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Chapter One

 

"What are you doing here?" Mandy Morgan asked, dropping her too-heavy overnight case on the sun-roasted tarmac.  After a grueling forty-eight hour work stint and a five-hour flight from Philadelphia, she stood wilting under the brutal Texas sun, facing her biggest nightmare.

Beau Gentry.

She groaned inwardly, drinking Beau in with her eyes as if she hadn't had a drop of water in months.  Eight years was more like it.  If she were eight years smarter, she would be moving her aching feet as fast as she could in the opposite direction.  But all she could do was stare at eyes so bright they rivaled the blazing sun.  At lips so kissable she'd spent the better part of her adult life trying to wipe the memory clean from her mind.  

She had expected Beau would have aged some.  When she allowed herself to think about him at all, she reminded herself.  The faint lines etched in the corners of his sleepy gray-blue eyes gave a hint of maturity, but most probably caused by long days in the cruel sun. 

She fought the urge to take a closer look at his ruggedly handsome features, but failed.  How could he have gotten better looking after being abused by every bronc-busting horse on the rodeo circuit?  His angular jaw, strong and determined, was shaded with beard growth that was probably a day old, maybe more.  Mandy suspected if Beau grew a full beard, it would grow in thick and be the smooth texture of his almost black head of hair.  She forced aside past memories that gave her such knowledge with renewed irritation.  

The man didn't even have the decency to have a crooked nose.  What should have been bent and awkward from being broken a few too many times was instead long and straight, shaped perfectly between high cheek bones most women would swoon over, or kill to have themselves.  But on Beau Gentry, it was just one thousand percent robust cowboy.

Damn him.

"I'm your ride out to the Double T," Beau said, gripping the edge of his white straw cowboy hat and tipping it in a cordial gesture.

She ground the heels of her low pumps into the soft tar to contain her growing irritation.  Did he think she was an idiot?  "No way."

"'Fraid so," he said, his expression slightly askew.

"Hank didn't mention anything about you coming to get me when I spoke to him on the phone."    

"I suspect he thought you would have found some excuse not to come if you knew I was picking you up."

"He would have been right.  Why didn't one of the hands come get me?"  

Settling his hand at the base of his neck, Beau replied, "You're looking at him.  As of three weeks ago I am one of the ranch hands at the Double T."

What?!  Mandy fought the urge to keep her surprise from showing, but immediately failed.  Beau Gentry was the son of her uncle's biggest rival.  It hadn't stopped her from falling head over heels for the man on those long, lazy summers she came down to the ranch to visit her aunt and uncle.  Of course, back then, rodeo was all Beau cared about, not his father's spread.  Not her, she remembered painfully.  

He was going to go PRCA and be a world champion.  It was his dream and all he ever talked about.  He was good enough to do it, too, Mandy thought wryly.  So good, he hadn't given her a second glance when he rode out of Texas without her eight years ago on the heels of a golden sunset.

Her chuckle was almost hysterical.  "You really expect me to leave this airport with you?"

"That was the plan," he said smiling, his gray eyes seeing more of her than she wanted him to see.  He held his ground.  He had to know how difficult it was to see him after all this time.  It didn't matter that he didn't share her unrest.  He could have at least had the decency to think about her feelings.  But then he hadn't thought about her feelings eight years ago when he broke her heart, so it didn't seem he was any more incline to do so now.

Beau Gentry might be clueless, but there was no way Mandy was going anywhere with him.  No way she'd spend the next two hours bouncing up and down in a hot pickup truck breathing in his scent and wrestling with memories...

Mandy twisted on her heels and surged in the opposite direction.  "Forget it," she called over her shoulder.  

There had to be a cab going somewhere.  Anywhere.  A hot, sticky bus would be a lot more inviting than spending the next few hours in inescapable close quarters with Beau.

"Mandy, what are you going to do, walk all the way to the Double T?"

"I'm sorry you were dragged out here like this, Beau.  But I'm afraid it was a waste of your time.  I...can rent a car."

Behind her, Mandy heard his heavy sigh and the sound of his boots stop short on the tarmac.  Defeat?  Regret?  She wasn't sure, but she was very sure she shouldn't care.

Since Mandy had just come off a forty-eight hour work-marathon and let her cell phone battery run down, she concentrated on finding a payphone.  

"It's been a while since you've been around.  The car rental service went belly up here two years ago.  About the closest thing you could do to get away from me right now is to take a cab to the bus depot.  And I'll just have to pick you up when you get to Steerage Rock anyway."

She stopped walking when she reached the pay phone just outside the small terminal, angling back to see where Beau was standing.  The airport was small enough not to have gates.  All passengers exited the plane on the tarmac.  She glanced past the booth to the boarded up window near the entrance to the small building that housed the air tower, the terminal and a small restaurant-a fast food diner of sorts.  The peeled paint of the weather-beaten banner didn't hide the letters of a rental car company that indeed had gone out of business.  

She blew out an exasperated breath of frustration in the already hot Texas heat.  She wasn't ready to give up.  Right now, a bus looked as if it might be a possibility, since the last orange taxi just pulled out of the parking lot with one of the passengers who'd been on the same flight she'd taken.  She remembered seeing a bus depot not far from here when Uncle Hank used to pick her up.  It wouldn't take her all the way to the Double T, but close enough not to put Uncle Hank or Aunt Corrine out when she called and asked for a ride.

She was being ridiculous.  Part of her knew that, accept her behavior as being childish.  But part of her rationalized it as necessary.  She knew all too well the dangers of being with Beau Gentry.  It had taken Mandy too long to get over him and she wasn't about to let anything allow the man to seep into her heart again.

"I can manage," she said resolutely.

"I suspect you could.  You seem to have done fine for yourself, judging by the fancy clothes you're wearing and that designer luggage."

With a fistful of quarters in her palm, she swung around, cradling the phone in her other hand.  Leveling him with a warning stare, she said tightly, "I don't think you're in a position to judge me after what you did."

His face showed a momentary flash of regret.  "That was a long time ago, Mandy."

She gripped the quarters in her hand, felt her pulse hammer in her wrist.  "I have a long memory."

Turning her attention back to the task at hand, Mandy decided the phone book was useless.  What was the company name on the side of that yellow cab?  It had been eight years since she'd been in Texas.  Eight years was a long time for a county to change.  Who could she possibly call if her one and only ally in Texas sent the one man she swore she'd never lay eyes on again?  

Defeated, she dropped the out of date phonebook, and chided herself for not charging her cell phone before she left for the airport.  She had most of her numbers on speed dial and couldn't even recall the number for the Double T.  It would teach her to let her cell phone battery run down again, leaving her unprepared.

"Tell me, Beau.  Why did you come here?  Someone else could have easily come for me.  Why did it have to be you?"

His gray-blue eyes lost some of their luster and grew solemn.  There was a time long ago when she thought she could stare at those eyes and be lost in them for hours.  You still could, she realized with sudden regret.  

Not a good sign.  

He adjusted his hat in that lazy way he always did.  "Because Hank asked me to.  That's why."

There was her life in a nutshell.  Beau was asked.  And Mandy wasn't.  Mandy was never asked, she was told.  And like the good girl she was raised to be, Mandy always complied.  

She thought back to the conversation she'd had with her mother just three days ago with renewed irritation. 

"I'm not asking, Mandy," Leandra Morgan had said over the phone.

I'm telling you.

Her mother didn't have to actually say the last part for Mandy to know what she was thinking.  It was a given.  It followed every request the woman ever made.  I'm not asking you to keep your tongue.  I'm not asking you to come to your cousin's party.  I'm not asking you to apologize to your father.  I'm not asking you to work for the family business...or date the son of your father's biggest client.  I'm telling you. 

Three days ago Mandy had sat in her downtown Philadelphia office on the phone with her mother, impatiently drumming her foot on the lift on her chair.  "I am knee deep in this project for Dad, Mom.  There's just no way I'm going to be able to get away.  I can't make both of you happy at the same time."

"You'll just have to find a way."  Leandra's voice came like static over the phone.  "Your uncle...isn't himself.  It's been a long time since you've visited him in Texas.  I think it would do him some good to see you again.  I think it's time you go."

A tug of emotion had squeezed her chest.  It had been years since she'd visited Uncle Hank and Aunt Corrine at the Double T.  She'd never told her mother why she'd stopped her summer visits, and thankfully, her mother had never pushed for a reason.  Mandy suspected her mother had just accepted her decision to not make her summer vacation as Mandy asserting adolescent independence, wanting to remain in Philadelphia to enjoy some summer freedom with her friends.  She'd never spoken about what happened that last summer.  Never confided of her first love.  And that was just fine with Mandy.  She didn't need to be reminded.

"I'll call Uncle Hank and explain.  I can't get away now.  He'll understand," she'd said.

"You make it happen, young lady."  I'm not asking.

A voice boomed over the outdoor loudspeaker announcing the arrival of another flight.  Mandy was immediately pulled back to the present, back to Texas, and the hot tarmac she now stood on, heels sinking into the sun-softened tar.  

"We've got a couple of hours ahead of us.  I'm going to get something cold to drink for the ride," Beau said, ambling toward the building.  Turning back, he asked, "You want something?"

Yeah, I want you to go away.  I want to forget the way you broke my heart all those years ago.  But she knew that was futile.  She'd been a fool to think she'd gotten over him.  If eight years and countless dates with very eligible men hadn't exorcised the memory of Beau Gentry from her heart and soul, nothing would.

Mandy glanced at him, defeat sitting just beneath the surface of her composure, and shook her head.

How could he act so normal?  How could he be asking her something as simple as whether she wanted a soda when the last time they'd seen each other had been such a sham?

And how dare he be so handsome after a two hour ride in a hot pickup truck?  His white tee-shirt stretched taut across his muscled shoulders.  She knew first hand just how strong those arms were when they were wrapped around her in a warm embrace.  After years of breaking every wild bronc on the circuit, they were sure to be even stronger.  

There wasn't an ounce of body fat on the man.  His jeans weren't a tight fit, even baggy in a few places where she longed to lazily roam her hand over and on a few occasions long ago had.  But on Beau, there was nothing sloppy about it.  Just high voltage sex appeal that had her rampant heart doing an acrobatic dance right there on the blazing tarmac.

And he was nonchalantly asking if she wanted a soda.

The door closed behind him as he stepped into the building and Mandy watched through the tinted window while he wandered over to the soda machine in the corner and made his selection.  He stood there, his weight shifted lazily to one hip in a never-do-care way.

She tore her gaze away from her torture.  Beau Gentry might look like a dream come true from the cover of Modern Cowboy, but she was an utter disaster after her long flight.  Suddenly aware she was still wearing yesterday's silk suit, she ran her hands down her skirt in a futile attempt to smooth out the wrinkles.  Giving up, she rummaged through her purse for a barrette and a comb.  Anything to pull together hair that had become unruly from neglect, heat and the wind.  Settling on a hairband and her fingers as a comb, she wrestled her normally-wavy-gone-curly-in-the-heat dusty blonde hair into a pony tail.  She hated that it made her look sixteen again.  But there wasn't much she could do until she could get back to the ranch and unpack her things.

As Mandy watched Beau walk out into the sunshine with two Root Beers and a bag of chips in his hand, she reasoned she wasn't as vulnerable as she had been then.  Letting the likes of Beau Gentry stomp on her heart was something she wouldn't do ever again.  She was a woman now.  She could do this.  She led corporate business meetings.  She used her innovative ideas to dazzle prospective clients into spending millions of advertising dollars with her father's firm.  She'd just purchased an elegant townhouse in one of the trendiest sections of Philadelphia.  All she had to do was pull herself together and she could handle this situation like the professional she was.

"I'm not going," she said, cursing inwardly for sounding like a spoiled child.  So much for the corporate executive touch.

Beau's lips curled into a slight grin.  He wouldn't win any points if he ticked Mandy off by laughing at the way her chin tilted up in defiance.  That hadn't changed much.  Or the flash of fire in her deep brown eyes.  They still looked as black and contrasted wildly with the natural streaks of blond in her hair.  He'd always found that appealing, adorable as all get-out.  Already his fingers itched to dig in and let the soft curls of her hair tumble in his hand.

But she had changed.  Any fool could see that Mandy Morgan had blossomed into a five star beauty while he'd been out roaming the country these last eight years.

She was still slim as she was at sixteen, but her figure had filled out in all the right places that made a man take notice.  The light rock in her hips that had taunted him when she was sixteen had matured into a graceful sway he found hypnotizing.  Although she'd chewed off most of her lipstick, he noticed she now wore a slight hint of makeup on her cheeks and eyes, giving her the more exotic look of a woman.

And she still had the power to make his head spin like a lasso chasing a calf.  He longed to see her smile again, hear her laugh bubble up from her soul.  But given the way things ended between them, and the way she stood before him now with her arms knotted tightly in front of her chest, her jaw set, he knew she wouldn't crack a smile just to spite him.

Lord only knew why Hank insisted he be the one to pick her up at the airport.

"Did you hear me?" she finally said when he didn't answer her.

"Yeah, I did."

Her dark eyes widened slightly.  "Oh.  Good."

Beau reached down and picked up her leather garment bag, watching as her bewildered eyes followed his movement.

"It doesn't change anything though.  Hank asked me to pick you up at the airport and bring you home, and that's what I'm doing if I have to toss you over my shoulder and drop you in the pickup."

Mandy gasped.  "You wouldn't dare!"

"Wanna try me?"  He couldn't help but smile.  She just looked too darlin' getting all hot and flustered.  She had to know he wouldn't give up.  Not just because she was virtually stuck, and knew it, but because she knew he would never refuse Hank's request.

She sighed and closed her eyes.  "You touch me and I'll..."

"What?"

"I'll..."

"Afraid of what you'll do?"  His smile widened just thinking.  "Or are you afraid of how you'll feel in my arms again?"

A veil of pain hooded her delicate features.  She wasn't just defeated, he realized.  She still hurt after all these years.  Guilt stabbed at his gut just thinking of how she was going to feel when she finally reached the Double T and she learned the real reason she was called back to Texas.

Somehow, on those long drives from rodeo to rodeo these past eight years Beau had fantasized about Mandy forgiving him one day for what he'd done.  Maybe even understanding why he'd had to do it.  As the years went on, he figured she'd have forgotten all about what the two of them had shared that summer, and moved on with her life.  He didn't want to think of her finding comfort with another man, forgetting the way she used to melt like butter in his arms, the way they breathlessly clung to each other to steal just one more kiss before turning in each night.  But it would have been easier for her if she had.

Looking in her haunted eyes now, Beau realized that was truly a fantasy.  Her pain was still as raw as the day he'd left her eight years ago.  

He gripped the bag of chips he'd just bought from the vending machine so hard it popped.  

"Look, we have a long ride ahead of us.  If you want, you can blast the radio with any station you want and pretend someone else is driving."

"You'll just start whistling to remind me you're there," she said, staring at the ground.  

She remembered.  Every trip to the local rodeos he'd been pent up with anticipation.  She liked to listen to the radio in the truck and when he was nervous, he'd whistle and it annoyed the tar out of her.  But she teased him anyway, telling him if he was going to whistle, he could at least do it in key.  

Having her remember that one small detail gave him a slice of hope.  No, they'd never be able to pick up where they'd left off eight years ago.  That part of his life was dead and buried.  But maybe he'd have a chance to repair the damage he'd done.  Maybe they could be friends.

Mandy threw her purse over her shoulder and headed toward the parking lot, leaving him to deal with her luggage.  His eyes were drawn again to the graceful sway of her slender hips and the memory of her silky soft lips against his.

Being friends with Mandy as a consolation prize to having her in his arms did nothing to dispel the loneliness he suddenly felt in seeing her again after all these years.  But it would have to do.

 

# # #

 


Chapter Two

 

Beau carefully settled Mandy's suitcase in the back of the pickup, being mindful to cover it with a thick tarp to protect it from the hot sun.  Mandy hadn't waited for him to extend his Texas charm by opening the door for her.  Instead, she climbed into the cab herself, and practically slammed the door in his face.  

He supposed he deserved that.  She wasn't happy having been forced into this position any more than he was.

Hank had asked him to pick Mandy up at the airport this morning.  These past three weeks Beau had been at the Double T, Hank had made no mention of Mandy at all except to say that she was doing well.  And he had only offered that little tidbit of information when Beau's curiosity had won out and he finally asked Hank directly about her.  

Hank had to have known Mandy was on his mind.  It was no secret to anyone that he and Mandy were an inseparable pair that summer they were together.  But Hank never uttered a word, even a month ago when he called Beau asking for help. 

After all the things Hank Promise had done for Beau, Hank had only ever asked two favors of him.  It wasn't the most opportune time for him to drop everything.  Lined up ahead of him were some of the best rodeos of the year.  He'd been in top form all season and he knew this year he had a shot at winning the World Championship.  He'd won other championships before, competed against the world's best, but never managed to win the title for himself.  This year was his year.  He was sure of it.

But then Hank had tracked him down while he was on the road.  His old friend would never had made such a request if it wasn't exceedingly important.  Beau owed all he knew about rodeo to Hank Promise.  In many ways, Hank had formed him into a man far more than his old man had, much to Beau's dismay.  Maybe if Mike Gentry's vendetta against Hank buying the Double T hadn't been so strong, Beau wouldn't have been so drawn to it in the first place.

But regardless, here he was eight years after walking out of his father's home, after walking out of Mandy's life in search of world fame and fortune on the rodeo circuit.  It had torn him apart to leave her behind, but in an ironic twist of fate, he'd come full circle.  He was back in Texas, back at the Double T with Mandy Morgan by his side.

Only this time, instead of loving him with all her heart and soul, she despised him.

Jamming the key into the ignition, Beau gunned the engine.  Mandy was sitting so far on the other end of the wide bench seat her hip was pressed against the door.  He turned on the radio to hide his disappointed sigh as he pulled out of the airport parking lot.

Was this what it was going to be like?  With him living in the bunkhouse, working at the Double T, and Mandy living in the house, they were going to run into each other.  And if Hank was serious about his plans, they'd be running into each other a great deal. 

They'd only gone a few miles on the interstate when Mandy leaned forward and switched off the radio.  Beau took his eyes off the road only long enough to glance at her and see that she was staring at him.  Questions shadowed her deep brown eyes, making her appear almost lost.

"Why did you really come back, Beau?" she asked softly.

"I told you.  Hank asked me to."

"That's it?"

He nodded, making sure his right hand was firmly on the steering wheel while his left was lazily draped along the open window.

"And you just said yes?  Just like that.  You just dropped everything and decided to come running back to Steerage Rock after years of staying away?"

Beau heard the unspoken question, even if she didn't say it aloud.  Was the reason you hadn't come back in eight years to avoid seeing me?  That was a little harder to answer than the rest.  He hadn't come back to Steerage Rock for a lot of reasons.  Partly because he didn't want to keep hashing out why he wasn't settling down and working the Silverado Cattle Company with his father.  Mike Gentry never understood anyone else's goals but his own.  There wasn't a way in the world his old man would ever understand why he couldn't work alongside him at the ranch.

Beau had reconciled himself to that long ago.  He'd tried to be what his father wanted.  He'd learned all about ranching with the intent of one day taking over the family spread with his three brothers.  But it had never been his dream.  

Beau had the fever for rodeo even before that first time he'd ridden over the pasture trying to steal a peek at the Double T when he was ten years old, just to see what his dad was fussing and fuming about.  He'd never understood his father's vendetta against Hank Promise, but he understood the fever for riding a wild bronc.  And with Hank's help, he'd become one of the best bronc bareback riders on the circuit.

"Yeah, Mandy, Hank said he needed me and I left everything behind.  I owe him a lot."

Shaking her head, she stared out the window, averting her gaze.  She had her elbow pressed against the door and her fist tucked under her chin.  Every so often, a gust of wind whipped wayward strands of hair that had fallen from her ponytail around her face and she'd briskly push them away.

Silence dragged on for a few minutes and Beau contemplated turning the radio on again to drown out his hammering heart and the vacant sound of tires eating up the miles of road ahead.  Then Mandy spoke again.

"I can't imagine why my uncle would forgive you for what you did.  I told him, you know.  Right after you left, I told him the real reason you'd been hanging around the Double T.  You must have done some smooth talking to get back into his good graces."

"Hank doesn't harbor any bad feelings for what's happened over the years."

She snapped her gaze at him.  "What makes you so sure?"

"Mandy, it was no secret my father lived and breathed to make Hank's life miserable.  It wasn't going to happen, of course, because Hank's not that kind of man.  Dad had never gotten over the fact that Hank outbid him for the Double T all those years ago.  He's always wanted that spread as his own and Hank knew it."

"Uncle Hank bought the Double T fair and square."

"I know that and you know that.  If my father wasn't so stubborn, he'd probably see that, too.  But after all these years, I doubt that will ever happen.  It would have been a lot better if ol' man Barrows hadn't promised he'd sell the land to dad before he died.  Once the family and lawyers got hold of the estate, none of that mattered."

"Then why did Hank ask you to come back when he knows..."

"Despite what you think, I'm not the enemy.  If it's good enough for Hank, why can't it be good enough for you?"

A cold cloud swiftly covered her features.  "You know it's different," she answered quietly.

He glanced back at the vacant roadway ahead.  "Yeah, maybe you're right.  Why didn't you ever come back?"

"How do you know I didn't?"

"I've been at the Double T for three weeks now.  Cowboys may not say much, but when they do, they're direct.  You remember Mitch?  He started working as a hand the last summer you visited the ranch."

"Vaguely.  Lanky kid with freckles?"

Beau couldn't help but laugh.  "Well, I wouldn't exactly call him lanky, but he remembers you quite fondly and mentioned you hadn't been back.  How come?"

"What do you want this time?" she asked, ignoring his question.

It was his turned to be confused.  "What do you mean?"

"You must want something if you're giving up everything you love, everything you've worked so hard for, just to come back to Steerage Rock to work as a cowpoke for my uncle.  Come on now, Beau.  You have a shot at World Champion this year.  It had to be something big."

His lips curled into a slow grin, earning him a bigger scowl from Mandy.  "You keeping tabs on me?"

"Never mind.  Forget I asked."

He should, Beau thought.  It wasn't a good idea to be flattered she'd gone to lengths to find out how he'd been doing.  And it wasn't his place to reveal to her the real reason he'd come home from the circuit.  Even if it was only for a short time.  But something deep inside told him he'd be repeating the mistakes of the past if he didn't at least warn her.  He'd kept his mouth shut eight years ago because it had been the right thing to do.  This was different.  This time they were talking about Hank's life.

"What made you come back after all this time?" he asked, figuring if there was even the slightest chance she knew something, he could unload the rest.  After all, she'd come running, too.

"Mom said uncle Hank hasn't been himself.  It's been a while since I've come out for a visit.  She thought it would help lift his spirits some.  Although I can't imagine how."

"I think she's right."

Mandy stared at him for a long moment, much like she used to do years ago when she was deciding whether to tell him a secret or keep it to herself.  Back then, she'd always end up climbing right across the cab, turning his head and kissing him right while he was driving.  He'd end up swerving across the road recklessly until his heart stopped pounding and she settled next to him in the middle of the seat.  

His heart pumped furiously now just with the memory, and he felt himself grow hard.  Those were foolishly wild times for them when all he cared about was having Mandy Morgan in his arms as he rode from one local rodeo to the next.  Recklessly passionate times they'd shared.

But this time, she wasn't climbing across the seat to saddle up next to him.  This time Mandy just stared with suspicion flooding her expression.  Her voice was grave as she spoke.  "What aren't you telling me, Beau Gentry?"

He hesitated.  In a few hours, she was going to hear the truth anyway.  What did it matter if he was the one to tell her?  The least he could do was warn her.  Give her time to come to grips before she saw her uncle.

"It's Hank's heart," he said quickly.

The small gasp that escaped her lips had his chest constricting.  He longed to reach across the seat and touch her.  To give her an ounce of comfort for the fear she must be feeling.  But he knew comfort from him was probably the last thing she'd accept.

"Hank's always been healthy as a horse."

"I know."

"H-how bad?"

He swallowed as he glanced at her.  Her eyes had filled with moisture, but her tears remained unshed.  "He needs surgery very soon or he won't make it."

"Oh, God."  She buried her face in her hands.  "Why didn't anyone tell me?  Why didn't Uncle Hank or Aunt Corrine...or my mother tell me?"

"Does it matter?  You know now."

"When is he going in for surgery?"

"That's just it, he's not."

"What?  You just said he needed surgery or he'll...die."

"I suspect that may be why your mother urged you to come for a visit.  To talk some sense into him.  He has this foolish idea that he'll go when the Good Lord says it's his time.  He wants nothing to do with bypass."

"But that's ridiculous.  People have bypass surgery all the time and live normal, healthy lives for years afterwards.  Why would he risk his life this way?"

"I'm not sure, but no matter what anyone tries to tell him, he insists he's not going under the knife.  Maybe he'll listen to you."

Determination flared up in her tear-filled eyes.  "You'd better believe he will.  I can't believe he's being this foolish."

"I'll probably get my hide chewed out when we get back to the Double T for me telling you like this, but at least it won't be a shock when you finally get there."

The sound of the truck's tires rolling down the highway filled the air between them.  Mandy stared vacantly out the window as the breeze blew the tendrils of hair framing her face about in a wild fury.

"Have you tried talking to him?" she asked quietly after a few moments had passed.  

Beau nodded.  "I tell you, he's not listening to anyone."

They rode the rest of the way in silence.  They didn't talk, they didn't listen to the radio, and Beau didn't whistle.  Oh, he was anxious as hell all right.  Just being with Mandy had him on edge, ready to jump out of his skin more than any wild bronc ever could.   

But he knew Mandy needed to be with her thoughts.  Needed time to come to grips with what she'd face before they made it back to the Double T.  Coming home had a way of doing that to you.  But then, the Double T had never really been Mandy Morgan's true home.

* * *

Mandy gazed at the long stretch of road ahead, the rolling pastures of grazing cattle, and endless fields of corn on both sides of the road.  Uncle Hank was sick.  Good Lord, he had the biggest heart of any man she knew and now his heart was failing him.  

She should have known that.  Beau Gentry shouldn't have been the one to tell her something so important.

Guilt consumed her for not staying in touch with him and Aunt Corrine more.  The last time she'd seen them was when she'd graduated from college.  They'd come up to Boston to attend her graduation from Boston University, but had only stayed on a day more before returning to Texas.  Mandy had been anxious to get on with the graduation celebration with her friends from school before she had to go back to Philadelphia and start the job at her father's advertising firm. 

She’d spoken on the phone with Aunt Corrine and Uncle Hank every few months since then.  She loved Uncle Hank like family, even though she knew he and Aunt Corrine weren't actual blood relations, but rather just close family friends.

The front gate of the Double T, named after a particularly favorite horse from the rodeo circuit called Double Trouble, came into view.  Mandy recalled the first time she'd come to Texas when she was only nine years old.  Her mother had accompanied her and stayed for a few days, although it was evident being on a cattle ranch was the last place her mother wanted to be.  Before that, Uncle Hank and Aunt Corrine would always come to Philadelphia to visit.  

Her parents thought it was time to broaden Mandy's horizon, let her know a different kind of life than the one she'd led in Philadelphia.  But she was just a kid and what did she know about horizons or cattle ranches or cities other than being with people she loved and felt safe with?  

Her mother stayed a few days that first visit and then told her she'd be spending the summer with Uncle Hank and Aunt Corrine all by herself.  Mandy had wrapped her arms around her mother's neck, refusing to let her leave Mandy behind in Texas.  But her mother told her she had to stay.  I'm not asking.  Like always, Mandy had no choice.

She'd spent every summer after that until she was sixteen.  Until Beau broke her heart and destroyed what dreams she’d dared to dream.

Mandy always knew when it was time for a visit to Texas.  Her parents would fight endlessly for weeks on end.  Dad would work long hours and snap at everyone for every little thing.  During that time her parents shared the same house, but not together in any way that mattered.  There’d always been a divide.  

But when Mandy would return from those summer vacations in Texas, she saw the positive change in their marriage.  They'd hold hands and sneak kisses in the kitchen when they thought she wasn't looking.  

As she got older and began to understand the workings of a relationship between a man and a woman, Mandy began to view her summer trips to Texas as time for her parents to rebuild whatever was breaking down in their marriage.  She stopped resenting them for sending her away and even began looking forward to her summers at the Double T.

Mandy closed her eyes and tried to squash the foreboding feeling building up inside her.  She glanced at Beau, who had surprised her by giving her some "space" during the long ride to collect herself.

He'd surprised her by asking why she hadn't returned to Texas.  He'd known and said as much at the airport.  But she hadn't answered him.  Why hadn't she?  She could have told him that she was busy going to college, making a career for herself.  It was true to a certain point.  She didn't have to tell him that the real reason was that she feared running into him again.  After all, his family did own the adjoining spread, and if she spent any time outside the Double T, there was a strong possibility she'd bump into him if he’d been home from the road.  

Or she could have simply told Beau that she'd moved on with her life just as easily as he had when he rode out of Texas without her.  Looking at him now, feeling the dull ache in her heart build with each passing second, she knew that wasn't true.  Beau would see right through any attempt to state otherwise.

Nerves brewed in her stomach as they pulled into the driveway of the Double T Ranch.  Things hadn't changed much since the last time she’d been there.  The outbuildings that had once seemed so enormous to Mandy as a child looked smaller, fragile even, and in need of some repair.  The two-story farmhouse had some peeling paint on the front porch soffits.  But other than that, it looked as inviting as it always had with its brick walkway, and hanging flower baskets lining the wrap-around porch.  The wicker rocking chairs that had once filled the front porch had been replaced by a wide porch swing and a wooden glider built for two.

Before the truck rolled to a stop in front of the main house Uncle Hank had thrown open the screen door and planted himself on the top porch step, holding his arms wide open for her.  His smile was so bright, it made her chest ache.

Mandy couldn't help herself.  With the weight of tears burning her eyes, she bolted from the cab and launched herself up the porch steps into Hank's arms.  Hank folded her into a tight embrace and kissed her forehead.

"Oh, pretty little lady, I've missed you," he said.  

"I'm sorry I haven't been to visit for a while," she started to say, but he waved her off.

"We'll have none of that.  I'm just tickled to see you now.  Come on in.  Corrine is in the studio, but she told me to get her the second you arrived."

Mandy started to turn back to the truck.  "I need to get my bags."

"I'll bring them in," Beau called out.  "Just go say your hellos."

Arm in arm they walked through the narrow hallway leading to a small addition built on the back of the farmhouse.  Aunt Corrine was an artist.  It didn't matter what kind you called her.  She created art in all shapes, sizes and mediums depending on which way the muse struck her, or what supplies were on sale at the craft store.  Uncle Hank liked to encourage her creativity, saying if digging her hands in clay or plaster was enough to keep a sophisticated woman like Corrine by his side on a small Texas ranch, it was okay by him.

"Is she still working on aluminum sculptures?" Mandy asked quietly before they reached the studio.

"Nope.  She's painting now.  Calls them oils and uses her hands instead of brushes.  Says it gives her more control.  But I tell you true, it all ends up looking like finger painting to me," he said, chuckling.

"Mandy?" Corrine screeched from inside the studio.  "Is that you already, doll?"

"It sure is," Hank said.

Aunt Corrine appeared in the doorway, wearing paint splattered smock that looked as if it may have been originally orange beneath all that paint.  Her hands were indeed covered with gobs of thick blue, green, yellow and red paint swirled together to make streaks.  When she met Mandy's gaze she smiled and furiously started wiping her hands on her already filthy smock.

"I wasn't talking about you, Hank, and you know it," Corrine said, yanking the smock off and hanging it on a hook with some others that were just as colorful.  Now void of paint splatter, she opened her arms to give Mandy a hug.  "Honey, I can't believe how much you've grown."

Mandy couldn't help but laugh.  "That's only because every time you see me you expect me to still be nine.  How are you Aunt Corrine?"

"Missing you.  Come, let me show you what I've been working on."

Over the years, Aunt Corrine's hobby had turned into more of a profession of sorts for her.  She hadn't made a whole lot of money off the sale of her work, but she did have a showing in Dallas a few years before when she'd managed to get the attention from an art dealer.     

"The last time we spoke on the phone you were just about to move into that new townhouse, and I thought you'd be needing some artwork for the walls."  

Corrine pulled out a large oil canvas behind a stack of canvases and placed it on an empty stand.  Mandy recognized the scene immediately and had to draw in a deep breath to crush the ache in her chest.

"It's beautiful, Aunt Corrine."

Her aunt smiled.  "I'm glad you like it.  I know how much you always enjoyed swimming in the pond up in the north pasture.  Now you'll have a little piece of the Double T to keep with you in Philadelphia."

She hugged her aunt and thanked her.

Hank had retreated to the other room.  She and Aunt Corrine followed the sound of his whistle to the living room where she found Hank settled in his favorite chair.  The smile that had been so bright on Hank's face was now gone and replaced by a drained expression.  His skin had turned gray and his breathing appeared labored.  Panic filled Mandy.

"Come sit and tell me about what you've been up to," he said.

She glanced at her aunt, who motioned her to go ahead.

"How's your job at the firm?"

"Fine.  But I'd rather talk about you."  She gathered up a deep breath of air to gain some strength.  "Beau tells me you're not feeling well." 

"I'm feeling just fine now that you're here."

"Don't give me that.  Beau told me all about your heart condition," Mandy said, taking the lead.  She was used to taking the lead in her job.  She knew Hank better than to think he’d give up any information without Mandy pushing for it.  The sooner they got his health and need for surgery out in the open, the sooner they could deal with it and she could convince him to have the procedure. 

"He did, did he?" 

Mandy heard Aunt Corrine's heavy sigh behind her and wondered how much they'd already argued over this very thing.

"I'm glad he told me.  It seems everyone knew but me."

"It's been too long since you've been back at the Double T.  I didn't want to worry you or spend the entire visit talking about me and my ticker," Hank admitted.  

"Fine.  Then we'll get the talking over with now and be done with it.  What are you prepared to do?"

"Nothing."

Stubborn old fool, she fumed silently.  "Then I'm sorry, Uncle Hank, but I'm not going to let it go.  As far as I'm concerned, refusing surgery that will save your life is not an option."

She heard the same familiar melody she'd heard just before she and Aunt Corrine had come into the living room drifting in the air from behind her.  Since her uncle had just been struggling for air, she realized it hadn't been him whistling that sweet tune earlier.  It had been Beau.  Beau's boot heels bouncing down the steps mixed in with the tune.  He'd probably been bringing her bags to her room.

Hank lifted his eyes and stared at Beau when he walked into the living room.  Beau stopped whistling as if he immediately knew by the atmosphere in the room that they were talking about Hank's condition.

"Come here, son.  I'd like a word with you," Hank said.  "In fact, I'd like a word with both of you." 

 

# # # 

 


Chapter Three

 

He was toast.  He’d seen that look on Hank’s face enough to know Hank was pissed.   Not that Beau cared much about getting scolded.  If he had to do it again, he still would have told Mandy the truth about Hank's heart condition.  There were too many secrets between them already.

"Oh, don't you be angry with him, Uncle Hank," Mandy said, taking Hank's hand in hers.

What the...?  She was actually defending him?  Did that mean she wasn't angry with him anymore?  He could only hope.  But she didn't sound like the same woman he'd just picked up at the airport.

Mandy had wasted no time at all confronting Hank about having the bypass surgery.  By the way the tension in Hank's face seemed to ease a bit, Beau realized she'd only said what she did to defuse Hank.  It surely wouldn't help his heart any if his blood pressure rose through the roof. 

Mandy hadn't changed much in that way.  She had a way of saying what she felt as if a spirit moved inside her, guiding her emotions and actions.  There were times she was so transparent.

Still, Hank cast a strong eye at Beau.

"I didn't see any point in keeping the truth from her," Beau said.

"She was bound to find out sooner or later, Hank," Corrine said, placing her hand on his arm. 

"I suppose," Hank conceded quietly.  "It might have come better from me, though."

"It wasn't going to be good any way I got it."  Mandy's eyes welled up with tears, and she blew out a quick breath.  "Why are you being so stubborn about this?  Beau said you could die without this surgery."

"I've got a ranch to run and as of two days ago I'm down one hand.  Take me out and that makes a whole lot of work to go around for the rest of the hands."

Mandy glanced back at Beau.  Once again, her eyes were filled with questions and suspicion.  "Is that why you asked Beau to come back?"

"If this ranch is going to run without me, I'm going to need people I can trust to work it.  For your Aunt Corrine's sake," he said softly.

Corrine bunched up her fingers and closed her eyes.  Mandy rose up straight in defiance.  No, not defiance.  It was fear.  She'd been hit with too much too soon.  He now knew he'd been right to warn her before they'd arrived at the ranch.  It gave her time to absorb some of the shock.

"You're not going anywhere, Hank Promise," Corrine sputtered, propping a fist on her hip.  "Not if I have anything to say about it.  And you know me, I have plenty to say."

"That you do.  But what happens to me, well, that's up to the good Lord, darlin'.  I just figure while he's takin' his time deciding what he wants with me, I need people around me I can trust."

"You have my support in any way you need it, Uncle Hank."

Hank smiled at that, giving his face a peacefulness Beau hadn't seen in Hank since he'd come back to the Double T.  It was almost as if Hank was corralling everyone he loved around him.  Just in time.

"I know, sweat pea."

"I'll do whatever I can to help you and Aunt Corrine until you recover from surgery."

For a brief moment the whole room stilled.  Beau had hoped seeing Mandy would have changed things for Hank, would have made him see that life was definitely worth the risk of surgery.  But the quick shake of Hank's head told Beau that nothing had changed.

"It's a waste of breath talking about bypass surgery."

"All the more reason why we should be talking about it, I'd think," Corrine shot back.

"Darlin', this old heart of mine is going to hold on for as long as it takes for me to get done what needs to get done.  After that, it's up to the Lord," Hank said.

Corrine planted her hands on her thighs and pushed herself up to a stand, abruptly leaving the room.  

The three of them stared as she retreated to her studio and quietly closed the door.  No doubt there had been more than enough talk on that subject since Hank was diagnosed.

"You may be able to get away with that kind of talk with Aunt Corrine, but I'm telling you right now, I won't hear any it, Uncle Hank."

"Just because it's unpleasant, doesn't mean what needs to be said shouldn't be said.  I need to know I can count on you."

Mandy stared at Hank for a long moment, squashing down the foreboding feeling that filled her.  Uncle Hank had always been there for her, supported her unconditionally in every way.  Even when she could never live up to her father's expectations, she knew she always had Uncle Hank's support.  He'd always been proud of whatever she achieved and didn't expect more.  It made the sting of Damien Morgan's expectations less severe.

"Of course you have my support.  Always."

He smiled his approval at her, and then glanced at Beau, who had been leaning against the doorjamb from the beginning.  She could tell by her uncle’s reaction that he was still none too pleased with Beau for spilling the beans before Hank had a chance to do it himself.

Hank stared at Beau, but he spoke to Mandy.  "I want you to learn the ins and outs of running the Double T, Mandy."

Her hand flew to her chest.  "You...you want me to work the ranch?"

"No, not actually work it.  Despite being down a man, I've got enough hands to get the work done if nothin' interferes."

Mandy understood.  Some of the hands at the Double T had been with Hank since he bought the spread twenty years ago.  If anything happened to Hank, it would happen to all of them.  They were all family.

"I want you to learn how to run it.  I need someone I can trust."

"Why me?  I don't know the first thing about ranching.  There must be a hundred cowboys within riding distance who could get the job done right--"

"But none I can trust with something so important."

She was speechless.  Run the ranch?  "All right.  You can...teach me anything you think I'll need me to know."

"Well, therein lies the problem.  I don't have the breath in me I used to.  I tire too easy.  You've already seen it.  I need someone else who knows ranching.  Someone who still has some strength in his bones to show you everything you need to know."

She shook her head, wishing this morbid talk would end and her uncle would just agree to have the surgery.  If he did, he'd be back on his feet in a matter of weeks.  There'd be no need for talks of numbered days and last breaths.

"Uncle Hank, don't-"

"No, sweet pea, I'm serious.  That's why I want you to learn the ropes from someone else."

"Well, you can teach me what I need to know and whatever you can't do, Aunt Corrine will do.  She's been living on this ranch long enough to know how it all runs."

Hank laughed, a twinkled lit his eye as it always did when he talked of his wife.  "She's spent more time picking out the color of paints and clay to pay any attention to the way things are run around here.  And that's just the way it should be.  She's not a ranching woman by nature."

Hank looked at her squarely and Mandy's heart squeezed.  "Mandy, darlin', I know you don't want to hear this but you have to.  I'm going to die eventually and I need--"

"No!  You're not going to die," she said, shoving herself to her feet.  She was surprisingly steady for a woman who felt as shell shocked as she did.  "You're a young man.  Too young."

"A young man with a bad ticker," he said quietly.  "And I'm not messing with any doctors or surgeons who want to poke and prod me just to give me a few more months."

Tears filled her eyes again, but she remained steady, holding them back.  It would do no good to break down.  "So you're just going to give up?  On all of us?"

Hank smiled then.  She'd seen that smile before and knew the depth of his feelings for her.  Instead of bringing her comfort, it made what was happening that much harder. 

"I'm doing no such thing.  I'm preparing for the future.  And that means teaching you all you need to know about the Double T."

"But if you're not going to teach me, then who?"

His eyes lifted to the man who was still silently standing at the far end of the living room.  She followed his gaze until her own eyes settled on Beau.

"You're looking at him."

* * *

She couldn’t breathe.  What was he thinking?  What was he doing?  Learning all the ins and outs of the Double T would require her to be in Beau's back pocket the entire time she was in Texas.

"How long can you stay?"  Hank was talking in some far away voice.  Had he really asked her to work with Beau?

She glanced at him, pushing past the sudden panic that gripped her.  His face was paler than it had been even a few minutes ago, as if the stress of this conversation alone had taken years off his life.  But even with its gray color, his expression was still hopeful.  This was important to him, for whatever reason, she realized.  Very important.  He wanted it badly enough that her mother insisted, yet again, that she drop everything and move into action.

As annoyed as she'd been with her mother's insistence about coming to Texas, she realized this wasn't her mother talking.  It was Uncle Hank and Uncle Hank didn't demand things of her.  Ever.  He asked.  How could Mandy refuse?

"I'll work something out with Dad.  I'm sure I can stay as long as you need me to.  I can even work here and Fed Ex my work to the office.  It isn't a problem."  

She would make sure it wasn't a problem.  Oh, her father would give her grief for being gone so long.  Probably give her that standard lecture about having to pull her own weight, that he wasn't about to let anyone think he gave his daughter special privileges just because she was his daughter.  If he got his gander up, she may even lose her place in the agency and have to start at the bottom again.  No one would accuse Damien Morgan of nepotism.

But it was doable and by God, she would do it.  

"You can count on me," she said resolutely.

Hank's smile shined bright through his ghostly face and told of his pleasure.  It also gave the shadow of a dying man.  She didn't have that much time to convince Uncle Hank to have surgery.  He was truly coming to the end.  Why had they waited so long to tell me?

It broke her heart.  And yet she knew she was partly to blame for not knowing sooner.  She should have stayed in touch, she silently admonished herself.  No matter what happened between her and Beau, she shouldn't have let her relationship with her aunt and uncle suffer for it.  

It was clear their reunion had taken its toll on Hank.  She gave him a kiss and left him in the living room to rest.  As soon as she left his side and pushed through the screen door to the front porch, anger boiled up inside her like a pot with a lid on it.

Work side by side with Beau Gentry?  Every day and every night until. . .when?

What was Uncle Hank thinking? Mandy fumed as she paced the wide porch.  He knew about her past with Beau.  He had to have known this would be hard on her.  

Maybe his health had gone so far that he wasn't thinking clearly about anything at all, let alone the surgery or what he was asking of her.

She was stunned.  But not Beau.  She'd seen his face while Uncle Hank made his request.  And he wasn't the least bit shocked.

After Mandy paced a worn path up and down the porch a few times, Beau pushed through the screen door and stepped outside.

"You knew about this," she accused.

Beau didn't deny it.

"What, don’t you even have the slightest stab of guilt?  Do you figure you’d used me again to get to my uncle, as you did all those years ago?  This is my uncle’s ranch, Beau Gentry.  No matter how much your father wants it, you don’t have to do his dirty work to get take it from a dying man."

"I won't even respond to that," Beau said.  His face was fierce.  The hard line of his jaw told her she'd hit a nerve.    

Beau stood in front of her, blocking her from pacing anymore.  "Didn't you hear a thing in there?  Didn't you see him?  I mean really look at him?"

"Of course I did.  I just can't figure out what's in this for you?"

His eyebrows furrowed.  "What are you talking about?"

"You mean to tell me Hank just dreamed this up all by himself?  You didn't plant this little idea in his head?"

"No," he said resolutely.  "You ought to know by now Hank is not a man to be swayed easily."

"He's not himself."

"He's still the same man."

She folded her arms across her chest and dropped down into the glider, forcefully rocking backward.  "It seems a little convenient to me.  You being here on the Double T.  Hank being as sick as he is.  You're in the perfect position to get what your father couldn't get himself all these years."

"You couldn't be more wrong," he said.  "I'm here for one reason and one reason only.  Hank asked me to come.  He asked for my help.  And whether you want to be a part of this or not doesn't concern me.  You do what you have to."  

Beau propped his straw Stetson on his head and launched himself off the porch, leaving Mandy to swing in the breeze. 

She watched him amble across the barnyard to the paddock as she'd done hundreds of times that summer they spent together, wondering if she'd ever known Beau at all.

Maybe he was telling her the truth.  Regardless of Mike Gentry's influence, Beau seemed to genuinely care about Hank.  Maybe he'd come back to the Double T for the very reason he professed.

She sighed, feeling like a complete idiot for actually being disappointed that she didn't fit into the equation at all.

She was an idiot.  Beau may be a lot of things, and at one time, she'd accused him of being all of them, but right now he didn't look like a man who was bent on stealing this ranch out from under a dying man.  He seemed as brokenhearted as Hank.  

If Hank could trust Beau, why couldn't she?
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Chapter Four

 

Sleep.  Who needs it?  Mandy had done without sleep so many times before that it had become a normal part of her existence to be sleep deprived.

In the earlier days of college, she'd pulled all-nighters to keep her grades up.  More recently, it had been because she needed to meet a strict deadline at the ad agency.

But it had been a long time since she'd been disturbed so badly by the memory of Beau Gentry that she just could not sleep.  As she tossed and turned in her bed it was hard not to let old ghosts creep into the room and remind her of how much they'd loved each other.  Correction, how much she'd loved him.  He'd made it clear the day he'd said good-bye that he'd never really loved her.  

Mandy would have thought sleep would be easy after working 48 hours straight on the Hill Crest Industries ad campaign.  She'd allowed herself only an hour or two to sleep on the small sofa in her office after the people from Hill Crest Industries left before she hightailed to the airport to catch her flight to Texas.  She should have slept like the dead.  

Instead of getting much needed sleep, she'd watched the shadows from the moonlight stretch across the room.  And what sleep she had managed to catch last night in her old room on the second floor had been fitful, filled with dreams of Beau.

It wasn't the same as when he'd first left for the rodeo circuit without her.  It was as if something inside her had died when he left.  Even as angry as she was with him for his betrayal for saying the things he'd said, she'd mourned the loss of him.  She'd missed him desperately.

The dreams she'd had last night were different.  She didn't want to go there and examine what it all meant.  It was better to keep her distance.  She wasn't staying in Texas and neither was Beau.  As soon as she succeeded in convincing Hank to have his surgery both of them would be going back to their separate lives again.  And that was just fine with her.

Mandy pulled herself from the twin canopy bed she'd slept in during her youthful stays at the ranch.  Corrine had kept her room the same as the last time she'd been here.  No wonder she still expected her to look nine years old every time she saw her aunt and uncle.  The ruffled canopy bed and gold trimmed white dressers looked as though they belonged to an elementary school girl.  Maybe no matter how much she grew up, they'd always think of her as the little Philadelphia girl who learned to ride a pony with ease from a handful of real Texas cowboys.

She laughed with the memory as she padded to the 2nd floor bathroom in the hallway with a pair of clean underwear and some toiletries in her hand.  She knew from all her years at the Double T that you could count on most days being a simple routine that never changed.  Breakfast was after most of the hands had already done a few hours of work.  Aunt Corrine did most of the cooking in the house and prepared a picnic lunch for the men to take out on the range if that was where they were going to be that day.  Many days the hands never bothered to stop for lunch at all.  When they were driving the herd, she'd go on ahead and set up a camp so that a meal was hot and filling when the day was done.

Mandy had heard the stories, but had never been around for a real cattle drive.  She’d always left to go back to school.

Downstairs Mandy heard voices and recognized one as being the housekeeper they'd had for years.  Alice had always reminded Mandy of the housekeeper from the Brady Bunch series, except the Double T's Alice was an Apache woman who lived on the reservation not too far from the Double T. 

Uncle Hank, being half Apache himself, had met Alice while he’d visit his mother who'd lived on the reservation until she died the year after Mandy starting coming to the Double T.  She’d met her a few times when Hank had taken Mandy to the reservation for a Powwow or the Sundance Festival.

Alice had a daughter named Sara, who was a few years older than Mandy.   She would bring Sara to the ranch to play with Mandy while Alice worked.  Mandy hadn't thought of Sara in years.  She wondered now how her childhood friend was doing.  She'd have to make a point of asking Alice when she went downstairs.

She quickly scrubbed her body clean and shrugged into a clean pair of blue jeans she'd just purchased for the trip.  They were crisp and didn't give the way her old favorite pair had when they were broken in just right.  Once Mandy started working for her father, she'd tried to develop a professional appearance.  But she needed something more casual to wear around the ranch and it had been a while since she'd relaxed in casual clothes.  It had been a while since she'd actually relaxed, Mandy suddenly realized.

The smell of sizzling bacon and home fries drew her downstairs.  In a matter of minutes, the bell would sound and a herd of cowpokes would come barreling through the kitchen door for breakfast.  Beau was sure to be one of them.

After their brief argument on the porch yesterday, Beau had somehow disappeared for the rest of the afternoon.  Although she was sure she'd see him at dinner last night, he hadn't shown.  The empty seat in the dining room was telling, not only to her, but also to Hank.  Hank didn't utter a word though.

Beau was sure to be at breakfast this time.  And most probably at every other meal for however long she stayed at the Double T.  And she’d have to endure sitting at the table and facing Beau.   

But she’d do it.  Hank's life was at stake and until he agreed to have the bypass surgery, she was going to placate him by working with Beau.

Even if it killed her.

* * *

Mandy had managed to keep her scrambled eggs down during breakfast.  It was surprisingly easy to eat during the silence while four cowboys fed than to try to make small talk.  

Beau had given her nothing more than a glance, ate quickly and was gone before anyone else.  

An hour later she was nestled in the downstairs office with the ranch books scattered around her as she tried to make some sense of them.  The thought of stealing herself away for some time without having to have Beau watching over her shoulder sounded heavenly.  And since he'd been the one to disappear first, Mandy didn't have to feel guilty for avoiding him.   

But as dedicated as she was to figuring out the books, she wasn't having much luck sorting through records of cattle sales and receipts of feed purchases.  Her luck became worse when Beau found her hideaway and knocked on the door.

"Thought I'd find you in here," he said, standing in the doorway.

She didn't reply.

"You hiding out in here or is there something we should be working on that I don't know about?"

She fought the urge to cringe at his reference to "we".

"Thought I'd get started on some things, get acquainted with the ranch's activity by looking through the books."

"That makes for some pretty dry reading," he said, quirking an irresistible grin that she had to turn away from.

"Nothing is drier than Statistics and I managed to end my year with a B+ in college."

"Statistics, huh?" he said, coming into the room.  

He left the door ajar and she could hear the sounds of country music from the radio in Aunt Corrine's studio.  Out the window behind her, the hands were coaxing a tenacious horse from the trailer into the corral.  Mitch most likely had returned with the wild horses from the auction he'd gone to earlier in the week.

"Statistics, numbers and odds, right?"

Mandy nodded.

"What do you suppose the odds would be of us being here together again?"

She glared at him.  "Zero."

Beau chuckled softly and shook his head.  "Then I guess you'd have to revisit your statistics books because here we are."

"First of all, we're not together.  Being in the same place at the same time doesn't make it so.  So, even though we're physically together, that is where it ends."

He shrugged and spun his straw hat in his hand.  "Maybe so.  But we don't have to be enemies.  You don't have to hate me."

"Hate is a strong word.  That would imply that I have strong feelings for you, when I'm merely indifferent."

"Do you always lie to yourself this way?"

Mandy stood up too quickly, pitching the open book in front of her to the edge of the desk, causing it to tumble to the floor.  She took the extra few seconds needed to retrieve the book to compose herself.

"You're the one who left, Beau.  You're the one who lied to me."

His eyes softened in a way that made her heart hammer more than her anger had.  She'd almost rather Beau be smug and arrogant.  It was easier not to care about how he was feeling at that particular moment.  But he was neither.

"You're right.  I did lie to you eight years ago."

She sat back down and turned away from him.  He didn't need to see how much his betrayal still affected her.

  "But not in the way you think.  I lied when I told you I didn't love you."  The deep timbre of his voice was smooth, filled with emotion and had her immediately thinking of those old days.

Mandy shrunk back in her seat, her body trembling.  What was he saying?  She didn’t want to hear it now.

"After all this time I'm supposed to believe that?"

"Yes."  He shrugged and sighed heavily, taking a few steps closer to the desk.  Much too close.  "I guess not.  But you don't have to take my word for it.  Just think of us.  If you let yourself think back to what we were like when we were together, you'll remember that what we shared was real.  No man can fake that kind of emotion, Mandy."

"You did."

He shook his head.  "If eight years of living with my lie has brought you to hating me this much, well then I guess I deserve it.  It was wrong of me to take the easy way out."

Mandy lifted her chin.  "Is this your way of apologizing?"

"Would you accept it?"

"No."

"Well, it's an apology regardless.  One that is long overdue."

"What about Hank?"

"What about him?"

She laughed sardonically.

"I told you Hank doesn't harbor any ill feelings for me.  That's why I'm here."

They stared at each other for a long moment.  Did he really expect her to forgive him?  For everything?  Part of her wanted to forgive him just so she could stop feeling angry and betrayed.  That made what she was feeling much worse.

"What do you want from me, Beau?" she asked softly.

For a fraction of a second, he looked hurt.  The lines around his eyes shadowed and his jaw tightened.

"Nothing."

Beau cleared his throat, dragged his gaze from her and headed toward the door.

Mandy hadn't realized she was breathing much too heavy until it looked as though he was going to leave without turning back.  And then he did turn back and her heart skipped a beat.

"If you are really interested in learning about the ranch, a good way to do it is to get your nose out of those books and come with me."  

He spun through the door and Mandy called out to him, "Where are you going?"

He appeared in the doorway again and placed his hands high on the doorjamb on both sides of the door, filling the space completely.  Locking her in.

"For a start, to meet with the cattle auctioneer.  Then some of the other people in the area who work with the ranch on a yearly basis to keep things running smooth.  You'll find all their names and numbers in those books you've been reading.  But until you meet them face to face and see how they operate, you won't really have a handle on how things are done.  You with me?"

She didn't answer.  She didn't want to do this.  She didn't want to be with Beau.  But she had to.  She closed the book in front of her and placed it back in its rightful place before grabbing her hat.   

* * *

You're doing this for Hank, Beau reminded himself.  Still, he couldn't help but think that part of this was for him, too.  A second chance of sorts to go back and do it right, make amends for the wrong he'd done to Mandy.

Mandy didn't believe him when he'd told her he'd lied about not loving her.  And why would she?  She'd had eight long years of hearing those awful words in her head, reliving the pain she felt when he'd rejected her.  And she still felt it.  Every time she glanced his way, he could still see the pain in those rich brown eyes of hers.  He hated himself for it.

And he felt the pain, too.  If he could go back, he would erase that pained expression from her face.  Kiss her sweet lips and...

No.  He couldn't go back.  And even if he could, it wouldn't have changed the end result, he realized.  The only thing he could hope for now was to move forward.

* * *

After hearing John Bower from the feed store go on and on about this and that and nothing at all, they were back in the truck heading back to the Double T.  Mandy had been talkative with the storeowner, but now that they were alone, she was quiet again.  

Unable to take the sound of tires eating up the highway, Beau turned on the radio.  Within minutes of looking at the familiar Texas farmland on both sides of the road, tension eased from his muscles.

Mandy leaned forward and turned off the radio.

"What'd you do that for?"

Glaring at him, she said, "You're whistling out of tune again."

Then she turned away to look out her window, but not quick enough for him to miss the smile she was trying to hide from him.  A real honest to goodness smile.  Lord have mercy, they were finally making progress!

He couldn't keep his lips from stretching into a satisfied grin.  "Admit it, you like it when I whistle."

"Do not."

"Yeah, you do."

"In your dreams."

He could hear her soft chuckle even with her face turned toward the open window, the wind blowing her blond streaks in a wild mess around her face.

She finally looked at him and he caught the first real glimpse of her smile.  Lord, how he'd missed that face.

"Okay, you win.  I think it's kind of funny."

He pretended to be offended.  "What's wrong with the way I whistle?  It's jovial, it's--"

"Off key!  You can't carry a tune to save your life," she said, laughing.  "And what's worse is you think you're on key so you whistle louder.  Then you tap your other foot on the floorboard to give it added emphasis.  Drives me crazy."

He laughed himself, taking his eyes off the road a time or two to enjoy her laughter.

"And it doesn't matter where you are in the house or in the barnyard, I know where you are because I hear you whistling all over the entire ranch."

"You keeping tabs on me, again?"

Her expression changed.  Afraid to break this sudden change between them, he quickly changed the subject.

"So what have you been doing these last eight years?"

She adjusted herself in the seat before she spoke.  "If you're looking for a complete rundown of my life it could take all day."

"Give me the reader's digest version."  In truth, Beau would have taken all day to hear about all he'd missed in Mandy's life.  But he knew as soon as they got back to the ranch, there'd be other people to intrude on this solitude he had with Mandy now.  Selfish as it was, he liked having her all to himself.  One of the unexpected little perks of Hank's plan.

"Hmm.  I lived in Boston for a few years while in college and now I work for my father's advertising firm."

"Just like you always planned."

"Yeah," she said quietly.

"I imagine advertising must be a high stress job.  Demanding.  How'd you manage to get away for a few weeks like this on such short notice?"

She laughed again and he felt his heart skip a beat.  It had been a long time since he'd heard that musical lift in her voice.  Forgotten how much it reeled him in.  

The distance between them was so great.  But was it insurmountable?  Beau didn't want to think so.

"I don't sleep much."

"Can't live on no sleep.  I guess it's good you're getting away for while then.  At least for the rest."

"Guess again.  I probably won't be sleeping much while I'm here, either.  I had a big ad campaign presentation due right before I flew out.  I worked two days straight on it.  That's why I looked like I'd survived a tornado when you picked me up at the airport."

"You mean, that wasn't the latest styles coming out of all those New York City boutiques this year?"

"Hardly.  After the Hill Crest Industries people left, I managed to catch a few hours of sleep on the sofa in my office right before I took my flight to Texas.  I thought I'd nailed that presentation.  But Dad..."

She stopped herself from saying anything more.  And she didn't really have to.  It had been a bone of contention between Mandy and Damien Morgan all her life.  Nothing Mandy managed to achieve was ever quite good enough to live up to her father's expectations.  

That was something Beau and Mandy always had in common, a common thread that bound them.  Unlike Mandy, who forged on trying to do her best to win that elusive approval, Beau had accepted early on that the life Mike Gentry thought Beau should be living wasn't in line with what Beau wanted for himself.

"Anyway, the Hill Crest Industries people haven't made a decision yet.  Just in case they aren't quite as happy with the work I've presented and want a different slant, I'll be burning the midnight oil to produce something new."

"You've got to sleep some time."

"Yeah, well, sleep is overrated."

He stared at her.  The road ahead was flat and straight and he didn't mind taking the extra few seconds to linger on her mouth to see her smile had faded.

"Are you happy?"  Please tell me you are, Beau prayed silently.  He wanted to hear that the life he'd sent her back to was the life she wanted and now loved.  He needed to know that giving her up eight years ago hadn't been in vain.

"What about you?" she said, turning his question back at him.  "You're going for World Champion this year, right?"

"Yeah," he said quietly.  And he was.  As soon as he knew Hank was going to be okay, he'd hightail it back to the circuit.  The World Championship title was within his reach for the first time in his career and there was no way he was going to miss it.

"Doesn't this time away put a cramp on things?"

"A little," he said honestly.  By right he should be busting his butt, hitting every rodeo he could to make sure his spot was secure.  He'd told Hank he might steal himself away from the ranch for one of the closer shows coming up.  Mitch being gone put a dent in that plan, but now that Mitch was back there was no reason he couldn't.

"Then I guess it's in both our best interests to convince Hank to have that surgery as soon as possible.  So we can both get back to our lives."

"Yeah."

He didn't know why, but the thought of leaving Texas didn't seem so bad.  Leaving Texas without Mandy didn't sit as well with him.  He'd done it before.  He was going to do it again.  He had a feeling it wasn't going to be any easier the second time around.

 

# # #

  


Chapter Five

 

Mandy ran a soft cloth over the pictures on the fireplace mantel, giving each one a good long stare before dropping them back into place.

"Now what do you think you're doing," Alice said, coming into the wide pine-paneled room carrying a bucket and scrubs.  "Your Aunt and Uncle hired me for a reason, young lady.  You'll be doing no house cleaning while I'm still walking around these floors."

"I was looking at the picture and got my fingerprints all over the glass.  I made the mess, I figured I might as well be the one to clean it up.  Besides, it gave me a reason to linger a little longer."

"If you do it all, I'll have nothing left to do."

Mandy chuckled softly.  "I'm sure these hands track in enough dirt and muck to keep you busy."

"That they do," Alice said, smiling.  

She dropped the bucket on the floor, stood next to Mandy by the mantel.  

"Every so often Corrine would rifle through that big box of photos and rearrange the pictures on the mantel.  As soon as she knew you were coming, she did it again.  We're all so happy having you back with us."

Squashing a cascade of guilt, Mandy picked up a picture and showed it to Alice.  "Remember this one?"

Alice's face grew solemn.  "That I do."

It was the first time she'd visited the reservation with Uncle Hank and Aunt Corrine, her first summer at the Double T.  

Alice and her daughter, Sara, lived on the reservation.  Aunt Corrine had told her all about Sara when her mother had gone home to Philadelphia, leaving Mandy behind for the first time.  She'd been so sad that first week that everyone, including Alice, thought it would do Mandy a world of good to visit and have the two young girls play together while Hank visited with his mother.  

"That snapshot was taken the day you met my Sara," Alice said, taking the photo from her.

"How is Sara doing?"

"Like you, she hasn't been home in a while.  In fact, she hasn't been back home since that summer before you left."

"That's too bad.  I was hoping to see her."

Alice's face brightened.  "I have her address in California.  I'm sure she'd love it if you dropped her a letter now and then.  Even though she doesn't say it, I think she's homesick for Texas."

"I'd like that.  Sometimes you don't know just how homesick you are until you come home."

"Ain't that the truth?"

Mandy placed the picture down carefully on the mantel.

"It's so good to have to you back home," Alice said, picking up her bucket and brushes again.  

She left Mandy alone to look at the pictures.  She heard the high pitched whinny of a pony out in the paddock filter in from the open window.  There was a slight breeze today, but she knew it would do little to salve being in the hot sun.  

As she made her way down the row of pictures, her hand stilled on an old photograph.  It was taken the same day Mandy had met Sara on the reservation.  Her uncle looked so handsome when he was a young man.  She'd forgotten just how much.  She remembered sitting on his lap as Aunt Corrine snapped the shot of them with Hank's mother.  

Mandy had only met Regina Promise the one time.  She remembered her as being very old, but very kind, like Hank.  Looking at the picture now, she didn't seem that old at all.  Worn perhaps, from a hard life, but she was beautiful with her thick dark hair and eyes.  Mandy stared at the picture for a long time until she heard the sound of whistling in the barnyard.

Beau.  

Sighing, she dropped the picture back in place, and took the next one, immediately wishing she hadn't.  Why on earth would Aunt Corrine keep this picture?

Deep longing swept through her as she stared down at a young Beau Gentry sitting on the porch steps.  His arm was lazily draped around Mandy's shoulders.  She stared up at him like the star-crossed, lovesick teenager she was.  Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, making her look even younger.  She was wearing a pair of faded shorts that were too tight, but she liked the way Beau's eyes lit up when he saw her in them.  

Uncle Hank on the other hand, did nothing but scowl when she wore them.  She couldn't help but laugh at the memory.  At every opportunity, he'd tell her there was enough testosterone running wild on the ranch.  She didn't have to give the hands any more reason to make fools of themselves. 

But not Beau.  Oh, he'd made a fool of himself, all right.  But she never cared.  He'd tell her repeatedly that she was the prettiest thing his eyes had ever seen.  

And like a fool she was, she believed him.

* * *

"Now ain't she the prettiest thing you ever did see?" Beau said, leaning the full weight of his body against the fence.

"Nothing more beautiful," Hank agreed.  

And she was, Beau thought with awe.  Though he could certainly think of at least one other filly who'd spun his head by her sheer beauty.

"Be careful.  This little girl's a spitfire," Hank warned.  "Gotta handle her with kid gloves.  Even then I think she'd just as soon stomp you in the ground just for looking at her."

"That's the way I love 'em," Beau said, securing his hat firmly on his head as he opened the gate to the paddock.  "The feistier the better.  Makes it all worth it in the end."

"You going to test her out?" Mitch asked.

"If she'll have me."

Hank nodded knowingly.  "Lady like this needs to be taken real slow," he said.  "You can't tie her down or try to make her think you're the one in control.  She won't give it up before she's ready."

The screen door slammed hard and Beau turned to see Mandy standing on the porch peering out to where the men stood.  She settled on the top step, her hands slipped deep into the pockets of her crisp denim blue jeans.  

"I've been down this road before," Beau assured his old friend.  "I think I can handle myself."

Chuckling, Hank cast a quick glance at the porch, then back at Beau.  "We are talking about the horse now, aren't we, son?"  

Beau propped his hat low on his head and chuckled.  "Course."  

He watched Mandy out of the corner of his eye as she strode through the yard toward the paddock.  He shouldn't be nervous.  He'd done this a thousand times over, but suddenly it was if he'd been transformed back to the first time he'd climbed into a chute to mount a bronc before the ride.  

When he finished rosining up his rigging, he pulled on his leather gloves and into the chute where he could see the young filly was already itching to charge out bucking.  He could already tell she wanted no part of him. 

 The wild horses Mitch had just purchased at auction were both mares and still testing their new boundaries.  It would take a while for Mitch to do his magic and gentle them enough to be good riding horses.  Still, Beau couldn't help but take a chance at trying to mount one of them while their spirit was still raw and free, feel that adrenaline rush when in her wild way she tried to buck him off.  It had been over a month since his last rodeo and every nerve ending in him was itching to get back to riding again. 

He fought the urge to steal another quick glance at Mandy, to see if she was hanging the fence, chewing on her lip with anticipation like she used to do, or if she was hiding her eyes for fear of what was to come.  The very first rodeo he'd ever entered, she was there standing at the gate just the way she was now.  Except then, he'd been so distracted by that kiss for luck she'd given him, he'd been thrown from his mount just as soon as he left the chute.  He'd crawled out of the arena like a beat dog with his tail tucked between his legs.

Mandy had a way of making him feel he could do anything back then.  He'd been so green but not to Mandy.  She'd just looked at him, her breaths kind of shallow like she'd had the air sucked from her lungs instead of him when he hit the dusty ground.  She'd said, "Come on, Beau, there's another rodeo this afternoon."

That was all.  Not a word said about being bucked off, not a mention of what had happened, as if it didn't matter.  A little shove from behind to move him in the right direction and Mandy had him feeling as if he could move a mountain.  He'd forgotten that about her.  But he remembered now.  To Mandy, it really didn't matter.  

He could see she applied the same principle to her own life.  Instead of accepting that she'd never be exactly what her old man wanted of her, she tried anyway.  And had gotten far because of the trying.  Mandy had told him years ago that Damien Morgan didn't give free rides.  Daughter or no daughter, if she didn't pull her weight at his advertising firm, she wouldn't be there.  He had the feeling she pulled her weight and a whole lot more to get where she was.

Turning his attention back to the mare, he realized the horse wanted no part of him as he approached the chute.  And why would she?  Not too long ago she'd had no barriers keeping her from running free.  Now it didn't matter how much room she had, she was caged like a bird that’d once soared the skies.

When she'd settled some, Beau talked soothingly to her.  He got close enough to let her get the scent of him, let her take her time and get her fill while he readied himself to mount her.  All the while he talked to her until he had his seat on her back.

"You sure you want to do this?" Mitch asked, ready at the gate.

Beau stared at a spot on the mares neck, felt anticipation surge through his veins and nodded once.  It always happens in a heartbeat after that.  The young mare sees her shot at freedom again when the gate flies opens, and then explodes out of the chute and realizes she still has company.  

Beau held on, dug his boot heels into her side and rode for all it was worth.  He'd missed it.  Four long weeks of not riding.  He lasted a few seconds he thought the mare had enough and he jumped off and raced out of her way.

Still feeling the adrenaline high from his ride, he glanced at the spot where Mandy stood next to Hank.  She was standing on the rail of the fence, hanging on with a tight grip as if her life depended on it.  And she was smiling with a face filled with pride.  Mercy, it was as if he'd ridden just for her instead of himself.  And maybe he had.  He pulled off his hat and smacked it on his chaps, creating a small dust cloud, as he walked toward the fence, shaking his head as he went.  He was such an idiot.  Had he really been trying to impress Mandy, show her that like she had, he'd risen above and achieved what he'd set out to do?

Hank was looking more worn for the wear when Beau reached them.  Being in the hot sun had to take a lot out of him.  He'd slowed down considerably since his diagnosis, trying to reserve his energy, but Hank wasn't a man who could be contained for too long.  No doubt he'd been up and at it with the rest of the hands this morning and was now feeling the ill effects of overdoing it.

"I'd forgotten what it was like to see you ride," Mandy said.  Her smile was gone.  She shook her head slightly, her delicate lips twisting into a frown.

"The horse wasn't all that uptight about me being there."

"Bunch of fool cowboys, every single bowlegged one of you."

"You didn't always think that way, doll," Hank said, chuckling as he turned and slowly headed back to the house.  

Watching Hank go, Mandy said, "I was young and foolish myself back then."

Beau dropped his hat low on his head to shield the sun so he could stare at her.  Lord, but this woman was beautiful out here in the sunshine.  "Got to have something to believe in."

She eyed him squarely.  "I've never been a good judge of character."

Beau couldn't help but laugh.  "Admit it.  You like seeing me ride."

"What makes you so sure?"

"I saw you hanging on the fence.  Saw you smiling, too.  You still like watching me."

"It's hot as Hades out here.  I came out to make sure Hank wasn't over doing it."

"If that were true you'd have followed him back in the house when he left.  Since you're still here, I can only guess you came out to see me."

Rolling her eyes, she sputtered, "In your dreams."

"All my dreams are about you, Mandy."

And that was definitely the wrong thing to say.  

 

# # #

 


Chapter Six

 

She needed to laugh more, Beau decided.

Mandy may not have realized it yet.  She may have even forgotten what it was like to be happy.  But Beau was going to make it his mission to remind her.  He was going to do all he could to make her laugh again.

Except for that brief time in the truck when she'd giggled at his whistling, Mandy had been stingy with her laughter.  Somewhere buried behind all the deadlines and late nights of work, was the same girl that had thrown his heart for a loop eight years ago.  

It was only right that she'd be on edge about Hank.  They all were.  But Beau had a feeling that Mandy had lost the ability to just laugh at life.  It couldn't be that she was still angry with him.  It was more than that.  She wasn't happy anymore.  Not like she used to be anyway.  Before he left the Double T, he was going to make sure she was happy again.

He found Mandy nestled on the porch glider, staring off into the horizon as if she were deep in thought.  It was late morning and the sun was already brutally beating down on them.  As he approached the porch, he saw a half glass of lemonade in her hand.  One leg was tucked under the other, showing off inches of creamy skin her denim shorts didn't hide.

As his boots hit the bottom porch step, she snapped her gaze at him and heaved a slow sigh. 

Knowing he disturbed her, but not letting it sway him, he forged on.  "Where's Hank?"

"It's too hot.  He and Aunt Corrine are taking a nap in the air conditioning?"

"This early, huh?  It's scarcely mid-morning."

"Yeah," was all she said in a low voice as she shifted her gaze back to the horizon.  

Hank frequently took naps in the afternoon, something he'd never done when Beau had known him years ago.  The thick heat made it hard for him to catch his breath.  Better for him to stay inside.  It surprised him to find Mandy outside as well, if she didn't have to be.  She wasn't yet used to the Texas sun.

"You look like you could use some cooling off," he said.

Mandy glared at him.

Smiling sheepishly, he amended his remark.  "I didn't mean it the way it sounded."

"If you say so."

"The wind's not moving at all today, not that it ever does.  You might be more comfortable yourself if you stayed out of the heat.  That’s all I was saying."

She hesitated a minute.  "I like looking at the ranch.  It's been a long time since I've just let myself sit and enjoy the scenery."

Sitting next to her on the glider was something he’d like, but knew Mandy probably wouldn't welcome him there.  He remained in place at the edge of the porch and pulled off his hat, looking out over the ranch in the same direction Mandy was looking.  

It was truly beautiful.  The beauty of this ranch was something he'd committed to memory years ago.  He’d longed for the comfort of it on many occasions when the road ahead was too long with too many towns in between.  There was something about coming home.  And even though the Double T had never been his true home, Beau had longed for the calming feelings it evoked when the yearning for home set in.

"Things aren't as fast down here as they must be up in Philadelphia.  I imagine advertising must be a fairly wild ride."

She nodded her head, tossing him a wry grin.  He squashed the familiar zing that always took hold of him when he saw Mandy's smile.

"Feels good to catch my breath though," she said.

"I have plenty of time for catching my breath after my butt hits the hard ground."

She glanced at him quickly, her eyebrows crinkling into an adorable frown, then gave a weak smile at his attempt at a joke.

She was keeping herself in check, keeping him at arm’s length.  She had a lot on her mind, not the least of which was Hank.  Drawing a deep breath of hot Texas air, he forged on, giving it another try.  

"The way I see it, we have two choices."

"And what would they be?"

"The cabin in the hills needs to be stocked with supplies.  One of the hands is going to spend some time up there before the cattle round up.  We can either spend the afternoon getting all that squared away..."

"Or?"

"Give ourselves a much needed break from the heat and head up to the creek where that old rope swing used to be.  It's going to be a hot afternoon."

"Texas in August, Beau.  Every afternoon is hot."

"Well, it's going to be even more so.  I think it's high time we turned our attention away from ranch business and took a swim."

The flash of pain that crossed her face was instantaneous.  She was quick, averting her gaze to look down at the book in her lap, but Beau saw enough to know that memories of them were still very fresh in her mind.  He'd had enough memories of his own float to the surface during the last month.

"If you have your heart set on going for a swim, then go for it.  I'll just have to pass."

"Forget how to swim?"

"Forgot my bathing suit."

His lips stretched into a wicked grin.  "That isn't a problem for me."

"Well it is for me."  She tried to sound annoyed, glaring at him as if she were about to slap him.  But she couldn't fool him.  A smile was sitting just beneath the surface, but being Mandy, she was too stubborn to show it. 

He'd work on that.  He liked a challenge.  And Mandy was about as pretty a challenge as a man could encounter.

"Then I guess stocking the cabin wins out."

Her shoulders slumped slightly.  "I'm really not up to it, Beau.  Can't one of the other hands get the cabin set?  Riding up to the hills will take all day."

"Which is why no one else can go.  The hands have got other duties around here."

  "I don't want to be gone all that long."

"You know Corrine.  She'll make sure Hank rests if she has to hog-tie him."

She rewarded him with a smile.  Hallelujah!  It always amazed Beau how strong his heart beat in his chest with one flash of a smile from Mandy Morgan. 

"She would do it, too," Mandy said, giving a soft giggle.

"It doesn't make sense to hang around and wait for something to happen.  Hank's going to be fine."

If he had his way, everything would be fine for Mandy, too.  Despite the tension surrounding their reasons for coming to Texas, Beau could see how much more relaxed Mandy was after being at the ranch for a few days.  She'd all but stopped checking her watch every fifteen minutes.

When he came up on her as she sat on the glider, it was immediately apparent that some of the stress that had tightened her features had eased, smoothing out the lines of worry.  Oh, she was still worried about her uncle, but it was different.  There wasn't a fast-paced urgency about her anymore.  Just taking the time to enjoy the beauty of the horizon was much of an improvement over the nervous energy that had her wearing a path back and forth on the living room rug.

Still, he could tell she hadn't left all those worries behind.  Half her mind was still in Philadelphia and half was here in Texas worrying about Hank.

"I don't know," she said.

"I do.  Get your hat."

He turned and strode off the porch, propping his cowboy hat on his head as he moved, before she could utter a word of protest.  

* * *

She shouldn't have come.  Even as she slid into the passenger seat of Beau's truck, Mandy second-guessed her decision to join Beau.  

But even as her mind waged war with her decision, she had to admit Beau was right.  She couldn't wile away the hours hoping Hank would change his mind about surgery.  She'd only drive herself and everyone else crazy with nervous energy.

Sitting on porch, even wrestling with her worrying alone, had done her some good.  For the first time in a long time, she felt her muscles ease and her tension unwind.  She loved the Double T, loved visiting with her aunt and uncle.  She loved being in Texas, despite all the memories that had kept her away all these years.  She'd have to make sure she didn't let another eight years go by without visiting. 

She had to admit too, at least a little part of her wanted to be with Beau.  Even that little admission set her off kilter.

"The cattle drive is the one thing I always missed every summer when I went home," Mandy said, helping to load the last of the supplies they'd just purchased into the back of the truck.  

Beau adjusted his straw hat to shield the sun so he could look at her.  "That's right, you always had to go back home for school before the cattle were brought in every year."

She nodded, recalling the disappointment she had always felt when she had to leave.  "I used to beg Uncle Hank to convince Mom to let me stay just until then.  I figured all those riding lessons ought to be put to good use out here on the ranch."

She shook her head as she climbed into the truck and slammed the door.  She waited for Beau to gun the engine before she went on.  

"Mom would have no part of it.  I think she was afraid I'd change my mind all together and not want to come home at all."

"Did you want that?"

Mandy lifted her shoulder in an idle shrug.  "Sometimes.  Aunt Corrine used to paint such wonderful stories about the cattle drive.  She's not your typical rancher's wife.  I always figured for her to want to go, it had to be a good time, despite the work."

"There's always a first time.  You don't need your mom's permission anymore.  You could do it this year.  I'm sure Hank would welcome the helping hand."

"Unless the drive is in a few weeks, I won't be here this year either."

"Are you planning on leaving soon?"

She sighed and brushed away the tendrils of hair the wind from the opened window was blowing in her face.  "I don't want to.  But I can't hang around here forever hoping I can convince Hank to have surgery."

"Hank doesn't have forever.  Any luck?"

"Every time I bring up the subject, he puts me off.  He doesn't want to talk about it.  Then Aunt Corrine gets upset and leaves the room.  They're beginning to look an awful lot like my parents did when I was a kid."

They were both quiet a moment.  The sound of the wheels running over dry pavement ate into the silence.

"I was hoping..." Beau started.  He didn't have to finish.  It echoed her exact feelings on the subject.

Hank.  What was she going to do about him?  He didn't have forever to make up his mind about surgery.  In the few days she'd been at the Double T, she'd seen how much his condition had deteriorated.  Just being out in the hot sun this morning had beaten him to the ground.

Ever since she could remember, Hank had loved rodeo and ranching.  When she was young, she'd seen him in a few rodeos.  He'd been off the road for years, but he still entered a few now and then.  There was a spark that ignited to a flame in each of those cowboys who entered the chute to mount a bronc or a bull.  She'd seen it in Hank many times when he was talking of rodeo or getting ready for a ride.  

And she'd seen it in Beau that morning.  He loved to ride.  Part of her loved to watch him ride, too.  Although for the last eight years she hadn't been to a single rodeo, the sudden rush of adrenaline that used to hit her when the chute opened came charging back.  Her heart pounded so hard in her chest she thought it would explode.

She knew she should have followed Hank back into the house.  Instead, it was as though she’d been transformed back to sixteen.  She caught the twinkle of pride in Beau's dark eyes and it took her breath away.  As it always did.

All my dreams are about you, Mandy.

Why on earth did he have to say that?  She didn't believe a word of it, of course.  Beau had always flirted with her.  He had enough cowboy charm to fill the quota for the entire state of Texas.

She recalled how she'd spun on her heels and charged back to the house with her fists balled merely to hide the fact that she'd actually been flattered by his words.  They'd been stupid words said at the exact right time and her heart actually did a flip.  She was half afraid she'd humiliate herself further by adding a girlish sigh to it and knew she needed to put some distance between her and Beau.

And now she was alone with him again.

"I saw you on that mare this morning," she said.  "Aren't you itching to get back on the road, too?"

"It can wait a while."

She stared at him for a moment, watching his profile as his eyes remained on the road ahead.

Dreams.  She hadn't been Beau's dream.  

"You always said you wanted to rodeo."

"Yeah."

"And no regrets?"

"Just you."

Foolish, foolish, foolish.  She'd walked right into that one and still she couldn't believe she'd done it.  What was she fishing for anyway?  Some admission that part of what Beau had said was actually true?

"I find it hard to believe mine was the only heart you ever broke, Beau Gentry."

He lifted a shoulder in a lazy shrug.  "I wouldn't know."

"Really?  No one special girl who made you turn your head before climbing into the chute?"

He turned to her then, flashing her a smile that seemed so sexy and sincere all at the same time.  She hated when he did that.  "You're the only woman who ever made my head spin, Mandy."

She sputtered.  "You’re so full of it. "

Beau chuckled, and it made her all the more irritated.  "I'm never any place long enough for something special.  Who knows, maybe there were a few broken hearts along the way but not because of promises I made.  Most girls I meet on the circuit know the life of a rodeo cowboy.  Nothing lasts that long."

Annoyance rose up inside her like bile at the thought of Beau with another woman.  Of course, there'd been other girls for Beau.  There had to have been.  He was young and handsome and strong.  He was the perfect cowboy that every woman dreamed of.  Even she'd dated other men during the eight years that separated them.  Still, she turned away from his probing gaze to hide the stab of jealousy chipping away at her.

"I told my tale, now 'fess up.  What about you?"

"What about me?" she asked, still averting her gaze.

"Any one man in your life to make you think of white picket fences and puppy dogs and kids in the back yard."

"A few."

She felt more than heard his reaction, as if it were something tangible.  His body stiffened in the seat and the air in the cab suddenly seemed suffocating.

"A few, huh?  Special ones or just... guys you knew?"

Forcing her voice to sound nonchalant, she replied, "There were a few guys that were special."

Mandy turned her attention away from the scenery to glance at Beau.  Why should she let him think she'd spent the last years pining over him?  But in truth, a truth she'd only recently realized, she had.

Beau was brooding.  And it didn’t give her any of the satisfaction she thought it would.  He had one arm slung heavy over the steering wheel while the other way draped across the open window.  There was a sudden droopiness in his shoulders, as if she'd deflated his spirit in some way.  Probably his ego, she thought wryly.  

She shouldn't like that mentioning an old boyfriend could turn him a little green, but it did.  As green as she'd been.  She'd have to work on that.  She didn't want to be feeling anything at all for Beau Gentry.  

The brief silence that stretched on made Mandy think talk of old flames had killed the conversation completely.  It was just as well.  She'd only end up admitting to him that although she'd had many dates, even long-term boyfriends, since she'd been with Beau, they didn't stand a chance.  None of them made her feel as special and cherished as Beau had.

"They didn't have staying power," she finally admitted quietly.  

Beau nodded, but didn't look at her. 

The asphalt disappeared beneath them and turned to dirt as they made their way up the narrow mountain road to the cabin.  The truck bounced and bobbed as the tires hit the small ruts in the road left over from a heavy downpour earlier in the season.

After a few more minutes of strained silence, Beau glanced at the clouds and said, "Looks like a storm might be blowing in.  We should get these things unloaded at the cabin before it starts."

Mandy glanced up at the sky.  "The truck has four-wheel drive though doesn't it?"

"Yeah, but the ground so dry this time of the year it's going to sop up any moisture it can.  If the rain is bad enough, the creek will rise over its banks and wash out the road.  Might turn into a mud bog before long."

"How far is the cabin?"

"Not too far.  Do you carry that cell phone of yours with you?"

She thought back to the last time she'd had her cell phone.  It was at the airport when she'd first arrived.  She recalled her frustration over not being able to use it to call for another ride.  Normally her link to her job and her life, it seemed strange that she’d barely picked it up since.

"Ah, no, I left it on the nightstand in my room.  Why?"

The worried look on Beau's face made her stomach drop.  

He just shrugged.  

"My truck doesn't have a radio in it like Mitch and George's do.  I didn't think much about it until we hit the dirt road.  If it does wash out and we have to turn back to the cabin overnight, it'd be nice to be able to contact the ranch to let them know."

Overnight?  With Beau?  No, that definitely couldn't happen.  

"We should probably turn back now then," Mandy said.

"It'd be a waste of time.  We've got everything in the back.  It'll get soaked if we get caught in a downpour.  Better off unloading at the cabin.  We'll be back soon enough."

"But if we get stuck..."  She let her words run off, unable to say them aloud.  What would they do if they were stuck together in inescapably small quarters?  If her memory served her correctly, the cabin was nothing more than one room with a potbelly stove, a handful of bunks and a small card table.  Much too small for her to spend any length of time alone with Beau. 

He had taken her there once long ago.  Mandy knew she shouldn't be there alone with Beau, not with the way they were feeling about each other.  It was too easy, too tempting to give it to their feelings.  They were both too young.

They hadn't stayed long.  Beau knew Uncle Hank would have shot him if they'd been caught together.  Beau held a deep respect for her uncle, or so she'd thought at the time.  He'd said he respected her too much for a quick thrill.  At the time, it had made her feel incredibly special and loved despite the adolescent longings she had to be with Beau.

But she wasn't an adolescent any more.  And no matter how hard she tried to tell herself that she was over Beau Gentry, it was becoming increasingly hard to keep lying to herself.  She wasn't over him at all.  And being trapped alone with him would only bring that realization crashing down upon her like a tidal wave until she'd drown it in.

 

# # # 

 


Chapter Seven

 

Less than fifteen minutes later the truck pulled up in front of a small one room cabin in the high country.  It had been quite a feat for Beau to navigate the dirt road given the fact it had been washed out in places and gouged with ruts from past storms.  But they'd managed to make it with thanks to four-wheel drive.

Mandy stepped out of the cab of the truck and looked at the rolling gray sky.  The sky was still black with clouds hanging low and ominous and getting darker still.  Every so often the sky would flash with a zing of lightning and be chased by a rumble or crack of thunder.  The torrential downpour hadn't come yet, but the light drizzle that had started promised it was just on their heels.

Most all the supplies were tucked underneath a tarp in the back of the truck.  They left everything in the truck and went inside.

Beau wasted no time at all in lighting a gas lamp set on a small table in the center of the room.  The light cast an amber glow against the room.  Mandy hugged herself to keep the chill of the cabin from making her shiver.  But she did anyway.  Wet clothes, cold cabin didn't make for warmth.

She pushed past the thought that only being in the warmth of Beau's arms would chase away the chill.   

"We'll drop everything inside first and unload it later." 

She looked around the compact cabin.  It was only meant for a few cowboys while the herd was in the high country.  Certainly not meant for a romantic interlude.  

The sturdy wood table sitting in the center of the room was about all the furniture the small cabin had.  A small kettle wood stove stood at one end of the room while on the opposite side four bunks were built into the wall.  They were bare of bedding, just clean, bare mattresses. 

She needed to get out of there.  Following Beau outside, she felt a drop of rain on her cheek and then another.  Looking up at the dark clouds, she sighed. They needed to work fast to unload the truck so they could head back.  The rain made her work quicker and it was better to put this anxious energy to physical work rather than allowing her mind to wander to thoughts of Beau.

The clouds were practically sitting on their shoulders as they unloaded box after box of supplies that the hands would need for the cattle drive.  Half way through unloading the sky opened up and swallowed them in a downpour.

Beau yanked two bright yellow rain slickers from the rack in the cabin and handed Mandy one.  

"We have to hurry or we'll never make it back."

Beau didn't need to say more than that.  There was no way Mandy was going to get caught alone with Beau until weather cleared and the road dried.  Her aunt and uncle would worry, regardless of the fact that she was now an adult, quite capable of living on her own. 

Once they were done, and completely out of breath from running back and forth from the truck to the cabin, they settled in the cabin and pulled off their wet slickers.

Beau shook out the slickers and hung them near the stove to dry while he watched Mandy.

"I hope this rain cools off the air," Mandy said, pulling off her straw hat and fingering the wet ends of her hair.  She pulled out the comb she'd secured earlier in the back of her head and used it to free the snarls caused by the wind and choking humidity. 

"It'll probably sizzle as it hits the ground.  Won't do much if we don't have any breeze."

"Should we chance unpacking everything or just head back before the road washes out?"

"You in a hurry?" he said.

"Aren't you?"

Beau didn't answer.  What on earth could he say?  The thought of being stranded in the cabin with Mandy was just too tempting.  He thought about the dirt road down by the creek and knew they were taking their chances staying too long.  It was only a matter of time before the creek jumped it's banks and flowed over the road.  There'd be no passing it by truck.  The only way they'd be able to get back to the ranch was by horse.  And since they didn't take any, they'd be stuck.  

He had to admit he'd give anything to just spend some time alone with Mandy, try to capture some of that magic he'd been feeling between them.  But his conscience getting the better of him, he conceded.  "You're right.  We'd best be getting out of here.  We can leave this for another day when the weather is on our side."

She was fiddling with her hair with some pearly comb she'd had hidden under her straw cowboy hat.  As soon as she was finished brushing out the ends with it, she'd twirled her hair into some kind of twist and secured it with the comb.  

He was finding it difficult to breathe.  Not that it was any surprised to Beau.  Mandy had always had a way of catching him off guard, making his mouth go dry for wanting her.  It had been a long time since he'd been caught in the tidal wave of feelings that he'd held for Mandy alone.

She'd had some special loves, she'd said on the ride up.  Beau had always thought there may be someone special, had hoped that she'd been happy.  He just didn't think it'd feel so much like a kick in the gut to know about it.  He'd wanted her to be happy with him, kissing him in his arms like she used to do.  He wanted to think that the smile she shined up at him in the moonlight when their kisses ended was reserved only for him.

He'd been a fool.  She'd had a few special loves in her life.  Part of him couldn't help but wonder if what she'd shared with another man was as special as what they'd shared together.  Was it that egotistically of him to want that?

They started the ride back in silence, almost as they were on the ride from the airport to Steerage Rock.  Except Mandy wasn't quite hugging the door to keep from being close to him.  She wasn't sitting snug up against him like she did when they were together, and suddenly Beau realized that was exactly what he wanted.  

"Have you seen your family much since you've been home?" she asked finally.

Small talk, he realized.  Mandy had never met his brothers or his parents.  Beau had been too fearful to tell them of his relationship lest his father take revenge on Hank Promise's niece.  But he'd talk to Mandy about them a lot.

"I see Brock and Jack some.  Cody is too much of my father to see past anything I do, so I steer clear of him most of the time."

The shift to talk of his family made Beau's insides burn.  They weren't the typical big happy family you see on TV.  

"What about your parents?"

"Mom died a few years back," he said in a low voice.  The words caught in his throat and made it hard to swallow as it did every time he talked of his mother.  Despite his father's mean spirit, Eleanor Gentry loved the man, although Beau had a hard time seeing how.  She loved her boys and ranching.  

Mandy reached across the seat and placed a gentle hand on his arms.  "I'm so sorry, Beau."

The emotion in her voice was genuine.  He nodded, as he didn't trust his voice to say much more.

When he finally felt the emotion pass, he went on.  "It was a stupid accident.  I guess she was climbing a ladder to straighten a picture on the wall and slipped.  Broke her neck and died instantly.  Brock found her."

"How horrible."

Beau had to agree.  He knew his kid brother had gone through some rough times after finding his mother dead like that.  He'd been so young, barely ten when Beau left on the road and just shy of fifteen when they'd lost his mom.

"It must be so hard for your father."

"I wouldn't know," he said harshly.

He didn't look at her.  Didn't want to see the shocked look on her face.  Despite knowing how much Mike Gentry despised Hank Promise, Mandy had never been able to understand how he could toss aside his family for something as frivolous as land.  And because she didn't understand, she'd never understand the decisions Beau had made over the last eight years where his family was concerned.

"You're not telling me you haven't seen your father since you've been back, are you?"

"I've been busy."

"Too busy to talk to your own father?"

"Let's not discuss this, Mandy."

"Why not?  You came running to Hank's side, but you haven't even taken five lousy minutes to see your own dad.  What does that say?"

"We said what we had to say to each other a long time ago.  There's nothing more to say."

"I don't believe that."

"Believe what you want, Mandy.  You just don't understand."

"Well, then try me.  I'd like to understand."

He glanced at her and for a split second he saw the girl she was eight years ago.  The girl who believed that love could conquer all, who believed that what was good and right about the world would prevail over bad.  He saw Mandy, the woman who'd taken his heart and shut the door to any others who'd come along since.

"He didn't call me to tell me my mother had died," he said past the tightness and anger lodge in his throat.  "Cody called me three days after the funeral because I never showed.  He was madder than a bull chasing a rodeo clown because he thought I didn't care enough to come home to my own mother's funeral.  Dad told my brothers he'd take care of calling me, but he never did it."

"My God, how could he have done that to you?"

"How?  Because that's Mike Gentry.  Never forgave me for ‘siding with the enemy’ or for leaving the ranch to go rodeo.  He never forgets, and he always pays you back for the wrongs you do to him.  Denying me the right to say good-bye to my mother with the rest of the family was my payback for leaving."

"You've never spoken to him since then?"

It took a moment for the old wounds to close up and for his heart rate to calm to a steady beat again.  He waited until he could trust himself to speak.  "I left as soon as Cody called.  Went to mom's grave and saw all the flowers from the funeral wilting in the hot sun.  I couldn't believe she was lying there underneath it all."  He wondered if his heartache would ever fade.  These days he didn't fall to the ground and cry like a baby as he had then.  But the years hadn't made talking about the loss of his mother any easier.

Beau wasn't a man who admitted his emotions much.  Like all the Gentry boys, he'd been taught by the strap and the harsh word to be a man.  Cowboys don't cry.  He'd never seen gentleness in any man until he'd met Hank Promise.  

The hand Mandy held on his arm tightened.  He didn't want to look at her, didn't want her to see the shame he felt in not being there for his mother.  For leaving her and not coming back.  Lord only knew why she'd loved Mike Gentry or how she'd put up with his ways for so many years.  She'd deserved more.

"Dad found me at her grave," he went on.  "It was almost like he was waiting for me there in the shadows, waiting to have the last say again."  Beau shook his head, trying to will the memories and hatred away.  "I told him I'd lost my beloved mother and as far as I was concerned I had no father.  They were the last words I ever spoke to him."

Mandy was quiet for a long while.  

"You were angry."

"It was much more than anger."

"Hurt, yes, I know.  He hurt you badly.  You were both hurting.  It may not be the same for us, but I do know how you feel."

He glanced at her then and his heart did a flip.  "Yeah, you do, don't you.  But your dad would never do something so cold-hearted to you though."

She shook her head.  "No, he wouldn't.  And things aren't as bad as they used to be with us.  It wasn't always easy for me to accept some of my father's ways, but we've worked through a lot.  It's easier now.  Maybe because I'm older.  I don't know.  Maybe now that some time has passed you should try to talk to your father--"

"No!"

"You were both hurting.  People do terrible things some times when they're in pain."

"He's still the same man.  And what's worse is he's turning my brother Cody into the same stock."

"Beau."

"Forget it, Mandy, it was in the past.  Any feelings I have for that man I've just shut off and left behind."

She just stared at him until he turned to look at her.  

He could see it in her eyes, the questions, the conclusions she was coming to.  Was it that easy to let go of us, too? 

He wanted to say the words out loud.  Tell her that, no, it had nearly killed him to leave her behind.  He'd had no choice.  As he drove out of Texas that day, he'd prayed that they'd both find happiness some day without each other.  Because he knew his father would make it impossible for them to be happy together.  It had taken all his strength to keep from turning around and racing to the airport to catch her before she left his life forever.  

But he'd clung to hope that Mandy would eventually be happier without him.  That's what had kept him moving forward even when he doubted his decision to leave her.

The rain had subsided some since they'd left the cabin.  Although Beau had the urge to gun it back to the ranch, he took it slow to keep from getting caught in a rut and sliding off the muddy road.  The windshield wipers whined as they smacked back and forth against the ends of the windshield.  Mandy had her window open to catch what little relief from the heat she could despite having the rain wiping her in the face.

He couldn't help himself, he had to ask.

"You never answered me, Mandy."

She crinkled her nose into an adorable frown.

"Have you been happy these last eight years?  I mean really happy?"

She tossed him a wry grin.  "You mean the kind of happy that follows you around like the moon?"

He chuckled.  "Yeah, something like that."

"Beau, that's a fairy tale and you know it."

His heart fell deep in his chest.  "Happiness isn't a fairy tale, Mandy.  It's getting up and knowing where you are and where you want to go and feeling good about it.  It's not something that only people in books have.  You deserve that, too."

"Are you happy?"

"Sometimes."

She looked at him thoughtfully and he wondered if she was thinking of what had been between them.  What could have been.  He knew he'd been thinking a whole lot about it these last few days.

Easing the truck down an embankment toward the creek, Beau groaned out loud.  

Mandy took in the expression on Beau's face, already not liking what it meant.  "Is it bad?" 

"Ruts are filled with water.  The tires are skidding."

Mandy remained quiet and let Beau concentrate on his driving.  If they skid off the road, it would be an easier walk back up to the cabin than all the back to the ranch.  It was late enough in the day that she knew Beau would take the alternative to head to the cabin over heading home.   

Raindrops pounded on the roof of the truck, making her ears ring.  The windshield wipers whipping to and fro did little to help the visibility.  Mandy kept her window open and moved toward the middle of the cab.  It was easier to see the bank of the road through the open window, despite the rage of rain flying into the truck.

"Don't go too close to this side of the road."

"I'm trying to keep her steady in the middle, but already the ground is like a mud pit.  Oh, no," Beau said, groaning.  He slowed down as they made it to the bottom of the hill and rolled down his window all the way to look outside.

"What wrong?" Mandy asked, not being able to see anything in the direction Beau was now looking.

"Cattle are one of the most beautiful of all God's creatures and sure as spit they're the dumbest."

After stopping the truck in the center of the washed out road, Beau pushed open the door.

"Why do you say that?"

"One of the cows broke from the herd and decided to birth her calf in the middle of the swamp.  A swamp, for crying out loud!  She could have had the whole damned mountain and she chooses here and now of all times to give birth."

"It's not like she had a choice of when, Beau," Mandy said, moving over to the driver's side so she could look in the direction Beau was pointing.

"No, but she could have chosen a more practical spot to have her miracle.  Like one I wouldn't have to wade through to go rescue her baby.  If I don't get that calf out of there, her momma never will be able to once the creek rises.  The calf will end up drowning."

"Oh, no.  Then we have to get her."

"Keep yourself dry in the truck.  I'll take care of it."

"I'm already soaking wet."

The rain was loud as it hit the roof of the truck that Mandy hadn't heard the plaintive mooing of the cow or the much softer call of her calf until she slid out of the truck and slammed the door.  She followed on Beau's heels down toward the creek.  The creek was rising steadily.  Even Mandy could tell the difference between now and when they'd first driven up to the cabin.  It was only a matter of time before the banks were flooded and the entire area around them would be under water.

She carefully stepped over rotten stumps and twigs toward the calf. 

"You should have stayed in the truck," Beau said.  "This ground is like a sponge.  You're liable to lose a boot in this mud bog." 

Too late.

"Ah, Beau?"

He halted his stride a few yards ahead of her and angled back, tossing her a questioning glance beneath the rim of his cowboy hat. 

Mandy just smiled sheepishly, trying her best to stand steady on one foot.

Beau shook his head and chuckled as he strode back up the embankment toward her.  "I will never understand the female species," he muttered.

"You don't have to understand them to enjoy them," she said, smiling wickedly.  

Had she really said that?  It felt so nature a comeback, like the easy banter they'd shared years ago.  She was flirting with him, she realized, and the twinkle in his eyes told her he knew it.  What surprised her more was that she actually liked the feeling of flirting with Beau again.

Beau walked past her to the point where she'd stepped out of her boot.  As he pulled it from the muck, it made a suction sound.  He shook it a few times to rid it of mud, but it didn't seem to help all that much.

He was laughing as he stooped down in front of her to help her put it back on.  She couldn't keep her own laughter at bay either.

"I can't guarantee it'll be clean and dry when you put your foot back in it, Cinderella, but there's nothing I can do about it just this second, short of carrying you to the truck and-"

"That won't be necessary," she insisted.  Placing her hands on his shoulders to steady herself, she said, "Just help me get my foot into the boot and I'll live with the mud and grit."

He was touching her foot.  When she'd stepped out of her boot her sock had half slipped off with it and now Beau gently pushed it back up into place.  The feel of his hand on her seemed too intimate.  She'd never thought of her foot as being at all sensual, but the care in which Beau touched her and eased her boot back into place made her suddenly feel lightheaded.  She wondered vaguely if this was how Cinderella felt having her glass slipper placed on her foot by the Prince.

Chuckling to herself as she put her foot back down on the ground, Mandy decided that she may have one thing in common with Cinderella, but she was sure the fairy-tale princess hadn't found herself in the pouring rain having to rescue a calf in a swamp afterward.

"Go back to the truck," Beau called out as he headed back down the embankment.

"You may need my help."

"Stubborn woman," he said, laughing as he shook his head.

The cow didn't like them getting too close to her baby.  That much was evident by the way she stomped her hooves and paced around them mooing her protest.  The calf, who had to have been born mere hours ago, was barely able to get his footing in the mud.  Mandy wasn't doing much better.  All the while, the momma cow was mooing loud and eyeing Beau as he eased the calf into his arms.  

As Beau started up the embankment, he hit a flow of mud and started sliding backward.

"Hold on to her, Beau."

The look on Beau's face was truly hilarious as he struggled to keep his balance, hold on to an agitated calf, and avoid coming in contact with a more than distraught mother cow as he inched up the small incline. 

"Do you need me to help?"

"I got her," he called out.  "She's a good kicker.  You might get hurt.  Just keep an eye on her momma.  She's not looking too happy right now." 

Mandy couldn't help but laugh.  Beau's cowboy hat was tilted to one side, giving his face no protection from the pouring rain.  The calf was calling out to her momma.  The cow looked ready to charge on Beau, if only she could make it up the hill without sliding back down.  

As they made it to the road, the calf's agitation grew and she began kicking furiously.  Beau held on tight, but in an effort not to drop the calf, he ended up stepping right out of his boots and landing on his back in the mud, cradling the calf on his chest.  His hat had fallen off behind him in the mud and was now face up collecting rain. 

"She's okay now," Mandy said, trying to stifle a laugh.

Beau released the calf.  Immediately it went in search of its mother who had finally made it up to the road.  The cow let out a long moo. 

"You're welcome," Beau called out, glaring at the cow, who was still perturbed at him even though her calf was now out of danger and strutting slowly back to her.

Mandy held her wet hand to her lips to hide the smile she couldn't control.

"Stupid cow," Beau muttered, looking around himself for his hat.  

It had been raining steadily, but now another wave of heavy rain came down on them.  Beau emptied his hat of rainwater and propped it on his head, all the while continuing to search the area around him.

"Where are my boots?!" he barked out.

Unable to contain herself any longer, Mandy busted out laughing, doubling over.

"I'm glad you think this is so funny.  Those are my favorite boots," Beau said, laughing himself.  He was positively covered with mud when he stood up in his stocking feet.  He grabbed his boots, which were soaked and mud-stained, and stood staring.  His devilish grin made her pause.

"What is spinning in that head of yours, Beau Gentry?" she said in what she hoped was warning enough to keep him from doing what she thought he was about to.

"You're too clean."

"No, I'm very dirty.  Remember, I lost my boot in the mud, too.  I'm very wet and very dirty."  

She started backing up slowly, then faster when lack of footwear did nothing to slow down Beau's stride.  

"You need a little more mud, Mandy."

"You wouldn't dare."

"You know I would."  And he did.  Before she could spin on her heels and race back to the truck, Beau picked up a handful of mud and catching up to her, he smeared it on her.  Then retreated before she could reach him and counter the attack.  The glob of muck oozed down the right side of her hat, tilting it so half the mud dripped down her ear and neck.

"You dirty rat!" she said, laughing until she couldn't tell if the tears on her face were from laughter or rain.   

Bending down she quickly tried to toss a ball of mud in his direction as she rounded the side of the truck, hoping to gain some cover.  It landed pitifully on the hood of the truck.  

It was one thing to fling mud on the outside of the truck, but she was sure Beau would take pains not to muddy her inside the cab.  Dripping with mud and wet to the bone, she yanked open the passenger side door and crawled in.  The second after she slammed the door shut, Beau climbed into the driver's seat and slammed the door.  Both of them laughing so hard Mandy's sides hurt.

"Look at my boots," he said, muttering as he dropped them on the floor. 

It was too much for her to take.  Rain was dripping down his face, dragging strands of hair into his eyes and matting it against his face.  A drop of water made a slow trail down the corner of his eye, down his cheek and rested just to the side of his chiseled chin next to a smudge of mud.  Mandy had the unbelievable urge to touch him there, kiss that drop of water from his face.

She wanted to bury herself in his arms, lose herself in his kisses and feel her heart collide with his.

Instead, she stared at him, at the drop of water on his face, at his slightly parted lips and the way his chest rose and fell with each breath he dragged in.  Mud and all, he was incredibly handsome.  She wanted to reach across the cab of the truck, which suddenly seemed way too big and much too small for anything she had in mind.  

"Are you okay," he said.  His voice was low and smooth as a calm pond on a breezeless day.  And he was staring back at her with the same intensity she felt inside herself.

"Yes."

"You sure about that?"

 No, she wasn't okay.  What she was feeling right now was a raging storm of emotion that would surely lead her back to heartbreak.  

"What I said before about there being others."

Beau's expression grew tight.  "It doesn't matter," he said, leaning across the space between them and placing his hand on her cheek, gently brushing it.  His fingers felt gritty, but his touch turned her knees to jelly and sent shock waves through her whole body.

"Yes, it does," she said quietly, her mouth suddenly bone-dry.  She wanted to lean into his touch, kiss his palm.  Instead, she just enjoyed the new feelings his touch evoked.

He smiled, slow and sexy, and her heart did a flip.  

"I guess I got a little carried away.  You have mud on your face.  In your hair," he whispered.  

He tipped her hat off her head with his other hand and tossed it to the floorboards.  All the while, he kept his hand on her cheek, brushing the gritty wet dirt.

"I'm making it worse."

Shaking her head slightly, she said, "No, you're not."

"I shouldn't be touching you this way."

He started to pull his hand away, but Mandy held it in place against her cheek.

His eyes were dark and filled with longing.  "Mandy, I want to kiss you."

"Then kiss me," she whispered back.

She let herself go with the flow.  She met him half way, draping her arms around his shoulders.  There was no room for indecision.  She wanted Beau and by the way his mouth savagely came over hers, the way he dug his fingers into her matted hair until it tumbled down to her shoulders, and cradled her body against his, he wanted her too.

She opened up to him, not sure she'd ever be able to get enough of what he had to give.  Not sure if there'd ever be enough hours in a day or days in a lifetime to know all there was to know about Beau Gentry.

She wanted to be with him.  Much as she'd hated it, she'd been drawn to Beau like a magnet ever since she'd stepped foot off that plane.  It felt amazingly good to feel and admit it to herself after all this time.  It was better to feel it and be there in his arms.

The charging rain against the roof of the truck just barely drowned out her soft moan and the rampant beating of her heart.  Mandy clung to Beau, to his rain sodden clothes, feeling his hard body against hers, feeling the strength of his arms as he pulled her against his chest, setting her soul on fire.  

It wouldn't last forever.  She knew that.  But for this moment she'd make it last, savor every bit of Beau's kiss for as long as she could.

The sound of a horn blaring in the distance slowly cut through the charge of the rain.  Beau pulled away from her and looked into her eyes.  She knew that look.  It had haunted her endlessly with its memory.  But before she could kiss Beau again, the noise in the distance grew louder until it was impossible to ignore.

"What are they doing up here?"  Beau released Mandy, grabbing his boots and quickly slipping into them.

It could only mean one thing, but Mandy wasn't ready to face it.  Fighting her fear, she quickly threw open the door and stepped out into the rain.

Mitch's truck stopped about a hundred yards away.  He ran through the mud-bogged road until he was half way to Beau's truck.

"I'm glad I caught up with you."

"What is it?" Beau asked.

Mitch could hardly catch his breath.  He didn't have to utter a word for Mandy to know what he was about to say.  His face said it all.

"It's Hank.  He's collapsed."

 

# # #

 


Chapter Eight

 

For the first time that day, Beau questioned taking Mandy away from the ranch.  Oh, Lord, if anything happened to Hank while they were gone.  He'd never forgive himself.

"We're never going to get the truck through this mud without some help," Beau said.

"I have a winch if you get stuck, but it'll take too long.  Leave the truck and drive back with me."

They quickly walked the distance to Mitch's pickup and climbed inside.  Mandy sat in the middle between him and Mitch, forced into tight quarters, but already Beau felt the difference between them.  She was snug up against him, leaning against his body.  Beau had to admit he liked this change of heart, and hoped it wasn't just out of fear for what might be with Hank.

She needed comfort to keep her fear at bay and he was going to give it to her.  Wrapping his arm around her shoulder, he pulled her to him so she was resting against his side.  He realized immediately that he needed her comfort as much as she needed his.

As Mitch's truck bounced back down the road toward the ranch, Mandy's eyes drifted up to meet his.  It nearly broke his heart.  She seemed...shattered.

He did the only thing he could.  He bent his head and pressed his lips against her forehead.  "You talk to him," Beau said softly.  "He'll listen to you.  You're the only one he'll listen to."

Mandy nodded her head weakly.  

It seemed to take forever to reach the ranch house.  The sun was sinking below the trees when Mitch's truck finally pulled out front.  Knowing the doctors would take measures to operate, Hank insisted on staying home instead of going to the hospital at Corrine's pleas.  The paramedics stabilized him as best they could while Corrine had called his doctor.  He was just stepping off the porch when they climbed out of the truck.

"He's comfortable," Corrine said.  It had taken its toll on her, Beau could tell.  In the time they'd been gone she looked as if she'd aged ten years.

"I want to see him," Mandy said on a sob.

"He needs to rest," Dr. Cookman said.  "Don't upset him.  Right now his heart is like a timebomb.  Just let him rest and I'll check on him in the morning."  He turned to Corrine and reaching out, he squeezed her hand.  "You have my direct number.  You call me if you need to.  I don't care what time it is."

"I will.  Thank you so much Rich."

His heart is like a timebomb.

Beau's ears were still ringing with Dr. Cookman's words when he left Hank's room later that evening.  If Mandy couldn't convince Hank to have the surgery, he was going to lose his friend, a good man who had been like a father to him.

And Mandy would lose so much more.

* * *

The house had grown quiet now that all the hands were back at the bunkhouse.

"Let me help you with the dishes, Aunt Corrine," Mandy said.  She needed something to do, something to keep her busy.  But she suspected her aunt needed it more.  

She came up from behind and wrapped her arms around her aunt and felt her shoulders shudder.  After a few moments, Corrine sobbed, "When I was lying in bed with him earlier I thought, 'Lord, how many more times am I going to be able to have him here in my arms like this?'  I thought we were going to lose him today for sure."

"I know.  I should have been here."

"No, you can't stop your life just because he's being so stubborn.  None of us can."

"I wish..."

"What, doll?"

She slumped down into a kitchen chair and mindlessly twirled an empty glass between her fingers.  "I should have come more often."

"Oh, don't go there again.  You have a life of your own.  No one expects you to give it up."

Mandy chuckled wryly.  "I wish my mother would say that."

Her aunt looked down at the soapsuds and stilled.  "I didn't want to call your mother and tell her about Hank.  In fact, he asked me not to.  Was quite cross with me for doing it."

Mandy closed her eyes and shook her head.  "He's such a..."  She paused, searching for the right word.  Then looking up at her aunt, they both said in tandem, "cowboy."  

"I'm glad you made that call.  Otherwise, I may have never known until it was too late.  For that I'm sorry.  Some niece I turned out to be."

"You're wonderful for him.  We both love you so very much."

"Can I ask you something personal?"

"Anything."

"How come you and Uncle Hank never had children?  You'd both make wonderful parents."

Corrine didn't answer right away and immediately Mandy wondered if it were too painful a subject for her aunt.  Her hands stilled in the dishwater.

"I would have loved to have had a child with Hank," she said quietly.  "It wasn't in God's plan, I guess."

"You could have adopted.  I can just see Hank and a string of young cowboys out in the barnyard.  He was always so great with me, always encouraged me and made me feel like I could do anything.  You'd make a terrific mother, too.  I remember so many nights when I first came to the Double T I'd cry myself to sleep and you always stayed by my side.  You and Hank are like a second set of parents to me."

Corrine was quiet and Mandy was afraid she'd hurt her aunt’s feelings.  But then she turned and smiled at Mandy, her eyes filled with tears.

"We didn't need to adopt a child.  We were blessed with you."  

Mandy swallowed the lump in her throat.  She was well loved by the people in her life.  How many people could say that?  And yet, she thought back to what Beau had asked her over again about being happy.  Was she?

"And you both were happy?"

"We have each other.  You could drive yourself crazy with what-would-have-beens if you let it get to you.  But yes, I've always been happy.  And I think up until lately Hank's been happy, too."

Mandy pushed herself out of her chair.  "I don't doubt it.  If Uncle Hank doesn't care about himself, he can't be happy about what this is doing to everyone else."

Her aunt's shoulders slumped.  "He has his reasons, not that I agree with him.  But they are his own."

"Why don't you tell me what they are?"

Corrine turned to her, unshed tears still clinging to her eyelids.  "You need to ask him that yourself, doll.  Only he can tell you."

Mandy picked up a dishtowel and started wiping one of the dishes her aunt set to dry in the wrack.  Her aunt quickly stilled her hand.

"Please leave them.  I need some busy work to do and if I don't have any to keep me occupied, I'll go crazy.  As it is, I'll probably be tearing at this house until morning sun."

"Okay," Mandy said, understanding.  "I'm going to check on Uncle Hank before I turn in."

She kissed her Aunt's cheek and left the kitchen, listening to her heart beating and the loud thrum of blood rushing through her veins.  As she crossed the living room to the stairway, she paused and angled back to the fireplace mantle where the pictures of her and Uncle Hank and Aunt Corrine were carefully placed.  

Walking over to the mantel, she chose the picture of her sitting on her uncle's lap when they visited his mother on the reservation.  The day she'd met Alice's daughter Sara.  There was something about that picture that had given her pause when she'd seen it the other day.  If she looked at it quick enough...

We didn't need to adopt.  We were blessed with you.

With trembling hands, she took the picture from the mantel and stared at it again.  Then she climbed the stairs to the second floor.  When she reached Hank's bedroom, she knocked lightly on the door.

"Are you up for company?" she asked when she poked her head in.

"Always for you," Hank said, lifting his arm up in invitation for her to join him on the bed.  He was sitting up, his face ghostly white and his breathing better now that he'd had a little rest.  The doctor said it would get better as long as he didn't overdo it. 

"I need you, you big ninny," she said, tears blurring her vision.  She settled into his arms, resting her head on his broad shoulders like she used to when she was a young girl.  He enfolded her in his arms and gave her a squeeze.  He always gave her the hugs she craved, always made her feel accepted, gave his approval willingly, endlessly.  She had the feeling she could do no wrong in her uncle's eyes.

"You don't need me, darlin'.  You're all grown up and taking the world by the ears and making them listen to you now.  You've got your momma’s brains."

Her eyes fell to the photo in her hand.  And my grandmother's eyes.  She gazed up at Hank and saw the first time with the eyes of a woman what she would never see-- could never see--as a child.

She swallowed hard before daring to speak, felt her bottom lip tremble.  But it was too important to ignore.  "How come you never told me you're my real father?" she asked, her voice low and thick with emotion.

She took a deep breath and waited with trepidation for his reply.

Hank's arm tightened just a fraction around her and his body tensed.  His eyes suddenly filled with moisture and she saw what looked to her like regret.  "How..."

Her voice was shaky when she spoke and she fought mightily to keep it steady.  "I guess it's always been there.  Mom and Dad fighting endlessly, always just before I came to Texas.  You and Aunt Corrine were supposed to be such good family friends except you and my parents never spend any time together, only when it has to do with me.  All the clues were there when I was growing up, except if you aren't looking for something, you won't find it.  And if you don't want to see it, you'll just push any evidence of it aside."

She paused, swallowing hard after the words rushed out of her mouth.  He hadn't denied it.  It could only mean one thing.  She fought to keep from bursting out into tears and making what was already difficult for both of them even harder.

"I'm all grown up, Uncle Hank.  I can read things differently and I can handle what I may not have been able to accept when I was seven."  She smiled, handing him the picture she'd brought to the room.  "I have my grandmother's eyes."

His eyebrows knitted.  

"Remember that first day we met at my recital?"

"How could I ever forget?"

"You told me your name was Hank Promise and I told you my name was Promise, too.  Mandy Promise Morgan.  You smiled and said I had my grandmother's eyes.  The only other person who ever said that to me was mom.  When I was a kid, I didn't think anything of it.  Why would I?  But Mom's mother had big hazel-green eyes, just like hers.  And Dad's eyes are blue and...he was adopted.  Did you know that?"

Hank shook his head.

"No one would have known what color eyes his biological mother had.  My eyes aren't quite like yours, but they're an awful lot like this picture of your mother.  I think I look a little like her."

Hank closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, his bottom lip trembling.  Mandy instantly regretted bringing up the subject, fearing it would be too hard for Hank to handle.

"I gave your mother my word.  It was the only way."

Tears fell unchecked down her face, blurring her vision.

"The only way my father would allow you to be part of my life?  Being adopted himself, I think it was important for Dad to have me all to himself.  When you came into my life, he had to share me.  With you."

"It had been years since I'd seen your mother.  I was just outside Philadelphia for a rodeo.  I was sitting there at some diner reading the morning paper over breakfast with some other cowboys when I saw you staring up at me from the newspaper.  You were standing beside your mother and your piano instructor, getting ready for a recital.  I saw those big brown eyes and knew without a doubt you were my daughter."

Mandy laughed through the tears.  "I remember that day.  I'd never seen a cowboy before.  I remember thinking you were so big with that black cowboy hat and boots you always wore.  I was so afraid to talk to you.  You told me not to be afraid, that you were my uncle from Texas."

The corners of Hank's mouth lifted into a wide grin.  "You didn't even question it.  You just asked me where Texas was like it was a million miles away.  When I drove out of Philadelphia that day it sure felt like a million miles." 

"You gave me a yellow rose to bring on stage when it was my turn to play and told me to smile pretty, that you'd be standing in the back of the room listening.  And you did, because I watched.  After I was done playing, mom asked me where I'd gotten the pretty rose and I told her you gave it to me and that your name was Promise just like mine.  I thought she'd faint right there."

Hank shrugged.  "It wasn't exactly the smoothest way for me to introduce myself into your life."

Mandy also recalled how for days afterward she would go to bed and hear her parents argue endlessly.  She'd felt guilty and asked her mother if she'd done something wrong for talking to Hank because he was a stranger and was that the reason they were arguing.  She said no, that I didn't do anything wrong.  But she explained how Uncle Hank was not really a relative, but instead a good friend of the family that she hadn't seen in a long time.  Her mother also said she'd probably be seeing more of him and that Mandy should still call him Uncle Hank.

After that, Hank would come to visit for birthday parties or special occasions and her parents fought for days afterward.  Then never kissed and made up the way she always thought grownups kissed and made up when they had fights. Then at the end of the 4th grade, just before she went to Texas for the first time, her father didn't talk to anyone for a week.  When she boarded the plane with her mother, he just looked at her and told her everything would be okay when she came home.  And it was.  It always was.   

"I never wanted to cause any pain to you or your folks, Mandy.  I just..."

"I'm glad I know the truth," she said, thinking back over all the fights and all the bad feelings until they rolled into one big blur.  "And you don't have to feel guilty about me finding out.  Mom must have wanted me to know someday.  Otherwise, why would she have given me your name?"

A fresh set of tears stung the inside of her eyelids, spilling down her cheek.  Hank kissed her forehead and squeezed her tight, holding her in silence for a long moment.

"I meant what I said, Uncle Hank.  I need my father in my life."

"You have a father," he interjected quickly.  "I can't take any credit for raising you or making you into the woman you've become.  Sometimes I think it would have made things a lot easier for all of you if I'd stayed away."

"I'm glad you didn't.  I can't imagine not having you in my life."

"You're not angry then?"

"No, not angry.  To be honest, I don't know exactly what I feel.  I'm a little numb.  But it explains a lot.  Like why I could never do anything completely right in my father's eye.  To him I could have always done better.  Maybe I could never live up to what he wanted because I wasn't...really his daughter."

"Stop that.  He loves you and raised you like his own.  Having his blood wouldn't have changed things.  It's just the kind of man he is.  He's always going to be your daddy."

"I know that.  But you still have a special place in my life.  That's why I don't understand why you won't have the surgery.  Why?  Whatever relationship we have is ours and ours alone, no matter how it's defined.  You're an important part of my life and I don't want to lose you.  Do you regret what happened with you and mom?"

"Never.  It brought you into my life.  But I sometimes regret how things ended for us.  Your mom used to be...happier.  She was a different woman when I knew her.  Sometimes I wonder about things, but that can drive a person crazy.  How do you go back?  Which part of who you are now would you give up to go back and fix things?  I love Corrine different from the way I loved your mother, but still as special."

Hank drew in a deep breath and was quiet a moment, just staring at her face.  Mandy wondered what he was thinking as he looked at her for the first time, knowing she knew the truth.

"So much of this has been playing through my head these last few days," he said.  "I couldn't face going under the knife without you knowing.  Except I gave your mother my word..."

Mandy sat up in bed, swiped the tears from her cheeks and looked squarely at him.  "Well, now I know.  And you didn't break any promises to Mom.  I'm going to be right here with you and Aunt Corrine while you have your surgery.  Please...please say you'll have it.  I can't lose you."

He gazed at her for a short while, his eyes waging war with fear and regret and renewed hoped.  "Okay, doll.  I'll do it."

Hank was asleep when she left his room.  Corrine was waiting by the door.  In her hands was a dishrag she was winding tighter than a toothpick.

"Call Dr. Cookman and tell him Hank will be in the hospital early tomorrow for the surgery," Mandy said. 

The relief on her aunt's face was instantaneous.  She held Mandy's gaze for a long moment, but didn't ask the question written in her eyes.

Mandy nodded.  "He told me the truth." 

Wrapping their arms around each other, they sobbed.

 

# # #

 


Chapter Nine

 

A short time later, Corrine was settled in with Hank.  An ambulance was due to pick Hank up at sunrise to take him to the hospital.  Her uncle may have been the one who was ill, but her aunt was emotional exhausted.

Mandy was spent, too, but she couldn't go to sleep now if she tried.  Hank was going to have surgery.  He was going to be all right.  It was a tremendous relief.  But she couldn't feel any of it just yet.

Which part of who you are now would you give up to go back and fix things?  Mandy couldn't get Hank's words out of her head.  

These feelings she had for Beau were just as strong as they were eight years ago.  At times, she thought they were more so.  But maybe they couldn't go back either.  They'd both changed and grown into two different people.  Her life was now in Philadelphia.  In a few short weeks when Hank was on his feet again, Beau would go back to the rodeo to compete for the world championship.  It had been his dream.

She walked down the dirt path to the bunkhouse, chiding herself for needing to see Beau.  The sounds of male bonding on the inside of the bunkhouse drifted out into the night air.  This wasn't her place, but she knocked anyway. 

"What's wrong, Mandy?" Beau asked, greeting her at the door with arms opened wide.  Just for her.  Thank God he was here with her.  She'd held it together as long as she could, but now her head was swimming.

Her father wasn't really her father.  Hank was the man responsible for bringing her into the world.  It explained so much.  And yet...oh, God, the life as she knew it wasn't anything she thought it was at all. 

She slipped into his arms naturally and held on.  He smelled fresh and clean from the showered he'd taken earlier when they'd come back from the cabin.  

Mandy glanced past Beau's shoulder and saw the hands seated at the card table.  Bottles of beer were lined up in a row.  In the center of the table was a pile of dollar bills and loose change.  Each hand had their own stash by their side.

"Can you get away for a walk?" she asked, looking up at Beau's face.  She knew the ritual of cowboy poker.  Today had been a particularly hard day physically and emotionally for the hands and the family.  It was a way for them to regroup.  Beau was part of this ritual even if she wasn't.

"Just let me get a sweater for you.  You look cold," Beau said.

She wasn't cold, but she realized then that she was shivering.  She'd left Hank's room without a thought to where she was going and ended up at the bunkhouse.  She'd been hoping Beau hadn't turned in yet.  She needed to have him hold her, needed to be comforted by his embrace and his strength.

She turned away from the doorway and heard Beau tell the hands to deal him out of this game.  After a few rumbles and groans, Beau was by her side, draping a denim jacket over her shoulders.  She leaned her cheek into the soft cotton and inhaled the smoky scent, still lingering on the fibers after burning mesquite the other day.

They walked in silence, seemingly following the moonlight.  Each intake of breath propelled them forward until they ended up by a grassy clearing beyond the calving barn.  The sounds of crickets and horses filled the air around them.  

"Everything all right with Hank?" Beau finally asked, dropping to the ground.  She followed him and he immediately enfolded her in his arms.  Memories of Beau holding her earlier in the day filled her head.  They'd been so good together, so right.  How could she suddenly feel so disjointed?

"He's sleeping.  Aunt Corrine is with him, too.  I hope she gets some sleep herself, she looks like she's about to collapse.  He's finally agreed to have the surgery," she said quietly, her bottom lip trembling.  She wasn't sure if it was from relief or from fear.  Or maybe because of the news she'd just learned.

The heavy sigh of relief lifted his chest, squeezing her in his tight embrace.  But Mandy didn't mind at all.  If she never left Beau Gentry's arms, she'd die a happy woman.  She forced away the nagging reminder that crawled to the surface of her mind that they would soon be going their separate ways.

"There's more."  This time the trembling of her lips accompanied a fresh set of tears brimming in her eyes. 

Beau tipped up her chin.  "What is it?  What's wrong?"

Mandy couldn't seem to get the words past her throat.  It had been easier to confront Hank.  She wasn't sure why.  Maybe because there'd been so much at stake.  But now...

"Hank is my father, Beau."

Silence.

"Did you hear you hear what I said?  All this time I've been trying to please my father, not getting his approval for anything, when I always had the approval of my father.  Hank is my real father."

"I know."

Shocked, she blinked away the tears and glanced up at him.  "You-you know?"

He nodded.  

"But how did you...  How long have you known?"

He held her gaze even as he hesitated.  "Eight years."

Pulling from his embrace, Mandy abruptly stood up, brushing the wet blades of grass from her jeans.  "You knew the truth all this time and you never told me?" she said accusingly.

Beau remained in place on the grass, leaning back on his arm as he looked up at her.  "It wasn't for me to tell.  That was Hank's secret."

"Did...did Hank tell you this?"   

"No, my father did."

"Your father?  How would he know?"

"Who knows.  He probably hired a private investigator and was hoping to use that information to get back at Hank.  He'd called it his ace in the hole against that thieving Apache.  That's what he's always called Hank."

"I guess that makes me the thieving Apache's daughter.  I was your ace in the hole?" she said bitterly.

"No, never!"

In the moonlight, she could see he was angry.  He got to his feet and stood directly in front of her.

"I told you I never did anything to hurt Hank.  My father wanted me to dig up dirt on him.  Said if he couldn't find something that would ruin the ranch, he'd find something more personal to ruin Hank with.  I didn't believe my father's accusations so I told Hank what my father was planning to do." 

"And he didn't deny it," Mandy said quietly, nibbling on her bottom lip to steady it.

"No.  I wasn't about to let my father's viciousness hurt you, Mandy.  Don't you see, I wasn't working in cahoots with my father.  I came out to the ranch to learn as much as I could about bronc riding.  Because I loved being here.  Hank has given me a lot.  I owe him.  But anything I took from him he gave willingly.  I'm grateful for him for all he's done."

"If you could go to Hank with this, why couldn't you tell me?"

  "You're talking about something different here."

"Am I?  You made me think we were a lie.  You told me you didn't love me and you were only using me."

"You know how much I regret that."

"That's not the point.  Regardless of your loyalty to my uncle...my father, oh, God, you didn't have to lie to me, Beau.  Not about us."

"Yes, I did."

"Why?  I just don't understand it."

"My father was so bent on destroying Hank in any way he could.  It had been his obsession ever since Hank bought this spread.  Mike Gentry didn't care if he alienated his own sons in the process, much less the daughter of the man he hated most in the world."

"Still-"

"You needed to learn the truth from Hank, not me.  And certainly not in any way my father would have represented it.  And I guarantee it wouldn't have been pretty."

"I found out anyway, Beau.  Eight years of time lost..."

Tears clung in her eyes and she fought not to break down.  Beau had told her at the airport there were only two things Hank had ever asked of him.  Was this the first?

"Beau, did Hank ask you to leave me?"

Beau's silence was her answer.

Mandy buried her face in her hands, unable to keep her raging emotion at bay.

Beau gripped her by the shoulders, forcing her to look up at him.  

"Hank asked you to leave me?"

"He didn't do it to hurt you, Mandy.  He only wanted to spare your feelings."

"He knew how crushed I was when you left and-"

"Even if he hadn't, it still wouldn't have changed anything.  I still would have gone on the road without you, Mandy."

She sobered with his words, tears streaming down her cheeks.  He hadn't really loved her.  That's what he was saying right?  And if that were true, what was all this that was building between them now?  She wrenched herself from his grip and took a wide step backwards.

"What was I supposed to do, Mandy?"

"You knew how I felt about you."

He nodded, a pained expression clouding his strong features.  He looked broken.  "You were so young.  You know it was only a matter of time before we'd have taken things too far.  I couldn't look at you without my heart pounding out of my chest so bad I couldn't breathe."

"So you made a choice and I wasn't it."

"You were sixteen, Mandy.  Only sixteen!  You kept saying you were going to run away with me.  You had everything ahead of you and I had nothing to give you.  Nothing but a gypsy life on the road.  You could never live like that."

She chuckled dryly.  "Beau, you never asked me if that was what I wanted."

"I didn't have to.  No matter what you were saying, sleeping in a truck and living on the road, wondering if I'd have made enough money from the next rodeo to keep us going wasn't the kind of life you would have been happy with."  

He jammed his fingers through his thick hair and looked away, muttering an oath under his breath.

"You never asked me, Beau," she said quietly.

"I had nothing to offer you."

"You were all I wanted."

"Maybe right then.  But in time you would have wanted more."

He heaved a sigh.  "I met Hank when he just got off the road from rodeo.  I'd been about ten years old then and he'd just bought the Double T.  I hated him for it because suddenly all that attention Dad had for me was focused on what he called some thieving Apache who stole his land.

"After one day in particular, when Dad begged off a fishing trip with me and Cody for the umpteenth time so he could meet with yet another lawyer, I decided to take my horse out to the Double T to see what was so special about it that it took Dad's every waking thought."

She folded her arms across her chest and waited of him to speak.

"It was this gorgeous day after a string of lousy weather.  Just perfect for being outside in the sunshine.  I rode out to the top of the hill on the edge of our spread and looked around.  It was real pretty land, but nothing better than what we had and I couldn't figure out why my dad wanted it so badly.  Or why he'd let it get in the way of us.  I rode onto the Double T and thought I was being quiet and sneaky, thought no one saw me trespassing.  But then Hank came up alongside me out of nowhere."

Beau laughed in remembrance.  "I was terrified, thought I'd really be in deep muck for trespassing.  But Hank just said it was a beautiful day for riding, asked me if I wanted to join him while he checked out the pasture where the cattle were grazing.  I felt stupid, and feeling a little low as I was, I said yes.

"Anyway, while we were riding, Hank didn't say a word.   I was sure he was going to ream me at some point and was just torturing me with his silence."

Mandy couldn't help but chuckle at that.  Hank had a good way of letting you know what he was feeling just in a single look.  He was also a true cowboy.  Words were only spoken when necessary.

"But he never did," Beau continued.  "And then I did something really stupid.  I asked him why he stole my father's property.  It was a stupid question because it was never my dad's to begin with, but Hank didn't make me feel stupid.  He just said that my dad could have had it if he'd have wanted it bad enough.  Hank had wanted it bad enough and that's why he got it."

She tried to think back on that time.  When Beau was ten and she was only six.  That was right about the time Hank had come into her life. 

  "I asked him what made him want it that bad.  He told me about traveling around with the rodeo and not having a home, living in run down motels and eating when you could in the front seat of a dusty old pickup.  It's no life for someone who needs a home.  But someday, you want to stop roaming and find that home.  Someday, no matter how much you love the road, something makes you stop and want to settle down.   

"So one day after school I came by when I should have been home doing chores.  Hank had just finished riding a wild young bronc.  I was so amazed.  He said that if I wanted to ride, I had to want it bad."  Beau shrugged.  "I didn't know anything about getting on a horse that wasn't broke.  But Hank said to come on over and he'd teach me everything I needed to know."

She smiled at that, trying to imagine a ten-year-old Beau riding for the very first time.

"Wait, you said you were ten?  I thought you started training with Hank the year we met?"

"I did.  I went back to the Double T after school the next day and Hank gave me the afternoon.  I must have seemed pathetic but he never said a word.  I was so excited when I got home and told my parents about it.  My mother got real quiet, but my dad...well, I ended up with a broken arm."

"Oh, my God, Beau.  Because you were with Hank?  Your father should be brought up on charges for what he did to you."

He shook his head and chuckled bitterly.  "I told Hank the next day that I couldn't come back.  Didn't tell him why but I'm sure he figured it out.  He took one look at my arm and told me, no matter what, I'd always have a place here at the Double T.  I never forgot that.  I tried working at my dad's ranch.  I thought I could be happy.  But after a while all I could think about was Hank Promise and rodeoing.  I wanted it bad.  So I came back to the Double T the year I met you.  Even I knew I was too old to start training for rodeo, but I had to try.”

"You were a natural," she said, thinking about all those times she'd seen him practicing with Hank, remembering the first few rodeos they'd gone to together.

Beau shrugged.  "Even though I haven't been around the Double T much it's been like a second home to me, a sort of haven to hang my hat every now and then.  I have Hank to thank for that."

"I can see how you'd feel loyalty to Hank, but Beau, you lied to me.  You said you didn't want me in your life."

"Yeah, I did.  You may not think so but at the time it was the right thing to do.  There were days I regretted leaving for missing you, and days when I knew it was absolutely the right thing to do.  You'd have hated it.  And while I can't change how I hurt you then, I can tell you that I've been thinking how things could be different for us now."

"I-I don't know, Beau.  I just can't think of anything other than what's ahead for Hank.  My head is swimming with all this."

He dragged her into his arms and held her.  "I know.  You've had a lot to absorb over the last couple of days.  I don't want to put any more on you.  I just want you to know that I'm here for you."

And he was, every step of the way.  During the long hours of waiting at the hospital, when every noise, every tick of the clock seemed so much louder than it really was, Beau was there for her.  She never thought just the mere touch of his hand to her shoulder or the brush of his wide hand across her back could say so much.  But it did.  So much more than words could ever say.  

Mandy realized with absolute certainty that the hardest thing ahead of her was not Hank's recovery, but living without Beau.  Again.

 

# # #

 


Chapter Ten

 

Once Hank was out of surgery and Dr. Cookman assured them he'd made it through the worst, Mandy felt safe enough to leave the hospital and go back to the Double T.  Hank was sleeping peacefully, but her aunt couldn't bear the thought of leaving in case he woke in the middle of the night.  She stayed by his side, assuring Mandy that she'd call as soon as Hank was awake.

Beau drove her back to the ranch in silence.  Every once in a while, he'd whistle and then stop.  She was sure he was thinking it would drive her crazy to hear it now, but it didn't.  He'd gotten under her skin again.  She'd gotten used to him whistling out of tune, tapping his foot like a hillbilly.  Being there for her.  She gotten use to the sound of his voice and the feel of his comforting hand.

Mandy fought back tears that she'd held in for most of the day.  Tears of fear for Hank's wellbeing.  Tears for herself because she was going to miss her cowboy when she had to leave.  Now that Hank had his surgery and was going to be okay, there was no reason for her to remain at the ranch, no reason for Beau to stay either.

As the truck pulled up to the front of the farmhouse, Mandy wondered how she was going to be able to leave here and go back to Philadelphia, to the life she had before she'd come to Texas.  Beau had asked her if she was happy in Philadelphia.  With her work? maybe.  But she knew she'd been the happiest she'd been in a long time during her stay this past week at the ranch.  

She could stay in Texas.  That was always an option.  She was grown up now and her parents weren't forcing her to come and go as they had when she was a child.  It would shatter her father to learn she knew the truth about Hank, but now that she knew she couldn't ignore it.  And someday her father would have to understand that she was a grown woman with a heart and mind of her own.

Philadelphia wasn't the only place she could get a job.  She could certainly use her skills in advertising to get work in Amarillo or Fort Worth.  Both would be a hike to commute, but it was doable.  Anything was doable if you wanted it bad enough.  

Bad enough.  Beau had wanted rodeoing bad enough to leave her once before.  

The heaviness in her chest multiplied tenfold.  Even if she stayed in Texas, it wasn't going to change things.  She'd be with Uncle Hank and Aunt Corrine, but as soon as they were assured Hank was on his feet and strong, Beau would be leaving Steerage Rock again.  Once again without her.

The sound of passenger side door opening pulled her from her thoughts.

Beau stood outside the truck holding his hand out to her.  She slipped her hand into his, feeling the rough calluses abrasive against her softer skin.  It grounded her.

"You look exhausted," he said.

"I am."

"The house is empty.  Will you be okay by yourself in there or do you want company for a while?"

She knew what he was asking.  He didn't want to go down to the bunkhouse.  He wanted to stay with her.  After the day they'd had, she wanted so much to have Beau hold her again until all the indecision and unrest she felt was washed away.  But no matter how much she wished it away, it wasn't going to change the truth.  Beau was going back to the rodeo circuit in a few days and she would be going back to Philadelphia, to her job.  Alone.

Mandy held his hand tight as she tugged him toward the house.  "Come in for a little while?" she finally answered.  

They crept through the living room in the dark and settled on the sofa together.  Beau enfolded her in his arms.  It was like coming home, Mandy thought.  Suddenly all the missing pieces of the puzzle were magically there and fit perfectly into place.  She knew without a doubt she could stay here like this forever.  

Beau stroked her hair gently with his fingers and she burrowed herself deeper into his warmth.

They must have fallen asleep holding each other when an hour later the phone rang, rousing them.

As she became aware of the telephone ringing, Mandy rubbed her eyes and frantically ran to the phone expecting it to be Aunt Corrine.  Expecting the worse.  Her pulse hammered in her ear as she picked up the phone.

It wasn't her aunt.

It was her father.

* * *

Beau arched his back to get the kinks out, his eyes peering in the direction of Mandy's voice.  He'd vaguely heard the blare of the telephone.  There was no telephone in the living room, so she had to run to the kitchen to answer it.

Lord, he hoped it wasn't the hospital.  During the hellacious day of waiting for Hank to make it through surgery, the doctor assured them all that Hank would have a peaceful night if there weren't any complications from the surgery.

When he reached the kitchen door, he saw Mandy leaning her hip against the counter with her back to him.

"It's been so crazy, Dad, with Hank's surgery and all.  I haven't even had a chance to unpack my sketch pad much less work on any of the ideas I've had," she said.

He waited at the doorway, not wanting to listen in on the conversation, but needing to hear.  As much as he dreaded the inevitable, he needed to hear her say the words.

"I'm sorry you couldn't reach me.  I...no, I can charge the cell phone tonight so you can reach me directly.  If I work on some sketches tonight, I can have them out to you by tomorrow afternoon the earliest."  

There was a moment of silence while she listened to the person on the other end of the phone.  Beau could only hear his heart beating in his chest and the creek of the floorboard under his bare feet.

"If all goes well, I should be back in the office next Monday.  Tuesday the latest.  But that's the best I can do.  I want..."

Back to the office.  The words echoed in Beau's head.  Mandy was going back to Philadelphia.  It shouldn't have thrown him as much as it did.  He'd known all along she would be going back to her old life and he'd be going back to the circuit.  

Funny how the thought of packing his things and throwing them into his pickup to head out on the road didn't appeal to him quite the same way it had when he'd first come back to Steerage Rock.  He'd forgotten what it was like to sleep in the same bed every night, wake up looking at the sun coming through the window and bouncing off the same walls and eating breakfast at the same table.  

There was a time he'd thought that was boring, that he couldn't live his life tied to the Silverado Cattle Company.  And maybe that was still true.  He hadn't mended fences with his father since he'd come home, although he'd had ample opportunity to just drive over and say his peace.

Beau hadn't been bored at the Double T.  Here he'd found a kind of peace and contentment that had been missing from his life.  Sure, he missed rodeo in a bad way, but he'd been missing something else just as important for the last eight years.  Something he'd found again being back in Texas at the Double T.  Being back with Mandy.

But she wasn't staying.  And pretty soon, no matter if he decided to forget about the World Championship and stay on to help Hank, she'd still be gone.

Beau leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb, watching Mandy fiddle with a long lock of her blond hair, watching how the light from the small French lamp by the telephone changed her hair all sorts of golden colors.  And wondering how on earth he was going to be able to live without seeing her smiling face every day.

He reached his hand up and rubbed the spot in the center of his chest where his heart squeezed.  He ached for what he was about to lose.  But there was nothing he could do to stop it.

Mandy hung up the phone and he immediately stiffened.  He had the vague feeling he wasn't going to like hearing what came next.

When she turned around, her face said it all.  Her smile was so bright and radiant it stole his breath away.  He couldn't breathe.

"We got the account!" she said, running to him and throwing her arms around his neck.  "Hill Crest Industries loved my presentation."

"Congratulations.  That's wonderful," he said, trying to keep his voice steady, not wanting to steal away any of her excitement.

"They want me to re-do some of the aspects of the campaign, but here's the best part, they want me to lead the account.  Can you believe it?  You should have heard my father on the phone just now."

"He must be really proud of you," he said, forcing himself to smile.

"Yeah, he is."

She kissed him square on the lips and he kissed her back.  Her lips were soft and moist.  He drank in all that he could, feeling her soft body pressed against his, breathing in all her life and excitement.  All the while, trying to feel it himself.  

But try as he may, he couldn't.  

Mandy finally pulled away and sighed.  "I have a lot of work to do tonight.  Dad wants some new sketches and I haven't done anything at all in days."

Beau's spirit plummeted.  "You're going to work now?"

"I have to.  I need to get something to him by tomorrow afternoon."

She hadn't had to tell him that part.  He knew from hearing her end of the conversation and figured she'd probably be working tonight to get it all done.  He squashed down that selfish feeling of wanting to hold her all night like they had before the phone rang, knowing that he wouldn't be now that she would be working.

Mandy went up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek.  "I don't want to disturb your sleep, so I'll go upstairs to work.  I know you must be tired after today."

"So are you."

She shook her head.  "Not anymore.  I couldn't sleep now if I tried."

Beau pushed her rumbled hair away from her face with both hands.  "I'm going to go back to the bunkhouse.  If I'm here with you, I'm liable to do everything in my power to drag your attention away from what you're doing."

She smiled sheepishly.

"I don't want you to leave--"  She caught herself, as if saying the words out loud made her see that leaving the Double T was imminent for both of them.

Beau gathered up all the strength could, trying to keep the desperation he felt from creeping into his voice.  It wasn't fair to Mandy.  

"I want to hold you in my arms and kiss you again, Mandy.  And I don't want to stop.  So if you're strong enough to keep your mind on your sketches while I'm doing that, then sure--"

"I see your point."  She bent her head and gave him a coy grin.

He kissed her forehead.  "Sleep in tomorrow morning.  I can see to breakfast for the hands.  I don't think Corrine will mind if me and Mitch have at it in the kitchen while you get some rest."

Giggling, she said, "Alice might mind, though."

Beau left her then, not bothering to look back.  He'd only end up making a fool of himself by dragging her into his arms and kissing her again.  

When he stepped off the porch, he saw the light in her room was already on.  It would probably remain on all night.  Glancing across the yard at the bunkhouse, he saw the lights were still glowing there as well.  Another poker game no doubt.  

Beau didn't want to play poker.  He didn't want to be with anyone right now.  Unsettled, he tried to think back on the times when he was younger, when he felt so dejected when his dad pushed him away.  He and his brothers always took off to the cabin in the hills.  Except this time, Beau knew that wouldn't rid him of this feeling of longing he had, this sudden feeling of loneliness invading his senses.  It would only remind him about Mandy and how much he wanted her in his life.

Instead of turning in as he should have, he climbed into his pickup, needing something to do other than walk over to the bunkhouse and crawl into a cold bed alone.  He needed to get away by himself for a while.  Every broken man needed a night of torture once in a while and this would be his.  He'd head out to the hills where memories were abundant and painful at a time like this.  And he'd drown himself good and deep in them.

Something caught the corner of his eye as he went to shift the truck into gear.  A slice of moonlight shone into the cab and reflected off something on the floor.  He reached down and gripped the small pearl comb he'd pulled from Mandy's hair the other day when he'd kissed her again for the first time.

Memories of their time alone in the hills invaded his mind.  Staring long and hard at the comb, he gripped it in his hand until its teeth bit into his palm.  The door to the house was still open.  He could easily slip in and place it on the table for Mandy to see in the morning.  He opened the glove compartment, and brushing his thumb along the ridges of the comb one more time, he tucked it inside.  

Mandy was leaving Steerage Rock in a few days.  All he had was a pearl comb to hold on to.

Beau gunned the engine and headed for the hills. 

* * *

Mandy heard the sound of truck tires spitting gravel outside.  Lifting her bedroom curtains back, she watched the red taillights of Beau's truck pass the bunkhouse and head up the narrow road leading to the hills.  She let the curtain fall back into place.

She hadn't wanted Beau to leave.  The phone call from her father was worse than awful in the timing department.  But then, she and Beau never had timing on their side.  He'd said he'd had no other choice since he wasn't able to reach her by cell phone.  Still, she had to wonder why her father had chosen tonight of all nights to call the ranch instead of waiting until the morning.

Probably because he knew Hank wouldn't be here, she decided as she pushed herself away from the window.  

She had to get to work.  Despite the adrenaline rush from hearing the news from her father, she was exhausted.  She wished Beau were still here.  Oh, what she wouldn't do to curl up in his arms again.

As she pulled her sketchpad out of her bag, she realized it was probably for the best.  Monday or Tuesday, she'd told her father.  It was going to come quick.  Probably faster than she wanted it to, despite her wanting to plant herself into her old life in Philadelphia again.

Mandy was still toiling over a sketch when she heard Beau's truck pull in sometime the next morning.  He climbed out of the truck, looking worse for the wear. 

She couldn't help but sigh.

Monday would come much too soon.

 

# # #

 


Chapter Eleven

 

Hank's healing was good and quick to all their relief.  Color had returned to his face almost immediately and the ghost that threatened to take him away from all those that loved him had disappeared.  Within a matter of days, he was coming home.

Mandy had called her father and told him she didn't feel comfortable leaving until she knew Hank was fully out of the woods.  She didn't tell him or her mother about the conversation she'd had with Hank about him being her biological father.  Some secrets needed to be kept and this one was hers to keep with Hank.  

She'd decided it would only hurt her father more to know she'd learned the truth.  Make him think he'd lost her love as a daughter, when in fact, nothing had really changed.  She was always going to think of Damien Morgan as her dad.  She loved him, despite all the hard times they'd had.  Maybe even because of them.

In true style, her father hemmed and hawed about her delayed return, but in the end took her suggestion to continue to overnight any sketches she worked on.  The work kept her from having to spend too much time with Beau and face the inevitable conversation about their growing feelings for each other.  And their eventual parting.

She didn't want to go there.  Didn't want to have to relive the same pain she'd felt the last time she'd left Texas.  She was glad to know she had her work to throw herself into to keep the memories at bay.

The night before she was due to leave she'd just finished booking her flight home when she found Beau.  By the look on his face when she came out on the porch, Mandy knew Beau already figured out what she come to tell him.

The moon was bright, filling every space of the porch.  Mandy could see ever fine line on his face to the slight crease in his cotton shirt.

"I just got off the phone with my travel agent," she said.

"You going somewhere?"

His attempt at sarcasm sliced through her.  "Beau, you knew this day was coming."

He was silent for a minute.  "Yeah," he said quietly.

"It's good to have Uncle Hank home again.  From what his doctor says, as long as he doesn't overdue things and continues his therapy, he'll make a full recovery.  We've done what we've come back to do so there's no reason to stay."

A cloud of disappointment masked his face and she fought to see past it.  Wished even more she didn't have to feel it herself.  

"I guess not."

"You must be ready to get back on the road again, huh?"

"Yeah," he said tightly.

Her shoulders sagged from the weight of it all.  "Don't be like this, Beau."

He looked at her directly.  "You want me to make it easy for you?  I'm not good at good-byes."

"That's not the way I remember it."

"It wasn't easy for me to leave you, Mandy."

"It's not easy now.  For either of us," she said looking away from his face, at the floorboards, the glider, the porch rail.  Anything but his handsome face in the moonlight.

"Look, I know this is what we planned to do when we came back to the Double T.  No one more than me wanted to get Hank to have his surgery and be back out the door again.  But hasn't anything between us changed things for you?"

"Of course it has.  So much of this has.  I can't ever think of the Double T the same as I did before I came here two weeks ago."

"And you're still leaving."

"How can it be any different between us, Beau?  You said yourself I'm not the kind of woman to go roaming the country.  And I realized you're right.  I'm a lot like my mother that way."

She reached up and touched the light stubble on his chin, feeling the tension in his jaw from pent up emotion.  She was feeling it, too.  Oh, how she wished...

"My life is back in Philadelphia.  After you left for the rodeo circuit, after all those dreams we'd talked about...  Well, I had to go on with my life.  I had to forget about all that and figure out how to build my life without you.  And I did that, Beau.  You were right.  I was just a kid falling in love for the first time.  I would have followed you to the ends of the earth like a stray puppy, but eventually it wouldn't have worked.  If you let yourself be honest, you'll see that it wouldn't work that way now.  I'm not a rambling cowgirl.  I never was.  It wouldn't make me happy."

"Are you happy in Philadelphia?"

"I was happy here with you," she answered honestly.  She realized she needed to say it, and Beau needed to hear it from her.  "Despite everything, being with you again made me very happy."

"But."

"But we can't live our whole lives for some brief moments in Texas."

"Why can't we?  Why can't you go back to Philadelphia and--"

"And catch up with you when the rodeos in town?  Or maybe when the rodeo you’re in one week coincides with me having to visit a client?"

"It wouldn't have to be like that."

"I can't see how else it could be."

"So this is it for us."

She nodded, trying her best to keep herself from crying, to keep herself from taking everything that she'd said back and tell Beau that she'd follow him to the ends of the universe if it meant they'd be together.  That nothing else mattered as long as they were in each other's arms.

"When's your flight leaving?" he finally asked.

She cleared her throat.  "Tomorrow morning.  Very early in fact.  Aunt Corrine said that if anything happens, if she needs anything, she'll call right away.  No matter how stubborn Uncle Hank is about it.  He gave me his word, too."

"His word is good.  If anything does happen, you'll call me?"

"Sure," she said, knowing there probably won't be a need.  Knowing too, it would take some work tracking him down, although there probably wouldn't be the need.  

"I'll take you to the airport."

"It's too early.  I figured I'd take the bus.  That way no one will lose half a day driving me out there and back."

"I don't mind."  He sighed.  "I can't bring myself to say good-bye to you here."

"Okay, I appreciate it."  It wasn't going to be any easier to say good-bye at the airport or any place else.

They stood on the front porch, under a slice of bright yellow Texas moon.  They'd spent many a nights in this very spot holding each other, neither wanting to let go.  But as much as she wanted Beau to drag her into his arms and kiss her like there was no tomorrow, she knew it wouldn't happen.  She was the one leaving this time.  She absolutely refused to watch him go.  And she knew he was hurting just as badly as she had all those years ago.  As bad as she felt now.

"Will you make me a promise, Beau?"

"Sure.  Anything."

"Go see your father before you leave?"

"Anything but that," he said tightly.

"No, Beau.  That's the only thing.  It's important."

"Nothing has changed."

"You don't know that.  It's been a long time, Beau, and your father is getting older, too.  I almost lost Hank.  You don't know how much time you have left to make this right.  No one knows how much time they have to say what's in their hearts.  Promise me you'll try."

"I...I can't."

"It's all I want, Beau.  All I'm asking of you."

"I can't do it, Mandy.  Not even for you.  It wouldn't work out."

"You don't know that if you don't try.  People go their whole lives not saying what's truly in their hearts.  They hurt and allow the silence to make the hurt go deeper until all you can do is put a blanket over your heart to keep from getting bitter.  And even then sometimes that doesn't work."

"Is that what you did when I left?"

"Yes," she admitted.  "Except seeing you again has helped me take that blanket off again.  I don't regret what we shared then or now."

Beau lifted his eyes to look at Mandy in the moonlight.  Lord she was beautiful. 

"You need to tell him you love him, despite all the hurt.  You need to tell him that no matter what horrible things you said to each other, he's still your dad and you love him.  Because no matter what you say, I know you love your father.  Otherwise, what he did wouldn't have hurt you so badly.  You have to do it before his days run out and you never get the chance."

He fell silent.

"Just tell me you'll think about it before you leave.  Please, for me?"

"I'll think about it."

"Thank you."  

She turned much too quickly, not giving him enough time to regroup his feelings.  He couldn't recall the last time he'd felt so raw and exposed.

"Mandy?"

But she was already racing through the screen door.  He followed on her heels, only to be stopped by Hank's solemn look as he sat in the corner of the living room.  Instead of chasing after Mandy up the stairs, he treaded lightly into the living room and dropped down into the chair opposite Hank.

"You're looking a whole lot better than I've seen you of late."

"Feel a lot better, too.  In some ways anyway."

Hank's gaze was steady on Beau.  What he saw was regret.  That was something he didn't see often in a man like Hank.  

"I'm sorry," Hank said quietly.

"What for?"

"I should have never come between you the first time."

"It wouldn't have made a difference and you know it.  She would have ended up hating both of us for not stopping her.  She's happier this way."

"Do you believe that?"

Beau's sigh was heavy.  He wanted to believe Mandy was happy.  She'd said she was happy here with him.  But she was still leaving. 

"Is that why you asked me to come back?"

Hank shrugged.  "Partly.  There were a lot of things that needed to be said.  A big part of me wanted her to know before I died that I was her father.  'Cept I couldn't bring myself to tell her.  I guess I was hoping you'd--"

"I didn't tell her, Hank.  I promised you eight years ago she'd never learn the truth from me or my father."

Hank shook his head.  "I can't figure it out then."

"She's a smart woman."

"That she is.  Are you going to let her get on that plane tomorrow?"

Beau tossed his straw hat to the end table.  "I can't stop her from doing what she wants to do."

"What about you?  They're saying I'm gonna heal up pretty good.  Are you ready to hit the road again?"

"I guess now is as good a time as any for us to talk about that."

* * *

Mandy woke to the smell of bacon and the sounds of hands already hard at work out in the barnyard.  Lifting her head off the pillow, she realized she'd have to hustle to make it to the airport on time.

She gone through the motions of packing her clothes and tossing the makeup she hadn't worn at all since she'd arrived at the ranch the night before into her bag after she'd left Beau on the porch.  She didn't want him to see the tears that were pushing their way out.  She'd let her heartache out alone in her room and cried her tears into the pillow.  She was going to miss him.  

She'd known leaving Texas was going to be hard.  She'd worry about Hank and Corrine.  And her heart would ache for Beau Gentry yet again.  Only this time it would be worse because she didn't love him with the innocence of a young schoolgirl anymore.  Now she loved him with the heart of a woman who knew what love was all about and how it could fill your soul more than any career she strived for.  Now she knew that deep love could give her riches like nothing else. Except, she'd have to live her life never sharing that love with Beau.

She dragged herself from underneath the sheets and quickly showered and dressed in a pair of jeans and light cotton shirt.  When she got home, the new clothes would get tucked away in a drawer, the boots would be buried in the back of her closet along with her cowboy hat.  She wasn't a rodeo man's woman.  She never had been.  She'd have to tell herself that many times to get through the days to come.  And she'd have to remind herself that she'd learned to live without Beau Gentry's love once before, she could do it again.  She only hoped that this time she'd listen.

Breakfast was on the table and hands were barreling through the kitchen door when Mandy climbed down the stairs with her suitcase.

"Ya'll ready to go?" Hank asked.

She bent down and kissed his cheek.  "In a few.  I just need to give you and Aunt Corrine a couple more hugs and kisses to last me until I see you next."

"Ah, doll, make it soon," Corrine said, giving her a quick hug.  "Now you sit down and eat some breakfast before you run off."

"The flight serves a meal."

"Ugh," Hank said.  "You passing up Corrine's hotcakes for some airplane slop?"

"If I eat much more of Aunt Corrine's food I won't be able to fit into my jeans," she said, trying to sound lighthearted when she felt anything but.  All the while she checked the doors for signs of Beau.  The other hands were already hard at work on their breakfast.  There was no sign of Beau.

She listened to the sounds filtering in from the window from the yard.  No whistling.  No boots clopping against the hard earth.  

Hank took her by the hand.  "There's time, darlin'.  Sit and have some coffee at least."

She did as she was told.  She talked about old times and days to come.  She promised that she'd be coming back to the ranch again in a few months to go riding with Hank on the cattle drive.  Her first.  And as she said good-bye and the other hands ran out the door, her heart felt a heaviness and a renewed sense of hope all at the same time.  There were tears and a lot of laughter when Beau finally appeared in the doorway.

"If we're going to make the flight, we should leave now."  His voice was deep with the same heaviness she felt inside.  Without looking at her, he reached down for her bags and spun out the door.

"You call me as soon as you get home, you hear?" Corrine said, kissing her one last time on the cheek.

"I will."  She gave a few extra seconds to Hank's hug, then said good-bye to both of them.

She was relieved when she walked out onto the porch that the other hands had made themselves scarce.  Beau was standing beside his truck, the passenger door already open.

Taking a long look around the ranch and the hills beyond the pasture, she realized she was going to miss the Double T.  Beau had asked her endlessly if she was happy in Philadelphia.  She had to wonder how she could have thought she was ever happy there when being here with Beau gave her the greatest joy she could ever imagine.  She had to wonder, too, if she'd feel that same happiness if she were here without him.

No, she told herself.  She wouldn't think of what if's or could be's now.  She was going home.  Where she belonged.  And Beau was going to ride out of Texas on another sunset without her.  This time, she wouldn't watch him go.  That much she was sure of.

"You ready?" Beau asked.

"I'm ready."

She climbed into the cab of the truck and secured her seat belt.  A stab of pain pierced her heart and made her eyes swell with tears.  Hank and Corrine would be standing together in the doorway of the porch.  Mandy didn't have to turn around to know they were there.  She felt it.

Fixing her sight to the driveway ahead, she braced herself for what was sure to be a long and painful ride.  She immediately regretted agreeing to let Beau drive her all the way to the airport.  She should have told him to drop her off at the bus station and suddenly wondered if she'd make her flight if he did that now.

She was mulling over the best way to tell him just that when the truck suddenly rolled to a stop at the front gate of the Double T. 

She snapped her gaze to Beau as he jammed the truck into park.

"What's going on?  Why are we stopping?"

Beau didn't say a word.  Instead, he flung the driver’s side door open and strode around the front of the truck to her side, opening the door.

"Come on," he finally said, taking her hand.

Undoing her seatbelt, she slid out of the cab without a word.  Holding his hand, she followed him up a small incline that gave a picture perfect view of the ranch and the hills beyond.

Silently, he twisted her around so her back was snug against his chest and he wrapped his arms around her, resting his chin on her shoulder.

"It's beautiful, isn't it?"

"Yes," she answered, swallowing the hard lump in her throat.

"You built a life without me back in Philadelphia," he whispered.  "I can understand that.  But I want you to know that when I'm holding you like this, or even looking at you from across the yard, I'm the happiest I think I've ever been in my life.  What I feel for you is like nothing I've ever felt before.  Nothing I've ever known in my life."

Her bottom lip trembled, and she didn't trust herself to speak.

"Spending these last few weeks here at the Double T has brought me face to face with a lot more than you, Mandy Morgan," Beau said.   

"What are you talking about?"

"About us, about life.  I never understood what Hank meant about roaming and coming home until now."

"Beau-"

"No, Mandy, listen to me.  I've been thinking about what you said about my father.  I don't think it will do a bit of good but I'm at least going to give it a try and that's a start."

"I'm glad," she said, tears stinging her eyes.

"There's more and you have to hear it before you go."

She craned her neck to look up at him and he kissed her forehead.  She turned back to the horizon, to the ranch and all it had given her.

He was silent for what seemed like an eternity.  She could feel his heart pounding against her back.

"You still steal my breath away.  I can't let go of you," he whispered, his voice thick with emotion.

Then don't let me go, Beau.  She wanted to say the words, wanted to tell him they'd find a way to work it out so they could be together.  If only...

"I have a plane to catch," she said, trying to pull free from his arms.

But Beau held on to her tighter.  "There are other planes."

"Not today."

"Then tomorrow.  Stay with me today.  There'll be another one tomorrow."

"And rodeos?"

He shook his head.  "No, no more rodeos."

"Of course there will be."

"It's time for me to stop and settle in somewhere.  I know I could just as easily go back to working the ranch with my father, but in the end, nothing will change.  He'll still hate not owning the Double T...and he'll hate that I'm desperately in love with the enemy’s daughter."

"What did you say?"

He turned to her, framing both hands on her face.  "I love you, Mandy.  More than anything.  I'm not letting you leave here without you being absolutely sure of that fact.  I love you."

More than rodeo and the world championship? she wondered.  He hadn't said it, but she saw the answers to all her unspoken question shining in the depths of his eyes.  He did love her more than all the rest.  This time she was sure of it.

"I'm done roaming.  I've found the thing that is more important to me than rodeo.  You.  And this is where I want to be, right here with my arms around you."   

He reached out and grazed her cheek with his fingers, sending shooting sparks flying in every which direction.  "And I'm hoping one day this is where you'll want to be too."

"Oh, Beau," she whispered.  "Why now?"

"Why not now when it matters most?  There's nothing holding us back.  You said yourself people don't say what's truly in their hearts until it's too late.  I don't know how to tell you what I'm feeling.  I only know I don't want it to be too late."

"It's already too late.  It won't change anything.  You say you're done roaming.  But pretty soon, you'll be itching to rodeo again.  And what about me?  I have friends, and a great job and...and...a life somewhere else.  In Philadelphia.  None of that fits in with rodeoing."

"I hear you.  And I heard everything you said last night, too.  You've built a life without me.  But you could have a life here, too, and a man who loves you more than life itself.

"I'm just asking you to think about it.  That's all.  Go back to Philadelphia and live your life and if you're happy there, then fine.  I'll have to accept it.  But if you're not, then know I'm going to be right here waiting for you."

"You're really going to throw away the World Championship?  You're not leaving?"

He shook his head.  "It doesn't mean a whole lot without you."

"You're staying at the ranch?"

"I worked it out with Hank last night.  We're going to start a rodeo school.  I'll get to do what I love and be home every single night to share with you, if that's what you want.  I'll wait as long as I have to to win your heart back again, Mandy.  And when I do, I'm going to ask you to be my wife."

Her lips trembled.  He loved her.  Beau really and truly loved her and he wanted to marry her.  Oh, God, what was she going to do?  

She pulled out of his arms and walked a few steps away from him.  She needed the distance to give her some clarity, to make her head stop spinning and keep her mind thinking straight.  But all she wanted to do was turn around and launch herself into Beau's arms and never leave.

He loved her.  After all the pain of thinking it was over, could she trust his love enough to open her heart again? 

"Why aren't you asking me now?"

"You said you wanted to go back.  I want you to be happy more than anything and you said--"

"I know what I said.  I've been saying a lot these past few days.  Now I want to hear it from you.  Again."

A slow smile tipped the corner of his lips.  Lord how she loved that smile.  

"I love you, Mandy.  More than anything.  I'm asking you to give me your heart, stay here with me and be my wife."  

"No more leaving?"

He opened his arms wide.  "No more leaving."

She was in his arms before she could even think about anything else.  And she knew without a doubt she could spend all her days happy and content right there as long as she had Beau to love.  As long as she was in his heart and in his arms, they'd make it work.

She kissed him on the lips and gazed up at him with renewed hope and deep love.  "Beau, there has never been anyone else but you.  You've always had my heart.  All you had to do was ask."   
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His Heart for the Trusting – Book 2

 

Ever since Mitch Broader set foot in Texas, he dreamed of owning his own ranch. Now that he’s bought a share in the Double T Ranch, he’s one step closer to the dream. Then his past greets him in the form of a baby basket, complete with infant and birth certificate naming him as the father. He can’t change diapers and work toward his dream at the same time. 

When Sara Lightfoot, “Miss Hollywood” in Mitch’s eyes, rescues him with her particular knack for handling his precocious son, he hires her on the spot as a temporary nanny. No matter how much Sara’s dark eyes and warm heart make this bachelor think of settling down and making their arrangement permanent, she’s made it perfectly clear she has other plans that don’t include him or his dreams. 

Sara Lightfoot never thought she’d return to her home on the reservation. Now she plans to reclaim the life she left by going back to the reservation as a Native American storyteller, teaching the Apache children stories of their culture. She didn’t expect Mitch Broader’s sexy smile or job offer as a live-in nanny to derail those plans. After all she’s been through to come home, can she open up her heart once again to love?

 

Excerpt:

 

Sara brought her sedan to a full stop at the gate announcing The Double T Ranch.  It had been a long time since she'd visited Hank and Corrine Promise.  Their spread was bigger than she'd remembered.  But then a lot of changing happens in nine years.  Mandy had mentioned hard times last year when she'd visited, something to do with Hank's health, but by the look of things it seemed the hard times had past.  She was glad for that.

She hit the gas pedal and pushed past the gate.  A long string of cars and pickups trucks lined the side of the drive.  As she approached, she saw a large green and white striped tent set up in the back yard with tables and chairs arranged beneath it.  It wasn't until she got closer that she saw a team of people engrossed in erecting a post and beam barn.

  It was a real honest to goodness old-fashioned barn raising.  Now that was something you didn't see every day in Los Angeles.

There were people crawling all over the yard like ants picking up crumbs at a picnic.  Sara parked her rental at the end of the line and walked along the row of cars leading to the festivities, passing grazing cows.  The smell of manure and freshly mown hay drying in the sun filled her nose.  

She should have changed into a pair of shorts and her sneakers before she'd left the airport, she thought, feeling sweat trickle down the center of her chest.  Her coral silk sleeveless blouse and pants were clinging to her skin after the long ride from the airport.

     Clutched by anxiety and the overwhelming desire to run, she made a beeline for the house before anyone recognized her.  With any luck she'd spot Mandy first and have a private meeting before barging in on her parents.  Odds were her mother at least was here already, having been the housekeeper at the Double T for more than fifteen years. 

     The screen door slammed drawing her attention to the house.  There'd be less people inside on such a hot day.  Maybe she'd be able to find Mandy there before anyone spotted her. 

Slipping past a group of blue-haired ladies tearing at a pitcher of iced tea under a low hanging cottonwood tree, Sara rushed up the brick path to the front door that faced the driveway.  As she approached, she heard the plaintive sound of a baby crying and the deep, almost groan of a male voice.  An extremely exasperated male voice.

The urgency of that voice had her bolting into the house without knocking.

The tall, dark-haired man pacing the living room, bouncing the baby was much too pre-occupied with trying to stop the baby from crying to notice her.  He had his broad back to her, but it couldn't possibly be Beau, Sara quickly decided.  She'd seen pictures of the wedding when Mandy had visited.  Even with his back turned, she knew he looked different.  And Mandy's baby wasn't due for at least another two or more months according to her last letter. 

Dropping her purse on the oak end table, Sara advanced across the carpeted floor, thinking more about the poor infant than startling the man with her silent entry.

"Keep that up and you'll be smelling baby vomit on your boots for the next month," she said.  

The man swung around with the sound of her voice.  It wasn't Beau, but she did know the face.  She'd seen him before.  But she couldn't quite place where.

"Oh, thank God someone is here," he said, relief bursting to life in his sun-tanned face.  

His bright eyes were a deep sapphire blue with flecks of gold and gray that reminded Sara sunset and sunrise all in one.  Although his skin was indeed a bronze color from the long days he no doubt spent in the Texas sun, his nose was slightly red and peeling.  A testament to his fair skin.  Sweat lined his dark brows as they creased. 

"They all left me alone.  He's been crying and I have no idea what to do."  

"Poor baby," she said, standing near enough to now stroke her finger across the baby's smooth cheek.

"Thanks."

"No, I meant the baby.  His mother should be brought up on charges for leaving this child with the likes of you."

The man heaved a sigh.  "At the moment, I couldn't agree with you more.  Do you know anything about babies?"

"I know it's not good to bounce him around so much.  It'll give him an upset stomach."

"He's been crying forever."

Sara rolled her eyes and couldn't help but smile.  A cowboy had the stomach for castrating a bull but some were so helpless when it came to babies.  She actually felt sorry for him.  "I'm sure it only seems that way."

"No, I swear.  And I don't know what he wants."

"If he's been crying a long time, he may have colic."

"Colic.  You mean like a horse?" he croaked.

Sara chuckled quietly at the horrified look her gave her, thinking how good it felt to do that after so long.  "Yeah, something like that."

The man gulped.  "Sometimes we have to put down horses with colic."

"Trust me, you're not going to have to do that to the baby.  When was the last time he had a bottle?"

He looked at her blankly.  "A bottle?"  

"Yeah, has he been fed?  You know, formula you put in a bottle to feed the baby?  At his age, you're not going to give him a slab of steak fresh off the grill.  Or maybe his mother is nursing?"

The man's broad shoulders sagged.  "Look, I know how to raise cows.  I'm an imbecile when it comes to a baby."

Sara quirked an eyebrow.  "So it seems."  

She reached out and rescued the baby from the man and stretched the baby belly down over the length of her arm, cooing to help soothe the baby.  With a practiced hand, she checked his diaper to find that it was still dry.  

"I take it this is not your baby."

His blue eyes grazed the baby and for a moment he looked a little lost himself.  With a sigh, he said, "Can you help me?"

Sara glanced around the living room, on the sofa and the floor in search of a diaper bag.  "See if there is a bottle in that diaper bag.  If there is, bring it into the kitchen."

Holding the baby with one arm, she took a stainless steel pan from the iron wrack above the stove and filled it with hot tap water.  The kitchen was filled with delicious smells of food that suddenly made her remember she hadn't eaten anything since that morning. 

The man came into the kitchen rifling through the diaper bag until he pulled out a bottle filled with baby formula.  Taking it from his hands, she placed it in the pan to warm, glad that her time volunteering at the daycare center back in L.A. made her feel useful here and took her mind off her anxiety for the time being. 

"Aren't you going to give the bottle to the baby?"

"How would you like to eat a cold steak for dinner?" she said softly, not wanting to jar the baby.  Although he was still crying, the sobs weren't as extreme.  After a few minutes she pulled the bottle from the water, tested it on her arm as she walked back into the living room.  She perched herself on the edge of the sofa and placed the nipple into the baby's mouth.  Immediately the infant took hold and started suckling.  

"Oh, thank God," the man said, running both hands over his head as silence filled the air.  "I thought he was never going to stop."

"He was just hungry.  That's all.  Babies can't skip meals like grownups can."

"You must have had a lot of practice doing this.  You're a natural."

"I know a thing or two about children."

"What did you do, raise all your brothers and sisters?"

"I volunteered at a daycare for a while."

 The man sat on the opposite end of the sofa and appeared to finally relax a little.  "Daycare, huh?  I'll have to remember that.  I'm eternally in your debt."

Sara tossed him a wry grin.  "That's a bit extreme, don't you think?  All I did was give him a bottle."

"You wouldn't say that if you'd been here the last half hour."

 

Order His Heart for the Trusting  

 


The More I See – Book 3 

 

As a top-notch cutting horse trainer, Cody Gentry was riding high until he lost his eyesight after a freak chemical accident. Unable to see the hand in front of his face, never mind the horse or cattle he trained, he knows his life is over and slips deep into depression. His whole future hinges on the success of an eye surgery that could give him his old life back.

When guide dog trainer, Lyssa McElhannon, arrives on his ranch like Florence Nightingale coming to save him, he wants no part of her or her guide dog. But something about Lyssa’s musical laugh coupled with her tenacity digs under his skin and won't let go. Having been blind most of her life, Lyssa understands the paralyzing fear Cody feels after losing his vision. But she refuses to let the stubborn cowboy waste his life away sitting in a chair when she knows first-hand that a good guide dog can change his world. She just needs one month to prove it to him.

Falling in love with Cody was not part of Lyssa’s plan, nor was having him open her eyes to see that there was a whole lot of living she’d been missing out on.

 Order The More I See 

  

For up to date information on new releases, visit me at http://www.lisamondello.com  or write me at LisaMondello@aol.com 
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