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	Description of Unforgettable Second Chances

	 

	From small-town Texas to Alaska’s endless summer, from crumbling Victorians to wild Atlantic shores, these unforgettable stories explore what happens when love gets a second chance. Each romance brings together wounded hearts, unexpected connections, and the courage it takes to risk loving again after loss, betrayal, or time itself has pulled people apart.

	Written by six New York Times and USA Today Bestselling Authors, this collection delivers heartfelt contemporary romance filled with warmth, hope, and emotional depth. Whether it’s first love rediscovered, trust rebuilt, or passion rekindled years later, every story proves that healing doesn’t mean forgetting—it means daring to begin again.

	 

	MIMI BARBOUR - LOVE ME TENDER

	She walked away once. Coming back may be the bravest thing she’s ever done.

	Anne Pichette arrives in Texas as a young exchange student and quickly finds the family she’s always wanted. Welcomed like a daughter by her host mother and drawn to her teasing, irresistible son, Clint, Anne believes she’s finally found where she belongs, until one night changes everything. Years later, faced with a dying woman she loves and a past she never resolved, Anne must decide whether returning to Texas will heal her heart or break it all over again.

	JOSIE RIVIERA - 1-800-CUPID

	She planned to save the house. He might just save her heart.

	She’s determined to save a crumbling Victorian for kids who need a second chance—until a guarded investor with a complicated past steps into her plans and her heart. As renovation dust settles and attraction grows, Candee and Teddy learn that second chances don’t just rebuild houses—they rebuild people.

	SUSAN JEAN RICCI - KISSING OFF THE CHAOS 

	Sometimes the second chance you need shows up disguised as a job you never wanted.

	Widowed fantasy author Kendal Harper has built her career on imaginary worlds, not second chances at love. When a wager between rival publishers pushes her into writing a workplace romance, she accepts unfamiliar jobs for the sake of a life-changing advance. One unexpected connection, however, blurs the line between assignment and possibility, forcing Kendal to decide if she’s ready to risk her heart again.

	DENISE DEVINE - THE ENCORE BRIDE

	She lost the love of her life. Finding love again may be her bravest step forward.

	Widowed by tragedy, Jenny Landon has closed her heart to the idea of love ever finding her again. But when an unexpected connection offers her a second chance, she must decide whether healing means holding on—or daring to begin again.

	DANI HAVILAND - ONE ARCTIC SUMMER

	The sequel their hearts have been waiting for.

	Angry, broke, and stranded in Barrow during Alaska’s endless summer, a snobby archaeology intern clashes with a calm Native healer whose quiet patience challenges everything she believes about trust, survival, and belonging. What begins as reluctant dependence deepens into something neither expected—then vanishes as abruptly as the Arctic seasons change. Twenty years later, fate offers them a second encounter neither saw coming. Some connections don’t fade with time, and some second chances are worth the long wait.

	RACHELLE AYALA - OCEANSIDE COWBOY

	Wild horses brought them together. Love will decide if they stay.

	When disgraced veterinarian Ellie Hopewell clashes with Texas rancher Cole Walker over Chincoteague Island’s wild ponies, sparks fly as fiercely as the ocean winds. United by a growing threat to the island’s beloved herds, their uneasy partnership deepens into something neither planned. Then betrayal and unanswered questions tear them apart, leaving Ellie to guard her heart once more. Now she must decide whether trust, once broken, can be rebuilt—or if some loves are as untamable as the wild shores that brought them together.
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	Description:

	 

	Anne Pichette, a young and foolish exchange student from Paris, finds life on a Texas ranch not only hard work but filled with sexy cowboys and a load of heartache. After her year, she returns home with extra baggage… a baby son and a broken heart. 

	 

	Clint Walsh never will understand why the woman he married can’t make him feel the same way he did on one special night they spent together before the wedding. Their passion had been so perfect that he yearns to experience such a powerful sharing again. 

	 

	When his marriage falls apart, he has to fight to keep his little girl, which turns him into a hardened, bitter shadow of the once sexy cowboy from his past.

	 


Chapter One 

	 

	Anne looked at the clock once again, and relief overtook her uneasiness. Only one more hour for the shop to be opened, and then she could get home to her son Max. For some unknown reason, she’d felt nervous all day.

	Standing at the large window and looking out into the night, Anne saw that the streetlamps and other stores put a glow throughout the street that gave a light of safety for the crowds of laughing people. It seemed that everyone had a direction; they were heading somewhere. This thought woke up a sadness that had been growing inside Anne for quite a while. Her life seemed so empty while the rest of the world had a purpose. She had no doubt this distraction had something to do with the fact that she had no partner—no mate—no-one special to make her feel glad to be a woman.

	The last fellow she’d broken up with hadn’t been able to hold her attention and that seemed to be an ongoing problem. No man attracted her enough for her to lose herself in him. Was something wrong with her? She’d begun to wonder. Or could it be that one man had made her standards so high that no one else had a chance. Whatever the problem, she yearned to meet a like soul who would sweep her off her feet and fill that aching emptiness inside.

	Rubbing her arms to get rid of the shivers flaring up again, she turned from the window and moved to get back to work.

	Over the years, she’d learned not to ignore her senses. Not that she was psychic or anything like that. But these feelings tended to be warnings that something big would soon rip apart her comfortable world.

	To keep the unease at bay, Anne cleaned the table where her last customers had finished their chocolate éclairs and their specialty drinks and left her quite a nice tip for the service. The people of France were known for their love of finer tastes, and nothing satisfied them more than sweet pastry that melted in their mouth.

	Normally, Anne wouldn’t be here so late, but her evening clerk had called in sick at the last minute, and she couldn’t find a replacement. Since she had been at the shop since five that morning, with only a four-hour break in the middle of the day, she was beat. If she wasn’t such a stickler for the rules, she’d have shut down early and gone home. But she couldn’t. Instead, she took the bucket from the back and started cleaning, so when they re-opened the next morning, much of the clean-up would be done. Besides, keeping busy would make the time go by faster.

	She headed for the mirrored, glassed-in cabinets and the counters where silver trays of different chocolates battled for attention with the delicious and decadent truffles, tarts and candied delicacies that made the store so colorful. The floor near these shelves always ended up with a certain amount of mess made by the clerks handling the trays of goodies.

	The bell over the door of Beaux Rêves (Sweet Dreams) rang and caught her attention. Her patisserie shop, situated in one of the busier areas in Paris, was always crazy during the day and even into the evening. She wasn’t surprised to see more customers at this time.

	At first, shadows darkened the face of the woman who entered. Though once she stepped into the light, she looked strangely familiar.

	“Hello, Annie.”

	The sweet timbre of her voice brought instant recognition.

	“Rose!” The mop fell to the floor with a bang. Anne rushed to embrace the woman who had been like a mother to her when she was a young girl of eighteen. Leaving home—her first time away—and living as an exchange student in a small Texas town and experiencing the strange environment of a ranch had been a struggle. This woman had added joy and given her a year she’d never forgotten. “You didn’t write to tell me you were coming. I would have met you at the airport. How very wonderful! Are you here alone?”

	Rose burst out laughing. “You certainly haven’t changed, hon, other than your accent is strong again. You’re still full of questions.” She hugged Anne hard. Then she planted kisses on both of Anne’s cheeks and one on her nose for good measure. It had been a habit they’d started when Anne had first moved into Rose’s house. In those days, she’d been young, scared and rather shy.

	Not so much now! Creating her own business from the ground up had hardened her, and becoming a mother had given her a grown-up role that she played very well. “It’s lovely to see you.” A soft rush engulfed Anne and her cheeks hurt from the large smile stretching her features.

	“I wanted to surprise you. Plus, I knew I’d need to rest after the flight. So, I waited to find you until I could handle the excitement. I called the house and your father said you were still at the shop. I gotta admit, my body is all screwy from the oversea flight. Once I woke up, I knew I wouldn’t get to sleep again until much later. Considering your place is right in town, I’d strategically arranged a close hotel so I could walk here.”

	Despite the joy Anne felt at seeing her old friend again, fear also flooded her insides. This was a woman with keen eyes and a very sharp brain. And Anne had a secret.

	But she loved Rose more than anyone, other than her own father and her son. “Come and sit down. How silly of me to keep you standing. Rest and I’ll organize refreshments.”

	“Do you have any of those mango tarts you used to make for us on the ranch?”

	“You know what? I do. In fact, they’re one of my best sellers.”

	In no time at all, Anne had the table set with her lovely, embellished dishes and the sweets organized on a tray. Proud of its interior, and the small touches that made her patisserie so unique, Anne’s pride carried over to her vast inventory. Each of the counters and the enclosed glass shelves were arrayed with confections of delight, not only for the eye, but also the stomach.

	During the time she worked, she questioned Rose about the trip. But once she sat down at the quaint, glass-topped table across from her old friend, she stopped chattering and got to the point. “How are you, Rose? I know there’s something wrong. I can see it in your eyes. You must tell me what’s making you so sad.”

	“I never could hide anything from you, could I?” Anne watched as Rose looked around her. A huge smile of pleasure and an obvious pride lit her features.

	“It’s just like I imagined from your letters and the numerous pictures you sent over the years. You must be very proud of yourself, kiddo.”

	Anne felt a lump form in her throat after hearing the special nickname that her surrogate mother had used for the whole year she’d lived with her. “I haven’t been called that for so long. It’s lovely to have you sitting across from me and calling me kiddo again. I’ve missed those times.” She stretched across and lifted the other woman’s hands, squeezing the soft wrinkled, work-worn skin.

	Rose retuned the pressure and finally looked at Anne, letting the younger woman read her eyes. “I’ve wanted to be able to say it for so long; but you never came back. And I couldn’t leave the ranch long enough to travel any distance, especially from Texas to Paris.”

	“But you’re here now.” Anne saw her old friend’s sadness envelope her expression, and if she wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint of tears lurking behind her lashes.

	“You look wonderful, Annie. So grown up and chic! You’re wearing your hair shoulder-length now, and it suits you.” Rose tipped her head to the side. “I like the modern style, and your makeup makes you look so different. If I hadn't recognized your beautiful smile; I might have walked out again, thinking I had the wrong place.”

	“Thank you.” Anne grinned her pleasure. “And Rose, I’d love to return the compliment and say you look good, but we’d both know it to be a lie. Something’s wrong, something you’re not telling me. Please share and let me help.”

	Rose purposely picked up her tart and took a bite in order not to have to answer. And she took her time chewing, motioning that her mouth was full, and she couldn’t speak.

	“You’ll finish it sooner or later, Mama-Rose. And then you’ll have nothing to hide behind. I won’t let you rest until I know what’s wrong.” Then a horrible thought attacked and she felt her heart begin to race. “Is it Clint? Has something happened?” Her voice had risen and she hoped the other woman hadn’t heard the sheer terror secreted behind her words.

	“No, child. No! He’s the same. Well, not the same man you would remember. After his wife Cathy left, he turned bitter and hard-hearted. Only his little girl, Debbie, and I can get a smile outta him sometimes, but we have to coax real hard.”

	“His wife left?” A pole over the head couldn’t do more damage to Anne’s stability than those words.

	“Yes. More’n six years ago, now. I never wrote to you about it because I respected his privacy. We certainly aren’t allowed to mention her name in the house, or anywhere that he can hear it. Otherwise, he’s miserable for days.” Rose sadly shook her head. “Where did it all go so wrong? He thought the sun rose and set on that woman, and all she did was break his heart.”

	Anne squeezed the hand she still held. “I’m so sorry. You never said anything in your letters. Other than writing about Debbie, and the rest of the gossipy news you knew I loved; you so seldom mentioned Clint. I guess I took it for granted that he was happy.”

	After hearing these words, Rose stared at her. Like a laser, she penetrated the hard shell Anne had built around her teenage emotions. Hidden for years, the agonizing crush she’d had for a man, who’d treated her like a lost puppy, had laid buried under a steely determination to wipe him out of her head. The young Clint had strutted around the ranch as if God had built the world especially for him to have a playground. He’d been spoiled by everyone who came in contact with him: his parents, the people in the nearby town of Walsh Creek, and, of course, any female he’d deemed worthy of his attention. Clint Walsh had had it all going on, and he knew it.

	Rose coughed on purpose, and Anne zeroed back in on their conversation. “Annie-girl, you never mentioned him either. At first, I wondered if you were angry with Clint for something he’d done. I even questioned him about it, and you know what?”

	Anne stilled. In fact, everything inside her body came to instant attention. “What?”

	“It was the first time, in his life, that my boy told me to mind my own business. He didn’t talk to me for a long time afterward. So, I learned my lesson. You were off limits. I often wondered why.”

	Anne picked up the mugs of cold coffee, intending to go where the huge espresso machine sat on the counter. Before she could step away, Rose grabbed her arm. “See! You aren’t as rude as Clint, but you never answered my question either.”

	“Oh, Rose, please don’t fret about me and Clint. It was all a long time ago. Close to nine years have passed, and I truly wished him only happiness. Hearing that he’s been hurt is horrible news.” This time Anne dropped the veil and let Rose see the sincerity she couldn’t hide. Nothing covered the truth when it was heartfelt.

	A sob escaped, and Rose lowered her head into her hands. Her shoulders shook with an emotion so unfamiliar in the stoic, hard-working ranch wife that Anne used to know. Fear engulfed her, tightening her stomach muscles to a painful intensity. The headache, she’d fought off all day, reappeared with a vengeance. This woman had been the only mother she’d ever known, and Anne loved her dearly. Seeing her in pain was unbearable.

	“Chérie, mon Dieu! What is it? You’re overwrought. You must tell me at once!”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Rose struggled to get at her handbag. Once opened, she reached inside for the tissues tucked away and wiped away her grief. “I’m sorry, Annie-girl. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I’m a silly old woman who should know better. But I’ve carried around a huge passel of guilt about you and Clint, and I guess it finally broke open.”

	“Goodness! Why would you feel that way? I was almost nineteen years old when I left you—a grown-up.”

	Rose smiled. “You always did stress that you were nearly nineteen the whole year you were with us! It made me chuckle every time. In fact, having you live as an exchange student with us ranks as one of the happiest years of my life. You know, I’d always wanted a daughter.”

	“And you were the best maman a motherless girl ever had. All my life, I’d prayed for my father, André, to remarry; and in all those years, he showed no desire to do so. It wasn’t until I moved in with you that I truly experienced what it was like to have a mother. And I’m thankful for having experienced your skill, now that I have a son of my own.” Anne knew they hadn’t yet broached the subject of her boy. It was like a tsunami heading in their direction that she didn’t want to acknowledge.

	Rose latched onto the topic like a mosquito on bare flesh. “I hope you’ll let me spend time with your son, Max, while I’m here. He’s one of the reasons I came all this way. I’ve been dying to meet him.”

	Anne hid her trembling knees by pushing her feet down hard on the floor. “Why, of course. Max will adore you, and so will my father. In fact, you must move from the hotel and be our guest.”

	“I’d love to, hon. I’m only here for a few days, and then I gotta go back home. While I’m away, Clint has organized one of the women from town to do the cooking. Since the heavy work now tires me out, he’s had a housekeeper cleaning the ranch house for months. But I know Debbie will grieve, and for me, that’s the hardest part of all. She’s such a sad little thing.” Rose inspected her clasped hands that were gripped together on the top of the table. “Sometimes she breaks my heart with her neediness. Mostly, I just feel blessed that she’s part of my life.”

	“She’s the lucky one, Rose. That little girl is very fortunate that you’re there to look after her. Trust me, I should know.”

	These words created a huge reaction. Rose shuddered and tried to stop her chin from wobbling, but to no avail. A storm broke loose, and this time nothing could stop the deluge. Sorrow flowed from her eyes non-stop, and her words made no sense. “You m-must come home. You’re the only one. We n-need you so badly.”

	Shocked, Anne asked, “I’m sorry, Rose. I don’t understand. Why would you say such a thing?”

	Rose squared her shoulders and mopped her face. “Annie, I’m not well. Clint tries but he can’t seem to get through to Debbie. She’s such a lost soul. I won’t be able to help her for much longer. The little angel needs a soft-hearted woman.”

	Anne froze. “Is Cathy completely out of the picture? She used to be so crazy for Clint. In those days, I thought they made a wonderful couple.”

	“So did everyone else, especially Clint.”

	“Then what happened? I know when he found out she was pregnant, he married her. I’d think that must have thrilled him after wanting her so much.”

	“Sure. Clint did right by the girl. You know he was crazy for her. Not surprisingly, he was over the moon when she agreed. But Cathy never was the marrying kind, and she hated being pregnant.”

	Anne instantly felt for the other girl. “Some women are terribly sick. It can’t be fun for them.” Herself, she’d felt wonderful during the whole nine months waiting for Max to appear. In fact, she’d zipped through her time, healthier than she had any right to be. But she knew others who’d suffered, and sympathy welled.

	“It’s the weight gain that almost killed her. You know that girl always did strut around like Miss America. Once she started to show, she turned mean and became really miserable. From my point of view, it was hell living with her. I can’t imagine how Clint put up with the crazy girl. But he did. He used patience even I never knew he had. Didn’t do any good. She was determined to make everyone around her suffer.”

	Anne bit her lip and took a few seconds before answering. “After Debbie’s birth, things must have gotten better, yes?”

	“Nope.” Rose shook her head sadly. “They got worse—much worse. The silly twit began running around on Clint. She’d take off from the ranch, and he’d have to drive into town to go and get her. I think she had other men—he wouldn’t tell me—but I’d hear them arguing. They were at it all the time.” Rose used her tissues again and let out a long sigh. “Many’s the night they’d get their dander up. Her yelling her hate, and him trying to calm her. Got so as I’d have to use earplugs to stop myself from overhearing.”

	“That’s a shame, Rose.” Heavy-hearted, Anne spoke sincerely. “Poor Clint! He doesn’t deserve such unhappiness.” Anne’s seriousness rang in her softened tone. “Considering he was so full of life, always teasing and laughing, to hear how he’s changed breaks my heart.”

	“Not anymore. You wouldn’t recognize my boy now. He’s a bitter, divorced man. Since his pa passed on, he’s had to take over the running of the ranch. Now he works from morning till late at night. Hardly says two words to anyone, and he never relaxes.”

	Anne stilled. “I meant to tell you how sad I was to hear that Jake died. I would have come home then, but it was just the day before Max was born, and I wasn’t allowed to fly. By the time it was safe, I had invested in the shop, and I couldn’t leave my partner, or the business, during start-up. After that, life kept getting in the way. Rose, I’m so sorry.”

	“Me too. I’d promised myself a visit with you here in Paris before my time came to join Jake. That’s why I’m here now.”

	Fear burst inside Anne. She’d sensed something had distressed Mama-Rose; had known it from the first moment she’d looked up and recognized the woman from her past. “Please! Don’t say that.”

	“No need to beat around the bush. I have lung cancer, child. Now don’t go filling up like that. It’s my time.”

	“They can operate.”

	“Too late for that! Kept putting off going to see ole’ Doc Shultz. Guess I shouldn’t have. Now he says I have a few months left. Soon as he gave me the bad news; I booked my flight here.”

	Anne slipped to her knees, moved closer and hugged the other woman. Then she stayed on the floor by the chair and kept her arms around Rose’s shoulders. “What can I do, chérie?” 

	“I have no right to ask this, especially now that I’ve seen your incredibly avant-garde shop. It must be so gratifying.”

	“Yes, it is. But that’s not what you were going to say.”

	“No, that’s true. I had a request. Except, I realize I have no right to make it.”

	“Tell me.”

	“Kiddo, I love our little Debbie. She kinda reminds me of you. If ever there was a little girl who needs a mother, it’s her. And your Max, he needs a father. May I ask why you didn’t marry his father?”

	The question shocked Anne. Lying didn’t come easy, but when it came to her son she’d lie, steal—probably even kill to keep him safe. And so, the fib rolled off her tongue. “I didn’t want to.”

	Rose gave her the eagle eye and Anne melted.

	She’d forgotten that this woman could always tell when she tried to pull a fast one. And Anne knew she’d been caught yet again. “Ooh-la-la! I never could get anything past you. Fine! The truth is he never asked.”

	“If he had, would you have accepted his proposal?”

	The blush spreading over Anne’s face forbade her to even try lying again. “I don’t know.”

	“Is there any chance you might still come together?”

	“No. He’s married. Besides, I don’t believe I love him. Or that I ever did. It was just a one night, I’m-so-lonely kind of fling. Neither of us meant for it to happen.”

	“Okay, that’s all I wanted to know.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You’re not attached to Max’s father. In your last letter, which brought me here, you said you weren’t dating what’s-his-name any longer, right? That means you’re free.”

	“Yes.” Anne didn’t know what Rose’s ultimate plan was, but apprehension blossomed to out-and-out fear. Where was this going?

	“I’ve come to ask you—no beg you.” Rose’s beseeching smile wavered. “I want you to come back to Walsh Creek. See me through the next few months. And most of all, be there with me at the end so you can help Debbie deal with my passing.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	To say Anne was in shock equaled saying that a huge tidal wave had disrupted swimmers on the beach. By the time she’d closed shop, seen Rose back to her hotel and walked to her apartment, a ton of weight had settled on her shoulders.

	She took the elevator to the sixth floor tonight, unable to run up the stairs as was her habit. In the older, yet prestigious, building where she and her father had made a very comfortable home for Max, it worked as a form of daily exercise.

	The tree-lined street where they lived gave the neighborhood a residential appearance that made them feel they were much further, than a mere two blocks, from the heart of the city.

	“Ma fille, you’re late tonight. Did you have lots of customers?”

	“Bonjour, mon père. To my amazement, the last hour I had only one. A very special one. Rose Walsh arrived from Texas unexpectedly. She stayed a little later than I realized. Were you worried? I’m sorry.”

	“A little, but it’s fine now. Max wouldn’t settle until you came home. I insisted he wait for you while in bed. I left the light on so he could draw.”

	“Was he a monster today? You look tired. I think my son wears you down.”

	“No more than usual. He’s a little boy, full of energy. I’m an old man. He slows a little, I try harder and we work it out.” André leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry, ma cherie, we get along just fine. Why didn’t you bring your friend home with you? I don’t imagine you’re comfortable leaving her in a hotel?”

	“She was too tired to move tonight. She’ll be arriving in the morning and will spend a few days with us.”

	“What’s wrong, Anne? You look sad.” André caressed her cheek with his warm palm. “Something has happened.”

	“Yes. Let me go and tuck Max in and then I’ll share a glass of wine with you and explain everything.”

	André nodded. “I’ll set us up in the den.”

	Anne watched her father amble toward the kitchen; his shoulders seemed more stooped than usual. Remorse attacked, and this time she couldn’t shake it off. Her father, being in his seventies, tried to pretend he enjoyed his days looking after a frisky eight-year-old, but it was getting more difficult for him to manage. Not blind to the situation, Anne knew they could now afford to hire a nanny for the hours when Max wasn’t in school. Since she’d tried before and had been shot down by her father, who’d insisted he wanted those hours with the boy, she knew she’d be in for a fight. Just one more problem to worry about.

	Her loud sigh seemed to echo in the hallway and galvanized her toward her son’s room. She found him lying across the bed with his drawing pad spread out, surrounded by dozens of multi-colored pencils, which he insisted need sharpening as soon as he’d used them a few times. Not sure if the electronic pencil sharpener was the attraction or it really was crucial to have an ultra-sharp point; Anne normally ignored this behavior, thinking—Don’t sweat the small stuff.

	“Hello, shorty.” Anne had nicknamed him shorty since he was rather tall for his age and tended to swagger a little like his father. In everything else, he’d taken after her: thick copper-colored hair, vivid blue eyes that matched hers and a dimple in each cheek.

	“Maman. You’re late tonight. I stayed up. Grandpère said I could.” As always, his arms rose the minute he’d seen her. He waited for her to hug him and smother him with the kisses she insisted on—the ones he pretended to dislike.

	Once they’d finished their routine, he lifted his face from where he’d hidden it in her neck. Then he ran his fingers through the waves of her long hair, smoothing it away from her face. He took his time making his request. “Can you read to me tonight—another chapter of Harry Potter?”

	Like any attentive mother, she reminded him of his manners. “What do you say?”

	“S'il vous plait, maman.”

	“Of course, Max. You get your book and I’ll clean off the bed. My goodness, what do we have here?” She’d picked up his latest drawing. Delight at his talent came in second to the shock of his content. Like most boys, horses were often his subject, but this time he’d drawn a corral and barns as if he had envisioned a lifelike ranch setting. The precision was stunning. “This is beautiful, Max.”

	“Grandpère told me about the farm where he lived as a boy. I drew this for him. Do you think he’ll like it?”

	Since her father had wallpapered his bedroom with Max’s pictures from the time the boy had first picked up a pencil; Anne knew it would find a place of honor on his almost-filled walls. “He’ll especially love it, Max. You’re getting better, kiddo. Much better.”

	Preening from her compliments and accepting the truth from the genuine astonishment he’d heard in her voice, he carefully placed it on the nearby desk and then crawled under the covers. “One day, I wish to go to a farm and ride a real horse.”

	“You’ve ridden horses, Max.”

	“Not really, only ponies.”

	Anne had discovered a love of riding during her year at the ranch and had hoped to instill this in her only son. This wasn’t an easy feat in a city like Paris; so, she’d found a place near Bordeaux where they’d visited on numerous occasions. He loved those weekend trips as much as she did.

	“Tomorrow, I’ll be bringing home a guest, Rose Walsh, who’ll stay with us for a few days. As I’ve told you many times, tante Rose lives on a real ranch in Texas. She might have some pictures to show you.” Anne knew Rose had brought her iPad and there were dozens of photos on it to delight her oh-so-curious boy.

	“Tante Rose has come to visit me?” Like any child, it was all about him. Anne smiled and corrected him gently. “She’s come to visit us all, Max, but she especially requested to meet you. So, you must behave. She’s not well and we have to take care not to tire her.”

	“Like Grandpère?” So, Max had noticed how tired André had looked lately.

	“Yes, son. They’re both older and need their rest, so we mustn’t let them get too tired. Papa told me you were being thoughtful and helping him not to overdo things. I’m really grateful, Max. You’re a good boy.”

	Red-cheeked, her son answered, “Sometimes, I forget.”

	Smiling, she ruffled his hair. “Then I’ll have to beat the tar outta ya!”

	He giggled, recognizing a line from one of his favorite cowboy films. “From now on, I’ll try and remember better. Can I show Tante Rose my drawings?”

	“Of course, she’ll be thrilled. Now I must read to you and then go and visit with your grandpère. We have some top-secret, serious adult plans to settle.” She tickled him to move him over, settled onto the bed next to him and began the story from where they’d left off the night before.

	***

	 André spoke first. “You’re suffering, child. It’s worrying me, so quit leaving me in suspense.”

	Anne had joined her father in the sitting room where they stored most of the valuable artifacts her family had gathered over the years. Vases worth a fortune, and paintings she’d grown up with were just a few of the things they treasured. The soft-lit, spacious area filled with old-fashioned burgundy furnishings and draperies was André’s favorite place in the large apartment. When she was a child, her father had warned that a certain kind of deportment was expected in this room. Since she loved spending time with him, she’d curbed her natural exuberance and behaved. Now Max did the same and it warmed her heart.

	Picking up the lovely crystal glass topped with her favorite white wine; she took a sip and sorted out in her mind how to start her story.

	“Just spit it out, child. I only have a few years left and I’d hate to expire before you decide on what, and how, you are going to tell me about what’s so obviously bothering you.”

	“You’re right, Papa. I’ll just tell you what I know. This afternoon, Rose Walsh arrived in Paris with the sole purpose of informing me she has lung cancer and is dying.”

	“Mon Dieu, how terrible! Today there are treatments, operations—”

	“Sadly, she put off having her checkup. Now, she’s in the final stages and has a portable oxygen tank on hand for when she overdoes anything. She tires very easily. The doctor has given her a few months–at best.”

	“I’m so sorry, Anne. I know how much you love her.” André’s voice, like warm syrup, eased her pain, and she smiled her love. “She was like a mother to me. I never understood how important another woman’s affection could be until she gave me hers, unstintingly. Goodness, she took me into her home and welcomed me into her heart. And it was her hugs that kept me from dying of homesickness when I first got to Texas.”

	“After I put you on the plane, I prayed that the woman who wrote to me was everything I’d expected from reading her letters. It thrilled me that she was.” André’s hand shook slightly as he lifted his glass and Anne knew her news had distressed him.

	“I’m so glad you talked me into doing the exchange program for my last year of schooling. You were right. Travelling to another country did make me more aware that Europe is not the only place in the world.”

	“Don’t digress, child. There’s more you need to tell me.”

	Anne sighed, aware that she’d never been able to fool her father. “Yes. Rose also asked me to return to Texas and be with her until she passes on. Her wishes are for me to care for her granddaughter, Debbie—to help her accept Rose’s death. She’s worried about the little girl. I understand the child is very attached and dependent.”

	“Yes. I guessed something like that. They must be very close. I remember what you’ve told me from her letters. If I recall correctly, she’d always wanted to be a grandmother and was ecstatic when she found out that her son had produced an offspring.”

	“Yes. Rose always wanted a passel of grandkids. She only had the one boy herself, Clint, and hoped he’d fill the house with lots of babies.” Anne smiled to herself, remembering Rose’s teasing words to Clint when they’d got into one of their playful bouts. “Quit dawdling, boy. Go find yerself a pretty wife and get busy giving me some grandbabies to love.”

	André broke into her musings. “It must be very painful for her, knowing she must leave the child when she needs her so much. What about the mother?”

	“They’re divorced and I gather she’s out of the picture completely. Rose said that Clint has taken his wife leaving him very badly and is withdrawn and bitter. It’s hard to imagine the happy-go-lucky, smooth-talking cowboy I remember acting in such a way.”

	Sarcasm seeped into his voice. “Was it his happy-go-lucky personality or his smooth-talking abilities that caught you?”

	Anne chuckled, no humor visible. “I thought I was in love with the whole package… a handsome, horse-riding cowboy with a smooth tongue and twinkling blue eyes as vivid as the Texas sky. Every single young female in town wanted him. And the one he wanted turned out to be a bad girl.” She shook her head and took a large sip from her glass. “Life sure is strange sometimes.”

	“Did you tell Rose she has another grandchild?”

	“No, I couldn’t. It’s been our secret for so long that it’s become impossible to reveal.”

	“I can see your guilt. But remember back, child. You believed you were doing the right thing. By the time you found out you were pregnant, you’d gotten the letter that he’d married and was expecting another baby. We both made the decision that you should leave things alone.”

	“Yes, you’re right. And I don’t know what I would have done without your help, Papa. You’ve been an angel, supporting me and Max while I attended Le Cordon Bleu, and even helping Sophie and me start the shop. “

	“It’s been my pleasure, chérie. You’ve kept me from being a lonely old man. I feel blessed to have had you and Max living with me these past years, brightening up this large, old apartment. Sadly, I believe I might be losing you soon.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	Later, while getting ready for bed, Anne revisited her time with Rose. She’d adored the woman and loved being with her again. Eight years ago, they’d bonded instantly. When she’d arrived in Texas as a young, self-conscious girl full of idealism and with a romantic view of a world she’d known nothing about, she’d sensed that Rose would be her ally. What one saw in movies was nothing at all like the harsh land, and ruthless workload that cowboys were faced with every day.

	Not that Rose ever asked, but Anne worked harder there than in any previous time in her life. The conditions weren’t luxurious like those she’d always known. The brutal weather, lonely lifestyle and backbreaking labor had destroyed many of the smaller spreads.

	The Walshes had a huge amount of acreage and a history with generations of knowledge to fall back on. Their ranch ran like clockwork, propelled by a tough rancher, Jake Walsh. His rigid stance, on every aspect of the work, forced his employees to give their all or get the hell off his land. That included his son, and Anne had no doubt, his son’s wife—and anyone who thought they could live with them for a year and not pull their weight.

	Anne loved it! Never one to shirk her duties, she dug in and became so useful that Rose constantly complimented her. Sincere words about how she’d ever managed without Anne were shared with everyone who’d listen.

	Between the affection, hugs and womanly discourses, Anne flourished. Not one to push herself forward, it took longer for her relax at school, but eventually a young girl living on the nearest farm approached her with friendship and they became inseparable. Later, they sent Christmas e-mails, but their differing lifestyles interfered, and they eventually lost touch. For a second, Anne wondered if Denise was still in Walsh Creek, or if she and her husband Marty, Clint’s one-time best friend, had moved on.

	Once under the covers, snuggled between her silken sheets, and resting on the multitude of pillows she loved to pile around her; Anne let the reminiscences of the best, and worst, night of her life flood into her mind. It had been years since she’d allowed this indulgence. These remembrances always left her in tears and wrought with pain that took weeks to shake. Therefore, she’d weaned herself off them by pure force of will. Not to mention the sleeping pills, when the persistent memories had refused to be blocked.

	***

	~Eight years earlier – Walsh Creek

	Anne sat on the porch’s rocking chair, shelling peas and letting her thick curls dry in the sun. They streamed down her back, a heavy reddish-gold mass, and she knew it would have taken forever with the hairdryer. Wearing her short-shorts and a flimsy blouse, that barely reached her waistband; she welcomed the slight breeze from the overhead fan.

	A movement to her right caught her attention, and she blessed the sunglasses that shielded her eyes from the cheeky cowboy approaching. Most times, Clint didn’t get to her, even though it was a game they played. He tickled and teased, and she slapped him away. Both knew that neither one was serious. After all, he considered her a child at eighteen, compared to his elderly twenty-three.

	When she’d first arrived, he’d been the one to sense her homesickness, saying he’d had the same unsettling feelings when he gone to college. He’d never made her feel silly or childish. Instead, he’d wiped away her tears, listened to her ramble on about her life in Paris and about her father. In that way, he’d made it onto the list of her most favorite people in the world.

	Eventually, Anne didn’t need as much support. And Clint’s life became embroiled with trying to woo Cathy Lang, a new girl in town. She'd had the cowboys buzzing around her like a video game everyone wanted to challenge and win.

	For months, she and Clint hadn’t had any late-night exchanges and Anne missed those times. His teasing hadn’t stopped though. Their ongoing banter certainly kept life on the ranch interesting and left her emotions riding a never-ending seesaw.

	As long as he never found out that her heart tripled in size and pumped with a lot more zest whenever she saw his long shadow on the dusty ground, she’d be safe. Considering that she seldom looked up at him long enough for him to read her eyes, most times this was how she knew when he approached. Or when she noticed his hat hanging on the front rack, which meant he was already inside the house. She had a number of warning strategies that gave her time to wrap her heart in silver foil. That way his sweet talk, careless hugs, or flipping her over his shoulder to carry her to the barn didn’t go to her head.

	He was a devil, wearing tight jeans, a sweat-marked cowboy hat and dusty boots. His laughter had enough power that every female, within a hundred miles, knew to hide her heart when he came around. The man was lethal and he loved the girls. All the girls! Until recently. Lately, he’d had his sights set only on Cathy, and she was leading him a merry dance.

	“Hey, chickpea. Wanna grab me a beer?”

	“Your legs broke?”

	“Don’t be sassy or I’ll put you in the water trough again. It was priceless listening to you cuss in your own language. Bet if Ma had known the words, it would’ve curled her hair.” He grinned when her eyes narrowed. “I took a few years of French in high school. Enough to know that you called me some pretty nasty things.”

	“So! They were all deserved.” She hid her grin.

	He waved his finger in her direction. “Naughty girl!”

	She stuck out her tongue. “I could just go into the house, up to my room and lock my door, now, couldn’t I?”

	“But you won’t.” He smiled in a way that always managed to tear up her backbone and turn it to mush. “Get yourself one while you’re at it. It’s hot as hades out here.”

	She returned a few minutes later and passed him an icy can. He took it, but held her hand at the same time, and dropped a careless kiss on her palm. “Have I told you lately that I adore you?”

	She pulled her hand free—her skin scorched from his lips—and sat in her rocker. “You’re incorrigible. No wonder all the men want to thrash you.”

	“They know it’s just my way. And no one out here thrashes anyone. They beat the living tar outta ya. Keep to your cowboy talk like I’ve bin ateaching ya.”

	She laughed as he’d intended and changed the subject. “Now that they’ve talked you into it, are you going to bring Cathy to the tavern tonight to hear you sing?”

	“Might! She’s been frisky as a filly lately and it’s hard to keep her bridled.”

	“Not sure how she feels, but I wouldn’t want to be compared to a horse. You might need a bit more finesse to court this girl, Clint. With her looks, she could have any man she wants.” Goading him helped to ease her jealousy.

	“True, she does have a dynamite body. But darlin’, it’s her mind that attracts me.” He winked and then guzzled the beer. His throat muscles drew her attention, and she zeroed in on his tanned face. If a director for an action movie needed an actor to star in a macho-masculine role, Clint would be the guy he’d hire. No one could ever mistake him for a softie, or a weakling.

	He looked at her, waiting, his eyebrow raised.

	“You’ve convinced me. Now you just need to spin that story on the girl herself.”

	Clint leaned toward her… his beer held in both hands between his open knees. “Annie-love, trust me. Cathy’s not a girl. She’s a woman. And she knows exactly what she wants.”

	***

	 He’d turned out to be right. However, it hadn’t looked like the woman wanted Clint. At least, she hadn’t cared enough to show up at the bar where he was performing.

	When Anne arrived with Denise, Clint was there alone. And he was feeling no pain. Cathy wasn’t anywhere in sight, and Anne instinctively understood that he drank because he pined for her. Not that he’d ever admit it, but she knew being rejected wouldn’t sit well with the spoiled rancher.

	The atmosphere of the tavern soothed her. The pool tables, in the corner, were placed in the only well-lit area; the long-mirrored bar sported fancy glasses, and various alcohol-filled bottles were lined up on the high glass shelves. The stage, where the band played a popular song guaranteed to get dancers on their feet, had neon signs to jazz up the atmosphere. Even the booths along the far wall, where the lighting was sparse, were familiar now. Anne felt the excited rush she always got when entering the darkened establishment.

	Her eyes trailed Clint to the bar where he was centered in a group; both males and females were fawning over his every word. Popular, he never wanted for attention. Grabbing a table on the outer rim of the dance floor, she pretended to ignore him and then winced when he lifted his beer bottle in her direction and acknowledged her arrival.

	She never drank at these dances, legally she wasn’t allowed. Even though a lot of the other girls snuck booze in and hid it in their purses; she always agreed to drive and was happy with the soda water and lemon. Once, when a young rodeo star had tried forcing a drink on her, Clint had taken him outside for a talk, only to have the stranger not reappear. Acting as her keeper, Clint stayed out of her affairs until she was in a public place, and then he made sure she played by the rules.

	“Hey Annie, you came after all.”

	“Denise came over and talked me into it. It truly hadn’t been my intention.”

	“So, you said earlier.” His droll tone made her wince.

	“Denise changed my mind.” She had refused his earlier invitation to hang out with him and Cathy. After all, being a third wheel and watching the other two paw each other couldn’t be tolerated any more than was absolutely necessary. The devil got inside and prompted her next comment. “Where’s the star?”

	He knew who she meant instantly. Moody-like, he stood up from where he’d been leaning against the back of the booth and winked. “Cathy’s gonna be late, but she’ll show.”

	Speaking from the heart, but trying to make it sound as if she was teasing, Anne asked, “How could she stay away when you’re the entertainment tonight? After all their pleading, they finally got you to agree to sing with the boys.”

	He looked a little disgruntled. “Yeah, well, I’m just helping them out tonight. Their headliner got sick and they were desperate.”

	Anne laughed. “Sure, desperate! Come, on Clint. They’ve been after you for a long time because you bring in the crowds. And the girls love you.”

	He leaned in close and pulled her ponytail. “All the girls?”

	“Right. Sorry. Most of the girls.” She crossed her eyes and loved that he walked away laughing.

	As the evening progressed, she watched how many times his eyes swung to the entrance and disappointment crowded out his enjoyment. He drank more than usual, and his laugh sounded louder, more strained. Flirting, which came as natural as breathing to him, seemed more forced, less fun.

	Denise and Marty spent a lot of time dancing. Her friend had decided this long lanky cattleman was her hope for the future and had worked hard to spike his interest. It seemed to be paying off. Anne was glad for her and would have no problem driving home alone when she’d had enough.

	She, too, danced with the same safe fellows Clint had approved of over the last few months and the evening passed quickly. Until a new male entered the establishment and he approached Anne for a dance. This youngish man had an impish smile and a charming manner. He looked real good and… he knew it.

	Dressed like a cowboy, from his pushed-back hat to his worn boots, he leaned against the bar, drinking from a whiskey glass. For some strange reason, she’d caught his attention and his eyes remained fixed as he watched her. She pretended not to see him, but he didn’t look away. Soon, she began to feel a mite uncomfortable until he finally made his move.

	Swaggering toward her, he held out his hand as an invitation and drawled, “May I?”

	Anne stood.

	Obviously watching over her, Clint didn’t hesitate to interfere. “Take a hike, she’s off limits.” With his arms crossed and an insolent attitude, Clint waited until the other man shrugged and turned back to the bar.

	Anne didn’t know whether to feel relieved, or angry. “Clint, I came here to dance, and you’re scaring away all my partners.”

	“Sweet cheeks, you wanna dance? Fine! Then let’s.” He opened his arms invitingly, but she slapped at them and tried to walk away. Before she knew what his intentions were, he’d swung her around, into his embrace. With her body glued to his, and her feet dangling off the ground, she held on. She’d have complained if her heart hadn’t slid into her throat and cut off her ability to speak.

	Clinging, she slid down his muscular length until her feet were keeping time with the slow two-step he was forcing her to dance. Her hand, held tightly in his, tingled. As did every nerve in her overheated body. They screamed with pleasure at being held so firmly by the man she’d fixated on for so long.

	When he leaned closer, his breath hitched. The sound arrowed straight to her weak knees. Bending to look into her eyes, his will forcing her to surrender. She met his gaze. His husky words sped her already racing heart to a painful level.

	“Annie-girl, I believe you’re dangerous.”

	“Me?” she squeaked. Her inner groan cursed her loss of control. 

	“Yeah! You.” His hand tightened around her fingers. He maneuvered them both past another couple, and the move pulled her even closer. Overly sensitized, her breasts nudged his chest, and his indrawn breath destroyed her already revved senses. The faint smell of his musk aftershave, a scent she’d always associated with him, surrounded her and made the fantasy realistic. This wasn’t like any of her daydreams. She was actually here, in his arms, dancing.

	The song changed to a slower beat. “Love Me Tender,” an old Elvis favorite, persuaded many of the couples onto floor.

	Continuing the dance, his thighs brushed against hers and his warm hand felt like a brand on her back. As much as she yearned to look at him and see if he was as affected, she couldn’t let him see the blatant invitation she knew would be apparent. Tongue glued to the top of her mouth, she prayed for the music to never stop.

	Their steps in sync, swaying through the crowded bodies of necking couples forced him to pull her in closer. Molded as one, they moved together and the building sensuality deepened. The dimmed lights gave the illusion that they were alone in the room. The music playing in the background faded against the sound of his breathing. Their fantasy world continued, and Anne’s heart thumped in time with the beat—and his breath.

	She clung to him.

	He held her possessively.

	All the yearning she’d endured, from the first day she’d laid eyes on this cowboy, now teased her senses; and the sexual haze they’d created engulfed them both. By this time, their bodies were in full contact. The hardness in his groin fit perfectly into the welcoming, and now drenched, part on her body that wept to be satisfied.

	His groan echoed and then his lips searched. She lifted her face and felt his hot mouth work its way from her neck and along the side by her cheek to where she waited, anticipating a moment in her lifetime that could never be matched. The point of no return! An inciting incident that would forever change her future.

	“Hey, Pal.” Marty, Clint’s best buddy, pulled his arm. “The band’s calling for you. It’s time for your song.”

	This time she groaned. No! Please!

	Clint stopped dancing and held her close. His whispered words completely dissolved her magical world. “Baby, you’re playing with fire. It’s time for little girls to go home. I’ll get Marty to drive you.”

	Looking at his boots, she backed away and wrapped her arms around her body. “No! I came in Rose’s car. I can get myself home. Go sing. Can’t you hear everyone calling for you?”

	“Nope! All I’ve heard for the last while is your breathing, and it’s driven me into making a big mistake. Go home, Annie-girl. Or I’ll forget I’m still a gentleman who doesn’t play around with babies.”

	His words gave her the courage to glare her anger. “Your body didn’t think I was such a baby a few minutes ago, smartass.”

	Clint gave her the smile that always weakened her knees. “Honey, I’m just a man.” He sauntered away through the crowd, and she watched the sway of his hips. He moved like no one else she’d ever met. Probably the first thing she’d fallen for was the way the man walked. As if he had all the time in the world, and his body heard music to move to that no one else could. The crowd parted for him. There were the backslaps and bawdy comments normal in a bar full of half-sloshed individuals, having the time of their lives.

	As most pushed to the front, Anne moved to lean against one of the pillars in the back. She watched Clint pull his guitar strap over his red-checkered, western-styled, body-hugging shirt and place it comfortably. With a slight nod from him, the band began playing the melody, and soon his voice soared throughout the room. Effortlessly, smoothly, and with a voice as husky as a western singer’s should be… he sang an old Elvis ballad, and soon quiet filled the room.

	Tears gathered and threatened to erupt when Anne heard his choice of music. Taking it personally, and rather than letting everyone see her make a fool of herself, she ran. The words followed her all the way to her car. Words obviously meant for his sweetheart, Cathy. “And it’s breakin’ my heart, ‘cause she’s not you.”

	 


Chapter Five 

	 

	Anne heard Clint’s SUV pull into the yard and then saw a second pair of headlights as another car followed. Opening the curtains at her bedroom window which overlooked the front of the house, she watched as Marty climbed out of the driver’s side of the SUV and made his way around to his waiting truck, and then those taillights faded in the night.

	Anne waited to see if Clint appeared and when he didn’t, she decided to investigate. Slipping into a pair of shortie pajamas, she tiptoed out of her room and to the French doors that opened from the family room. Once outside in the night air, she patted the wriggling pet, Dawg, to keep him quiet. When she went to Clint’s vehicle, she found him out cold on the back seat. With his hat off and his thick hair all mussed, he looked different; less intimidating, more approachable.

	She opened the door quietly and jiggled his shoulder. “Clint, wake up. Come into the house. You don’t want your pa to see you like this or there’ll be hell to pay.”

	“Go ‘way!”

	“You’re drunk but not stupid. He’ll be furious.”

	He glared at her, sat up and leaned forward. “Not drunk enough or I wouldn’t be able to hear you.” He brushed his hands over his face and reached for the bottle of beer in the cup holder. He took a good swig. “Either go away or get in and close the door. The light is annoying.”

	Thinking he needed a friend tonight, she slid in next to him. “What happened? Cathy didn’t show?”

	“You left early.” He changed the subject as he tended to do when asked a question he didn’t want to answer.

	“Didn’t figure you’d notice.”

	“Now why would you go and say something like that? I’ve always watched out for you.”

	“True. ‘Cause Rose told you to.”

	He grinned crookedly and nodded. “That’s part of it, I guess. But I like you, so it’s not a chore.”

	His words zipped straight into her secret stash of everything nice he’d ever said to her and were filed on the top. “I like you too.” She admitted it shyly, her voice low, cracking with emotion.

	The words caught his attention, and he reached for her hand. She moved in closer and gave it to him. “She didn’t show?”

	“Nah! ‘So-kay. I don’t care.” His slurred words endeared him to her. Being vulnerable wasn’t an emotion one would ever associate with Clint Walsh.

	“I’m sorry.” She stroked his palm with her thumb, not expecting the reaction it produced. He used their joined hands to pull her closer so that she now rested on him from the waist up. Then he threaded his fingers through her long hair and pushed it behind her shoulders. Slightly longer than Cathy’s, it drew his attention. He leaned in and sniffed the strands he’d gathered.

	“Hmm, sunshine and flowers—it smells nice.”

	Anne heard the words, but having his large hands anywhere on her body had created such an effect that she couldn’t speak.

	After he’d petted her hair, he moved to her face and then cradled her head, holding it in place for his lips to follow. They grazed her cheeks. Then he kissed one eye and slowly moved to the other.

	Steeling herself for his final attack on her mouth almost had her whimpering in need. Hurry! Please!!

	As if he heard her inner pleading, he licked at her upper lip and then, teasingly, sucked it into his mouth. Finally, he released it and waited, not moving. The tension revved so high that the only thought she had in her mind was please, please— oh please.

	Kiss me! Now!

	At last, as if he couldn’t stop himself, he assaulted both her lips in a kiss that stripped her of any will power to end this farce before it went any further.

	Did he even know who he was kissing? She didn’t want to say anything because what if he called her Cathy? That couldn’t be borne.

	He stopped tormenting her mouth and instead looked down to her chest. Without hesitation, he slowly opened the first button of her cotton and lace pajama top and then the next. She didn’t move, instead she watched, and then her head rolled back on the seat and all she did was feel.

	After he had all of the buttons opened, his hand snaked in and cupped her swollen breast. Not too large, and in no way small, it seemed to please him. His massage of the sensitive tip sent messages to her lower stomach, which woke up her juices and started them flowing. Her nipple, already hardened with delight, tightened even further

	She moaned her acceptance. As if she’d called to him, he kissed her once more. Only this kiss wasn’t anything a young virgin would expect. It was hard, bold, demanding.

	Finally, when she thought she’d pass out from sheer ecstasy, he stopped. “Baby, you’re very tempting.” He spoke with his mouth centimeters from hers. As if magnetized by sheer force, his stare drew hers.

	Since he seemed to be waiting for her to say something, she gave him look for look and said, “And you’re very skilled. I like what you’re doing.”

	He nodded. “Me too.” He angled her legs over his so she all but sat on his knee.

	His calloused hand, hard yet warm, stroked her bare skin from her ankles up to her knees and then along her thighs. It cupped her groin and rubbed there too.

	The swelling of his desire pushed against her thigh and reminded her that this was a hungry man beside her. A man who wanted her or at least desired her body. Was she willing to give him what he wanted? Or maybe even needed?

	Her saving herself, waiting for that special person, became nullified by the fact that she loved him so much. Having Clint be the one to teach her the ways of a woman would make every dream she’d ever had, about her first time, come true. Oh yeah! She wanted his hands on her bare skin, and his body inside of hers. Now! Please!

	Finally, when her delighted mouth was almost numb from his demands, he tore his lips from hers and stared into her eyes. “Are you sure you want this? ‘Cause if not, stop me now.”

	God! No! Whimpering, she moaned, “Don’t stop.”

	The next thing she knew he’d laid her across the back seat, tugged the sides of her blouse open and began kissing her breasts. He paid paying special attention to her nipples and his teasing drove her wild. First, his hot, wet tongue lathed the right one. Next he drew the skin into his mouth so he could suck at it. This must have excited the nerves centers because it produced an unexpected orgasm of total, mind-blowing pleasure.

	Never having experienced such devastatingly beautiful peaks, her breath caught and stuck in her throat while she rode the waves. He must have noticed because his whispers made the pleasure more memorable. “Aww sweetheart, you are one beautiful woman.” His breath added sensations that her gratified skin telegraphed her brain, and the delight in having his lips so close to her heart added an even deeper dimension.

	Soon, he worked the elastic on her PJ shorts and helped her shimmy them down and then off. Lowering his jeans required a little more dexterity, but soon she heard his heavy breathing close to her ears. She knew her own whimpers of delightful anticipation probably spurred him on. He positioned her in such a way that they weren’t too uncomfortable, and he took her to heights she could only dream of.

	All the while he made such achingly sweet love to her; his reassuring whispers turned the encounter into a thing of magic. When he finally entered her body, the husky words “I love you” buried themselves into her very soul. From that moment on, he was her one and only.

	***

	 After the event, the magic began to dissipate and worry seeped in. He cradled her for as long as she could take his weight, and then she became afraid that someone might see them. When she tried to get dressed, he spent most of the time wanting more of her kisses. When she badgered him into fixing himself, he complied grudgingly. He didn’t want to let her leave him, but, out of respect for his parents, she felt compelled.

	The next day, she was sorry she had. She’d whispered that she would go in first, and he could follow. Not happy to let her go, he’d wrapped his arms around her, trying to beguile her with more kisses. She almost weakened. Thinking of Rose, she gently wiggled from his hold. Spurned and not liking it, he’d turned away like a child who’d just had his most beloved toy taken away, and said, “Whatever. Go if you must.”

	Later, in her lonely bed, she’d relived the enchanted hour; falling asleep with his scent secreted in her essence and the taste of his lips rooted in her memory. In the morning, she heard the commotion when Jake found Clint still sleeping in the SUV and woke him. Disgusted with his son’s lack of dignity, the older man made him go straight to the barn. They had plans to brand the cattle for the next few days and nothing would be allowed to stop the process. By the time he’d returned to the house late that night, all she saw was an exhausted cowboy, unshaven, with bloodshot eyes, webbed red lines overriding their normal blue and an attitude that screamed, back off.

	She never witnessed her sweet-talking Clint again. Waiting for him to remember their rendezvous from that special night was a waste of time because he never did. He must have been drunker than she’d thought. Searching his eyes earned her nothing but a raised eyebrow and complete unawareness.

	Being a girl full of grief, and then fury, she was dammed if she’d broach the subject herself. A week later she returned to France. At the airport with his parents to see her off, he gave her a brotherly hug and a book he knew she’d like. What he never knew was—he’d also given her Max.

	 


Chapter Six

	~Today…

	 

	“You did what?” Clint had never yelled at his mother before, but her leaving the way she did had driven him crazy. He’d been worried about her, and he wasn’t the kind of a man who liked that feeling.

	“I went to Paris for five days and stayed with Annie and her Max.”

	“Who the hell is Max? And why in tarnation did you go all the way to Paris and not tell me? I thought you were going to the city for some medical treatments.”

	“I did go to the city. Then I flew to Paris. And I didn’t get lost or scared like you said I would when I asked you about flying there. I had the tourist agency set it all up for me. It was exhausting, but a heck of a lot of fun. I saw the Eiffel Tower and visited the Louvre. Annie and Max, who, by the way, is her little boy— I’ve told you about the child before so don’t give me that scowl— took me to all the famous sights. One night, as André’s guests, we even went to the Moulin Rouge. The show was incredible: dinner, music and all those pretty dancing girls. I enjoyed myself so much. And…Max is a wonderful boy; very attached to his ma, and, surprisingly, he has the heart of a cowboy. All he could talk about was the ranch. I finally told him he’d need to ask you all his questions. Whether I fell in love with him on first sight because he’s the spitting image of Annie, or because he reminded me of you as a boy, I’m not sure. But I did take to him, Clint. And I’ve no doubt, you will too.”

	Clint felt like he’d been kicked in the stomach by a snake-bitten mule. Annie? Max? “How the hell could you make these arrangements without telling me?”

	Rose put her finger right under his nose and made him back up a step. “Now you listen here, young man; I tried to tell you—didn’t I? Even went as far as making an appointment with you so we could talk, and you never showed up. Remember last Friday, me asking for an hour? Remember?”

	Guilt rode him hard and made him even more cantankerous. “You know that Misty-Blue had her foal that day, and I spent most of the time with the vet. After he left, I had to catch up on the chores.”

	“I know that son. You always favored that mare. And I know you work harder than any two men on the place, and I appreciate it. But you don’t have to. You could hire a couple more hands and back off a little yourself.”

	“I have to keep on top of things, Ma. Like Pa did.”

	“Your father was a miserable man to live with, Clint. We both suffered from his controlling spite. And as much as I loved the old fool, I wouldn’t wish his like on anyone. I brought you up to be better than that. You used to have fun. Now all you ever do is work and walk around the property looking like you’ve lost your best friend. The only person who can get you to smile is Debbie; if I’m lucky, I might get a grin to twist your stony face, but it seldom reaches your eyes.”

	Both hands reached up, one to lift off his cowboy hat and throw it on the table, and the other to rifle through his overly-long, thick, brown hair. “I’m sorry, Ma. You’re right. Work gets to me, and I forget about everything else.” He rubbed the back of his neck and hung his head. Similar to a long-ago time, he finally looked at her and reached his hand out to caress her cheek. Then he leaned in to place a kiss gently on her forehead. “I’m not an easy man to live with or get time with. And I know I’ve taken to eating in the bunkhouse with the men for the last while, but it’s because there’s been some trouble with the workers. I had to fire that lazy Peter Layton, and it left me a man short. Ma, I’m not making excuses, but it has been kinda crazy.”

	“Clint, for you it’s always crazy. At least when Debbie’s home you show up in the house once in a while. But forcing her on this camping trip has unchained you from a certain amount of your duties, and I guess it freed me, too. Otherwise, I couldn’t have gotten away. But I’ve been a-needing to tell you something for a while now.” Exhausted and on the verge of tears, Rose collapsed onto a kitchen stool and clutched at her chest.

	Suddenly frantic, Clint lifted her into his arms and carried her to her favorite armchair. His heart sped up, sounding like an African drum. It beat so hard the pain had him close to collapsing. “Ma, God! What the hell is wrong? What’s going on?” He had no control over his voice, and he knew he roared at her but couldn’t help himself. Unhinged and frantic, he grabbed for her knitted throw and covered her from the waist down, and then he knelt beside her and laid his head on her knee. “I’m sorry, Mama. I’m so sorry.”

	“Don’t be sorry, Clint. Everyone has their time and mine’s almost up. I’m thinking your cantankerous old pa is lonely in heaven, and he’s wanting me to brighten his days, like I used to when he was still alive.”

	Sounding like the lost child he recognized from inside himself, he whispered, “But darlin’, I can’t lose you, too.”

	Rose grunted. “Dammit, son. Are you still pining away over that slutty ex-wife of yours?”

	Clint reared back as if he’d been shot. “Hell, no! She’s the last person I want back in my life. I was talking about Pa. He gave me some advice before he died, and I’ve always tried to be the man he’d be proud of. ‘Be strong, be your own man and never let anyone get to you. That’s the only way to be successful.’ And he was right.”

	Rose winced and shook her head. “No, Clint. He wasn’t. In fact, he was dead wrong. I’ll tell you what he should have told you. Being strong means loving others and helping them be the best people they can be. Being your own man means staying true to the morals you hold dear. And being successful means having a church full of folks regretting your passing and celebrating your life because you meant so much to them. Soon, you’ll be in the church for me and taking a gander at how many friends have come to honor my life, compared to the handful who said good-bye to your father. It’s the memories you leave behind while you lived, Clint. If you never remember anything else, remember that.”

	Clint heard the words but all he could think about was her. “How long, darlin’? What’s wrong with you?” Wavering, his voice didn’t filter out the stark fear he was trying to suppress.

	“Doc said its lung cancer, and I might have a few months. That’s why I asked Annie to come back home and stay with us. Debbie is going to be scared, Clint. She’s already such a timid little mouse. Losing me will damage her. I’m praying the pain won’t be as bad with another woman nearby who knows what she’s going through. A female to help her accept that life goes on, and she needs to let herself heal and live.”

	Bitterly, Clint questioned, “You don’t think maybe, as her daddy, I could have taken on that role?”

	“Not a chance in hell!” Chuckling, Rose answered him truthfully, which somewhat damaged his self-perception. “Not that you aren’t wonderful with your little girl, but you’ve an iceberg where your heart used to be.” His eyes narrowed at her temerity. “I’m just sayin’ it like it is, son. That little princess needs a soft place to land—not a rocky ledge.”

	Sighing, he had to agree with her assessment. “And they don’t come any softer than Annie.”

	“Exactly. Remember how much she loved that foal with the disfigured face, Misty Blue? That gentle horse turned out to be one of our best riders. And the scraggly pup she named Dawg? He’s been worth his weight in gold working with the livestock and guarding the house. Being motherless herself, Annie’s just the person to help Debbie through my passing.”

	Her words struck a spike through his composure. “If it’s what you want, Ma, then that’s the way we’ll work it. In this case, I bow to your superiority. I just have one more question. Who’s André?”

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	Clint couldn’t believe that his ma had gone over his head and actually invited—no, be honest—begged Annie to return.

	Whatever had possessed the woman to fly all alone to Paris in the first place? It was the only time she’d ever been on an overseas flight in her life. She must have been terrified. In her own defense, she’d insisted that she’d shared her wishes to go there with him on numerous occasions, but he had to fess up—he didn’t remember any of it. In all truth, he hadn’t really talked to her about anything important, other than Debbie, in a number of years.

	Hell, it’d been easier to cut people off than open himself to questions or advice. After his father passed on, Clint didn’t feel as if he needed to communicate with other people. Now, as the boss, it was his ranch and therefore his decisions and better yet—his rules. This safe vacuum he inhabited was peaceful and had become second nature. He liked it that way.

	Plus, he’d had a good teacher in his ole’ man. The hardness of Jakes character had been learned young, and to the day he’d died of a heart attack, he’d never changed. Clint’s pa hadn’t let anyone, other than his close family, inside his boundaries. Even with them, he hid any softness in his nature. Only Rose could prod a smile, or a hug and Clint had to work real hard to get any kind of affection or appreciation. Surprisingly, Jake had taken to Annie, and she’d prompted an old-world chivalry in his dad that had surprised everyone who knew him.

	The one person Jake had disliked with a passion was his son’s ex, Cathy. Clint shoulda followed his pa’s advice about the bitch and stayed away from her but his pride wouldn’t let him take good advice.

	Not only had she done a number on him with her slutting around, but her making him the laughingstock of the whole county had hardened that soft place inside that had made him so popular in his youth. Since then, it was smarter not to let anyone come close enough to chip away at the rock wall covering the entrance to where his heart had been laid to rest. An intelligent man didn’t need to be played for a fool more than once to learn his lesson.

	Face it—the bitch had destroyed his give-a-damn side when she’d treated his love so callously. It had broken a tenderness he’d always nurtured for the ladies that he’d never been able to repair. Not that he acknowledged what he’d felt for her as love. It’s just that he’d spent too many nights awake, fantasizing about the one beautiful memory that had kept his heart involved with her. That incredible moment they’d shared which he’d never forgotten but had never been quite able to remember precisely. Those precious dream-like thoughts had been what he’d clung to during the worst times in his marriage. And what he’d tried so hard to re-enact during the very few good times.

	He’d never been loved in quite such a way as she’d loved him that one time. So damn sweet! So giving! Although the vision was hazy, a man could drown in those fantasies. He’d had way too much to drink that night. Plus, the darkness in the back seat of his car had hidden her features, so he couldn’t clearly recall her face during their passionate encounter. There was one thing he’d believed afterwards, though; it was then that he’d made a baby with her—his precious Debbie.

	How could he regret those hours? He never had. Even after he’d been forced to acknowledge that Debbie couldn’t be his child. Blood tests for her tonsillectomy last year had proved the impossibility of his paternity beyond a shadow of a doubt. By then, it hadn’t mattered. In his heart, she was his little girl and always would be. The only way she’d be taken from him was over his dead body.

	After a few nights at the bar dealing with his discovery, a choice had been made. He’d struck those silly visions from his mind and refused to let them have any power over him again. How could a man be so foolish as to make decisions based on feverish dreams?

	Of course, Rose had accepted Debbie as her family. Since giving her a grandchild had been all she’d ever asked of him, he’d counted his blessings for having the little girl. Adoring Rose the way he had all his life, Clint thanked his lucky stars that Cathy, being a selfish bitch as always, didn’t want anything to do with the little angel. Years earlier, before she’d left for good, she’d been glad to dump Debbie on Clint.

	His horse neighed and brought his attention back to the matter at hand. He had been riding the fences, looking for the break where he’d lost some of his mares only the day before. They were good breeding horses, and he hated to think someone might have been responsible for them going missing. If he could determine whether the wire had broken naturally or had help from some pliers, he’d know what he was looking at.

	Other ranchers had been complaining of similar happenings—fences down, horses missing. Good thing his old man had taught him not to fly off the handle without any proof, or he’d be at the sheriff’s office making a complaint.

	The area he particularly needed to check came in sight, and he saw where the fencing lay, pushed over. Inspecting the ground and finding boot prints was upsetting. Seeing that the wire had been tampered with further added to his anger. No doubt about it. He’d been robbed. But no one took anything of his and got away with it! Time to visit the police and call a meeting with his neighbors. See what they could do to stop the thieves from getting any more of what didn’t belong to them.

	Strangely, he’d felt his stomach tighten when it dawned on him that one of the mares had been Annie’s choice ride. She’d be sad when she found out her favorite horse, Misty Blue, had gone missing. And for some reason, that thought hit harder than anything had in a long time.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	Anne heard the serious tone in her father’s voice. “We should talk before you and Max leave tomorrow, child.” André motioned her to sit. He placed a glass of wine on the rounded oak table nearest her special chair. Then he slowly turned back to his own seat and settled himself. He lifted both hands, put his fingertips together, as he was wont to do at stressful times, and held them against his lips.

	“What’s wrong, Papa? As far as I know, we’ve covered everything necessary for our flight tomorrow. Sophie is comfortable taking charge of the shop, and the new woman we hired to replace me is working out very well.”

	He shook his head and took a sip from his glass.

	“Is it the apartment? You know Mari said she’d come and clean every second day, and she’ll prepare your meals. Since she’s a wonderful cook, I expect when we return to find you’ve outgrown all your clothes.” Anne looked over at her elegantly dressed father and knew such a thing could never happen. The man was fastidious about his well-being. André walked every day, ate healthily and lived a lifestyle of routine that supported his overall welfare.

	“No, chéri, it’s nothing like that. I’ve pondered for days about something that Rose shared with me in a moment of intimacy.”

	“I must say, you two did bond rather well. I’ve never known you to take such a liking to another woman before, Papa.”

	“I haven’t, not since I lost your mother. Rose is very easy to listen to, and she has a wonderful philosophy on life. It’s not surprising you’ve been so enamored with her for all these years.”

	“I’m just happy you finally got to meet her.” Knowing her father, and that he would share his dilemma with her in his own good time; Anne sipped her wine. Enjoying the only restful moments she’d had during the last week since Rose had left to go back to Texas, she sighed her pleasure and waited.

	As if the contented sound sparked his interest or settled his quandary, André began. “I’ve been contemplating whether or not I could – in all conscience – share this with you. And I feel I must. It might be breaking Rose’s confidence but knowing her secret has made me uncomfortable. I believe you should be made aware of the truth. Therefore, I will tell you.”

	“I’m waiting.” She watched as her father picked up his glass and took a gulp. This wasn’t good. As a connoisseur, he never gulped wine.

	His voice took on a toneless quality. “Rose loves Debbie very much. I gather from what she told me that the child is bright, loving and very intelligent.”

	“Yes, she sounds wonderfully clever.”

	“What she isn’t, is Rose’s grandchild.”

	Thankfully, the glass Anne dropped on the table didn’t tip over, although it was a close call. She clasped her hands to stop them from waving around as was her custom. “Papa, what are you saying? Of course, Debbie is her granddaughter.”

	“No, she isn’t. There were blood tests that proved it to be impossible.”

	“So, you’re saying then that Clint isn’t Debbie’s father?”

	“Exactly! Anne, her only true grandchild is Max.”

	Anne’s pulse doubled. “Does she know? Did you tell her?”

	“Of course not! It’s not my place. She believes you had an affair and became pregnant by the boy you left behind when you went to Texas. I think she called him Philippe.” His droll tone calmed her and left her under no illusions that he knew this to be false and wasn’t too pleased that she’d made up a father for Max. “I might add—a young man I personally knew nothing about.”

	“Yes, well, I seemed to be the only eighteen-year-old with no previous involvement with romance, so I made up Philippe. I talked about my admirer, and they didn’t realize what a complete ninny I was. Then, when I had to tell Rose about my having a baby, I led her to believe I had returned to Philippe’s waiting arms, and we might have become overstimulated by my being gone for so long. I never did out-and-out lie, but I did let her believe what she wanted.”

	“I knew you had faked your way through that situation. I supposed you really had no choice. But I also know from what you’ve told me…and…from what Rose said herself, that her biggest regret is never having had a grandchild to carry on the Walsh bloodline. Like any mother would, she prays that Clint will remarry in the future. Unfortunately, according to her, it’s unlikely. After his experience with his first wife, he’s become soured by the opposite sex, by life in general, and tends to live like a hermit.”

	“So, you’re saying—you think I should tell her.”

	“You must do what you believe is right.”

	“That means I have to tell him too.”

	“I would expect you will.”

	“I meant Max.”

	“Oh! Yes. I see what you mean. You’ve never lied to the boy. On the other hand, he’s never asked about his father, has he?”

	“No. You’ve always satisfied his need for a man’s influence. Once we’re away from here, I’m sure things will be different.”

	“Might be better to tell him before it becomes problematic.”

	“You mean before he gets to the ranch and finds it’s a man’s world in that part of the states.”

	“As I’ve always maintained, before he agonizes about why the other kids have daddies and he doesn’t. He’s turned eight now. The boy’s full of questions. You know it will be just a matter of time. Better to break it to him and have the conversation go the way you want it to, rather than for him to find out in a way that’ll hurt him.”

	Anne looked over at her father and smiled. “You’re such an honorable man. Must be why I find you so precious. And why you’ve taught me so much about truth and being the best me I know how to be. I promise, Papa, I will do the same for your grandson. I’ll tell him before we arrive.”

	“Good! Now about Rose—”

	“I’ll tell her also… and Clint.” Anne shuddered and felt shivers of dread break out over the skin on her arms and emotional offshoots skim her back. “Oh, Papa, they’ll want to know why I’ve hidden Max for so long.” She wrapped her arms across her chest and ran her hands up and down the pebbled skin.

	“Why did you? I’ve wondered myself.”

	“That’s easy. At first, it was to protect Clint. I couldn’t be the cause of breaking up his engagement with the girlfriend he adored. If she found out I was also expecting his baby, she might have left him. Remember, at the time, I was under the impression it would have wrecked his future and hurt him badly.”

	“And after she was no longer in the picture?”

	“Then it became a matter of protecting myself.”

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	After clearing through customs, Anne dreaded the time when she and Max would be in their seats on the plane. The thought of heading to their new home for the foreseeable future had made the boy hyperactive and very excitable. She’d decided to explain about his parentage but only once he’d settled down. After they’d taken off, the in-flight meal was over and they were left alone, she’d find the strength somehow. Since her father had generously arranged first class seats, she knew they’d have privacy and a lot of time to have this essential discussion.

	Knowing her son, she accepted he’d be full of questions. Earlier, he’d already tried to pin her down about the details of where they’d be staying and for how long. Most of the answers she didn’t know. At this point, she had no idea how long they would be in Texas. She’d left almost nine years ago, and no doubt, much had changed. Rose had sent her pictures of the small houses they’d recently constructed for many of their workers. Chances were, she and Max might be expected to stay in one of those rather than at the ranch house.

	As far as the length of their visit, it all depended on Rose. Anne prayed she’d live for a long time, but after researching everything she could get her hands on about lung cancer, she knew that probably wouldn’t be the case.

	Therefore, they might be making their way back to France before school started again for the next year. If not, the curriculums ran on the same calendar and Max wouldn’t suffer. If he did have to attend classes at the elementary school in Walsh Creek, he would be fine.

	On her father’s insistence, Max had been enrolled in an English-speaking private school in Paris and had been a very good student. Unlike his mother, he was fluent in both languages. When she’d last been in Texas, her speech had become a matter of some teasing, especially once the influence of the western twang had become imbedded with her French accent. She’d drawn the line at y’all, but it had taken her quite some time to lose the other peculiarities of the slang.

	***

	A few hours later, once the flight attendant had delivered their after-dinner drinks and small dishes of chocolates and pastries, Anne took a deep breath and turned to her son. The overhead light emphasized the coppery highlights shining through the mass of his thick wavy hair. Brimming with health, it had always made her itch to touch. As a small child, he’d permitted her constantly running her fingers through his curls, but lately he’d only allow these affectionate displays if they were at home, never in public.

	Deep in one of the new books his grandfather had filled his e-reader tablet with, Max seemed uncaring that they were in the air. Anne shook her head and accepted that the boy had flown so often, it no longer held any mystery.

	“Max, I need to talk with you. Can you shut your device down for a little while, please?”

	He looked at her, his large, forget-me-not blue eyes replicas of her own; only his lashes were long whereas she had to use mascara. “Oui, Maman.”

	“Max, remember what Papa and I warned you about. You must speak only English from now on, and especially while we live at the ranch. No one there understands French.”

	“Je suis désolé… I mean, I’m sorry, Mo-ther.” His grin, sassy and cute as only he could make it, destroyed her, as did the drawing out of the word mother in his accented way. His precocious personality reminded her of Clint. This resemblance had always made her son even more precious.

	She’d had to work very hard to not spoil him. Thankfully, André had stepped in during those times, and she’d come to realize strict rules were for the boy’s own good. Therefore, Max had grown up to be resilient, a boy who made friends easily and one who had a code of honor.

	Once he’d tucked the e-reader away in the seat pocket in front of him, he crossed his legs and gave her his full attention.

	“I want to tell you about your father.” Anne saw his eyes widen, extreme interest filled them, making them seem twice as large. “You will meet him very soon, and I need you to understand something. I’ve never told him about you.”

	He blinked rapidly, filtering her words. Then he looked up and she saw worry building. “Because he won’t like me?”

	“Now why would you think that? Of course he’ll like you. He’ll love you.” Then she saw the error of her ways. Then why didn’t you tell him?

	“I’ll have to tell you a story. Would that be okay? It’ll help you to understand better.”

	Max crossed his arms and nodded, worry clouding his sparkling blues.

	“I was still a young girl when I went to Texas as an exchange student. During the time I lived there, with Rose Walsh and her husband Jake, I fell in love with a cowboy called Clint. You remember meeting Tante Rose? Well, Clint is her son. And… he’s also your father.”

	“He’s my papa?”

	“Yes.”

	First Max looked away and then he swung back to her. “Why didn’t you marry him?”

	Knowing she was into the realm of trickier explanations now, Anne took her time, choosing her words carefully. “Unfortunately, Clint loved another girl. Her name was Cathy. One night, Clint was very unhappy about Cathy’s bad behavior, and I tried to make him feel better. You were conceived that night.”

	“You mean I was born then?”

	“No, you weren’t born until nine months later, in Paris.”

	“And Clint didn’t come and see us?”

	“No. By then, Cathy and Clint had made up their differences and had married. You see, Cathy was also pregnant with Debbie. She’s the little girl Rose told you about, her granddaughter. The one we’ll be looking after while we stay at the ranch.”

	Max thought for a few seconds and Anne waited, knowing his ways. Finally, he spoke. “So, is Rose my daddy’s mother?”

	“Yes.”

	“And she’s Debbie’s grandmother.” Obviously, the multitude of pictures Rose had shown featuring her granddaughter had made an impact on Max.

	“Yes. She’s also your grandmother.”

	“But she doesn’t know she’s my grandmother. Right?”

	“Right! If she did, she’d be delighted. Rose has always wanted a lot of grandkids.”

	“Does Clint want kids?”

	Now… it was getting sticky. Be honest! “I don’t know.” She reached to run her fingers again through the curls sticking up on the top of his head, and he didn’t pull away. That alone let her know he was confused and maybe somewhat afraid.

	“What if he doesn’t like me? Do we have to tell him?”

	Okay, now this was hard. “You see, Max, I have a problem. Let me explain. Rose is my dear friend, and when I stayed with her, she became like a mother to me. I’m not sure you can understand all this, but she’s a wonderful woman who treated me like the daughter she never had. She came to mean a lot to—”

	He interrupted. “Like Grandpére means to me?”

	“Yes. Perfect! You’re so smart, Max. Exactly like that. She’s always been a dear friend, and I love her. Now, she’s very sick, and we won’t have her with us for very much longer. You know what it means when someone passes on. Like our old neighbor, Mrs. Dupont?”

	Max nodded and spoke with his voice lowered. “I missed her after she died.”

	“Yes, well, Rose is sick, just like Mrs. Dupont. And because her biggest wish was always to have grandchildren, I feel we must tell her about you.”

	“But Maman, she already has a grandchild. She has Debbie.”

	“That’s true. But, Max, Rose would also love you. Boys are very important to families in Texas. Think about it. You would be her only grandson.”

	He thought about what Anne said. As if he’d made up his mind, he formed fists and then rubbed them lightly against his knees. “I really liked Rose. She bought me presents and read me stories. She hugged me too much; but I didn’t really mind. If you think we should tell her about me, I guess it’s okay. But… can I ask one thing, Maman?” He undid his seatbelt, inched his way onto her lap and laid his head against her chest, a position he hadn’t taken for quite some time.

	Feeling her shoulders ease, fierce love exploded like a solar burst. At this point, she would have agreed to anything. “Of course, my darling. What is it?”

	“Can we wait to tell Clint?”

	Understanding that Clint couldn’t be a papa to Max until he’d earned the right, Anne took a few moments to think about the consequences of her answer. “You want to wait to tell Clint?”

	“I think so.”

	“Okay then. When you feel it’s the right time, you’ll tell me. Unless something drastic happens where it’s essential he knows, I’ll let you make the decision when we share our secret. Does that make you feel better?”

	His hand reached up and stroked her cheek. “I love you, Maman.”

	“Me too, Max. Je t'aime.”

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	Clint didn’t understand why he was in such a mess as he went to the airport to pick up Annie and her boy. When Rose had first told him about her invitation, he’d been furious. After she’d explained her needs, he’d done a complete turn-about and agreed, just to please the old lady. But now the time had come.

	He hadn’t really thought about Annie for ages. In fact, whenever she’d popped into his mind, he’d shoved those memories away. Now his tense body and jumpy nerves pissed him off. What the hell was wrong with him?

	It had all started when Rose had divulged that Annie had an eight-year-old son named Max. Hell, he knew Annie had gotten pregnant soon after she’d returned to Paris, but that image still induced a slow burn. His hands clenched the steering wheel. Unbelievably, when years ago he’d first been told she was expecting a child, the idea of her having someone else’s baby had driven him to the bar for one hell of a binge. To this day, in order to accept she was truly a mother, he had to swallow his distaste and try to let it be.

	He thought back to when she’d first left. There’d been this empty space at the ranch that had left him feeling kinda ornery. A space she’d once filled with bubbly enthusiasm, gentle affection and a friendly soul that he’d felt comfortable teasing. Those were the days when it had been worth getting up every morning to tackle the fun of being alive.

	Now, each morning, he dragged his body from his cold bed and shied away from letting his mind wander anywhere but on the multitude of chores filling his day and late into the night.

	This morning, he’d taken the time out of his brutal schedule, time he could ill afford, to go to the airport after he’d found Rose pasty-faced and in tears. Weak and tired to the bone, she’d worried it would be too much for her to drive into the city, wait for Anne and Max’s arrival and get them safely back to the ranch.

	He’d felt like the lowest of scum when he’d realized she hadn’t asked him to begin with; rather than trying to tackle the exhausting trip herself. When she’d defended her decision by explaining that she knew his days were full enough, he’d barked at her and made her cry. Just for that alone, he should be horsewhipped.

	Clint knew it was his anxiety and sorrow about her health that had pushed him to react so strongly. And he suspected his Ma was aware of that also. Didn’t matter! It was time for him to stop being such an asshole. He would hire a couple of hands, free himself from the workload and spend more time around the house; instead of being out on the range or in the corrals all the time.

	Shame had also been riding him for some time about Debbie. His little girl needed more from him than the occasional back ride, bedtime story and silly winks. With his ma’s imminent passing, he’d be her sole family. His baby already faced serious self-confidence issues. How to deal with these little-girl hang-ups, he had no idea? Guess if he tried to show her how important she was to him, it might go some way in helping her see how much she really mattered.

	How the hell I do that is another thing altogether! 

	***

	There they were, coming down the ramp! The boy was tall for his age, quite a bit more so than Debbie. His golden hair, much like Annie’s, crowned his head with curls, reminding Clint of his own unruly mass.

	Unlike Debbie, this kid swaggered rather than walked, which made Clint think the boy felt good about himself. As long as conceit didn’t drive that attitude, Clint favored it over his daughter’s hesitant movements.

	The woman who waved reminded him of his old friend, if only because she had the same beautiful face. Her hair, she’d worn really long as a teen, was now cut shoulder length and hugged her face with dramatic effect. It made him think of models on magazine pages.

	With his guts in his throat, he approached and waited for her to take the initiative about their greeting. Why her enthusiastic hug and kisses on both cheeks surprised him, he’d never know. But wrapping his arms around the slight body, feeling her warmth against the ice he’d lived with for so long, started the first melt he’d had in ages.

	“Clint! How wonderful you look! I didn’t know you’d be here to pick us up. I expected Rose.” Her jabbering stopped at that point and she paled. “Rose?”

	“She’s fine, a bit tired. So, I offered to come and meet you.”

	Annie nodded and her composure returned. “Max, this is the man I’ve told you so much about.” She put her arm around the shoulders of the boy, who’d held back as Clint approached.

	The inspection made by the youngster flustered Clint. Senselessly, this lack of composure built unexpected anger. Not liking the feeling, he bristled and his greeting turned abrupt. “Howdy, Max.” Sternly, he shoved out his hand.

	Stiffening, Max scowled back. He took the proffered hand and waited for the handshake to be over. Then he stuck it in his pocket as if he’d been burned. Turning away quickly, he addressed Anne. “Which carousal is our luggage on, Maman?”

	Deadly silence screamed between Clint and a ferocious Annie until he dragged his eyes from her frown and answered for her. “Welcome to Texas. Come with me, we’ll get your bags and head on home.”

	Shame rode Clint all the way back to the ranch. What had started out so nicely had changed in an instant with his unacceptable behavior toward Max. The kid’s eyes, so like Annie’s, had mirrored his distress after Clint’s unnecessary harshness. Rather than apologize, or at least try and mitigate the offense, he’d driven home making no effort at all to welcome his guests.

	No one had to tell him. This time he knew. No doubt about it. He should be shot!

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	Rose was overjoyed to see Max again, which helped relax Anne after the unnerving drive from the city. The older woman’s extravagant welcome made up for the one lacking at the airport, and it seemed to settle Max into his normal friendly behavior. He even allowed Rose to lift him on her knees while she regaled him with stories of the many ranch animals he couldn’t wait to befriend.

	Anne, seeing the stray, Dawg, that she’d adopted years before, had a tough time holding back the tears. The exuberant greeting for both her and Max helped ease the pain of Clint’s unexpectedly frosty manner.

	Rose had warned her in Paris. Guess she hadn’t believed that such a carefree devil could have changed so drastically. His eyes no longer gleamed with teasing playfulness. They were cold and held a warning no one could miss. Don’t come any closer!

	Mon Dieu! Where had her dashing young cowboy gone? She saw no trace of him in the older, bigger, hardened man who’d held her tightly for those few seconds in greeting. This stranger had accepted her demonstrative salutation strictly out of good manners, and not because he felt the same overwhelming glee at seeing her again.

	But, surprising his mother, he’d later joined them for the evening meal, and Anne had witnessed Rose’s shocked pleasure. She’d also seen his discomfort. Maybe he isn’t such a lost cause! Not saying an awful lot, he’d passed around the filled dishes and agreed with most of Rose’s pronouncements.

	“We’ll have mounts for you and Max ready whenever you want to go riding. Only thing is, we don’t have Misty Blue anymore.”

	“You sold her?” Somehow this hurt Anne more than she would have expected. For him to sell her favorite horse seemed a sign that he hadn’t cared about her at all.

	“Of course not!” His voice hardened. “She’s been stolen, along with a few other horses we had roaming free in the back pasture. There’ve been quite a few ranchers who’ve had livestock go missing around these parts and we’re beginning to suspect kill buyers are to blame.”

	“Clint!” Rose’s voice brooked no interference. “Not the time or the place.”

	“You’re right, Ma. I’m sorry about Misty-Blue, Annie. We’ll fix you up with a replacement. Have you kept up your riding skills in France?”

	Max answered before she could. “Both Maman and I go riding whenever she has the time. Only she never lets me ride anything but a little pony.” The disgust in his voice actually brought a smile to Clint’s face.

	“How old are you?”

	“I turned eight at the end of March.”

	“You’re almost the same as Debbie. She turned eight in April.”

	Anne watched Clint’s reaction to the date and saw nothing that led her to believe that he remembered their illicit night together in the backseat of his SUV. Not being sure how that made her feel, she cut in.

	“Max… You must have proper riding lessons before moving to a larger animal. We were going to arrange those this summer, remember?”

	The boy’s disgruntled look faded, replaced by acceptance and then hope. “Can’t I have lessons here?”

	Clint answered, shocking everyone. “I’ll give you a few sessions myself, Max. We’ll find you the perfect ride.”

	Silence reigned and then Max stuttered. “Th-that’s okay. I’ll wait to take lessons when I get home.”

	***

	At the end of the meal, Anne and Clint cleared away the dishes, leaving Rose to have Max to herself for a while. Anne filled the dishwasher, taking the time to look around the remodeled kitchen. The room had been wonderfully organized to make it a whole lot more functional.

	Obviously, Clint had done the work since she knew Jake would never have spent money on the house. Not just the kitchen area; all the rooms had been updated in the years she’d been gone. Painting and new carpeting were only a few of the modernizing repairs that had taken place, both indoors and out.

	Clint carried in the last load, placed them in the large sink and leaned against the counter. “I don’t think your Max likes me very much. It’s my fault for being so prickly at the airport. I’m sorry about that.”

	Your Max! If you only knew. Anne looked into his eyes and saw the sincerity of his words. “He’ll get over it. Might take a little while, but he’s a friendly sort and likes most people. Give him some time.”

	“I’m not around kids that much. Guess I’m not quite sure how to treat them.”

	She gave her head a shake; puzzlement clearly visible. “You have a daughter. How can you not know how to treat children?”

	The blush he strove hard to fight off wouldn’t be suppressed. “Yeah, well, about that…” His hand scrubbed hard at the back of his neck. The movement defined the muscular shape of his arm and the lack of any excess fat on his abs made her inspect the floor rather than let him see her interest. “We don’t…ahh have a lot to do with one another. I mean, Rose takes care of her for me.”

	His remark brought Anne’s eyes back to his face, her shock obvious. “Rose isn’t her daddy.”

	This statement seemed to hit him hard. He gripped the counter behind him with both hands. One knee bent, he almost looked relaxed if she hadn’t seen the whitened knuckles. “I’ve been meaning to fix that. Soon as she comes home, I’ll apply myself.”

	“Fix that! Apply yourself? She isn’t a course you need to pass. She’s a little girl who needs your love and affection.”

	“Oh, I love her. I just have no idea how to talk to her.” Once he’d ground out those words, he’d pushed himself away from the counter and stalked to the door. “Welcome home, Annie-girl.”

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	The next morning, Clint caught his foreman lazing around by the barns, which wasn’t usual for Jeff. The man always put in a good day’s work, and they’d become friends over the years.

	“Hey, boss? That’s a good-lookin’ filly over yonder.” Clint turned to see what had Jeff’s attention, and his blood began to boil. What overcame him wasn’t so much anger; it was a possessiveness he hadn’t felt in a hell of a long time. Fact was, the last time he remembered having the same sensation was at a dance at the tavern in Walsh Creek, the week before Annie left. Funny thing about that night—it unsettled him, always had. First time in his life he’d ever blanked out, but by no means the last. Especially after Cathy’s debut as “the whore of Walsh Creek”.

	When Jeff whistled low, Clint gored him with a look that had the cowboy sauntering off to do his chores. He couldn’t blame the man. Annie sure did fill out a pair of denim shorts. His eyes glued themselves to her well-shaped legs, her rounded butt and the country-styled blouse she wore with too many of the dang buttons undone. He’d have to have a little talk with her about her clothes. Last thing he needed was a bunch of riled-up cowboys.

	She approached. “Hi, Clint. Have you seen Max?”

	“Earlier, he was over yonder at the yearling’s paddock. He knows better than to get too close, right? Some of those thoroughbreds could be a mite energetic for a young boy.”

	Worry clouded her face, and he could have kicked himself for his careless words. “Let’s go check on him.” He gave up the plans he had on his chore’s lists and headed with her around the far side of the barns to where they had an enclosure that made him proud every time it came in view. After Jake had passed on, he’d organized new fencing to be constructed. He’d had the men paint it white to accent against the trees in the background, which had given the place a real lift. The large area was a green carpet of pure pleasure for the horses, and that gave him a lift.

	At first he didn’t see Max. All he heard was Annie’s indrawn breath as she came to a sudden halt. Seeing her boy leaning against the side of the muscled black equine body that rose high above him would throw any mother. Why the hell the kid had gone inside the enclosure, Clint didn’t know, but he’d not be doing such a stupid thing again. Those horses didn’t recognize him and they were highly unpredictable.

	He approached the fence, and, with one hand on the top rail, he leapt over. The hushed sounds of the boy talking to the black yearling stopped him in his tracks. The kid had the beast mesmerized—only word for it. He literally had him eating out of his hand. The carrot pieces were being delicately taken from Max’s open palm. When hand-fed, Blackie was proving he could be a real gentleman. Only other person Clint knew who had this knack with a horse was himself. Other ranchers called him to calm the wild ones they couldn’t tame. He’d saved many a colt from the glue factory because of his talent.

	“You’re a good boy, Blackie. We’re going to be friends, right. You ‘n me. I’ll ride you one day. Soon as I can get my maman and that mean ole’ Clint to take me seriously about wanting to ride a real horse.”

	Clint grinned when the horse answered. What wiped the smile off his face was seeing the disgruntled grey racing at the pair, pure devilry in the colt’s purpose.

	Clint made it in time to cut off the grey’s route, but the other horse had spooked Blackie. The yearling shied away, leaving Max unharmed but in the open. Clint lifted him over his shoulder and walked quickly to where Annie waited at the gate. His heart gave his chest a vicious workout. And since he didn’t do fear well, he reacted before he could put a clamp on his mouth.

	“Kid, you stay out of that paddock and away from those horses when they’re running free. You got it?” His finger, waving in the boy’s face, should have had Max cowering. Instead, the boy took a step forward and said, “Blackie’s my friend. He wouldn’t have hurt me.”

	“But the grey would have. Not because he’s mean, but because you were in his space where you shouldn’t have been.” Clint hated seeing the sheen of tears Max blinked away. “Dammit all to hell!” Spinning on his heel, he started to head for the barn and stopped. He hesitated and then figured he might as well take his prick-ness all the way. “Annie-girl, there’s a lot more men working the place than the old days. Dress appropriately or there’ll be gawkers getting fired, and it’ll be your fault.”

	He watched her mouth fall open. Shock darkened her narrowed blue eyes and anger sparked off of her like lightening off a live wire. Shit! Now he was in for it. Not normally affected by anyone else’s discomfort, the steel nuggets in his shoulders created an ache he didn’t like at all. Time to git while he still could. “I’ve got work to do.”

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	“I hate my father. I’m glad you never married him. C'est un sale con! ”

	“Max! Do you know what they do to little boys who swear in Texas? They wash their mouths out with soap!”

	“I don’t care. C'est vraiment un sale con! ”

	“He’s not an asshole. Well, maybe a little, but you frightened him—and me. Why did you do something so crazy? You know better.”

	Max hung his head and leaned against her side. “I couldn’t help myself, Maman. Blackie called to me. I heard him inviting me to come and visit. Really I did.”

	Anne hunched down to Max’s height and stared at him. All she saw was the truth. Somehow the horse had called to her son. They’d recognized his ability with the beasts last year, when he’d settled a fractious pony who’d bucked off a little girl and bolted to the far end of the pasture at their Bordeaux riding school. Max had charged after it, and by the time the others had gotten to them, the distressed animal had been calmed by Max’s voice and his soothing hands.

	Her son had no fear of horses at all. Quite the opposite. He carried on conversations with them as if they spoke to him. On the one hand, it was quite exhilarating. On the other— it could be disturbing. Maybe Max trusted the unpredictable creatures, but she did not. Not unless they were broken to bridle, trained and well-behaved. Even then, she had a healthy respect for their differences. Like people, every horse had its own personality and couldn’t be taken for granted.

	When Max pulled on her hands, she crouched down in front of him. Max, his eyes confused and worried, sifted his fingers through the short hair over her ears. This was his way of telling her that he had something on his mind.

	“What is it, Max?”

	“I don’t suppose you’re ready to go back to Grandpère yet? How long will we have to stay here?”

	Oh no! Her heart took quite a beating when she heard those words. Physically, she felt sick to her stomach. No mother wanted her child to be unhappy, and she could see Max struggling with his misery. The father he only just learned about didn’t seem to like him. For a child of eight; it must be heartbreaking.

	“Let me tell him you’re his son, Max. It’ll be different then.”

	With the lower lip protruding somewhat, her little man squared his shoulders and shook his head… no hesitation whatsoever.

	“Maman, you promised. I don’t want to be his boy if he doesn’t like me.”

	“Max, you’re so wrong. Just because he got angry doesn’t mean anything. I yell at you sometimes and you know I love you. It’s when you scare the dickens out of me that I raise my voice, right? It’s purely a reaction of fear. That’s what happened with Clint.”

	Max’s expression brightened. “You think he was worried about me?”

	“Sure, I know it. Look, son. Debbie, Clint’s daughter, will be home from camp in a little while, and you’ll have someone to play with who knows the rules. She can show you around and answer all the questions you have. It’ll be a lot more fun.”

	“Maman, is Debbie my sister?”

	Shock ran through Anne when she heard the question. Somehow it had never dawned on her that Max would think Debbie and he were related by blood. “Well, kind of. More like a half brother and sister. But remember, she won’t know that unless you tell her so.”

	“I know. Have you told Rose yet? She was really nice to me last night, so I wondered if she knew.”

	“Not yet. If I tell her, she’ll want us to share the news with Clint, and I’ve promised to give you time. Let’s leave it a couple more days and see what happens.”

	Before Max could answer, they spotted a minivan driving through the tall gates, approaching along the quarter-mile driveway and stopping at the back entrance. They beat Rose to the car but not by much.

	The driver’s door opened revealing a lovely woman a few years older than Anne, who appeared to be a typical rancher’s wife and a boy heavier than Max, who bounced from the passenger seat to join her. Anne noticed a small face peering out of the back window, and she waited for the door to open.

	It didn’t. Not until Rose bypassed the other two with a friendly hello and pulled open the door herself. Then a little girl, frail looking and obviously shy, lurched from the car and wrapped her arms around Rose’s stomach as if she’d never let go again. “Grams! I’m finally home.”

	The stranger approached Anne with a smile and an extended hand. “Howdy. I’m Mary Gault. We live over yonder, about quarter mile further up the road in the foreman’s house. My husband, Jeff, works for the Walshes. Donny and I took Debbie with us to the kids’ camp for the last two weeks. Gotta say, as much as I loved playing counselor to those rambunctious horrors, I’m plum tuckered out.”

	Anne loved the twang of the woman’s voice and her Texas slang. Smiling, she said, “Hello. I’m Anne Pichette, and this is my son Max. We arrived from Paris yesterday for a holiday with Rose and Clint.”

	Rose, still carrying the clinging child, passed the rest and spoke over her shoulder. “Y’all come in out of the heat. I’ve made lemonade, cookies and biscuits for anyone who wants some.”

	Everyone traipsed into the kitchen. Once there, Anne led Rose, with Debbie still in her arms, to her rocker. “Sit down, Rose!” She did so with the girl in her arms. “You must be Debbie,” Anne said. Gently, she stroked the child’s flyaway curls from where they stuck to her forehead.

	Max hovered near the chair, obviously waiting to be introduced to his new almost-sister. Anne gladly satisfied him. “Debbie, honey, I’m Anne, and this is my son Max. We’re staying with you and your daddy and Grams for a while, so we’ll get to spend a lot of time together.”

	Debbie’s low voice and strained hello satisfied Anne for now. She quickly joined Mary Gault, who had taken it upon herself to organize the tray that Rose had gotten ready. From the corner of her eye, she saw Max coax a smile from the little girl, and her heart lightened considerably. Maybe he wouldn’t be in such a hurry to leave if he had a friend to play with.

	Donny, who looked to be at least a year older than Max, a stocky boy with a blond crew-cut and baggy shorts, took the plate his mother passed him. When she motioned towards the rocker, he went over and offered it to Rose and Max. Debbie refused to even look his way. Instead, she hid her face in her grandmother’s neck and stayed that way until the visitors left.

	Humm…! Something wasn’t right there. Not at all. 

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	That night after supper, Anne decided they needed to break the ice with Debbie. She’d finally been coaxed from her gram’s arms to sit in her own place at the table. The child had picked at her food and barely ate a thing. When her father arrived, she seemed delighted and beamed when he ruffled her hair and winked at her in a special way some fathers had. “Hi, Daddy.”

	“Hi, princess. Did you have a good time at camp with the other kids?”

	“Y-yes. Well, kinda. I didn’t like playing all the games they set up for us. So sometimes I stayed behind with Mr. David, the gardener. He was nice to me.”

	“What kind of games didn’t you like?” Clint’s voice had risen, but he’d caught himself after the quick, “be careful,” look that Anne used to send him a message. “Weren’t they fun?” His tone eased, and Debbie’s eyes rose to see if he looked angry. Satisfied that he wasn’t, she answered. “It’s the water sports. I don’t like being in the water.”

	“Is that why you never want to go into the pool?” His question demanded she answer.

	First she looked at her grams for help and when she saw that Rose also waited to hear her reply, she admitted. “It’s too deep. I’m scared.” Her pronouncement hung in the air, and everyone held their breath.

	Anne broke the uncomfortable silence. “I was the same way when I was your age, Debbie. It took me a long time and lots of help to get over being frightened of the water. My father gave me swimming lessons, and that helped some. But it was because he stayed close to me, until he saw I could swim, that made the biggest difference. After that I lost my fear. ‘Cause then I knew what to do.”

	Max, being the trooper he was, pitched in. “Me too. My maman had to stay with me for a long time before I was okay by myself.”

	Debbie flashed a smile in his direction. “Can you swim now, Max?”

	Honest to a fault, Max admitted his secret in a strained voice. “Not so good without my water wings. I brought them with me. We can both use them if you want. Then your papa can teach you what to do.”

	Rose cut in and beamed at Clint. “What a great idea. The evenings are the best time, since it’s when house shades the pool. How about tomorrow night we have a pool party with a barbecue, and the whole shebang?”

	Anne lowered her head so she wouldn’t see Clint’s reaction. His life had been deviously planned. Unless he wanted to distress the two people he cared about the most, he had very little option.

	***

	Later, seeing that Rose looked exhausted, Anne offered to read bedtime stories to Debbie and Max together. When they entered Debbie’s pretty pink bedroom, Max looked around with a sneer. “It sure is pink in here.”

	“I know. My gram loves pink.”

	“Not me!”

	“Me neither. But I don’t want to tell her and make her sad.”

	Awww!! Now that stroked Anne right in the mushy place that got affected whenever anything perfect happened. Could there be anything more perfect than seeing the love a child had for her grandmother? Not in Anne’s world. Seemed Max felt the same.

	He smiled his special, dimple forming grin which he saved for only the people he loved and asked, “If you could change your room, what color would you choose?”

	Debbie looked at him shyly. “I like blue.”

	“Me, too. Blue’s my favorite color.”

	Debbie added, her voice wistful. “My pa has blue eyes. So do you and your mama. And grams. I’m the only one in the family with ordinary brown eyes. I wish mine were like yours.”

	Anne leaned over and kissed the little girl’s cheek. “Chérie, you don’t have brown eyes. You have chestnut beauties that sparkle and shine like honey when you’re happy. They’ll never be ordinary. When you’re older, the boys will be falling all over themselves to get you to look their way.”

	“Maman, that’s gross.” Max crossed his arms and made a goofy face.

	Anne saw her ploy had worked when interest lit Debbie’s face and her grin widened. “Okay, let’s read. You each get one choice for a story. Girls first.”

	“No, Max should be first ‘cause he’s a guest.”

	“Yeah, Maman, I’m a guest”. He winked at Anne and she knew the thought of him getting the first choice tickled him to the extreme.

	After a lot of high jinx, with the kids enjoying the funny, interactive book Anne had bought as a surprise at the airport for Debbie, she settled them down with hugs and kisses and decided to turn in, too. She was still trying to acclimate herself, and tonight she’d thought to take a sleeping pill and force sleep… rather than being awake half the night and dragging her butt around all day.

	Just then, Rose stopped by the doorway to collect hugs and kisses from both the kids. “I’m off, Annie. Clint is still in his office working on his accounts and will probably be there half the night. That man works like a dog and won’t listen to a word I say about him hiring help; especially for the chores he hates—like doing the books.”

	“Do you think he’d like some help? I managed all my own bookkeeping for the shop in Paris. Even took a course to be more efficient.”

	“Try him and see. Can’t hurt.” Anne gave Rose a goodnight hug, the same as they’d always shared when Anne had lived here as a teen. She noticed that Rose seemed more frail, compared to when she’d visited in Paris. Sadness descended and she had to fight it off before going to tackle the stubborn rancher.

	Sure enough, he was surrounded by files everywhere, even stacked on the floor. Papers were strewn in piles on every corner of his desk and the table behind. His computer, one that should have been retired years ago and replaced with a new model, seemed to be the focus of his anger.

	She stood in the open doorway and watched him plunge his fingers through his messy hair and grip hard. “Having trouble?”

	“You got a gun handy? I’m thinking I want to commit computercide and to hell with the consequences.”

	Laughing, she moved closer. “You can’t blame the tools, especially when they should have been put down a long time ago.”

	Zeroing in on her enjoyment, he leaned back in his office chair. “So, what do you know about computers?”

	“I know yours is outdated and the program you’re using is much more difficult than what you need. I took classes when I opened up my own business. Best thing I ever did for myself. By knowing what to do and how to do it properly, it made all that accounting a whole lot easier.”

	“Well sugar, pull up a chair, sit yer pretty self down here next to me and spill the beans.”

	“Clint, what if I take over these chores for you while I’m here? I can organize the files and bring your accounts up to date. Then I’ll show you what I’ve done so you’ll be able to do it yourself when we go back home.”

	Clint’s eyes narrowed and a frown wrinkled the smooth skin on his forehead. “You’re planning to leave?”

	“I haven’t moved here, Clint. I only promised Rose I’d stay with her until the end and help Debbie deal with her passing. After that, I have a life and a business I need to get back to in Paris.”

	He leaned forward, his hands clasped between his knees. He rubbed them together and stared at them as if they held the secrets to the world. Finally, he glanced up and asked. “You have a man waiting for you in Paris?”

	She nodded. “Uh huh.”

	“Someone special?”

	“Very special. I’ve known him all my life.”

	“Then why haven’t you married him if he’s so gol darn important to you?”

	“It’s against the law—at least where I come from.” She broke into giggles. “I was talking about my father.”

	“You’re not funny, you know that?” But he laughed, too, and she wondered if she'd actually heard relief, or had only imagined she’d heard it.

	He waved his hand over the desk and grimaced. “You serious about taking on this mess?”

	“Of course. I’ll need your help from time to time, and an updated computer; but once I have the new programs set up, I promise it’ll be a lot simpler for you.”

	“Hell, Annie-girl! You might be cute as a possum, but sure’nuff, I’ll fess up; you also have brains. That makes you worth a saddlebag full of gold nuggets in my book.” He played up the southern slang, and Annie loved hearing him as he reverted to his earlier role as a younger man. “You buy whatever you need for office equipment and just put it on my tab. I’ll give you my credit card, so you won’t be out of pocket.”

	The twinkle in his eyes teased away her normal reserve. “You trust me with your credit card?”

	He leaned forward, put a hand on each side of her face and looked deep into her eyes. “I’m beginning to think I’ll be trustin’ you with a hell of a lot more than that.”

	To say she melted would've been the understatement of the century. Like a pool of liquefied butter, she slid closer to the edge of her chair and prayed he’d take her up on her blatant invitation.

	His lips approached hers slowly, taking his time, waiting, hesitating, until finally, he dropped a light kiss on them and pushed away. Clearing his throat, his tone gruff, he stood. “It’s time to turn in.”

	Not realizing his intention, she stood at the same time, and their bodies brushed against one another. Touching seemed to be the spark that lit the fuse.

	He moved to put his arms around her body.

	She moved to be inside his circle.

	He kissed her, drawing her very soul from the place it had stayed hidden for almost nine long years.

	She kissed him back, begging him to remember their magic. Ecstasy reigned until he threw her away from him and stalked from the room, slamming the door. Then she sunk to her knees and cried.

	 


Chapter Fifteen 

	 

	All the next day, Clint fought the recollections clawing at his memory. Those wonderful times he’d had with Annie while he’d played at being big brother to a girl who’d dazzled him with her gentle kindness and her loving nature.

	Too bad he’d been warned she was a kid. His ole’ man had given him the “keep your rotten hands to yourself” lecture, and he’d listened; even if there were times he’d wished there’d been no restrictions. But he’d respected his parents, and her, too much to take advantage. He’d known she had a crush on him back then. What man worth his salt couldn’t figure out that when a girl lit up like a neon bulb, every time he came near, she might be interested?

	Now she was back and the chick had the same power over him. He didn’t like it one little bit. After all, he’d been through the mill with one rotten wife. And though he knew without a doubt Annie could never be like Cathy: Why take any chances? Why hand that kind of power to someone else who could rip his life apart?

	Forget it! When he needed a woman, there were plenty in town willing to service him for a night or two. They knew he’d give them the kind of lovin’ that was hard to get from other pursuers out there on the prowl.

	Wipe it outta your mind! It ain’t gonna happen!

	And her kid—something about the boy tugged at a place inside him that he didn’t want opened. Better to keep him at arm’s length—not let him get attached. Not that he was an easy man to like, Clint knew. Thing is, he worked at it. Better to keep people away than go through all that hassle of having to pull yourself out of the stinking pit of pain he’d lived in before. Shudders attacked and left him jumpy. Too friggin’ hard!

	Just thinking about letting anyone get close to him again made him bristle. So, he’d play the good host. Accept Annie’s help with the house chores and his bookwork. Let her love his daughter and bring peace to his dyin’ mother. And then, first chance he got, he’d wave goodbye to her and the boy. If only he could shut off the niggling voice that was pissing him off.

	Sure, you will! 

	That one!

	***

	Towards evening, the kids ran to meet Clint as he returned to the house for supper. Max stopped about a foot away from him, but Debbie kept coming and reached for his hand. A surprising move, and one guaranteed to bring him to a stop and have him kneeling. He smelled the coconut scent of her suntan lotion and couldn’t stop himself from tugging playfully at her ponytail. “Hey, sweet girl. Did you have fun today?”

	“Uh huh!” She nodded enthusiastically and it lightened his heart to see her so full of spirit. “’Cept we’re all waiting for you by the pool. Grams said we couldn’t eat until you grilled the hamburgers.”

	Dagnabbit! He’d forgotten about the plans he’d agreed to yesterday in a moment of nostalgia. “I’m sorry, Deb, I have a lot of work…”

	Max cleared his throat and caught Clint’s attention. The kid had a stormy frown on his face. If eyes could talk; his were warning Clint that he was about to make a big mistake.

	Acting like such an ass in front of his mother, his daughter and his guests wouldn’t have happened when Clint was younger.

	Thing is—it was you who agreed. His courteous, Clint-conscience piped up, reminding him of what he wanted to forget.

	“No, you’re right. I promised, didn’t I?”

	When he saw Debbie furiously blinking away her tears; he felt like the lowest, pond-scum-sucking dog in history. Max wouldn’t look at him. He’d turned away, but Clint saw that his small shoulders had relaxed.

	“Give me five minutes to change, and I’ll come out and cook you the best dang hamburgers you’ve ever tasted. Hold it!” He waited for the kids to stop running back to the pool area and turn to see what his command was all about.

	“First you have to promise me that you’ll eat one if I cook them.”

	“I will.” Max stuck out his little-boy chest.

	Debbie looked at him, saw his bragging stance, and dammed if she didn’t copy the boy. “Me too!”

	A little later, when Clint approached the pool, Annie walked out from the kitchen with a plate of corn-on-the-cob. He almost sunk to his knees in supplication. How could one dainty woman pack such a body under her clothes? Endowed with breasts that made his tongue swell; this sleek female was everything a guy could desire. He stared and couldn’t force his eyes away. Her tiny waist and proportioned hips were enough to satisfy any love-starved man. And then she turned. Her ass had always looked good in tight pants but in a tiny bikini; she became a woman who could have him crawling through broken glass, just to get his hands on those plump cheeks.

	Now how the hell was he supposed to fight this attraction? “God—not fair!”

	“Did you say something, Clint?” She stopped sashaying over to the table and turned his way.

	“Nope, just wondered if you were cold.”

	Her light laughter caught him in his solar plexus, and he forced his body not to bow from the effect. “Not when it’s ninety-seven in the shade.”

	Was that a knowing gleam in her eyes? Better not be! “Time to get in the pool, kids.” Before he embarrassed himself in front of everyone he cared about, he waved the kids over to the stairs. “Let’s go swimming.”

	“Yeah!” Max ran to the side and jumped in, obviously showing off.

	“Carry me, Daddy.”

	“Okay, princess.” He picked her up and liked the feel of her arms around his neck.

	At first, Debbie wouldn’t leave his protection. And as cool as it was to have her clinging to him, like she had as a toddler, he knew she had to try her wings. And he didn’t mean her water wings.

	“Sweetheart, let Daddy put you on the stairs and take your hands. Then you jump forward and I’ll pull you while you paddle with your feet. Okay?”

	“I can’t.” He voice threatened tears while she shook her head back and forth. She clung to him tighter, her body trembling.

	Before he could say anything, Max moved to the step next to them, and in a very serious manner, he said, “It’s kinda scary at first. Look I’ll show you what you need to do. Then it won’t be so bad. Okay?”

	First Debbie looked at Max and then at Clint. Her voice sounded weepy, but her answer had them all breathing again. “O-kay.”

	Max took his position and waited. Reaching for those little-boy hands put an unexpected lump in Clint’s throat that almost choked off his airways. Realizing that he was keeping the boy in suspense, he looked up and saw the embarrassment that the kid was too young to cover up. What the hell was he doing? Quickly, he took the hands that had begun to fall. Then he grinned into the boy’s startled face. “Come on, Max. Let’s show our little porpoise how it’s done.”

	Clint could see that Max played it up for Debbie a lot more than he needed to. In fact, he suspected that the boy could take off the plastic blow-ups and perform like the goldfish in his office tank.

	Once they did their routine, Clint let Max go and swung to Debbie. “See? Did it look scary?”

	“No-o! Do I have to do the same as Max?”

	“Sure, honey. Just kick your feet. For today’s lesson, that’s all we need to accomplish. Are you game?”

	She looked at Max first and he nodded and passed over his water wings. Then he helped her put them on. During this time, he refrained from coaxing. Smart kid! Then Debbie looked at Clint as if she was still debating on whether she trusted him or not.

	Annie had come to sit on the edge of the pool to watch their lesson. Next, Debbie checked Annie’s reaction. The shrewd woman just smiled encouragingly but said nothing. It was totally Debbie’s choice.

	Slowly her hands came up. She held them out towards Clint. The celebration going on inside his chest never got released, but he experienced such an imaginary high-five that he was sure the smile he couldn’t suppress said it all.

	Carefully, he took her hands and very slowly, began to pull her through the water. “Kick your feet, baby, that’s right.”

	If the truth were known, he’d never seen two small legs pumping so hard, and it made him prouder than he had any right to be.

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	After working most of the afternoon in the kitchen, preparing her delicious hamburgers, and her specialty mango tarts as a dessert; Anne couldn’t wait to have a dip in the pool. But first, she arranged all the food for the cookout in the outdoor kitchen area so Clint would have everything on hand when he came down.

	The kids were waiting for him to show, but she wanted to get into the water first. Last thing to carry out was the corn-on-the-cob. Too late! He’d seen her.

	In Europe, they had a much different attitude toward nudity than they did in the States, something she’d forgotten when she’d packed her swimsuits. Both were very revealing. But she had no choice. Wear the less skimpy of the two or forgo the pleasure of a swim.

	Ooh la la! Clint as a younger man had melted Anne’s insides more than once, but as a grown man, filled out with all the muscles that a hard worker had earned; Anne could have sat down and bawled her disappointment. After all, he’d never be hers, and she wanted him so much she had to clench her teeth to hold back the whimpers.

	She waited until Clint had the two kids in the water with him, and then she sat on the edge of the pool. It wasn’t hard to see that Max still wore a chip on his shoulder over Clint’s earlier behavior at the paddock. Sometimes, her boy was overly sensitive. After all, he’d grown up with two attentive adults and expected everyone to treat him with the respect he was used to.

	Since André was the most predominant male figure in his small world, he’d imitated many of his habits. In some ways, it had stifled his innocent childishness and made him much more sophisticated than his peers. On the other hand, he had a wonderful sense of humor, and a fearless nature when it came to doing something he loved.

	Anne noticed the quiet in the pool and watched to see how the big, strong, ranch-owner, who employed at least twenty hands, and ran a huge spread with hundreds of horses, cows and other animals, was holding out against two small children. Not so good!

	That is until he took his son’s hands in his own to show Debbie how to kick her feet and stay above the water. From then on, he did seem to be making more headway. Debbie watched their every move, and the smile she couldn’t hide made Anne hopeful that the little girl would soon be the one holding her daddy’s hands.

	Clint’s laugh pulled her eyes back to the two in the water. A fist in the stomach wouldn’t have had as much impact as seeing those two males, who she thought looked so much alike, interacting to help one small sprite not to be afraid.

	Their ploy worked. Debbie took her turn and seemed to be having the time of her life. Anne understood that some of the little one’s happiness was showing off that she was as brave as Max, but the largest part was having her daddy smiling at her, pleasure lighting his face.

	The moment was emotional for Anne. Slipping into the water herself, she turned from the scene to hide her sentimental tears. That’s when she saw that Rose looked strangely lopsided in her shaded chair. Hiking herself out of the pool, she grabbed her towel and slowly approached the woman in case she’d caught her napping.

	Except… she wasn’t sleeping. Something was dreadfully wrong.

	***

	“Thank you, Doctor.” Clint walked to where Anne and the children were waiting for him in the hospital lounge.

	Anne could tell, by the lightening of his features, that things weren’t as calamitous as they’d first imagined. Rose’s collapse had terrified them all. Now, Anne just prayed they’d be able to take Clint’s mother back to the ranch with them. She knew the other woman had a goal. Stay home for as long as possible—at least until the final coma; the one she wouldn’t wake up from. Anne had promised her they would make it happen. Clasping her hands together, fingers against her lips, trying to keep her prayers from turning into screams, she waited.

	“Is Grams going to be okay?” With her arms raised, Debbie ran to Clint, reverting to being a little girl. The fear on her small features was heartbreaking.

	Max, reverting to being a little boy, slipped his hand under Anne’s arm and hugged closer to her side. He’d been very quiet since they’d arrived at the hospital. Watching Clint carry his mother to a wheelchair at the entrance and then push her to the emergency area; he’d been all eyes. Other than the boy commenting on the smell of disinfectant they encountered when reaching the ward, he’d said little else.

	Clint smiled wearily and in a soothing voice he answered, “It’s not as bad as we feared. Doc says she’s plum tuckered out from doing too much. She needs to slow down more, even sleep during the day. That kind of thing.”

	Thank you Lord! “I’m so glad. We’ll keep her tied to her chair if need be.” Anne tried to make a little joke, her relief overwhelming.
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