety of it, but whatever.

         “How did the first practice go today?” Ruth asked, changing the subject. Yet again.

         Annabelle reached for the cookie jar and snagged an oatmeal raisin she’d made a few days ago. “As expected,” she hedged. No need to go into her already developing issues with their coach. The one who made her feel like she needed to fluff her hair.

         “I heard that Blake Carpenter is something to look at,” Ruth commented.

         Annabelle merely shrugged. “I guess so.” Understatement of the year.

         Ruth only lifted a brow.

         “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked her mother.

         “Patty told me a woman would have to be dead not to notice that guy.”

         Annabelle finished off the cookie and reached for another. She’d have to do an extra thirty minutes of yoga to burn them off. “And?” And let’s please end this conversation now.

         “And is he as hunky as Patty says?” Ruth grinned, creating deep lines in the paper-thin skin of her cheeks. “Does he have a rippling chest and a cement-hard butt?”

         Annabelle nearly choked on a raisin. “Mother, it really creeps me out when you talk about men that way.”

         “Honey, I might be old but I’m not dead. And I want grandkids.” She gulped some more water. “It’s obvious I’m not getting any out of your sister,” she muttered.

         Annabelle left that particular subject alone and stared at her mother. “What do grandkids have to do with Blake Carpenter?” But, yeah, she knew. Thinking of kids made her think of how they were made. And no way did she want to think about sex and Blake Carpenter at the same time.

         Ruth waved a hand toward her daughter. “You’re single. He’s single. And from what I hear pretty darn easy on the eyes.”

         Annabelle lowered her brows. “How do you know he’s single?”

         Ruth lifted one shoulder. “Patty told me. She’s friends with the mother of Blake’s best friend.”

         “The guy’s been in town how long, and you’re already gossiping about him?”

         “It’s not gossip, Annabelle. It’s just”—she waved her hand in a circle—“neighborly conversation.”

         Yeah, right.

         Annabelle replaced the lid to the cookie jar and crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, I work with the guy, so getting involved with him would be inappropriate. Besides, I have no desire to get married again.”

         “Honey, not all men are selfish pricks like Nathan,” Ruth said in a soft voice.

         Not only had he been cheating, but also the woman he’d cheated with had no idea he’d even been married. It was a small comfort to know she hadn’t been the only one to succumb to Nathan’s charm and deceit.

         Ruth had been supportive, to the point where she’d been all Annabelle had to lean on. Deep down, though, she knew her mother had been disappointed her oldest daughter hadn’t been headed for that typical white-picket-fence life. The one Annabelle and Naomi had growing up.

         “That’s true, Mom,” she responded. “But not all men are princes like Dad was.”

         Ruth’s mouth turned up in a small smile. “Your dad was one of a kind, wasn’t he?”

         The oven dinged, and Annabelle turned to slide the casserole in. The task was a welcome distraction, for she knew the tears would come if they talked about her father any further. Annabelle had adored the man and his death had left a gaping hole in their family.

         Behind her, Ruth sighed. “Honey, I just can’t bear the thought of you being alone. It’s not natural.”

         Annabelle set the timer on the oven and straightened. “I’m not really alone, Mom. I have you. I have Stella,” she said of her best friend. “And I have my work.” She placed a hand on the counter. “I stay plenty busy.”

         “That’s not what I mean,” Ruth said.

         Annabelle smiled at the woman who’d always been the rock of their family. “I know,” she agreed. “But I’m happy.”

         Ruth opened her mouth to counter Annabelle’s statement but was interrupted by a knock on the front door, followed by Charlie’s furious barking.

         The two women left the kitchen, trailing behind Charlie as he leapt off the recliner and scampered toward the front door. The dog jumped up and down, yapping like a maniac as the door opened and Patty Silvano poked her head through.

         “Hello.” The older woman, with her traditional up-do, waggled her fingers and managed to shove her way past Ruth’s guard dog.

         “Come on in, Patty.” Ruth waved a hand, then motioned for Charlie to settle down. “Charlie, that’s enough.”

         Patty, cradling two jars of some kind of food in one hand, knelt before the dog and scratched Charlie between the ears. “Oh, aren’t you a good boy,” she crooned to him.

         Charlie, instead of going on a wild rampage like he always did with Annabelle, rolled over onto his back and stuck all four legs in the air.

         Ruth slid Annabelle a sly look. “See, you just have to know how to work the dog.”

         Annabelle barely resisted the urge to bare her teeth, because Charlie had never been that calm for her. Maybe it was fear of the towering beehive that had Charlie admitting submission.

         Yeah, that had to be it. And not having anything to do with Charlie simply not liking his owner’s daughter.

         Patty straightened and smoothed a hand down her blue polyester pants. She pasted a wide smile on her pale face, which deepened the grooves in her forehead and cheeks. “I wanted to bring over some of my peaches.” Patty held up the two jars, which had sliced peaches floating in syrup.

         Ruth accepted the gift from her neighbor. “Aren’t you sweet, Patty? Thank you.” She gestured next to her, toward Annabelle. “You remember my daughter Annabelle, don’t you?”

         Patty’s grin deepened. “Of course I do, and you’re even more beautiful than the last time I saw you.”

         Annabelle was about to thank the woman for her kind compliment, when she continued. “No wonder the new coach was all flustered this morning.” Patty actually winked, and Annabelle had the feeling she was trying to be coy, or something equally horrifying. All Annabelle could feel was the heat flaming into her cheeks as the two women stared at her, as though she was supposed to respond with something. But what?

         Thank you?

         Yes, you figured out my evil plan?

         Or how about, mind your own business?

         Annabelle shook her head, but Patty shoved past her as she linked arms with Ruth. “Lois’s daughter was at practice this morning because, you know, her oldest son is a junior on the team.” Patty tossed Annabelle a half grin over her shoulder, as though sharing some inside secret about that piece of information. “And Lois’s daughter told her that Mr. Carpenter didn’t seem too happy to have Annabelle there today.”

         Ruth jammed her hands onto her bony hips. “Now why would that man have an issue with my daughter?”

         Patty leaned toward Ruth and whispered, “Because clearly he’s threatened by a beautiful woman.”

         Oh good Lord.

         Ruth slowly nodded as though the truth had just been revealed to her. “Oh, he’s one of those,” she whispered back. “A man who can’t handle when a woman is in a position of authority.” She stepped toward Annabelle and wrapped her thin fingers around Annabelle’s shoulders. “Honey, you don’t back down from him, you hear me?”

         Annabelle smiled, because if she didn’t, she might scream at the ridiculous conversation Patty had started. Reason number one she didn’t want her mother doing cardio in the park with the Beehive Mafia. Also, she didn’t want to come over one day and see Ruth’s hair styled in a five-foot twist on her head.

         “Mom,” Annabelle started as she peeled her mother’s fingers off her shoulders. “I think Lois’s daughter is mistaken. I’m sure Blake isn’t threatened by me.”

         “Honey, a man as good-looking and dominant as he is would never take kindly to a female, especially one who looks like you, invading his territory,” Patty commented. “Virginia confirmed it, you know,” she said to Ruth.

         “Virginia was at practice too?” Annabelle asked.

         Patty waved a hand in the air. “No, honey. She saw Mr. Carpenter the other day when he was at his cousin Brandon’s house. Said he’s a hot piece of ass.” Patty held her arthritic hands up, jingling the beaded bracelets on her wrist. “Her words, not mine.”

         Annabelle almost gagged. “You know what? I just remembered I have a root canal I’m late for.”

         Patty forged on. “We were hoping to catch a glimpse of him this morning when we were doing our cardio, but Brandon was jogging by himself.” Patty nudged Annabelle in the ribs. “You know that’s why we started cardio in the park, right? It’s the best way to catch all those young studs without their shirts on. Lois managed to snap a picture of Brandon and added him to our Tumblr page. It’s under the Queen Bees.”

         Gag me. Though Annabelle wouldn’t mind seeing Blake without a shirt on…

         Okay, no. That would be bad. She didn’t need any more reasons to be fantasizing about the man.

         Patty glanced at her jeweled watch. “I have to get home and catch me some Judge Judy.” The old woman shot Annabelle and Ruth a smile. “I love how she doesn’t take crap from anyone. Kind of reminds me of me.”

         With a chuckle that some people would construe as mildly devious, she was out the door, Charlie running after her as though he wanted just one more belly rub. The terrier lowered to his hind legs and tilted his head to one side at the closed door.

         Okay, the dog could be cute sometimes. When he wasn’t being so damn annoying.

         Annabelle turned toward her mother, who was still clutching the jars of peaches in her arms. “Mom, please don’t do cardio in the park with them.”

         Ruth turned toward the kitchen. “Oh, honey, they’re harmless.”

         “More like ridiculous,” Annabelle corrected.

         Ruth shot her daughter a glance over her shoulder. “Honey, I thought you would be happy that I found something to do with myself. You were just telling me the other day that I needed to get in some exercise after I’m healed.”

         “Yes, but not with the Beehive Mafia.” She jutted her index finger toward her mother. “If you come home with a hairstyle like that and polyester pants, I’m disowning you.”

         Ruth clasped Annabelle’s face in her soft hands and placed a kiss on both her cheeks. “I love that you worry about me.”

         Annabelle couldn’t help the smile that crept up her mouth. At times she felt like the worst nag, always telling her mom she needed to do this or more of that. Over the years, she’d become convinced that her mother was ignoring her, that Annabelle was wasting her breath on a woman who wanted to do her own thing.

         “I just want you to be happy, Mom,” Annabelle admitted.

         Ruth’s smile slipped. “You’re starting to sound like your sister.”

         When Naomi had first left the states at the age of twenty-one to finish her college studies in Central America, Ruth had been supportive and even excited for her youngest daughter. But the excitement had faded when Naomi announced her plans to stay abroad.

         One more year had turned into six, during which time Annabelle’s sister had flitted from one Latin country to the next. Her most recent endeavor was Cusco, Peru, where she’d obtained financing to open a hostel.

         It left Annabelle no choice but to be the primary care-giver for their mother.

         Annabelle knew Naomi didn’t intend to be selfish. She just went where she wanted without giving much thought to anything else.

         Not that Annabelle was bitter or anything.

         Really, she wasn’t.

         “I’d like to bring you to my studio one day next week and work on some exercises,” she said, needing to change the subject from her sister. When Ruth only stared, Annabelle pushed. “The doctor said you need to be working with a physical therapist. It’s important that you work on your hip.”

         “I know that, Annabelle.”

         Great. Now her mother was upset, which turned into irritable. And irritable Ruth was about as pleasant as a wild cat.

         “Why don’t you go sit back down and I’ll bring you some dinner when this is done cooking,” she suggested.

         Ruth swiped the back of her hand across her eyes. “Charlie needs his dinner first.”

         The glittering moisture that had been wiped away from Ruth’s eyes gave Annabelle a moment’s pause. Her mother had never been a crier, or showed any kind of emotion for that matter. That sort of thing was awkward for a woman who had an easier time telling her kids how to use proper table manners than she did saying “I love you.”

         Nevertheless, Annabelle approached her mom just as she opened the refrigerator door to where the dog’s chicken and rice was stored in a container. She placed her hands on her mother’s bony shoulders and turned her around. “I’ll get Charlie’s dinner. You go sit down.”

         Ruth nodded but looked everywhere but at Annabelle.

         “Mom,” she said in a gentle voice. “Naomi doesn’t stay away because she doesn’t care about you. She doesn’t realize.” Annabelle looked into her mother’s rheumy green eyes. “She’s always been like that. It’s not because she doesn’t love us.”

         Ruth nodded again, then said, “I know. I just wished she knew how much I miss her.”

         “She knows,” Annabelle assured her. “She misses you just as much.” She gave her mother’s shoulders a soft squeeze. “Now please go sit down and let me take care of this.”

         “So bossy,” Ruth commented with a crooked tilt of her mouth.

         Annabelle straightened. “I had to get it from someone.”
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