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      Golden Creek, New Mexico

      

      The moment Sierra Ramsey walked into Myers Drugstore with her aunt, it seemed as if the last three and a half years of her life faded away and she’d never left her home town.

      The medicinal smell, mixed with the sweet aroma of the perfume a woman was trying on at the cosmetics counter, took her back to her high school days. She and her friends would come in on weekends and sample the newest fragrances before their dates that night.

      She’d spent many an hour at the old fashioned soda fountain, and it pleased her to see that there were still fourteen stools along the bar and seven booths across from them. At least there were a few things that’d the same.

      Memories of sharing a sundae with Clint at one of those booths suddenly surfaced. They’d been to a movie and come in afterward. They were laughing and talking about the movie when he reached across the booth and wiped some chocolate off her bottom lip. She could almost feel his touch, see the look in his eyes—

      No. Sierra shook her head. She couldn’t let herself start thinking of him just because she was home again. She pulled her thoughts back to the present and concentrated on getting her aunt to the pharmacy counter at the back of the store.

      It was a comfort to see that Mr. Myers was still dispensing medicine, as he’d done for as long as she could remember. If he still had hair, she might really believe she’d gone back in time.

      “Good afternoon, Midge,” the older man greeted her aunt. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m going to be fine, Robert,” her aunt Midge said as she handed him the new prescription her doctor had just given her. “Dr. Reynolds says I’ll get the use of my left hand back with some physical therapy and I’ll have to take medicine from now on, but I’ll be good as new before long.”

      Sierra prayed that was the case. She’d never been so frightened as when she’d received a call that her aunt had suffered a stroke. Thank the Lord it was a minor one, but fear that she could have another stronger one was enough to make Sierra resign from her job in New York City and come back to be near her aunt.

      “I’m sure you will. You’ve made a remarkable recovery already.” Mr. Myers looked over her aunt’s shoulder and smiled. “I’m sure this young woman here has had something to do with that. Sierra, it’s good to see you. I heard you came back to see about Midge. How have you been? Are you going to be able to stay a while?”

      “I’ve been good, Mr. Myers. I’m in-between jobs at the moment, and I think I may look for one here.” Sierra had made the decision to stay in Golden Creek as soon as she’d found out her aunt’s stroke had been caused by ongoing heart problems—something Aunt Midge had managed to keep from her the last few years. She knew her aunt wouldn’t want to think that she was moving back because of her health, so Sierra just said, “I’ve been homesick and its good to be back.”

      “Well, I hope we get to keep you here. We’re losing too many of our young people...or were until Stormy Knight came back and opened her recording studio here. That’s kept a few people around and brought some new ones in. Still, too many want to move to Albuquerque or someplace larger, maybe travel the world. They don’t realize what a great place they come from.”

      Sierra couldn’t help but chuckle. She’d done all those things, and now she was back. “Maybe they’ll return, Mr. Myers. I’ve done a lot of traveling and I’ve come home. And I’m sure having Stormy back home will continue to help Golden Creek’s economy.”

      He peered over the top of his glasses at her. “You know, you haven’t changed a bit. You always left me feeling better about young people. I’m glad you’re back. What kind of job are you looking for?”

      “I’ve been a nanny for the past few years.”

      “A nanny, huh? I would have thought you’d be married with children of your own by now.”

      Sierra tried to ignore the twinge of longing his words stirred in her. At one time she had hoped for just that. However, that dream had been crushed long ago and was the reason she’d decided to become a nanny in the first place. But of course Mr. Myers didn’t know that.

      “I don’t know many people in need of a nanny,” he continued. “Most people take care of their own children ’round here. But I’ll keep my ears open and let you know if I hear of something.” He looked down at her aunt’s prescription. “This won’t take long, but why don’t you two have a soda on me?”

      “Thank you, Mr. Myers. That sounds wonderful. I haven’t had a cherry-limeade in years. Let’s go, Aunt Midge.” She pulled her aunt’s arm through hers and led her to the back of the store.

      After her parents died in an automobile accident right before she started high school, the only relatives Sierra had were her Aunt Midge, who had never married, and her Uncle Jed and his family. Midge had taken Sierra in and become a second mother to her, helping her through the grief, welcoming her friends to their home, and helping her get through college. She’d always been there to support Sierra…even when she didn’t agree with the decisions she made. Sierra was determined to be here for her now, no matter how hard it might become.

      A woman who looked to be about the same age as her aunt was feeding a toddler in a booth near the fountain. She smiled and waved at them as they drew near. The child was adorable, with blue eyes and curly blond hair.

      “Midge, hello! It’s good to see you out and about,” the lady said. “Come join Misty and me.”

      Sierra could feel Aunt Midge stiffen beside her before she turned and waved to the woman. “Be right there, Patsy.” Then she turned back to Sierra and whispered, “Oh honey, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think we’d run into them quite so quickly. I’ve wanted to tell you but didn’t know how.”

      The way her aunt’s eyes filled with tears told Sierra to brace herself. “Tell me what?”

      “Clint Dunlap married a few years back and...well, that is his daughter with Patsy Emerson, his mother-in-law.”

      Sierra’s heartbeat seemed to slam to a stop as she tried to take in what her aunt had just told her.

      “I’m so sorry, Sierra. I should have told you before now.”

      Pain, sharp and piercing, ripped through Sierra’s heart. She found it hard to catch her breath as her glance flew back to Clint’s child—the child that should have been hers...

      Sierra forced herself to breathe and tried to pull herself together. She couldn’t fall apart right here in Myers Drugstore. If she did, her name would be all over the pages of the Golden Creek News that afternoon, and that wouldn’t do her aunt’s heart a bit of good. Sierra willed herself to speak. “It’s all right, Aunt Midge.”

      But it wasn’t—not really.
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      Clint Dunlap closed his eyes, rubbed the bridge of his nose, looked at his watch, and yawned. Ten o’clock. It’d been a long day and he’d been on the computer too long, working on accepting and scheduling reservations for the summer roundup. The spring one was already full up. It finally looked as if turning his cattle ranch into a seasonal guest ranch might start to put his books in the black. And, if all went well, he should be able to pay off the last of the hospital bills from when Dina passed away.

      With the price of cattle being so low, it helped to have the extra income from his guests. It meant a lot more work, but he’d been able to hold onto his place when a lot of his neighbors had sold out. He thanked the Lord daily for allowing him to keep doing what he loved and make a living at it.

      Clint turned off his computer. He was ready for a break. He stood up and stretched before heading to the kitchen for a fresh cup of coffee and one of the cookies he’d seen his mother-in-law take out of the oven earlier in the evening.

      Patsy Emerson smiled and poured coffee into the mug he held out to her as she continued her conversation on the telephone. Clint gave her a quick hug and grabbed a cookie from the freshly filled cookie jar. He downed the cookie and took a sip of coffee before setting the mug on the table.

      “I’ll be right back,” he mouthed to her, before he went to check on his sleeping daughter.

      Three-year-old Misty’s long blond hair splayed out over her pillow. One small hand clasped a worn teddy bear while the other lay on her cheek. Her breathing was easy and light, and she had a slight smile on her face.

      Clint grinned and pulled the covers up over her. She must be having sweet dreams. He silently thanked the Lord for that blessing and dropped a kiss on Misty’s forehead before turning out the light on her bedside table and slipping out of the room.

      He peeked into the family room on his way back to the kitchen to see his father-in-law in his recliner, an open book in his lap, while he dozed. His even snores competed with the background noise of an old Western on television. The cast on his leg looked quite colorful with pictures Misty had drawn for him with magic markers.

      Patsy was still on the phone when Clint got back to the kitchen and took a seat at the table. He hoped her conversation wouldn’t last much longer. He really needed to talk to her tonight.

      “Thank you, dear,” his mother-in-law spoke into the receiver. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me. You are the answer to a prayer.”

      Clint couldn’t help but wonder who she was talking to as she paused and listened to the person on the other end of the line.

      Patsy nodded as she said, “Yes, that will bring you right to us. See you tomorrow.”

      Finally, she replaced the receiver and turned to him. “I’m sorry, Clint, did you need to speak to me?”

      “I do. But sit down and let me get you a cup of coffee. You look worn out.”

      She didn’t seem to need any more persuasion as she dropped into a chair at the table and propped her chin in her hand. “Thank you. I believe I’ll take you up on that offer.”

      Clint got up and poured coffee into her special cup. She was tired, there was no doubt about it. Ever since Dina had died, his mother-in-law had been helping him take care of Misty, running his household, and helping feed the guests that came in for the seasonal trail rides.

      His father-in-law had come out of retirement and helped with all the ranching chores up until a month ago when he fell and broke his leg. With John laid up and Patsy working herself to exhaustion, Clint had to make some decisions. His in-laws weren’t getting any younger. With new guests arriving in a couple of weeks for the trail ride and roundup coming up the next month, he really needed to get some help for all of them, the sooner the better.

      Clint set the cup in front of her before taking his seat once more. “Mimi, I know you aren’t going to like this idea, but I think its time we get you some help.”

      She chuckled and leaned back in her chair. She took a sip of coffee and looked over the rim at him. “Well, Clint, you are going to be a bit surprised. I totally agree with you, and I just hired someone to help out. She’ll be here in the morning.”

      Surprised wasn’t the word. He’d thought he was going to have to talk to her for the rest of the evening to convince her that she needed help. That she had already hired someone spoke volumes. “I’m relieved to hear it. And I’m sorry I haven’t hired someone before now. I’ve taken advantage of you and John, and I—”

      “Clint Dunlap, I’ll not have you talking that way. You know there is no place we’d rather be and nothing we’d rather do than be here with you and Misty and see our granddaughter grow up right before our eyes.”

      “I do know that. But that doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t have hired someone to help you before now. Misty and I both want you and John around for a long, long time.”

      He didn’t know what he would do without them. Having lost his parents several years back, he’d come to love Dina’s parents like his own. And he certainly wanted them around as long as possible.

      “That’s what we want, too, Clint. And that’s one reason I hired someone. But you need help outside as well, you know. Things are going to get busy around here pretty quickly.”

      “Yes ma’am, they are. Tomorrow I’m going to town to put an ad in the paper.”

      “That’s good. I’ll sleep better just knowing you’re going to get some outside help, and I know John will, too.” She drained her cup of coffee and got up. “And speaking of John, I’d better check on him. I promised him a bowl of ice cream before bedtime.”

      Clint chuckled. “I think you’re going to have to wake him up for it. He was snoring pretty well a few minutes ago. I’m going out to the barn. I want to check on Lady. That foal could come anytime now.”

      “All right, son. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Clint grabbed his Stetson from the hat rack by the back door and slipped on his light jacket before heading toward the barn. It wasn’t until he was halfway there that he realized Patsy hadn’t told him who she’d hired. Oh well, he’d find out soon enough. And since his mother-in-law would be the one to work with whomever she hired, she should be the one to choose. He let out a deep breath and nodded. He felt a lot better just knowing she’d have some help.
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      Sierra pulled off the highway and onto the road that led to the Double D Ranch. She had to wonder if she was plumb crazy. How in the world had she let herself accept a position taking care of Clint Dunlap’s daughter? Was she just a glutton for punishment? Here she’d come home telling herself she was mature enough to handle running into Clint, as she was sure to. But to willingly put herself in the position of seeing him on a daily basis...what was she thinking?

      Good manners had insisted that her aunt introduce her to Mrs. Emerson the day before, and Sierra had managed to pull herself together before approaching the booth where she was seated. They’d exchanged small talk until Mr. Myers brought the prescription over and her aunt had made some excuse for them to leave. But it’d been enough time for Mrs. Emerson to learn that she was a nanny and for Sierra to become captivated by Clint’s child, in spite of the fact that she wasn’t hers.

      After they’d returned home, her aunt had told her more than she wanted to know about Clint’s life—how his wife had died shortly after Misty’s birth and that his in-laws had come to help him and stayed on. The last few years had been a struggle for all of them. And now Mrs. Emerson had even more to do. Her husband had recently broken his leg and she had to see to him as well as take care of Misty and all the household chores at the ranch.

      While part of Sierra hurt all over again knowing that Clint had found someone else to love and make a family with, her heart went out to him for the sorrow he’d suffered in losing his wife and the mother of his child. After all, she was the one who left without really telling him why. She couldn’t blame Clint for finding someone else. Yet the heartache she felt that he’d made a life with another woman told her more than she wanted to admit about her feelings for him. She still cared.

      So when Mrs.
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