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YEARNINGS

Dirksville, Arizona 1871

––––––––
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THE SUN HAD SET WHEN Logan and Rachel finished supper. As was their usual routine, they would retire to the study to enjoy casual conversation. However, of late, she had noticed his hasty retreat immediately afterward. 

When she sat down at her dressing table to brush her long, wavy brown hair, Rachel couldn't help but notice sad brown eyes staring back at her. They conflicted with her thoughts of expectation. Her late mother would have said, "Little one, you must leave well enough alone, save inviting trouble." Perhaps, you're right, Mama, and it would be safer not to dig beneath the surface of the unknown. Oh, I'm so confused.

Her eyes welled as she recalled the day Sheriff Dodd knocked at the front door and changed her life forever. "Rachel, I'm so sorry to bring you this news. Earlier today, Daniel died trying to save a young mother and her child when the Draper Gang attempted to rob the bank." At the time, it seemed as if her world had come to a standstill. Her only solace from grief from such a tragedy came with the delightful news that she was with-child. So, at least, she would always have a part of Daniel—living proof of their love. 

Sighing, she put the brush down on the vanity, walked over to her bedside table, then picked up her wedding daguerreotype. She sat on the bed and touched her husband's face as if she were able to will him back to her by doing so. Oh, Daniel, we had such a great life ahead of us. Why did it have to end because of some outlaws who cared for naught? She continued to stare at their images, but nothing would change. Her husband and daughter were still gone, and the daguerreotype in her hand was cold and lifeless. Her reality as a widow continued.

Everywhere she looked in their bedroom were reminders of married life with Daniel. The wedding gift of a mahogany-paneled screen with stained glass adorned one corner of the room was a gift from Logan. The rocker in another corner came from her best friend, Sandra. And the brown, white, and yellow Wedding Ring quilt on the bed came from her mother's many hours of sewing. 

For so long, twenty-nine-year-old Rachel Danvers wondered if one could overcome loneliness as a widow through the nights of solitude. Especially since she found herself in a quandary over recent awakenings. Nonetheless, she must listen to the Danvers and their guidance to maintain propriety. After all, her father-in-law, Alvin, was a preacher, so he wouldn't lead her wrong.

Her mother-in-law had helped to explain the expectations of what a widow's life entailed. "You must adhere to proper decorum and act accordingly, Rachel. Life, as you knew it with Daniel, is no more." However, much as she tried to accept Eunice's dictate, she wondered why it would be so wrong to once again want a husband and family of her own.

After losing Daniela, she oft-times contemplated why the Danvers' attitude toward her had changed. Rachel felt confident she had done nothing wrong to bring disgrace to the family. Even so, they had become severe in their censor—even aloof. And the more she thought about it, the distance worsened after losing her daughter a few weeks after Daniel's death. No matter how she tried to rationalize why it was so, she could not find a resolution. 

Reaching no resolution, she grabbed a shawl from the armoire and wrapped it around her shoulders. Maybe her nightly constitution in the fresh air would help put things in perspective. She went outside, down the steps to the path surrounding her home, then ambled toward the stables. Maybe Logan would be there. Why do I suddenly want him to always be near me? I wish I understood what my mind and heart were trying to convey.

≈W≈W≈W≈

Lost in thought, Logan leaned on the corral fence. The moon and stars cast just enough light to give the night air a peaceful feeling.

He came to live at the Dangling ≈W≈ Ranch as a four-year-old boy but was now a thirty-one-year-old man. Even though he wasn't born here, he couldn't describe how much he loved the place. It was in his soul as if he had Wesley blood running throughout his veins. The only parents he could remember with love and affection were Arnie and Maddie Wesley. He couldn't recall much of his life before coming to the ranch. Although he sometimes brought to mind glimpses of his battered mother at his father's abusive hands. How they lived in squalor and survived hand-to-mouth when he left them on their own for months at a time. Still, it all went for naught because no amount of accounting for what happened would change the outcome, so he halted such thoughts and concentrated on the present. His life was full of an abundance of love. 

He was proud to grow alongside Rachel as her older, protective brother. And there was never any question that she and Daniel would spend their lives together. However, fate stepped in two years earlier, making Rachel a widow, and Logan lost his best friend.

Over the last few months, hard as he tried to reconcile his errant thoughts about Rachel, it became more difficult. Trips to the creek gave proof to changes he had become hard-pressed to explain. For the life of him, they were not in the least one bit brotherly. Albeit, so far, he had been able to maintain propriety. But for how long will I be able to if the worst happens?

Sometimes he sensed she felt the tide between them changing too, although neither spoke of it. Suppers at the house were also strained, with his quick exits noticeable. Does she think me rude? Wonder why I don't stick around and chat as in days past? Maybe even think I'm mad at her for some reason, although she can't bring herself to confront me? Hell, I can't rationalize what's going on with me in my own head—my body. So, how can I make any sense to her without sounding disrespectful and downright indiscreet? He turned around, leaned against the fence, crossed one ankle over the other, and then relit his pipe. Why does my gut feel like a day of reckoning is coming over my emotions? 

≈W≈

The smell of Logan's pipe tobacco gave him away every night. And Rachel didn't have to see his short wavy brown hair or those piercing black eyes to know he was there. He also had a barely visible scar just above his right eyebrow—the result of protecting her from a ruffian at school when she was ten. No matter what, he had always been there for her. As she got older, it began to dawn on her how she had taken him for granted while growing up. 

More responsibilities at the Dangling ≈W≈ Ranch came along for Logan the older he got. And more so since her father's recent illness. It wasn't unusual to seek him out for ranch business. However, what was new and undefinable to her was why she looked for reasons to make him linger. It had begun to trouble her because she couldn't pinpoint why things seemed to be changing between them. 

She contemplated if she should make her presence known while taking a deep breath and closing her eyes—hoping to calm her nerves. In the process, she savored the smell of tobacco mixed with bay rum. The warmth in the pit of her stomach could not be denied, either. And in all honesty, Rachel liked the feeling, even if unwise to do so. She smiled. "A penny for your thoughts."

Logan hesitated before answering. "I'm afraid a dollar wouldn't fix this cowboy's thoughts."

"One of these days, I just might bring out the big bucks and call your bluff," she said while coming into view from behind a large boulder, knowing he wore a lopsided grin. Rachel could feel it through the darkness of the night like a caress on her skin. Mercy me, but I wish I knew what was happening—and why. 

"Honey, I would bore you to tears."

Rachel chuckled as she walked closer. "The one thing you have never done in all these years is to bore me, Logan Burke." 

He let out a soft chuckle. "Give me time; I'm sure I will."

"Well, you have your work cut out for you."
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ROSELLA

––––––––

[image: ]


"HOW'S ARNIE?" HE ASKED after Rachel joined him by the corral. 

"Huh, he's resting now. But only after Rosella made him some chamomile tea, which, as you know, is not his desired remedy. However, she did allow him one molasses cookie for compensation. Although he wanted to eat the whole plateful."

"There is no doubt about it; he loves his molasses cookies. And indeed, I do agree the remedy is preferable to tea. What did the doctor say when he was here earlier?"

"Well enough, but Doc had hoped for more at this point."

"Well, we'll just have to continue giving him a hard time about loafing." After emptying the tobacco from his pipe while putting it in his back pocket, Logan ground the ashes into the dirt. Taking a step forward, he tipped her face toward the moon's glow with his crooked index finger. "If I can tell from so little light, you're not getting enough rest. And it won't be better tomorrow."

She grinned. "I daresay, Logan, you must work on how to talk to a lady with propriety. Insinuating she looks well-worn is apt to win you a kick in the shins."

He laughed while dropping his hand. "I stand corrected." Logan had to step back and rearrange his stance, hoping to calm down his body after touching her. He cleared his throat. "I'm serious, though, because you take on too much. Before Arnie became sick, we talked, and I mentioned hiring more help, and he agreed. You should follow through with it, so you can take a load off your shoulders. Bookkeeping, caring for Arnie, and trying to help on the ranch has me worried about you making yourself sick from overworking. You need to slow down." 

"I trust your judgment, as Daddy does, so of course, advertise in town for more help. I should have done it before, but I thought he would bounce back quicker." Rachel sighed. "I'm sure you're right about my overextending myself. I'll admit it does overwhelm me when trying to make sense of the ledgers long into the night. I don't know what I would do without you, Logan."

"Well, you don't have to worry about that. Besides, have you ever heard me grumble about not wanting to be here?"

"No, you haven't. But you are not the kind of man who does. Daddy and Mother always said while we were growing up how blessed they were because you were so even-tempered." She licked her lips. "I need to ask you something, Logan. May I?"

Grinning, with arms crossed over his middle, he replied, "Since we were kids, Rachel Wesley Danvers, you have never once asked me for permission about anything."

She smiled. "I stand corrected." 

"So, what's on your mind? I'm an open book."

With clasped hands, she pursed her lips. "I'm wondering. Do the men resent me when they see us discussing the ranch?"

'

He shook his head with a concerned expression. "What makes you think such a thing?"

"I guess I get the feeling because of the odd looks Max Burnett gives me. It's as if he's looking through me sometimes." She shrugged. "Truth be told, if he quit, I certainly wouldn't mind one bit." 

Logan's temper flared. "He hasn't made untoward advances—or backtalked you, has he?"

"Oh, nothing of the sort. The best way to describe it is how he looks mad when I'm around—sometimes aloof. Like I'm a pesky fly he'd love to get rid of or something. Maybe I imagine it."

"I'm sure you're not because you have good intuition, Rachel. I'm glad you mentioned it. I'll make it a point to keep a closer eye on him. In fact, I just might have an idea."

"What is it?"

"You know how Tater has a way of getting along with everyone? On many past occasions, he's clued Arnie and me in on suspicions about the men. For instance, do you remember the incident a few years back with Ike Echers?"

"Of course, I do. The man was a real piece of work. I remember how Tater played along with Ike when we suspected him of wanting to sabotage our buying a prize bull... Domino."

"You got it. Ike thought himself shrewd when he told the old man he'd represent the Dangling ≈W≈ and pick up Domino. Then instead of delivering him home, he'd sell it for a profit in Phoenix, say the bull died en route home, and then pocket the money for a bull he never purchased."

"And Daddy suspected he did the same thing to Randolph Hunter when his prime bull came up missing, but it could never be proven. Albeit, Ike did finally leave town. I'm sure his sixth sense made him leave before he was caught at his own game."

"Should we find out if Tater would be agreeable to help us?"

She grinned. "Perfect choice. Max wouldn't suspect."

"Exactly."

"What a relief." As was a natural occurrence for her to do over the years of their close bond, Rachel wanted to hug Logan. The surge of electricity throughout her body was unexpected and had never happened before. She closed her eyes and stalled before pulling away—glad for the darkness so he wouldn't see her blush. Being held close again felt so good.

She finally stepped back. "I'm sorry, Logan. It's just... well, after losing so many people, I depend on you too much." She tried to stifle her welling tears. "I cannot bear to lose Daddy. It would be four loved ones in less than five years." She turned away, hoping to gather her scattered thoughts. Instead, a shudder of grief overtook her. "If he leaves us, this ranch, and you, along with Rosella, are all I have left in this world. And if not for your support, I'm not so sure I'd be strong enough to bear it."

Logan tucked his fingertips inside his front pockets. "You have me because this ranch is who I am—where I want to be." 

She turned to face him. "Of course, you're family. Still, you deserve to find a good woman and have a houseful of children." A shiver came over her after having said those words. She wrapped her arms around her middle to ward off a chill.

Logan took the two steps separating them and held her shoulders with his hands. "Rachel, I'm here for you now and always will be. I can't imagine being anywhere else, honey. You, your parents, and Daniel are the only family I have ever known, and of course, Rosella. Just because your mother, Daniel, and Daniela are no longer with us changes nothing. We're still a family."

Though it was wrong, again, Rachel wrapped her arms around him. "It was hard enough when Mother left us. Then when Daniel died, I was sure I'd never pick up the pieces." She looked into his eyes. "But losing Daniela made me want to die. It's been your strength and constant encouragement that has allowed me to keep moving forward, Logan. But now I'm scared of what will happen if Daddy gets sicker. What if we lose him? I—"

"Shhhh, don't say it. Let's just take it a day at a time." 

Blinking back tears, she knew it wasn't right to allow it, but when Logan cradled her face in his hands and then pr his lips to hers, a surge of need jolted her. So, she took what he offered and savored, becoming lost in his kiss while craving more.

Neither one could bring themselves to stop as Logan drew her closer and trailed kisses down her neck. "I'll never leave."

"Oh, Logan, I need you."

"I need you, too, honey."

"Miss Rachel," Rosella Juarez called, who was the housekeeper and cook for the Wesley home since Rachel's birth. "I hope you're with Mr. Logan and not out here by yourself."

As if drenched with ice water, they separated while. "Rosella, we're over here by the corral," Logan said nervously.

"Mr. Arnie is persistent in seeing you, Miss Rachel. And you too, Mr. Logan." 

"Okay, we're coming, Rosella," Rachel answered.

Logan followed in haste toward the house, but as soon as the three reached the porch, he opened the door and held it for the women to enter but caught Rachel by the arm. "I'm sorry about what happened at the corral—I was out of line."

"I'm as much to blame, Logan. Please, we must go to Daddy."
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ORNERY IS A MAN

NAMED ARNIE

––––––––

[image: ]


LOGAN AND RACHEL ENTERED her father's bedroom to find Rosella fussing with Arnie's blankets. "Behave, ornery old man—lest you have an episode." 

"Daddy, for heaven's sake, what's wrong?" she asked with a furrowed brow.

"I want to see Logan, too," Arnie said, struggling to sit up with Rosella's help. "Confound it. This is good enough, ole girl." He took a deep breath and leaned against the propped-up pillows.

Looking anxious, Logan came to stand beside Rachel. "I'm right here, so what's on your mind, old man? Rosella's right. You need to take it easy—don't get yourself overwrought. We don't want you to backslide." 

"I want you to promise me something, boy."

"No problem. What do you need?"

"Rachel, come here and take my hand while I tell you what's past due for the saying."

"Of course, Daddy. What is it? Logan has everything under control, and I have the books up to scratch. I also agree with you both about hiring more help. So, all you need to do is listen to Doc and Rosella. Before you know it, you'll be back to work and telling everyone what to do."

"I'm not bothered about the ranch, little one—it's in good hands." Arnie patted his daughter's arm while giving Logan a man-to-man expression. "Remember now, you made a promise."

"I did."

"You may not have my blood running through your veins, but I raised you like my own. Straight-up, you're my boy."

"There's no denying I've always looked to you and Maddie as my folks. Nothing anyone may say or do will change my mind about such a fact."

"Then I want you to listen, boy, and mind your promise. Rachel, you, listen too." Arnie cleared his throat. "Logan, I want you to marry Rachel and take over the Dangling ≈W≈."

"Huh!" Rachel's surprise had her eyes big as saucers.

Logan choked. "Why did you embarrass Rachel, old man?"

"When you're on your way out like I am, you see many things in perspective, boy. What I read in your eyes for my daughter is exactly what I felt for my Maddie, plain and simple."

"You are infuriating, Dad—"

"Hogwash. I see how you moon over each other." Arnie pointed his shaky finger. "I'm just the one saying what needs to be said. I know, hell, we all know I don't have many more wagers left on this side of no return. It's a fact—you need to face it."

"But, Daddy, you're getting better." 

"No, but Daddy me, I'm calling it as I see it."

Logan and Rachel stepped back so Rosella could approach with a dose of the remedy. They thought the small amount of brandy was intended to help settle Arnie. However, they couldn't see the wink he gave her.

"How am I doing, my partner in crime?" he whispered.

She winked back while whispering. "I believe you have these children flummoxed with your carrying on, Mr. Arnie." Then, handing him the elixir, she said louder. "Here you go now, take your remedy and behave." 

"Well, Logan?" Arnie asked after swallowing the brandy.

"Hell's fire, old man, Rosella is right. You've left me speechless and for damned sure embarrassed Rachel to no end."

"Balderdash, there isn't a man or a woman alive in love who hasn't been embarrassed at some time or another. You two better stop sitting on the fence and face reality."

"But, Daddy, Logan was Daniel's best friend. How—"

"Here we go again with, but Daddy. I'm telling you, Rachel, Daniel would want you to get on with your life. And you for damn sure know it. Besides, there isn't any better a man he would consider good enough for you than Logan."

Rachel shook her head in disbelief. "Oh, Daddy." She looked over at Logan standing at the end of the bed, trying her best to read his expression, but all she saw was the two of them moments ago. Still, the electricity between them hung in the air. Rachel had to escape the craziness. Without a word, she fled her father's room, out the front door, and ran straight to the gazebo, which was her childhood safe haven.

"Well, do you need an invitation, boy? Go after her."

"Old man, somebody should have strung you up by the toes when you were still a pup for your orneriness." Grimacing, Logan pivoted on his heel and left.

Arnie chuckled. "Rosella, my dear friend, do you think we stirred the pot?"

She laughed. "Mr. Arnie, the pot is stirred up so much we could have some hot tamales soon."

≈W≈W≈W≈

Even though the usually hot Arizona night air now held a chill, Rachel felt nothing. The frustration about her father was palpable. How could Daddy have embarrassed Logan and me as he did?

"A penny for your thoughts," Logan said, his voice husky.

"I'll wager a wagon full of pennies couldn't sort out my confused head. By now, I should be used to all of Daddy's schemes." Rachel was glad for the seclusion in the gazebo, so she didn't have to hide her weary tears. "I'm sorry for Daddy embarrassing you... us."

"No need to apologize. The old man has been the devil since I came here to live." Logan propped a foot on a step while placing his hand on the banister. "Rachel, I need to say something. Okay?"

She held her breath. "Yes?"

He hesitated. "In truth, I don't want to fight it anymore, considering our kiss earlier and what the old man just said. I also want to set the record straight about the Dangling ≈W≈. Like I said earlier, it's who I am. So, regardless of what may or may not happen between us, I meant it—I'm not leaving."

Logan took a deep breath. "I'll not force myself on you, Rachel. Having said so, I give you a fair warning because Arnie was right. You have been on my mind for some time now, and it's far from brotherly. I love you, body and soul, honey, and I'm battling my want of you every hour of the day. And if you decide to explore your feelings toward me, I'll not hold back."

He removed his boot from the step. "Just so you know, the wife and children you wanted for me can only be one person. You are the only woman I want in my life—my bed—to be my children's mother. But if you decide you don't want any part of us as a couple, I'll back off, even though it will hurt like hell. So, take some time and think about what I've said before you decide." Without another word, he left her standing alone. 

The stillness of the night filled her senses. Maybe Daddy is right. Could I be falling in love with Logan, too? Huh, who am I kidding? Because truth be told, despite being my dead husband's best friend, my feelings have been far from sisterly of late. After tonight, I'm afraid all I see is the man I crave. But is it enough? Or is this just loneliness—not really love?

In the next few days, Rachel found it difficult to make sense of the ledger. She often stared out the window woolgathering, with little work accomplished.

Logan's words to her in the gazebo never left her thoughts. Nor could she help but relive the feel of his lips on hers during the long nights. Or his gentle caress on her cheeks. Rachel shook her head before propping her elbows atop the desk while placing her chin in cupped palms. What am I to do? It's clearer each day. The last thing I feel for Logan of late is sisterly affection. It's so much more.

Rachel had forgone her nightly walks because she didn't want to appear eager to see him until she was optimistic about her feelings. She also knew the man far too well, and when he said he would pursue her—he would. But by saying no to him, he'd stick to his word to back off—no matter the pain it would cause him. She needed to be sure and not send him mixed signals. Whatever her decision, she'd have to live with it as well. However, her reality was something she could no longer deny. Who am I kidding? Lord, help me, but I love him. 

≈W≈W≈W≈

Logan tried his best to give Rachel time to sort through her feelings. Much as he looked forward to their nightly meetings, he had forced himself to stay away from the corral after supper to avoid running into her by accident. He didn't want to push her into anything, but his good intentions had him climbing the walls for craving her. Even immersing his body in the cold pond had ceased working.

His temper with the ranch hands had become short. In turn, they teased him, "Hey, Logan, you better go into town and visit the Golden Garter and let Molly rub your nub so you can get rid of your crustiness." Nonetheless, he knew there would be no Molly or any other woman for him—only Rachel. However, he would hold to his word and respect her wishes should she not want to contemplate their feelings. What if she says 'no?' I'll be forced to live as if nothing happened. Holy hell... what will I do?

≈W≈W≈W≈

The Golden Garter was a dreary saloon, lacking in décor, and it hadn't changed much over the twenty-seven years Reggie had been away. And lucky for him, the soiled doves were all new, so there was no chance they would recognize him. The only threat to his person would be the owner, Jeb Stover. Although he soon learned since Jeb had gotten on in years with ill health, he seldom frequented the saloon, leaving his son-in-law to run things. Reggie's changed appearance also helped to hide his identity. Not only was his hair longer, but he had grown a beard. And with the gash over his right eye and cheek, it all worked wonders to change his appearance. His slight limp from a stab wound to his left thigh in a barroom brawl added to his overall look. 

Reggie sat at a table in the back of the saloon drinking from a bottle of whiskey while waiting for Max, a good friend, since he saved the man's arse after a bar fight. There wasn't anything Max wouldn't do for him, which was just the way Reggie liked it. With what he had in mind, he needed a devoted ally. As luck would have it, his plan for revenge could begin since Max secured a job at the Dangling ≈W≈. He sneered deviously. Reggie could feel the juices pumping. His retribution against Arnie Wesley would come slow, painful, and so rewarding.

"Hey, my friend," Max said while shaking hands in the noisy saloon before seating himself in the chair beside Reggie. "What have you got on your mind?"

"Max, what say we make a move on Arnie? What do you think?"

"You may be right since old man Wesley's daughter tries to run the ranch. And the love-struck Logan can't see two feet in front of him for mooning over her. The next couple of weeks ought to give me the time I need to cast doubt with some of the hands at the ranch. I'll spread enough seeds so things start happening. The old fart won't know where to cast blame when we make our first move."

"Two weeks it is, Max. I intend to make Arnie Wesley pay for thirty years of interfering in my life—the dirty bastard!" 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4


[image: ]




FROM TOMFOOLERY

TO ARNIEFOOLERY

––––––––
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LOGAN PROPPED HIS BOOT on a corral rail while his pipe smoke filled the night air. He thought it far enough from the ears of the bunkhouse for his talk with Tater. "Glad you came. What's the word, my friend?" Logan asked when the old man approached. 

"Sure 'nuf, boss, I was 'a lookin' fer 'a time ta git ya alone. Max ain't come in from 'a workin' today. I 'spect he's up ta no good. He keeps 'a tellin' me how he thinks 'a me as a good friend. And how he hates seein' me bein' took 'vantage of by ya, and Mrs. Danvers. Max keeps talkin' 'bout his friend what has money and how I would'a fit right in with 'a plan they got 'a goin'. I got nothin' more, for now, boss."

"It's a good start, Tater. For now, stay friends with Max but don't push too hard so he suspects anything. Just keep me posted when you can without drawing suspicion."

"I want to add my thanks for helping to save the Dangling ≈W≈ from trouble, too," Rachel said while walking toward them.

Out of respect, Tater removed his hat and fidgeted with the brim. "Miss Rachel, it ain't no trouble, by-jeepers. I jist hope we catch the rascal 'afore anythin' bad happens. I feel it in my bones—Max ain't up ta nothin' good. Well, I'm 'a gonna be leavin', 'cause they ain't no reason ta be 'a drawin' any snoopy eyes."

After Tater left, Logan and Rachel laughed softly.

She said, "Daddy wants you to be sure and join us for supper tonight, so don't stay in the bunkhouse with the men. In fact, Rosella's ready to dish it up as we speak. He wants to discuss the ranch."

Logan grinned. "Does he now?" 

She smiled. "I have given Daddy fair warning to behave where we're concerned. We don't need any more of his shenanigans. Especially after the other night." 

Logan's heart sunk. Her tone didn't fill him with hope as she turned and walked away, yet he couldn't resist. "Rachel, have you thought about our concern?"

She looked over her shoulder with a grin. "I believe the subject must be delved into, don't you think, Logan?" Then she turned toward the house with a smile on her face. "I do hope you enjoy your supper with Daddy and me."

"Oh, believe me. I'm looking forward to it, Mrs. Danvers," he answered with a sudden uplifted spirit.

≈W≈

"Is there any sign of them yet, Rosella?"

"Let me see. Oh, hurry, Mr. Arnie. I see them walking toward the house. Are you ready?"

"Not yet. Should I lie on my back or on my side? Which will have more effect, do you think?"

"Oh, I'd say remain on your side while curled up into a ball." She chuckled as she watched out the door. "Don't forget to groan when Logan picks you up for more effect."

Arnie laughed. "Attention to detail, Rosella. I have taught you well, my partner in crime." 

"Oh, they're almost here, so get ready." Then she pushed open the door and hurried through it, her arms flailing, "Mr. Logan! Miss Rachel! You must come! Hurry! It's Mr. Arnie!"

They hurried to the house and up the steps. "What's the matter, Rosella?" an upset Logan asked when he rushed inside with Rachel on his heels to find Arnie lying on the floor, unmoving, his eyes closed. He ran over and knelt beside Arnie, his heart racing.

Rachel flopped beside her father, opposite Logan. "Thankfully, his heart is strong. Daddy, are you all right?" 

His answer came in the form of a soft moan. "I... I don't feel so well. I hurt, little one."

"Arnie, did you hit your head?" Logan asked, worried. "Do you think you've broken anything?"

"Don't think so... weak... just weak." He gasped. "Got up, and before I knew it, I was on the floor."

"Rosella, do you know what happened?" Rachel asked, with eyes reflecting her distraught state.

"Here we go, old man," Logan said, lifting Arnie into his arms. 

"Awe!" 

"Ahh, damn. I'm sorry. I'll take it as easy as I can." Logan hurried upstairs.

"Miss Rachel, your father promised to sit in his chair while I dished up supper. Before I knew what happened, I heard a thump, then rushed in here to find him on the floor." She palmed her own cheeks. "I feel so bad I didn't watch him closer. Oh, dear me, but this is all my fault. I'm so sorry. I never should have left him alone, He was looking forward to supper tonight, and now it's ruined."

"Nonsense, Rosella. You give Daddy the best of care. I imagine he was up to his own devilment. Come on, let's go into the house and check on him."

≈W≈

"Whooeee, thank you, boy, I thought I was a goner. That is a true fact." 

"You gave us all a good scare, old man."

Rachel frowned. "Are you okay, Daddy?"

"Oooh!" Arnie winced in pain as he held his head. "My noggin is set to burst wide-open like a split pumpkin. I need my remedy."

Logan took Rachel's arm; together, they stepped back while Rosella poured the nightly elixir and served it with a grin. "Okay, Mr. Arnie, drink this, then you'll sleep like a baby."

He winked at Rosella. "Rachel, come over here by my side, so I can talk to you better."

"Yes, Daddy, what can I do to make you more comfortable?"

"I need you to hold my hand till I fall asleep, little one. I'm afraid I'll miss supper. I really wanted to talk—"

"We'll talk later, old man." Logan patted Arnie on the shoulder. "You just get some rest."

The pathetic look matched Arnie's response. "Good idea, boy. I'm feeling poorly."

"Yes, rest well, Daddy. Everything will be just fine."

Arnie patted Rachel's hand. "It always is better with you here by my side, little one."

Rosella turned the lamp and followed Logan out the door while Rachel remained.

Maybe Daddy is sicker than I thought. Rachel noticed the lines around her father's eyes and slack jaw as he tried to fall asleep. She remained standing by his side for a time, unable to bring herself to leave him until his breathing became more relaxed.

≈W≈

Meanwhile, Logan had walked into the study, taken a decanter of brandy from the liquor cart, and poured himself a healthy snifter. It had upset him to see the man who raised him lying helpless and vulnerable on the floor. Truth be told, it shook him to the core. It was the first time he let thoughts of life without the most important man in his life take form. Even after Arnie's heart episode weeks earlier, he refused to think of such a reality. He shook his head. I need more time with him. 
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