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			Dedication

			For the memory of Odile Johnson, who taught me how to make maque choux, gumbo, and boudin and more than a little about Cajun life.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			A good head taller than almost everyone else at JFK International Airport, Davis Thibodeaux strode through the crowds and turned heads. His usual attire – faded blue jeans, a snap-fronted Western shirt with a denim jacket, a dark brown Western hat, and hand-tooled cowboy boots stood out among the polyester polo shirts, the belted overcoats, designer suits, and the classic slacks most other men in the terminal wore. Lean as a wolf after a long, hungry winter, he carried himself with both grace and authority. Although he’d never been to New York City until now or visited this airport, no one could doubt his casual confidence, even if he had to fake it.

			Nervous as a cat that strayed into the backyard domain of a Rottweiler, Davis toted his two carry-on bags and backpack as he followed signage to exit the airport into the city. He looked neither right nor left until he reached the curbside taxi line and took his place to wait. Taxis, like most everything else on this trip, were foreign to him. Taxi cabs didn’t exist in Loving County, Texas, where the county seat had a population of less than twenty on any given day. There had been a few in Louisiana, in New Iberia and Lafayette, when he was growing up, although Davis had never ridden in one. That would change today.

			He gave the harried woman in charge of the taxi kiosk his destination address, and she quoted him the flat rate to Manhattan. It seemed steep, but he shrugged. He’d paid it since he had few choices that included walking to a subway stop, taking the Long Island Railroad, or renting a car. None appealed, so he waited for a cab, then swiped his debit card once he was seated. 

			The bright yellow vehicle took off like lightning and rocketed into city traffic. Davis tended to drive fast, clutched the edge of the seat, trying not to gawk like a bumpkin even though he was pure country. Manhattan loomed ahead, and before he could wrap his head around that, they rushed down the busy streets.

			“What was that address again?” the cabbie asked, his nasal tone sharp with urban impatience.

			Davis rattled it off, adding, “It’s in Midtown.”

			“Yeah, I got that,” the driver snickered, “Trust me, I know Manhattan like you hicks know your backyards back home.”

			“My yard in Texas is around 500 acres,” Davis drawled, both annoyed and amused. “Nearabout a hundred or more of these fancy Manhattan city blocks.”

			Neither spoke again until the taxi halted before a 10-story hotel, a concrete, brick, and glass structure sandwiched between two older buildings. Davis handed the cabby an undeserved tip and wrangled his own bags. A sharp wind cut through the concrete canyons, and he shivered. It had to be at least thirty or forty degrees colder here than back in Texas.

			He stepped into the lobby through the revolving door and stopped short. Although he’d booked his room months earlier, knowing Desiree worked here as the assistant hotel manager, he didn’t expect to see her as soon as he entered.

			Davis gestured to another guest to go ahead to the check-in counter as he scrutinized Desiree. Like him, she had aged six years, but on her, the years left no trace. She wore her black hair twisted up on top of her head and held in place with a plastic claw clip. A pen jutted from behind her left ear, and she scowled at the computer screen. He willed her to look up and see him, but when she didn’t, he wasn’t sure if he was glad or disappointed. A crimson blazer enhanced her dark beauty, and Davis sighed. He’d be better off if he still didn’t find her attractive or if he had no feelings left. The sad truth was he still loved her and probably would until the day they laid him in a grave.

			Probably should have stayed somewhere else, and he debated if he should find another hotel. Fatigue weighed heavy on him. He craved both sleep and food. His flight from Austin had departed at 6:10 a.m., but he had driven in the night before to catch the early flight. Although the plane landed before noon, it was already after two, no make that three, he corrected. New York was an hour ahead of Texas. Davis worried a migraine might be coming, and he’d rather avoid that if he could. I’ll stay here tonight, but if it’s too awkward, I’ll find another hotel tomorrow.

			About the time he’d all but decided to stash his bags and go down the street in search of a restaurant or place to buy food, Desiree glanced up. Davis watched her face change, her fretful concentration shifting to a moment when he expected she might smile. She didn’t, but her eyes widened as she recognized him.

			“Davis.” She spoke in the tone he remembered very well, the one that made his name sound like an endearment. “What in the world are you doing here?”

			“I’m riding bulls at Madison Square Garden this weekend, in the big buck off competition,” he drawled, acting casual although it ranked him among the top 35 bull riders in the world. “Heard this was a decent hotel.”

			Desiree glared at him. Her pale complexion flushed pink. “It’s one of the best hotels in Midtown. Unless you made a reservation…”

			“I did,” he told her before she tried to turn him out on the street. “Check your computer, there, darlin’, under T for Thibodeaux.”

			Her slender fingers clicked across the keys with speed, and she nodded. “It’s there. Six nights?”

			Something in her tone fired his temper. “Yeah, six, Tuesday through Sunday. You don’t have to act disappointed, Desiree. My jack spends just as well as any hotshot’s money. I’m worn out, so give me my room key, and I’ll get out of your hair.”

			Her dark eyes met his. “Don’t get offended, Davis. There’s no need. You’re a guest here, and we value our guests.”

			A couple came through the revolving door, bringing a puff of cold air, and he shivered.

			“That’s good to know.” He wasn’t sure how high he ranked, but he didn’t come to fight. He arrived in the city to ride bulls.

			Davis noticed her name tag read “Dee” and not Desiree. She asked to see his credit card, checked him in, and handed him two card keys in a cardboard case. “We serve a full complimentary breakfast adjacent to the lobby from six a.m. until nine every morning except Sunday,” she told him. “There’s a coin-operated laundry facility and a gym for hotel guests on the lower level. There’s also a computer center with two computers you’re welcome to use. Guests can also access a rooftop terrace. Your room is on the third floor. This desk is staffed 24/7, so feel free to call or come back if you have questions. We have a small stock of snacks, soft drinks, and toiletries in the small room behind the desk. All rooms have a full kitchen, a stove, fridge, and sink. Dishes, pans, utensils, and dish towels are provided. We can have groceries delivered, or you may. If you order meal delivery, we’ll call your room to verify before sending it up. Do you have any questions?”

			Davis had one. “Is that all you have for me after all these years?”

			Her cheeks flamed red. “Six,” she whispered. “It’s been six years, Davis. Am I supposed to throw my arms around you or what? I’ve changed, and I imagine you have, too.”

			He didn’t blink as he gazed at her. “Probably not as much as you think. I don’t see a ring on your finger.”

			The one he’d given her had been there once, and he still had it. He wore it on a chain around his neck, tucked beneath his clothing.

			“I’m not married, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

			Davis strained to hear her low voice. “I wasn’t. Relief shot through him until his head spun. That was more likely fatigue, though, he figured. His nose caught the strong scent of her perfume, still the fragrance he remembered, and the lobby lights seemed too bright. Both could signal the onset of a migraine headache, although he hoped not. “Just in case you wondered, neither am I.”

			Her reply came too quickly, her voice light and breathless. “I didn’t.”

			There wasn’t anything else to say. Tired and heartsick, Davis lifted his bags, card key in hand.

			

			“You should have a coat,” Desiree blurted out.

			He stopped. “What?”

			“It’s cold. I hope you brought a coat, something more than that jean jacket.”

			Davis hadn’t and shrugged. “No, but I’ll be fine.”

			Desiree reached out one hand and touched his, the one that still rested on the edge of the desk. “You don’t look like you feel very well, Davis. Are you okay?”

			The simple question struck his heart like a bullet, and he questioned if, beneath her cool, sophisticated face, she still cared. “I’m jet lagged. I’m so beat I could sleep standing up and hungry enough to eat my boots. Ain’t nothing that a night’s rest won’t cure.”

			He crossed his fingers when he said it. His migraines were a recent development, something that he had suffered over the last year.

			“I’m about to send out for an early dinner,” Desiree told him. “I’m working a late shift tonight because one of the desk clerks called in sick. I can order something for you and bring it up when it arrives.”

			Her mixed signals, one minute brisk and all business, the next caring and concerned, threw him for a loop, but he was too tired to worry about it. “Sure,” Davis said after a moment’s consideration. “That would be good.”

			“Tell me what you’d like,” she told him. “I’m off the desk at 4, and it’s almost that now.”

			Once, she had known his tastes as well as her own. “Surprise me. I’m going up, grab a shower. Merci bien, cher.”

			Davis spoke the Cajun French without thinking, and she responded the same.

			“Pas rien,” she replied, and for the first time since he entered the hotel, her lips lifted in a smile.

			Once there, his room was small but very nice. To the left of the door, the kitchen filled the wall. Straight ahead, there was a queen-sized bed, a small sofa, a single armchair, and a desk. A bank of windows gazed down onto a small courtyard. With a sigh, Davis tossed his luggage onto the sofa. He stripped, then showered in the large, walk-in shower. Hot water leached some of his fatigue away, and by the time he emerged, he wasn’t as weary.

			He pulled on sweatpants and a faded t-shirt, then gazed out the window. Even on the third floor, he could hear the traffic noise on the street. When a knock came at the door, Davis opened it. Desiree walked into the room, carrying a large bag that she set down on the desk.

			“Smells good. What did you get me?”

			“A double cheeseburger with everything. Fries and a bottle of sweet tea. I also got a container of chili and some corn chips. If you don’t want it tonight, you can stick it in the fridge for tomorrow. I got you a piece of cherry pie, too.”

			“Thank you,” he replied, in English this time. “What do I owe you?”

			Desiree waved her hands. “Don’t worry about it. I can add it to the room’s tab.”

			Davis nodded. “Okay, sure. Where’s yours?”

			She plunged into the sack and pulled out a take-out container. “I’ve got it here. I need to go. I’ll take a few minutes to eat and get back to work.”

			He didn’t want her to go, but he shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “Sounds like you work too hard, cher.”

			“I suppose I do,” she replied, then offered something personal. “I live a couple blocks from here.”

			Davis lifted his eyebrows with surprise. “Don’t you live in the hotel?”

			Desiree shook her head. “No way. It’s not allowed, and I’m here too many hours now. I’ll probably see you around, Davis, but if I don’t…”

			He couldn’t bear it if he didn’t. “You will. I’ll find you. Maybe we could go have a cup of coffee or something before I ride Friday night.”

			“That’s not a good idea,” she replied. “What we used to have ended a long time ago. I don’t want to confuse either one of us or get hurt.”

			

			“I wouldn’t like that, but it’d be good to talk. We never did, not about what happened.”

			Her fair skin became paler. “I can’t think of anything we’d have to say.”

			“I got about six years’ worth of words saved up. I wouldn’t want them to go to waste.”

			“Maybe,” she whispered, and her voice broke on the word. She whirled around, her to-go box in hand, and exited the room, leaving it too quiet and much emptier than before.

			Davis sighed. He hadn’t expected it to be simple, but this was proving more difficult than he imagined. If he still prayed, he would have bent his knees, but his faith departed around the time Desiree left for New York.

			Although he was no longer as hungry as he’d been, he bit into the burger. To his surprise, it tasted delicious. Davis had been afraid that some New York cook might have fancied up a simple cheeseburger into something he couldn’t stomach. He finished it and ate the fries, one at a time, dipping each into ketchup. Too full for dessert, he tucked the cherry pie and the chili into the fridge, then turned out the light.

			As tired as he was, he didn’t sleep easy or long. Stretched out on the comfortable bed, his mind refused to shut down. All Davis could think about was Desiree and how lovely she remained. He’d always thought she favored Snow White, the storybook princess, with black hair, dark eyes, and a pale complexion. She had smiled very little, and he speculated why—if it was just his interruption into her life or something more. The woman he’d meant to marry and still loved seemed edgy, distracted, and anxious.

			Beyond his window, the city that he’d heard never slept didn’t. The urban setting made him feel very small, and it worried him that he was surrounded by more people than Loving County. Ranked as the least populated county in the United States, not just Texas. There had to be tens of thousands within a few blocks, and there’d been less than a 100 people counted in the last census. When he slept, it was near dawn, and he had several bad dreams. In one, a massive bull stomped him in front of the crowds at Madison Square Garden, and in another, he watched the Greyhound carrying Desiree pull away from the bus station in Louisiana, then smash into a ten-car pile-up.

			Davis woke up distressed and distracted. He donned a fresh pair of jeans and one of his favorite old, worn Western shirts. Although without his hat, Davis considered himself underdressed, he left it in the room and headed downstairs for breakfast.

			Desiree wasn’t at the desk, but he located the breakfast room off the lobby. He grabbed a plate and filled it with some scrambled eggs, some link sausage, and two bagels. He’d never eaten one before, but he would give it a try.

			With some butter, it wasn’t half bad, but he spit out the sausage. He could tell from the first bite that it was made from turkey, not pork, and he hated the taste. Davis drank several cups of coffee as he watched the traffic speed past the hotel. Yellow cabs of all sizes and vintages traveled past, wedged between delivery trucks and a few cars. Although he’d been driving since the age of thirteen, had a license since 16, and drove long distances, he couldn’t imagine driving in this traffic.

			Since he had two days before he’d report for the Buck Off, Davis figured he might as well do a little sightseeing. He wanted to see the Statue of Liberty, Times Square, the Brooklyn Bridge, the Library Lions, Patience and Fortitude, at the New York Public Library, and Macy’s. He’d watched the Thanksgiving Day parade on television all his life, and Davis wanted to see the store. He might want to ride the subway once for the experience, visit the 911 Ground Zero memorial, ride the Staten Island Ferry, see the Empire State Building, and visit Grand Central Station.

			That was probably more than enough to fill his free days, although he’d hoped Desiree might play tour guide for some of the sites. First, he wanted to see Madison Square Garden, where he would compete. Davis had looked it up at home and noticed it was within walking distance of his hotel. To refresh his memory on the route, he headed to the computer center and brought up directions.

			Since there was still no sign of Desiree, he went upstairs for his hat and set out on the streets of the city. The venue was less than a mile away, an easy walk for his long legs. Davis knew from photos that it was round, not square, despite the name, but he gawked like the green tourist he was when he arrived. Knowing that the arena seated 20,000 people, that the building also housed a separate theater, expo center, numerous club suites, and two restaurants, blew his mind. By then, with a chill breeze buffeting him, he wished he had brought more than a jean jacket.

			Davis managed to find his way over to Macy’s flagship store and then bought a slice of pizza from a shop. He devoured it, then headed back toward the hotel, wishing he could have left a trail of bread crumbs. Instead, he used the various buildings and businesses as landmarks, navigating his way using the same method he applied back home. Once there, he didn’t see Desiree, so he took the elevator to the roof terrace.

			Surrounded by tall buildings, he stood at the waist-high edge and overlooked Midtown. He could see the Hudson River and the entrance to the Lincoln Tunnel. Overhead, jets left contrails across the sky heading for JFK Airport. Davis glimpsed what must be the Empire State Building and, in another direction, the Chrysler Building. 

			The Big Apple stretched out before him, and he stood poised to take a bite.

			Davis just hoped it wouldn’t give him indigestion.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			On rare mornings, Desiree awakened, mistaking the sound of the industrial fan in the commercial laundry across the alley for the whoosh of the windmill back home. In a half-dream state somewhere between being asleep and fully awake, Desiree listened for the rooster’s raucous early morning crow. When it didn’t come, she cracked open one eye and peered at her surroundings. There was no vintage light pink wallpaper with big cabbage roses in full bloom mingled among lilacs, just a beige wall. Each time it happened, she ached to weep, homesick and unhappy in the city, but didn’t, with one exception. The morning after Davis Thibodeaux strolled back into her life without any warning, Desiree buried her face in her pillow and cried.

			For more than two thousand nights, she did her best to forget the blue-eyed, lanky Cajun cowboy with black hair that curled to the bottom of his ears. Sometimes Desiree dreamed about him, and in those nighttime fantasies, things were the way they once had been. Sometimes they walked hand in hand down through the fields at his parents’ farm or floated in a pirouge beneath the gnarled trees and hanging moss along Bayou Teche. On Sundays, they went to church together and sat in the same pew. In New York, she would wake with the taste of his mouth on her lips and his scent, a combination of musk cologne, leather, and horse in her nose. In the wee hours of the dark night, Desiree would admit what she wouldn’t at any other time of day – she still loved Davis.

			Each Wednesday began with a staff meeting at 8 o’clock, so Desiree showered and dressed for work in the crimson blazer and black slacks. She tamed her waist-length hair into a bun on the back of her head and, after a moment’s consideration, added freshwater pearl earrings.

			At the hotel, she reported to the conference room, avoiding the breakfast room in case she ran across Davis. She chugged three cups of black coffee from the carafe delivered by staff, along with a tray of pastries and croissants, although she ate nothing more than a single croissant. The weekly briefing lasted two hours, then she had reports to write, schedules to make for next week, and two job interviews for new employees. As the afternoon began without a chance for lunch, she had a one on one meeting with the manager, her immediate supervisor. By the time it ended, it was almost three.

			Hungry, she ordered a late lunch delivered, a pastrami on rye from the closest deli. When it arrived, Desiree bought a soda and dashed to the elevator. She could spare ten or fifteen minutes on the rooftop, a favorite spot. After spending the day in overheated rooms, she craved fresh air. She stepped outside, late lunch in hand, and turned left to take a seat in one of the permanent chairs, then stopped.

			Davis, unmistakable in a cowboy hat, had his back to her, gazing out toward the Hudson River. She considered leaving for a few seconds, then marched forward. Desiree wasn’t about to run from Davis since she’d done that once already with disastrous results. After setting down her pop and bag with her sandwich, Desiree walked forward and placed her hand on the small of his back. It was an old, familiar gesture, and the moment she made contact, she regretted it. Touching him brought back a rush of memories and feelings she’d rather forget.

			“Davis.” 

			Although he didn’t turn around, he spoke. “I looked for you this morning, but when I didn’t see you around, I was afraid maybe you were hiding out. You know, cher, if you don’t want to see me, I can find another hotel. I hear New York has plenty.”

			His level tone might have fooled anyone else, but once, this man had been the other half of her soul. Leaving the way that I did hurt him more than I knew. Funny, but she’d figured he had just picked up and moved on with his life the way she meant to do. It hadn’t happened, and she’d missed him every day since she left without a backward glance.

			“I had meetings all day, until now.” She had worked hard to erase as much of her accent as possible, speaking with clear, crisp tones. Although she didn’t sound like a native New Yorker, few people pegged her as being from the South.

			“How’d you know I’d be up here?” he asked. Davis still had most of his slow, sugary Louisiana accent, although it had a little Texas twang to it now. Maybe he’d picked it up on the rodeo circuit, although she knew that he’d bought a ranch somewhere in the Lone Star State.

			“I didn’t. I come up here a lot. In the spring and summer, it’s a busy place, but not many guests use it in the winter. Aren’t you freezing?”

			She shivered in her blazer, although she hadn’t removed her hand from his back. As soon as she realized it, she pulled it away.

			“I’m a little cold, yeah,” Davis replied. “I was fixing to go inside before long. What’s in the poke?”

			He nodded at the bag she’d put down. 

			“My lunch. It’s just a pastrami sandwich. I’m eating up here because no one will bother me here.”

			“Except me.” He offered her a slow grin as he stepped back from the edge.

			“I don’t mind if you stay.” She moved back and left, hoping to get out of the wind, and sat.

			“Then I reckon I will,” he replied. “I was hoping to buy you a cup of coffee or maybe a meal so we could talk.”

			“I’m off the next two days,” she blurted. “Thursday and Friday.”

			Davis took a seat beside her. “Then maybe you can spare a little time for an old cowboy.”

			“You’re not old, Davis.”

			“Thirty feels old when I’ve been riding bulls since I was seventeen. I’m about to the point where I’d rather just ranch, not ride. After this, I might retire from rodeo.”

			At close range, Desiree noticed that he had a few gray hairs among the dark, not many but enough to show the last few years had been hard. “I can’t imagine you not riding or on the circuit.”

			He snorted. “Yeah, well, you haven’t seen me busted up and in the hospital more times than I can count. Docs said I was a goner twice, and once they figured I’d never walk again. Beat all three, but still, it makes a man think.”

			Although she’d only eaten a few bites, she put down the sandwich, nauseated. Desiree shivered, but not from the cold. If Davis had died, she would have been wrecked for life. Imagining him confined to a wheelchair resulted in harsh shudders that racked her body. Her breath came short, and she struggled to breathe. Desiree had suffered three panic attacks in her life, all since coming to the city. The first time, unable to find the right train at the Fulton Street Subway station, she feared she might be dying. Her second attack landed her in the emergency room at Lennox Hill Hospital, and she’d endured the third alone, at home.

			“It would.” She forced the words out through her constricted throat and past her dry lips. Desiree put one hand over her tight chest, hoping her heart would stop skipping beats. Her sandwich dropped from her hand onto the concrete.

			“Desi?” Davis said. “Boo, are you okay?”

			“I’m fine,” she said, gasping for breath.

			“You’re not. Tell me what’s wrong.” His forehead wrinkled in a way she remembered too well.

			Desiree stood, and the world spun around her. Too dizzy to move, she swayed.

			Davis rose and put his arm around her waist. “Desiree, you’re scaring me.”

			“Panic attack,” she wheezed. 

			“Do you need a doctor or hospital?” he asked. 

			She managed to shake her head. His grasp steadied her a little. “No. Just – a – quiet place for a minute.”

			Davis lifted her into his arms. “Put your arms around my neck and hold on.”

			He might be slender, but he remained strong as he carried her from the roof to the elevator. Too woozy to wonder where he would take her, Desiree paid little attention until he fumbled his key card from his pocket. They were at his room door.

			“Davis…”

			“Hush or I’ll call 911,” he said in a tone so sharp it could cut through the toughest steak. 

			Too weak and messed up to protest, Desiree said nothing as he laid her down on his bed. 

			 He propped pillows behind her head and fetched a cold, wet cloth from the bathroom. His large hands maneuvered it carefully to wipe her face. “Breathe, cher,” he told her, his voice now soft and tender. 

			Vulnerable, she didn’t pretend. Desiree closed her eyes, listening to his voice, and took slow breaths. For a few minutes, she might puke, but the nausea passed. So did the dizziness, as she sat up against the pillows. “Thank you.”

			He shrugged. “Nothing to thank me for. Do you feel like drinking a little pop?”

			“Maybe. I need to get back to work. The manager will be looking for me.”

			“You ain’t going anywhere,” he told her. “Stay right there.”

			Desiree listened as he put ice into a glass and poured pop into it. He brought it to her with a straw, and she sipped. It was her favorite brand, sweet and welcome in her mouth. “I’m surprised you had that,” she said.

			“It’s yours. I picked it up on the roof. Sandwich is gone, though. It hit the ground.”

			“It’s probably pigeon food by now.”

			Davis stroked her hair back from her face, and she put her hand over his. “I’m sorry to be so much trouble.”

			“You’re not,” he said. he lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it. “You worried me. Do you feel better?”

			His lips caused sweet tingles. Davis gazed at her, his blue eyes intent. Desiree should get up, thank him again, and make tracks. She couldn’t stay here, not like this. Their relationship had ended years ago, and she didn’t want him to know how much she still cared. I can’t take another heartbreak.

			“Yes. I need to go, though. They’ll be looking for me, Davis.”

			Desiree shifted position, ready to swing her feet off the bed and stand. Although he’d only slept in it one night, his scent permeated the sheets and pillows. She ached to remain, to wallow in his aroma and bask in his tender care, but she couldn’t. Desiree sat on the edge of the bed without any lingering dizziness. If she could, she would sleep and be recharged.

			He shook his head. “They can wait. It’s after four now. What time do you get off?”

			She rubbed her face with one hand. “Five, if that works out, but since I’m in management, I stay as long as there’s something that needs to be done.”

			“Even if you’re sick?”

			“I’m not, though.” She said it with bravado because she felt very ill.

			“What do you call what happened then?”

			“A panic attack,” she replied. “It’s over now.”

			“What caused it?”

			If he hadn’t noticed it followed his statement about almost dying or being crippled, she wouldn’t tell him now. “I don’t know. Sometimes it’s hard to know what triggers one,” she hedged.

			Davis stepped to the sofa and sank onto it, then spoke. “I expect it might have had something to do with what I said, the part about I near died twice and could have ended up in a wheelchair. Guess that was a foolish notion.”

			He knew her too well.

			“It wasn’t,” she admitted. “Hearing that upset me, Davis. I couldn’t bear it if…”

			Desiree had trouble talking about the possibilities, even now. He handed her the soda, and she sipped it.

			“Well, it didn’t happen, so don’t get your drawers in a knot,” he drawled. “Have you eaten today?”

			“I had too much coffee and a croissant. That sandwich was my overdue lunch.”

			

			“Then you should eat.”

			She glared at him. “Have you eaten?”

			He shrugged. “I ate breakfast downstairs and bought a slice of pizza when I was sightseeing. I figured I’d warm up that chili from yesterday for my supper. I might have some groceries sent in so I can cook if I want.”

			The man she remembered could barely slap a sandwich together, so she raised an eyebrow. “You cook now?”

			Davis glared. “I do if I want to eat, cher. Ain’t no one to make meals for me at the ranch, and the population in town is ten or less on a good day. There’s a couple of cafés, but I don’t head into Mentone much. Gotta drive to Odessa when I want much of anything.”

			“I don’t know where you live, now,” Desiree told him. “You always wanted a ranch, and Texas seems a likely place.”

			“Yeah, I have it now. I live in Loving County,” he told her with a sideways smile. “Least populated county in the entire United States. I think it was 60 or so in the last census. My ranch is 500 acres of wide-open country, and I run 200 head of cattle.”

			Sixty people? They had thirty employees at the hotel. “That sounds remote,” she said, but a small part of her decided it sounded like heaven on earth. No crowds, no noise, no traffic would be a balm to her weary soul. “Is it lonely?”

			“Sometimes. I’m gone a lot on the circuit. I have a ranch manager and several hired hands to run the stock when I’m gone. I’ve got some horses, too.”

			If he had staff, then surely he had someone who could cook. “Don’t you have a housekeeper?”

			Desiree imagined a woman, maybe Anglo, possibly Hispanic, there to keep Davis’s house neat and to serve meals whenever he wanted. Maybe she had other duties, too, as a sharp jealousy clawed within.

			He sighed. “I just told you there’s no one to cook for me, and no, I don’t have a housekeeper. I don’t want one. I cook, I do my own wash, and I pick up after myself.”

			Curious about what he prepared, she imagined things like grilled cheese, scrambled eggs, hamburgers, hot dogs, and maybe a steak. She framed a question, but her cell phone, tucked in one of her pockets, rang, so she answered it. “Dee Etienne.”

			The manager growled into her ear. “Where have you been? Last I knew, you headed off for a ten-minute break. It’s almost five, Dee. You need to make sure the front desk is covered for the rest of today and tonight.”

			“I had a situation with a guest.” The words popped out of her mouth. It wasn’t a lie, but Desiree would rather not give explanations. “I’m heading home at five, though. I got a little sick – maybe something I ate.”

			Davis stared at her, open-mouthed. She had no idea why, unless it shocked him that she used the name “Dee” in the city, or the fact that she stretched the truth. 

			“Be here bright and early on Saturday, then,” Mr. Fritz said. “I won’t tolerate tardiness.”

			“I’ll be on time.”

			She ended the call and turned off the phone so he wouldn’t call again. Although she’d worked for him five out of the six years she’d been in New York, Desiree called him Mr. Fritz. His first name might be Harold, but she wasn’t sure.

			“The hotel manager,” she told Davis.

			“I gathered that. Dee? You go by Dee now?”

			After glancing down at her name tag, she nodded. “I do, at work. It wasn’t my idea, Davis. When I started, Mr. Fritz said all his employees had short names, so he told me I would be called ‘Dee’. He changed Stefan’s name to ‘Steve’, Annunciata’s to ‘Ann’, Alessandro to ‘Alec’, Mohammed to ‘Mo’, and Rodrigo to ‘Rod’.”

			He offered a brief nod and rubbed his forehead.

			Do you have a headache?” 

			

			Davis frowned. “No, and I hope to shout that I don’t get one,” he replied. “I don’t have time for one now, especially a bad one.”

			Desiree didn’t understand and opened both hands in a silent question.

			“I get migraines,” he told her after a long pause. “Awful ones, and I don’t need one now, that’s for sure.”

			During the eight years that they were together, Davis had seldom been sick or complained of anything. Desiree would remember if he had suffered migraines. Anytime he had been sick or hurt, she had been there, through one bad bout of flu, when he broke his wrist in a rodeo, and the time a cottonmouth bit him in Bayou Teche. It had made him very ill for a few days, but even so stubborn Davis hadn’t gone to the hospital or a doctor. He let a Cajun traiteur, a healer, treat the bite instead.

			“You never suffered from migraines before,” she said.

			“I’ve had them on and off for the last two years or so.” Davis sighed and focused his gaze out the window. “I’ve had several concussions, but I had a bad one summer before last. The docs called it a traumatic brain injury, and I was unconscious for three days. Ever since, I get migraines, sometimes severe ones. It’s one more reason I’m thinking about quitting.”

			Desiree moved from the edge of the bed to sit beside him. She reached for his hand, and he took hers. “I’m sorry to hear that. Do you have preventative medication?”

			“Made me sick, so I pitched them. I’d rather not feel good for one migraine than be sick all the time from the pills. I probably should eat. Sometimes if I don’t, I get the headaches.”

			A crazy notion to cook some Cajun comfort food struck, but she ignored it. At home, she didn’t have anything but brown lettuce, a couple of eggs, some soda pop, and lemons in her fridge. “We can order something in. Since we both need some food.”

			“Do you still like Chinese?”

			“Yes,” she told him with a smile. “And there’s a great place not far from here.”

			They shared beef pepper steak, three pepper chicken, and some spring rolls. Although they ate until they were stuffed, there were leftovers, which Davis tucked into his fridge. “Might eat that for breakfast,” he told her. “That or the chili.”

			She wrinkled up her nose at the idea. “Why not just eat downstairs?”

			“It’s not that good. I’d rather have biscuits than bagels. Turkey belongs in gumbo or in a deep fryer. It’s not supposed to pretend to be sausage.”

			Desiree laughed. “I don’t care for it either.”

			They hadn’t talked about anything that mattered while they ate. Davis shared the two places he’d been to and listed the sights he still hoped to see. Darkness had fallen during their meal, and a glance out the window confirmed snow flurries descended from the sky.

			“I need to go home,” she told Davis. “It’s not late, but I’m wiped out.”

			Her emotions were a tangled stew, volatile and vicious. Desiree still loved Davis, but there were moments when she almost hated him. His grins, his familiar expression, combined to cut her deep within.

			“Let me walk you home. He reached for his hat.

			She shook her head. “No, it’s not very far, and you don’t have a coat, Davis. Forget migraines. You’ll come down with pneumonia or something. I’ve been walking these streets for years now.”

			And got mugged three times, but Desiree didn’t plan to tell him that.

			“Will you have coffee with me tomorrow?” 

			If she had a brain in her head, she would tell him ‘no’ and not see him again. Her mother had always claimed Desiree made poor decisions, acted without thinking. “I will if you’ll let me show you the best view of Manhattan from the Staten Island Ferry. You’ll see Lady Liberty, too. We can ride the subway to get there.”

			His blue eyes glowed, brighter than sapphires, and his lips curved into that smile she loved so well.

			“I’d like that, if you don’t mind.”

			

			“I wouldn’t offer if I did,” Desiree told him. “Maybe we’ll head over to Times Square. It’s within walking distance of here. Meet me downstairs in the morning – is seven too early?”

			“Not for me, cher.”

			Desiree walked to the door to leave, then turned around to find Davis a step behind her. She ached for him to kiss her, but he didn’t. Instead, he cupped one cheek. “I’ll see you then.”

			She didn’t trust her voice. It might squeak, so she nodded and left. 

			Maybe she shouldn’t have agreed to coffee, let alone agreed to play tourist, but she had an addiction that had never been cured – Davis Thibodeaux.
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