





Dear Reader,


Happy New Year! We look forward to bringing you another year of captivating, deeply satisfying romances that will surely melt your heart!


January’s THAT SPECIAL WOMAN! title revisits the Window Rock community for the next installment of Cheryl Reavis’s FAMILY BLESSINGS miniseries. Tenderly is about a vulnerable young woman’s quest to uncover her heritage—and the once-in-a-lifetime love she discovers with a brave Navajo police officer. Don’t miss this warm, wonderful story!


It’s a case of unrequited love—or is it?—in The Nine-Month Marriage, the first story in Christine Rimmer’s delightful new series, CONVENIENTLY YOURS. This starry-eyed heroine can’t believe her ears when the man she worships proposes a marriage—even if it’s just for their baby’s sake. And the red-hot passion continues when a life-threatening crisis brings a tempestuous couple together in Little Boy Blue by Suzannah Davis—book three in the SWITCHED AT BIRTH miniseries.


Also this month, fate reunites a family in A Daddy for Devin by Jennifer Mikels. And an unlikely duo find solace in each other’s arms when they are snowbound together, but a secret threatens to drive them apart in Her Child’s Father by Christine Flynn. We finish off the month with a poignant story about a heroine who falls in love with her ex-groom’s brother, but her child’s paternity could jeopardize their happiness in Brother of the Groom by Judith Yates.


I hope this New Year brings you much health and happiness! Enjoy this book and all our books to come!


Sincerely,


Tara Gavin

Senior Editor and Editorial Coordinator






CHRISTINE RIMMER

THE NINE-MONTH MARRIAGE
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For Phylis Warady.
 Thanks, Phyl, for the tea and the company,
 the funny stories, the kind words and
 the thoughtful advice—
 not to mention watering my houseplants
 and taking care of Jesse’s lizard.
 You are a treasure.
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came to her profession the long way around. Before settling down to write about the magic of romance, she’d been an actress, a sales clerk, a janitor, a model, a phone sales representative, a teacher, a waitress, a playwright and an office manager. Now that she’s finally found work that suits her perfectly, she insists she never had a problem keeping a job—she was merely gaining “life experience” for her future as a novelist. Those who know her best withhold comment when she makes such claims; they are grateful that she’s at last found steady work. Christine is grateful, too—not only for the joy she finds in writing, but for what waits when the day’s work is through: a man she loves who loves her right back, and the privilege of watching their children grow and change day to day. She lives with her family in Oklahoma.
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Chapter One




Abby Heller heard a buzzing sound. She rolled to her back and opened one eye. It was light in the room: definitely morning. Not that Abby cared. She’d been up until three.

The buzzer sounded again. Abby put it together; there was someone at the door.

“Go away,” she whispered at the faint watermark on the ceiling. Then she pulled the covers over her head.

Again, the buzzer sounded, like some irritating electronic sheep: “Baaaaaaa!”

And then it happened: everything in Abby’s stomach started to rise.

She stuck out a hand, groping for the saltines on the cluttered table by the bed. At the same time she sucked in air slowly, and then slowly let it out.

A pocket calculator and an empty Dr Pepper bottle clattered to the carpet before her fingers closed on the waxed-paper wrapper. She pushed the covers off her face and dragged herself to a sitting position. Still breathing with great care, she fumbled with the roll of crackers.

“Baaaaaa!”

Her stomach roiled. She shot a look of absolute loathing at the scarred wooden door of her furnished studio apartment. And then, with grim determination, she stuck a cracker in her mouth. Slowly she chewed, taking long, careful breaths at the same time. She swallowed with caution, stuck in another cracker and chewed some more. The feeling that she would lose the contents of her stomach began to subside.

She got the second cracker down—and dared to hope it would be okay, that she wouldn’t spend the next fifteen minutes hugging the bathroom fixtures after all.

“Baaaaaa!” the buzzer bleated again. And then a fist hit the door—three sharp raps.

She shot a glance at the clock by the bed. When she saw the time, she let out a sound so low and ominous it could only be called a snarl. Whoever had come pounding on her door at 7 a.m. was going to regret it.

Muttering an oath that would have made her mother furious, Abby tossed the crackers on the nightstand, threw back the covers and stalked across the room to the door. She looked through the peephole.

And saw Cash Bravo on the other side.

“Oh, God,” she breathed in horror. Her stomach lurched. She pressed her hand to her mouth.

Miraculously, she didn’t throw up.

His fist hit the door again. The buzzer buzzed, “Baaa—baaa—baaaa!” And Cash called out, “Abby! I know you’re in there. Come on. Open up.”

For a moment, she considered grabbing her car keys and heading for the service porch off of her minuscule kitchenette. She could be down the back stairs before he realized she’d gone. The big T-shirt she’d slept in might not be appropriate for day wear, but it was decent enough for a drive in the car.

But then she shook her head. Running would get her nowhere. If Cash Bravo wanted to find her, he would.

No. Better to face him down and get it over with.

“Abby! Now!”

The hard command in his voice told her more than she wanted to know. If she didn’t do something, he would beat the door down.

“Just a minute!”

She flew to the bathroom door and snatched her robe from the nail there. She shoved her arms in it, then knotted the belt. Then, turning, she caught a glimpse of herself in the streaked mirror over the bureau next to her bed.

A miserable groan escaped her. She looked awful, her skin pasty, her hair all tangled and lank. Ugly dark splotches marred the skin under her eyes. Oh, she didn’t want him to see her like this! Partly because of stupid pride. And partly because he might guess—

She did not allow her mind to complete the thought. He was not going to guess. No one would know until she was ready—especially not Cash. And if he started in about how bad she looked, she would tell him she was just tired, from working so late.

“Abby!” He buzzed for the umpteenth time—and then he did a little more pounding for good measure.

“Coming…” The room was a mess, her clothes and books and shoes scattered everywhere. She’d always been that way: someone with places to go and things to do and no time for keeping house. For once, though, she wished she had a moment to—


“Abby!”

“All right!”

She marched to the door, yanked it open—and utterly despised herself for the hard fist of longing that closed around her heart as her eyes met his.

He stared for a moment, then muttered accusingly, “You look like hell.”

She decided the best way to handle that remark was not to dignify it with an answer. Besides, he didn’t look so great himself. His bronze skin had a gray cast to it. She would bet he’d kept some bartender real busy last night.

“Are you going to let me in?” Without waiting for an answer, he moved toward her. She stepped back, clearing the doorway—and gaining a little distance from him. She didn’t want to be too near him, to feel the warmth he radiated or to smell the scent of his skin.

His sky blue eyes surveyed her poor little room. She tried not to grit her teeth as she watched him. She knew his every expression. Right then, his jaw looked like granite and his mouth made a flat line; he was dismissing everything that he saw.

When he was through looking around, he turned to her. “What’s going on?”

She backed up a few more steps—until she bumped into the end of the bed. “What do you mean?”

“You know damn well what I mean. Spring semester ended weeks ago. And you’re here in Denver instead of home where you belong. Why?”

“Cash, look—”

“We’ve called. Both your mother and me. Left message after message. But you never call back.”

“Cash—”

“Why?”


She stared at him, aching with the sudden foolish need to launch herself at him, to feel his strong arms go around her. And to tell him everything, all of it—including how scared she was, and how tired. But of course she couldn’t do that, couldn’t go running to Cash this time, as she’d done all of her life until now. Now Cash himself was the problem—or at least a major part of it.

She folded her arms over her stomach, hunched her shoulders and tried to speak calmly. “I just…I wanted a change.” It came out sounding almost as pitiful and lost as she felt.

His eyes seemed to bore right down into the center of her. “You never wanted a change before.”

“Well, now I do.” Her robe had fallen open a little in front. She straightened it, avoiding those eyes.

She heard him sigh. He was turning away when she looked up, alligator boots striding across the worn gray carpet, moving toward the arch that framed her kitchenette.

In front of the arch stood a Formica-topped table, on which Abby had set up her computer. Cash dropped into one of the table’s three chairs, leaned back and scrubbed both hands down his face. “It’s all my fault, isn’t it?”

“No. Of course not.”

He lowered his hands. Their gazes locked. “Abby, you never were a very good liar. Just lay it out like it is, all right? You don’t want to come home because of me, because of what happened.”

He looked so utterly miserable. Longing squeezed her heart again, hard and painfully sweet—to go to him, to pull him close, to run her fingers through his silky dark-gold hair.

But she stayed where she was. And she spoke in careful, reasonable tones. “It’s not your fault. Or at least, it’s no more your fault than mine.”

“But it is the reason you won’t come home.”

She dropped to the end of the bed. “Cash, I need some time. Please understand. I need to think things through.”

He shoved a stack of accounting books aside, making room to rest an elbow on the table’s edge. “I don’t want this for you.” He gestured broadly. “Living in a place like this. Working in some cheap bar.”

She sat up straighter. “How do you know where I work?”

He just looked at her.

She thought of Nate. Nate Bravo was Cash’s cousin, but they were more like brothers, really. Nate was a private investigator. “Nate?” she demanded, anger sparking. “You put Nate on me?”

He shook his head. “Uh-uh. I followed you myself. Last night. Then I went back to my hotel and got blasted. And then this morning, well…here I am.”

It all seemed so pitiful. “Oh, Cash….”

“You’re just a kid. And I know you looked up to me. Trusted me…”

She hated the self-loathing in his voice. She wanted to yell at him, to demand that he stop blaming himself. But at least one of them had to remain reasonable. “Cash, I’m twenty-one years old. Not as ancient as you are, maybe. But old enough to take responsibility for my own actions. I don’t blame you, honestly.”

He leaned toward her, hope kindling in his eyes. “Then come home to Medicine Creek where you belong. Work for me through the summer, the way you always have. That is what we agreed.”

“Cash—”

“No. Listen. Remember.” He spoke with such urgency, as if he really believed that she needed reminding of the things they had said, as if reminding her would make her abide by them. “You told me you’d go back to Boulder, finish out your semester. And then you were supposed to come home. We said that we were going to put what happened behind us. And we can do that. I know it. We can make things the way they used to be.”

She gazed at his beloved face, thinking that maybe he could go back, but she couldn’t. Not ever.

Until that night two months before, Cash had been her best friend. He had been like a big brother, yes—someone who looked out for her, someone who wanted to help make all her dreams come true. But there had been even more than that. They’d shared something so special. They had been true comrades, in spite of the difference in their ages.

But now, everything had changed. Now, if she let herself be near him, she’d end up just like every other woman he knew, looking at him with hungry eyes, mooning after him all day long. She didn’t think she could bear that. She had better things to do with herself than moon after a man—even if that man was Cash.

“Come home,” he said again.

She drew back her shoulders and spoke with finality. “No, Cash. I’m sorry, but I can’t go home now.”

He scowled at her. She didn’t waver. And then his eyes narrowed. “Is there something you should tell me about?”

Though her pulse shot into overdrive and sweat broke out under her arms, she neither blinked nor shuddered. “Like what?”

“Abby, we weren’t…” His cheeks puffed as he blew out a breath. “Careful. And it was your first time.”


She looked away, toward the door, praying he would just let it go.

Her prayer got her nowhere. He forged on.

“You weren’t using anything—you couldn’t have been. And me, well, I acted like a damn fool all the way around.”

She continued looking toward the door.

“Just tell me. Are you pregnant?”

It was the moment. The moment to say it. But she simply could not deal with having him know. Not right then. Not yet….

So she turned her head, looked him right in the eye and told a whopper of a lie. “No.”

His big body visibly relaxed. “Well. At least we don’t have to face a disaster like that.”

“Yes.” Her voice sounded funny, pinched and tight. She coughed to loosen her throat. “At least not that.”

There was a pencil on the table, next to the stack of accounting books. He grabbed it, began idly tapping it on the tabletop, his watchful eyes studying her at the same time. Then all at once, he tossed the pencil down and stood. “You’re too skinny. Get dressed. We’ll get some breakfast into you.”

Breakfast was the last thing she wanted to deal with right then. “No, Cash. Really, I—”

“Don’t argue. I plan to stick around this town for a few days. I want to make sure you’re going to be all right.”

She dragged herself to a standing position and, with considerable effort, kept her voice reasonable. “Cash. I’ll be fine. Believe me. But you have to let it go. You have to let me go.”

The tension was back, in his shoulders and around his eyes. “Damn it, Abby. You’re as good as family to me. We had plans.”

“Plans change.”

“What does that mean? Are you talking forever? Are you saying you’ll never come home?”

She wanted to drop back to the bed, burrow beneath the rumpled covers—and never come out. “Look, Cash. I don’t know. Just, please, let me be for now.”

But he refused to hear her. “Put on some clothes. We’ll go eat.”

She regarded him, shaking her head, absolutely certain that she could not face a plate of eggs at any time in the near future.

Still, if it was the only way to get rid of him…

“Breakfast,” she bargained. “That’s all. You’ll say whatever else you think you have to say to me. And then you’ll go home.”

“I said I’m staying awhile.”

She gave him her hardest look. “And I said you’re not. Breakfast. And then you go.”

He glared at her, but couldn’t keep it up for long. He hung his head. “You hate me.” He looked absolutely desolate.

Though he was fifteen years her senior, right at that moment, she felt a thousand years older than he would ever be. “No. I do not hate you. I could never hate you. But I need to be away from you, and…everything I grew up with, for a while. Until I figure things out. Nothing’s…the way it used to be. And I’m having some trouble dealing with that.”

She watched the deep sadness that clouded his eyes, a sadness that matched her own. “Ty,” he said with quiet regret.

She nodded. Abby’s father, Ty Heller, had been top hand at the Bravo family’s ranch for almost thirty years. Two months ago, he had rolled his ancient pickup down a ravine and broken his neck. Abby still had trouble believing that he was really gone.

Cash took a step toward her. “Abby…”

“Don’t.” She threw out a hand to ward him off.

He stopped, though his eyes pleaded with her. It had been the night of Ty’s funeral when Cash had come to her, to offer comfort. To be comforted himself….

“Try to understand.” Her voice was hardly more than a whisper. “I need some time here in Denver. On my own.”

“Abby…”

“Let me go, Cash.”

She saw the change in him as he accepted her will. He had a young man’s face as a rule; a boyish look about him that women loved. But right then, he looked older than his thirty-six years.

“All right,” he said flatly. “Breakfast. We’ll talk a little more. Then, if you still want me to, I’ll go.”

 

At a coffee shop a few blocks from Abby’s apartment, Cash ordered a western omelette and a stack of pancakes.

“I’ll have a bran muffin,” Abby said.

Cash took her menu from her. “You need eggs.” He aimed one of his knock-’em-dead smiles at the waitress. “She’ll have eggs. Scrambled. With sausage. Hash browns, sourdough toast and—”

“Cash.”

“—a large milk.”

“Just tea and the muffin,” Abby said to the waitress.

The waitress looked at her patiently. “But, honey, he thinks you should have—”


“Tea and a muffin,” she repeated through clenched teeth.

Cash said, “You’ll want those eggs the minute you get them.”

“For the last time. Tea. A muffin. That’s all.”

The waitress looked at Cash, a rueful, “what shall I do now, master?” sort of look. What was it about the man? All he had to do was smile at women, and they forgot that they had the right to vote now.

“It’s my breakfast,” Abby insisted.

“You need protein,” Cash said.

She slapped her palm on the table. “Stop.”

He widened those baby blues. “Stop what?”

“I can order my own food. You back off. I am not kidding.”

For a suspended moment, they stared at each other, eye to eye and will to will. And then, elaborately, he shrugged. “You want to starve yourself I guess that’s your business.”

“You bet it’s my business.”

He turned a sheepish smile on the waitress. “Sorry, ma’am. I guess she just wants that muffin after all.”

“Oh, it’s no problem. Really. Is that all, then?”

“Yeah, I think that’ll do it.” He glanced at her name tag and then zapped her with another smile. “Betty.”

Blushing prettily, Betty finished scribbling the order. Then she trotted away to do her master’s bidding.

They got their food quickly, which was par for the course with Cash. He had a talent for making others want to please him. Women—and men, too—seemed to fall all over themselves seeing that his needs were met. And really, Abby thought, it didn’t surprise her that people responded to him. He was generous and kind. And he gave others the feeling that he really saw them and cared about them.

He dug right in when Betty set his plate before him. Abby ignored her muffin and watched him, feeling fond in spite of herself, thinking how handsome and healthy and fine he was, even after a night spent drinking too much. A gorgeous man, all the way around.

He looked up from his plate to catch her watching him. She instantly dropped her gaze to her untouched muffin.

“You eat that,” he commanded. She picked it up and began peeling off the paper muffin cup. She had popped a bite into her mouth and was chewing obediently, when he asked, “You will come home and see your mom before school starts again, won’t you?”

She sipped tea, stalling, wishing he’d asked just about anything else but that. Abby loved her mother, but the two of them rarely saw eye to eye on anything. It had been Ty who understood her. And she didn’t even want to think about what would happen when Edna Delacourt Heller learned about the baby.

So she wouldn’t think about it. Not for a while yet, at least. And as far as the fall semester at C.U. went, well, she doubted she’d even be going. Right now, she needed to earn and save money. To that end, she was working two jobs. She served cocktails all night, which Cash had discovered. What he didn’t know was that from nine to three, Monday through Friday, she waited tables at a coffee shop much like the one they sat in right now. She spent what spare time she had in search of bookkeeping work, which she prayed she would find before she got too big to be on her feet day and night.

Cash was watching her, waiting for an answer. “Well?”


She broke off another piece of muffin. “I’ll try to get home for a visit as soon as I can.”

He made a sound in his throat, an impatient sound. “Your mom needs to see you. You’re all the family she’s got now. And she’s still grieving, with your dad gone.”

“I said I’ll try, Cash.”

He dropped his fork, hard enough that it clattered against his plate. “Just say when you’re coming. I’ll make arrangements not to be around. How’s that?”

“Stop.” She aimed a look at him, a look as fierce and fiery as she could make it.

Carefully, he picked up his fork and finished his omelette.

Half an hour later, they arrived back at her apartment. She tried to tell him goodbye at the door, but he refused to take a hint. He pushed past her and gained the sanctuary of her room.

“One more thing,” he announced, as he felt for the inside pocket of his western-cut suede jacket.

She knew what was coming. “Do not get out that checkbook.”

He ignored her. He went over to the table, pulled out his platinum Cross pen and scribbled out a check. “Quit working at that bar.” He ripped the check from the book and held it out to her. “This should hold you over until you can find something worth your while.”

She remained at the door, her hands behind her back. “I can manage on my own.”

“I’ll just leave it right here.”

“No.”

Shaking his head, he put the check on the table. Then he slid the checkbook back to his pocket and put his pen away. “Well, I guess there’s nothing more to—”

Before he could get the rest out, she marched over, picked up the check and tore it in half, then tore the halves in half. After that, she threw the pieces in the air. Together, they watched them drift to the carpet at their feet.

He looked down at the torn remnants of his generosity. “What the hell good is that supposed to do?”

“What part of no was unclear to you?”

He pushed back the sides of his jacket and braced his hands on his lean hips. “This is stupid. Pointless. I’ve always helped you before. I’ve paid for half of your education, and you were never too proud to let me.”

“Things were different then. You were investing in me. The more I learned in college, the more use I was to you.”

“And now you’re not?” He loomed closer, his voice rising in volume with his frustration. “What are you telling me? Are you saying that you’re never coming back to work for me because I blew it and took you to bed?”

“Quiet down.”

“Then answer me.”

“All right. I’m saying I don’t know. I’m saying I need time. I’ve been saying that all morning. But you’re a pigheaded man. And you just aren’t hearing.”

“You’re never going to forgive me, are you?”

“It’s not a matter for forgiveness.”

“That’s what you say.”

“Because it’s true.”

He took a step closer, so he was looming above her. “Then if you don’t have to forgive me, why won’t you—”

She cut him off. “I mean it, Cash. I am not coming home. You just have to let me be for a while.”

“Abby, you have to listen. You have to see—”

“No.” She tried to back away.


“Don’t—” He reached out and grabbed her, his big hands closing on her upper arms.

She froze, sucking in a shocked gasp.

“Abby…” The word was an agony. And also a caress.

For a moment, she forgot how to breathe. Images of that night in April flashed through her mind.

Sorrow; he had looked at her with such sorrow. Sorrow for Ty, who had been like a father to him, and sorrow for her, too. In Cash’s eyes that night she had seen all the sadness of the world. At first. But then, as she watched, that sorrow had changed to something else altogether.

She had felt as if her heart were lifting, rising to meet the look in his eyes. She had surged up, to press her open lips against his neck—to taste him with her tongue. He had made a sound then, an urgent, hungry sound. And reached for her. His mouth had covered hers, hot and consuming, tasting slightly of whiskey and the cigarettes he kept swearing he was going to give up.

After that first burning kiss, he had pulled away, looked down at her. His warm breath came ragged against her face. “Abby?” A question. A plea.

“Cash,” she had answered, and dragged his head back down so that his lips could meet hers once more.

Abby closed her eyes, shutting out the sight of him now—and the memories of him then. Very gently, Cash released her.

“See?” she whispered, making herself look up at him again. “It can never be the same.”

He stepped back, away from her. “You find a way to see your mom,” he commanded harshly. “She hasn’t been herself since your dad died. She needs you.” And then he turned and went out the door.








Chapter Two




Cash flew his little Cessna four-seater out of Denver into Sheridan. From there, he got in his Cadillac and headed for home, which was Medicine Creek, a town with a population that hovered just below the thousand mark, not far from the eastern slopes of the Big Horn Mountains in northern Wyoming.

Medicine Creek looked like any number of small towns in the West. Its Main Street consisted primarily of flat-roofed buildings made of brick. The buildings housed bookstores and gift shops, a couple of diners and a couple of pricier restaurants. There was a new library, with floor-to-ceiling windows in front and a pretty good selection of books inside. There was the Oriental Hotel, which the Medicine Creek Historical Society had succeeded in having declared a historical building a few years before; both Teddy Roosevelt and the Sundance Kid had slept there—Sundance reputedly with his lady love, Emma Pace.

Cash lived in a big house of slate and brick on North Street. It was a nice, quiet street lined with cottonwood trees. He’d had the house built to his own specifications a decade earlier. As a rule, he enjoyed the large, airy rooms and vaulted ceilings. He was a man who liked lots of space. But that day, the damn big rooms seemed to echo. The house felt too empty.

He picked up the phone and called the ranch. Edna answered on the third ring.

“Rising Sun Ranch.”

She sounded tired, he thought. He knew her so well. She’d treated him like her own when he’d come to live with his grandparents all those years ago; a ten-year-old boy who’d needed someone to mother him, though nothing would have made him admit it at the time.

“Edna?”

He knew she was smiling even before she said his name.

“Cash. I was hoping we’d hear from you today.”

He also knew she was hoping he’d have something good to tell her about Abby.

So much for Edna’s hopes.

“What’s for dinner?” he asked.

“Oh, roast chicken. Oven-browned potatoes. Snap beans with bacon. Fresh-baked bread, gelatin mold salad….”

“I’ll be there in an hour.”

 

They sat down to eat around seven. There were just three of them: Edna, Cash and Zach, Cash’s cousin. Zach Bravo had been running the Rising Sun since their grandfather, Ross Bravo, had died five years before.


The table seemed even bigger than usual, with only the three of them. But Edna liked to eat there. She’d assumed the role of hostess at Bravo family events almost a quarter of a century before, after Cash’s grandmother, Matty, passed away. Then, five years ago, after Ross had been laid to rest beside Matty, Zach had invited the Hellers to move out of the foreman’s cottage across the yard and into the main house. Edna had quickly agreed.

But even before the Hellers actually moved in, it had always seemed to Cash as if the house belonged as much to them as it did to the Bravos. Edna kept the rooms smelling of lemon wax; she hummed in the kitchen while she cooked for the family and the hands. Ty used to sit out on the wide front porch of an evening, his boots up on the porch rail—a man who felt himself at home. And whenever Cash came out from town, they all ate together, as a family: Zach, Cash, Ty, Edna—and Ross, before his death. Nate, too, whenever he showed up for a visit. And Abby…

It caused a tightness in Cash’s chest to think of her. But he couldn’t help himself, sitting here at this table, where she’d eaten pretty much all of her dinners for the first eighteen years of her life.

Abby had been born at the ranch, over in the foreman’s cottage, during a spring blizzard when there’d been no way for Edna to make it to the hospital in Buffalo. Cash had been scared to death for Edna, since his own mother had died in childbirth. But Edna had lived. And produced the miracle of Abby. They hadn’t let him in the cottage during the birth. But not long after, as soon as mother and child had been cleaned up, Ty had come out and found him skulking around the front door, scared to death of what might be happening inside.


“Get your butt on in here, boy,” Ty had commanded. Inside, Ty had let him hold Abby, so tiny and red faced.

Right now, it seemed to him that he had sat at this table and watched her grow up. He could see her as if she really were there across from him, at about three years old—the age when Edna had declared her ready to eat with the big folks. She’d thrown a handful of boiled carrots across the table and been sent to her room in disgrace.

He recalled her at six—or was it seven?—wearing jeans and a T-shirt, her mouth set in a mutinous line—just before Edna sent her away again, because she had dirt under her nails and Edna wouldn’t stand for that. And at eleven, all dressed up for some reason in a pretty blue dress. And at fifteen, when he’d noticed she was wearing eye makeup. Cash had frowned at her, wondering why she thought she needed to wear makeup. She had stuck out her tongue at him. And by then she’d been smart enough to wait until Edna couldn’t see.

“So how’s Abby doing down there in Denver?” Zach asked into the silence that had settled over the table. Zach was like that; sometimes they all wondered if he thought of anything but cows and bulls and the land he loved more than the average man could love a woman. But then he’d open his mouth and out would come exactly what everyone else was wondering about—but didn’t have the nerve to mention.

Cash shot a glance at Edna. She seemed composed, though she’d set down her fork and her smile looked pinched at the corners.

“Yes,” Edna said, sounding too polite. “How is Abigail?”

Cash recalled dark circles under hazel eyes and a fleabag one-room apartment strewn with clothes and books. “She seemed…okay.”

Edna waited, still smiling her pinched smile at him. Zach waited, too, watching Cash, wearing one of those completely unreadable Zach-like looks.

“What?” Cash said, as if he didn’t know.

“‘Okay’ doesn’t tell us a hell of a lot,” Zach said dryly.

“All right.” Cash had the urge to loosen his collar, a stupid urge, since his shirt was already open at the neck. “I’m getting to it.”

They went on watching him.

“She’s working a lot. She’s real busy. She seemed…tired.”

“Where is she working?” Edna asked.

“Mac’s Mile High, I think it’s called.”

“Mac’s Mile High what?”

He coughed. “Saloon. Mac’s Mile High Saloon.”

“A bar.” Edna put her slender, work-chapped hand over her heart. “Why is she doing this? What has come over her?”

Her father’s dead. And on the night of the day that they put him in the ground, I took her virginity out in the barn, Cash thought. That’s why she’s doing this. That’s what’s come over her.

“She should be here, at home,” Edna said. “Working for you. The way she’s always done since she was sixteen.”

Cash said nothing; he just sat there, despising himself.

“That’s what I really don’t understand,” Edna went on. “Of course, we all know that Abigail and I have our differences. And I can almost understand that she might want to take off on her own for a time, after…losing Ty. But that she’d do this to you, Cash. That she’d not show up to handle your office, when you were counting on her. After all you’ve done for her, it just doesn’t—”

Cash couldn’t take any more. “Edna. The office isn’t a big deal.”

“Oh, you say that, but still—”

“I mean it. It’s nothing. I hardly use it anyway. It’s just an address to put on my letterhead. And Renata is there. She can handle the phones and the mail.”

“It’s not the phones. Or the mail. And I know that you are the heart of Cash Ventures, Incorporated, that it’s your charm and your willingness to take a chance, not to mention your good sense for a strong investment, that makes you a successful man. But I also know how you and Abby are. Always with your heads together, always making plans. And she has become quite useful to you, since she’s learned so much about number cracking and all.”

“Number crunching.”

“Yes. Exactly. Did you tell her to call me?”

Had he? In so many words? He couldn’t exactly remember.

“You didn’t tell her to call me?”

The hurt in her eyes, hazel eyes like Abby’s, broke his heart.

“Cash?”

“I…told her to get home to see you, as soon as possible.”

“Did she say that she would?”

He couldn’t bear to give her the truth. So he didn’t. “Uh, yeah. She did. You know she did.”

“Oh, I don’t understand.” Edna shook her head. “I just don’t understand. She could at least return my calls.”

Zach spoke softly.
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