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CHAPTER ONE
"What's wrong, Clint? You look like you've just seen a ghost," Sal Mathews said, slapping Clint Travers on the back, and jolting his attention to the people in the restaurant once more.
Clint glanced from the crowded mall to his friend.
Shaking himself, he defied the uneasy anticipation that ran up his spine as he smiled at his friends. "She was probably just a hallucination."
Sal nodded with a big grin on his ruggedly handsome face. "Clint, you better quit chasin' those skirts, and find you a steady gal. It's high time you were married, boy."
Without another word, Clint handed the baby in his arms back to Sal's wife. Little Freddie, all of three months old didn't seem to want to leave the warmth of Clint's chest. Funny, but Clint didn't like giving him back, either. He was fond of children. Especially since his older brother Deke had married and had begun a family of his own. Fatherhood looked tempting. If only marriage didn't go with it. There was only one woman that could ever hold his heart, and she was strictly off limits. He'd decided many years ago that marriage was completely out of the question.
Little Freddie fussed as his mother reached to take him. For just a second, Clint imagined what it might be like, coming home to a little woman, and children, lots of children. He shrugged it off. It would never happen. Not now. Not after he'd messed up the one good thing in his life.
"Not me. Although I wouldn't mind having a little critter or two, myself."
Sal's wife Wendy shook her head, her large brown eyes narrowing on Clint with a serious frown. "It's a shame. You'd make a dandy father, Clint. Why, just look at you. You calmed little Freddie down just by picking him up. He likes you, and quite frankly, Little Freddie doesn't cater to many men. I swear, Clint, you are a living, breathing waste."
Clint gave Wendy a quick, sharp glance. That wasn't the first time he'd heard that, but it still stuck in his craw to hear it. "A waste. Just because I don't want to be saddled with a wife and white picket fence. Marriage is fine for some, but not me. I'm a rodeo bum, remember?"
"You don't have to be, you know. You chose to be." Wendy reminded.
While he was talking, his mind was on the apparition that he had probably imagined by the window of the restaurant. Through the throngs of Christmas shoppers, he had spotted her. Or, at least, he thought he had. Yeah, like a dozen times before.
He had to get out of here. He had to know if that was Abby or not!
Abigail Martin had been his neighbor. His best friend--until he ruined it. He wasn't prepared to run into her, and yet, he had to know for sure. But one glance from those see-all blue eyes of hers, and his groin reacted with a jolt. It had to be her. No woman had ever affected him the way Abby had.
He suddenly stood and grabbed his black Stetson from the back of his chair. He grabbed his black leather jacket, and straightened his bolero tie. "Say, do you mind if I take a raincheck on that drink at your place later?"
Sal reared back in his chair, and shot him a quizzical look. "Sure, Clint, any time. Only next time you’re in town, don't wait so long to call us."
"I won't. It's been wonderful, but I need to tie a few loose ends up before I head home, if you don't mind," Clint said, running a gentle hand over little Freddie's red fuzzy hair. He'd only been with Sal a couple of hours, and already he was wondering what it might be like to have a few little cowpokes of his own. He had to quit thinking along those lines; it would do no good. He didn't deserve that kind of happiness.
Apprehension shot through him as his mind continued to narrow on Abby.
"Congratulations, he looks like he's going to grow up to be one fine little cowboy."
"Cowboy?" Wendy frowned up at him, her familiarity with Clint allowing that frown to linger. "Not on your life, Clint. He's going to be a doctor."
Clint tried not to let that remark rankle, but for some reason, it bothered him when women frowned on one of the oldest western professions. What was so darned wrong with being a cowboy? Why did all women think so poorly of cowboys these days? He shrugged off the hurt and pecked Wendy on the cheek and tipped his hat to Sal. "Good seein' you, partner."
"Same here. Don't be a stranger."
Clint didn't understand his own urgency. Or did he? A couple of more rounds with Wendy about cowboys, and he'd be out of there, anyway. He was too much of a gentleman to argue with her, but the lady needed setting straight. Cowboys had been the good guys once; what had happened to that image? If he couldn't convince his own family, how did he expect to convince friends? Not that every one of the Travers men weren't some kind of cowboy, but a rodeo cowboy had a stigma attached.
He should feel guilty leaving his friends he'd purposely looked up after suffering extreme boredom at the Cattleman's Association meeting. He wasn't a speechmaker; he was a cowboy. A rodeo cowboy, at that. Why Deke had sent him instead of Jake, he wasn't sure. And if Deke hadn't been so tied up at the ranch, he wouldn't be here.
Maybe he hadn't seen Abby, after all. Maybe he just needed an excuse to get away from those tied down feelings that Wendy kept talking about. He already felt the tension leaving his body, being replaced by a new urgency.
Marriage! He didn't need it. Some women took your heart and broke it, and the other kind of women he didn't deserve. Other women, like Abby. So, he'd learned a lesson the hard way, never again. One night with Abby proved that heaven really did exist. And made him ache to claim it. But there was an obstacle between his and Abby's happiness, and that obstacle was not one Clint thought he could fight and win. Her father!
He quickened his steps.
Something deep down told him he had seen Abby, and he had to follow that hunch. It was time for some sort of apology, because the one thing he knew for sure was that he'd missed her. He missed her laughter, her understanding nature, her gentle ways.
He rushed out into the Christmas shopping delirium. Seeing Abby renewed his sharp sense of guilt. He owed the woman, big-time. He'd be lucky if she'd speak to him. He deserved whatever he got, but he hoped she'd speak. He secretly hoped he could rekindle the friendship they had once shared.
He'd missed sharing things with Abby; all the times they'd sat all night in the barn, nursing some sick cow or the like, spilling their guts to each other. But then, no, that wasn't right, either. He’d spilled his. Abby rarely laid any of her troubles on him. No, it was mostly one-sided.
It didn't matter; they were friends. Good friends. They knew everything about each other. He could talk to her like no other woman. At times, he nearly forgot she was a woman. And he hadn't been with a woman since that night; the night he’d realized he'd lost the best thing in his entire life--Abby.
Of course, it might not have been Abby he'd seen, he reasoned. Wishful thinking again. Maybe his damn imagination was overplaying again. It wouldn't be the first time. The chances of her being here at this particular time of evening were not very good. He really hadn’t gotten that good of a look at the woman hightailing it through the crowd. Maybe it was his conscience playing tricks on him. It wouldn't be the first time. But deep down, Clint didn't think so. No one had such an angelic face, with beautiful long, straight, blonde hair and flashing blue eyes as Abby. And although he couldn't have seen the color of her eyes, he certainly had seen the flash of them. Not that she could see him. The restaurant window was tinted, and he doubted she could have gotten as good a look at him.
He had to know for sure. He only hoped he could find her in the mall of Christmas shoppers. Of all the times to spot her, in a throng of shoppers that was impossible to muddle through.
Christmas songs echoed in his ears as he watched kids scream with delight as they darted from one decorated window to another, and people bumped into him with their presents as he tried despairingly to track the one woman he knew didn't want anything to do with him.
He'd already kicked himself a dozen times for what he had done to her that night. He’d already planned what he'd say to her if he saw her again. And he suddenly realized, with stunning clarity, that he didn't know what to say to her anymore. How could a man apologize to woman for something like that?
That night had changed things, and not for the better, even though he knew with such clarity that he wouldn't change a moment of it. Before that night, he had only known he loved her, but after that night, he knew no other woman could take her place. Nothing would be the same again, and that realization hurt him more than he cared to admit. Dammit, he'd been such a fool. The story of his life. Any time anything good in life came along, he managed to screw it up.
Although no one said it, he considered himself the black sheep of the family; the one that didn't make anything of himself. Deke was the strong one, the one that everyone depended on in the family. Jake was the silent warrior always willing to defend, and then his younger brother Rusty was still a little wet behind the ears. Deke had stability, Jake an education, and Rusty the perseverance it took in life. Clint had nothing, as far as he could see. He was the one that didn't succeed in life. What did a broken down rodeo bull rider do when his bones got too busted up to let him ride?
Sure, he'd joined the Junior Rodeo Association, and had become a teacher. They'd elected him Chairman of the Board three years in a row. But what was he teaching? Young boys to learn how to break their necks? That held no future, he could tell them. And yet, Clint knew for a fact that if it was in your blood, there just wasn't anything you could do but rodeo. He only wished his brothers understood that a little better.
Unconsciously he gripped the back of his left leg where Bulldozer had gored him during that last ride. It ached in the winter. It ached in the summer. Hell, it ached all the time, but he'd learned to live with it. After two surgeries that his family knew nothing about, he was able to walk again without limping, and he had come home, for good. But it had taken that injury to wake him up and to realize that his life was going nowhere.
He followed what he thought was Abby into a store. A Christmas store, filled with the scent of holidays. Yeah, he sighed, Abby would be in here, if it really was her. She loved Christmas stores. Maybe she was Christmas shopping. Maybe he'd catch her, yet.
What was he going to say to her, if he found her? That made him almost stop and catch his breath. What could he say? “I’m sorry I made love to you and then ran out.” God, he'd been nine kinds of a fool. Abby was the best friend he'd ever had. Man or woman.
Not that he had any notion of him and Abby ever getting together again. No, she was meant for someone better. She was special, in every way. He only hoped he could convince her how sorry he was. He hoped they could regain that friendship, a friendship that meant everything to him.
Scents of pine and cinnamon pierced his nose. Christmas music played in the background. Flashes of red and green were everywhere, red tinsel, red santa hats, green lights. How was he going to find her in all this?
He waded through the throngs of people, knocking over stacks of this and that, bumping into people with packages, and helping them pick them up as best he could, nearly knocking down displays over trying to catch up to the ever moving mirage. And just about the time he gave up, he spotted her.
Abby! His Abby!
She wore a long, thin, cashmere coat; her hair hung in one long silk tress down her back; her long bangs nearly hid her eyes. Abby wore it pinned at the sides and straight down her back. Thick and lustrous, he longed to touch it. His hand itched. His heart pounded. And a light sweat broke over his forehead. Damn, facing Abby was worse than facing Bulldozer! She was standing near the outside doorway, staring at a tree, decorated in all its Christmas finery.
That was his Abby. She loved Christmas more than anyone he knew.
"It's a beautiful tree, but how you gonna get it home with all that finery on it?" Clint asked, leaning against a display counter, a little away from her, and crossing his arms over his chest.
She turned around slowly, the tears in her eyes shimmering.
God, he hadn't expected this, the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen, his friend, his Abby, and she was crying?
"Clint!" His name was like a whispered prayer on her lips. Even her soft, voice made his heart trip. All the shadows of his heart lifted in pure joy at seeing her.
"Abby?" God, what should he do now? He wanted to run and take her in his arms, but he knew better.
The sweet whiff of perfume floated about his nose, like an enticement meant to stir his senses. He smiled.
She came into his arms willingly. And he felt as though he'd come home after a long hard ride. He'd done it so many times over the years. But this time was different. This time, it wasn't a pony that hurt its leg, or a puppy that didn't make it into the world. This time, Abby cried aloud.
And she was sobbing her heart out.
Who'd hurt her? He'd kill them!
He scolded himself silently for thinking that way. Frightening anticipation shook him as he held her so close. It felt like old times. Yet, it didn't. He wasn't prepared for the shocking reaction of his body when full breasts pillowed against his chest, even through her thin coat and his heavier one, he felt over-stimulated. It was the last thing he wanted to feel around Abby. Awareness warned him to be careful, but he ignored it all, and pulled her closer.
She needed him right now, and he was there. That was the important thing
Her arms flew around his neck, and her lips barely grazed his cheek. Her light scent of flowers intoxicated him. He had never realized how he'd committed every detail about this woman to memory.
She felt different against him now, though, all grown up and filled out, so perfectly, shocking him into a reality that would later prove painful.
Just as suddenly as she had gone into his arms, she pulled away, as though having second thoughts of her actions. Her blue eyes surveyed him through ultra dark lashes that seemed to go on forever. He always had the sensation of heaven when looking into those eyes.
"I--I guess you've heard?" She almost whispered in a small choked voice.
"Heard?" He knew from the sound of her voice he probably should have, but he honestly didn't know what she was talking about.
"About dad . . .dying."
Clint's smile faded, and the blood drained from his face. He could feel it leaving; he didn't have to look in a mirror. A cold chill ran up his spine. Dear God, he'd never have guessed; Ross Martin had always seemed so healthy. He saw the pain in Abby's eyes, and wished with regret he could hold her again. Conflicting emotions choked him. His own personal feelings for Ross seemed unimportant.
"I didn't know, Abby. I've been gone." He whispered somewhere near her ear.
Abby swiped a tear from her cheek and pulled out of his arms, moving deliberately away from him. He moved away, too, to lean against the counter. She'd never know how weak-kneed a cowboy could get. Straightening herself, she looked back at the tree. "Yes, so have I."
"I'm so sorry, Abby," he muttered in a half strangled voice, not knowing how to comfort her any longer. Not knowing if he should try.
As though gathering her strength, she stiffened her back, and looked into his face. Her expression was soft and alluring all at once. "It was a heat attack. He didn't suffer long. Thank goodness."
"Damn, Abby." Clint shuffled his feet, feeling a little dizzy from holding her, and hearing such news all at once. "How's your Mom taking it?"
"Better than I expected," Abby said, looking at him strangely. "I mean, at first she crumpled, but by the time I arrived, she had regained most of her composure, and is facing this better than I'd ever believed possible."
"When's the funeral?" Clint asked, when a silence sliced the air between them.
"Tomorrow. You'll come, won't you?"
"Sure, of course I will. We'll all be there for you. Is there anything I can do, in the meantime? I mean, have all the arrangements been made. Do you know what he wanted?"
"Yes, he had a pre-paid funeral arrangement. Everything has been squared away." Abby glanced back at the tree. "There is one thing, though."
She paused staring at him for a full minute, then a shy smile broke across her face.
"Anything."
"Help me get this darn tree home, Clint."
It sounded just like the friend he knew. His Abby.
Clint came closer, trying to read her face. "The tree. This tree?" He pointed, then glanced at her for confirmation.
"Yes, you know how Mom loves big Christmas trees. And this one is so beautiful. I thought it might take her mind off it. I just asked, and it's the last one they have this size."
Clint glanced at the tree. Obviously Abby was over-wrought with grief. She couldn't buy a tree with decorations on it and take it home like one big Christmas present. But it didn't matter. If Abby wanted the tree, he'd get it home for her; he'd even help her decorate it.
"Sure, Abby, we'll get the tree."
Clint patted her hand, and went to find a salesman.
He didn't want to think about what the sight of her did to him again. He'd washed that away three years ago. But there was an ache inside him that even he couldn't ignore.
It took an hour to get the tree free of decorations, and another hour to get it tied down on top of his Suburban, but he did it, and Abby helped.
After securing it, Abby moved closer to him. He sensed her apprehension. However, a slight smile curled her lips. "Since when do you drive a Suburban?"
"Since I started working for the Junior Rodeo Association. Can't haul all those kids around in an open pickup. It's against the law, now."
"You're working for the Junior Rodeo Association?" She sounded surprised.
"Have been for a year or so."
"But aren't you competing any longer?"
"Nope." He really didn't want to talk about it, but she persisted.
"But I thought you'd never tire of it. You've always loved the rodeo."
"Let's just say I'm a little partial to my bones, and leave it at that, okay?" Clint didn't want to sound harsh, but sliding back into the best friend routine wasn't as easy he thought. Even if she could forgive him, he wasn't sure he wanted the same relationship they had. No, he was damn sure he didn't. But he knew he wouldn't get what he really wanted.
He followed her home, which was a good hour and half drive, and pulled into her graveled driveway. He backed the truck up to the door, and proceeded to untie the tree, while Abby went inside, turned all the lights on and opened the door for him.
Mrs. Martin came to the door in her robe. "Clint Travers, is that you?"
"Yes ma'am," Clint answered, puffing as he dragged the big tree off the top of his truck. He backed straight into Abby, and she almost jumped backwards. Well, what had he expected? It wasn't like she welcomed his touches.
"Why, Clint, that's the biggest tree I've seen in my life!" Mrs. Martin gasped.
"Yes, ma'am, Abby picked it out."
Mrs. Martin wrung her hands, grabbed her chest, and Clint saw tears slipping down her cheek as he and Abby took the tree inside. She pushed back a strand of greying hair, and swiped her eyes. "Land sakes, that's the prettiest tree I've seen in years."
Abby laughed, "I know, and I wouldn't have gotten it home if it hadn't been for bumping into Clint at the mall."
"Clint in a mall. I don't believe it."
"I was having dinner with some friends when I spotted Abby."
Judy and Ross Martin had been married nearly thirty years. You didn't see one without the other. The old house didn't look the same without that bear-voiced man coming to hold his wife close and watch Clint's every move toward his daughter.
The minute Clint entered the old farmhouse, he had felt guilt stab him. Damn, there were so many things he felt bad about, where did he start? And how would he ever make amends to this family, to Abby? He hadn't been over here in ages. Hadn't checked on them, hadn't helped them. God, they must think he was a cad.
After all the times Ross Martin had come to his aid, he hadn't so much as bothered to ask if he might need help in the past couple of years. No, of course he hadn't. He'd been too busy playing Rodeo Cowboy. Even though he'd finally given up the circuit, he had to admit, teaching at the Junior Rodeo Association had given him quite a big head. To the kids, he was a hero. He had needed that boost to his ego when he had felt so low in losing Abby.
Clint and Abby moved the tree toward the big picture window in the living room, and Mrs. Martin fetched a tree stand from out of one of her closets.
"My," the older woman said, clutching her robe together from the cold breeze of the open door, "that really is some tree."
"Yes ma'am, it is," Clint agreed. "Sorry about Ross, ma'am."
"Now you stop ma'aming me, Clint Travers, we been friends too long for that kind of talk. You always called me by my name before. There's no need to start doing differently now. And yes, my Ross is gone, but at least he didn't lie around suffering. He would have wanted it that way."
"Yes ma'am. I mean, yes, Judy, he would."
"Abby, why don't you and Clint come in the kitchen, and have some cake and coffee. Bertha's been over, brought a whole table full of food from the church. I swear I don't know what this community would do without that woman."
"That Bertha is such a sweetie. I can't wait to see her again. How is she these days?"
'Better ask Clint; I think they see her more than anyone else. Any sign of Bertha and Cal making things official?" Mrs. Martin asked with a smile.
Clint chuckled as he secured the tree in the stand, then dusted his hands off. "I think the subject has come up a time or two. Especially since Deke got married. You know Dad's a changed man since Sammie Jo came into the picture."
"Kids have a way do changing things, don't they? I've heard he's quit smoking. I never though I'd see the day," Judy added. "Old habits die hard on a man his age, you know. He deserves some credit for that. Ross never did quit. Although I sure nagged him often enough."
"Would you like me to fix you a plate, Clint?" Abby gestured toward the food on the table.
"Sounds good to me. But I can help myself. You just lead me to the plates and forks."
Not one word about the past. Not one word. It made Clint feel twice as guilty for not being here. He should have been over regularly. He should have stayed in contact with Abby, too.
As they moved into the kitchen, Abby took her coat off and laid it on the couch. She waited for Clint to take his leather jacket off. Clint slid out of it, after recovering from seeing Abby without her coat. What a helluva woman she turned out to be. Better than most of the rodeo bunnies he'd dated. Abby was one helluva woman now. There was no sign of the young skinny kid he had grown up with.
That damned pitiful night when he'd let his emotions carry over to Abby and he'd taken what she so freely offered haunted him again, reminding him--hands off, from what he'd secretly wanted so very long--Abby. Oh, he'd wanted her from the beginning, when she was still braiding her hair and wearing braces, but there was no chance of that happening as long as Ross Martin was alive. Ross had warned him he'd kill him if he so much as looked crossed-eyed at Abby. "Abby," he'd said, “deserved better”. Clint agreed. So Clint contented himself with being the only thing he could be, a friend.
As they moved into the kitchen, Clint couldn't keep his eyes off Abby's backside. She was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, but she certainly did fill the jeans out nicely. And when she turned around to offer him coffee, he couldn't stop noticing that her breasts filled her sweatshirt, too. His body reacted on its own.
What had happened to his skinny little Abby? And why was there suddenly a fire in his loins for the one woman he could never have? He'd harnessed his affection for so long; why now, when there was no hope, was he acting like a rutting stag?
"Judy, you should have called me," Clint scolded mildly as he began helping himself to the food, and trying desperately to distract himself from Abby. "I'd have been over here more if you had," Clint said, as he sat down at the big farm table in the middle of the kitchen. There was a formal dining room, but no one used it except at Christmas. He remembered so many times sitting here at this old table, drinking coffee at four or five in the morning, and talking to Mr. Martin and his family about the drought, the cattle, the plans for the day.
Ross and Clint got along just fine, as long as Clint kept his place. And Ross had made sure that Clint knew his place. Ross had told him flat out, "She's not going to get herself fouled up with some rodeo bum, Clint. She's a good girl, and she's gonna stay that way."
"Ross wasn't ill, Clint. Never was sick a day in his life. It just happened. He was out mending fences, and just keeled over. No problems, no pain. Just keeled over dead," Judy said without choking. "I miss him already, but if he had to go, I'm glad it was quick."
"You're right, Mama, it was a blessing the way he died," Abby said, as she placed a cup in front of Clint and her mother, and brought each of them a piece of chocolate cake. Still, his absence left a void in the old farmhouse that both women seemed aware of.
For lack of what to say, Clint stuffed his face with food, and listened to Judy relate the story of her and Ross and how they built their small empire. He envied her, envied what Ross and Judy had. And the way Judy was taking it made him proud he knew her.
"Is Matt coming home?" He shot Abby a quick glance.
"No, Matt's in Turkey right now."
"Turkey?" Clint nearly spewed his coffee.
"Yeah, he went after the earthquake. Said he thought he would be needed there," Judy said with a long sigh. "I can't tell you how proud I am of that boy."
"I guess looking at it from a doctor's point of view, he's right, but aren't you gonna need him now?"
"For what? I still have a foreman, as far as I know. Bud runs things around here."
Yeah, Bud Taylor was a good wrangler, but there was something shifty about the man. Clint hadn't liked him, and he had tried numerous times to tell Ross that, but Ross wouldn't listen, and even became hostile about it when approaching the subject.
"Nothing is going to change, Clint. I got Abby, too. At least for a while."
Clint wouldn't argue with Judy right now; it wasn't the right time. But surely she wouldn't keep Bud on now. A man no one in the county liked or respected, and a daughter who hadn't had saddle sores in at least three years; that wasn’t going to be much help to Judy.
Damn, he wished Ross would have listened to him years ago, and gotten rid of that foreman. He had driven every friend Ross Martin had away. He was trouble, and Clint knew it. The man had made insinuating remarks to Abby when Abby was just a young girl. Bud gave Clint the creeps. Now Clint remembered why he stayed away. Ross Martin liked Bud. That's where they parted ways. Yet, instead of telling Ross his suspicions, he'd dropped it and stayed away. Now Ross was dead.
Abby smiled and patted her mother's arm as she sat down beside Clint. "Have you gotten any sleep?"
"Sleep. You know I never sleep during the day. No, I'll go lie down shortly. Don't fret over me, honey, I'm okay," Judy insisted, even though it was apparent from the shadows under her eyes that she'd been crying most of the day.
"You need any help, you just call me. Deke can spare me," Clint offered. But the way Judy had bragged on her son put a dent in his heart a mile wide. He shouldn't have been jealous. Matt had amounted to something. Matt, and Deke, and Jake and Rusty, but not him. He couldn't claim anything but a few rodeo titles. And rodeo bunnies.
And he'd trade all of them right now for Abby's friendship again.
"That Deke, he done himself proud getting a wife like Emma. I was glad to see the day," Judy remarked, glancing at her daughter and Clint.
"I haven't met Emma, yet," Abby said, coloring from her mother's glance.
"She's great. You'll like her. So, I guess this means you’re gonna be staying, huh Abby?" Clint glanced at her, noticing the way her cheeks colored, and liking it.
"I haven't quite decided yet, Clint," Abby answered, not looking at him any longer.
"Abby's engaged now, Clint." Judy offered the information, and watched Clint closely.
Lord, he hadn't wanted to hear that. Anything but that. Still, she hadn't married yet. And that thought gave him comfort. Not that Abby was his business, but he sure didn't want to hear about her love life just yet. Just getting used to the changes in her was hard enough, but this! He knew this would be a long hard winter, having to stay close and yet keep his hands off Abby, too. Now, to learn that she was engaged hit him below the belt. Well, maybe it was best. Maybe now, he truly would keep his hands off her.
"Oh, is he going to be at the funeral?" Clint had to know. Had to prepare.
"No, John couldn't make it. His own mother is ill, and he takes care of her. He couldn't leave her right now."
Clint soaked the information up like a sponge. But it didn't sit well. Abby with a boyfriend. A good boyfriend. A man that took care of his mother. God, how could he ever compete with this family or his own? He was a castaway, and everyone around him knew it. He sank down into the chair.
Abby's father dead. Abby living practically next door again. So many things were happening all at once that it was hard to take in.
Clint didn't taste the chocolate cake. It went down like mud.
He certainly had no one to blame but himself. Abby had a right to happiness. Just because he hadn't found it didn't mean she couldn't have it. So why did all this news add up to nothing short of heartburn?
He was still berating himself for all he should have done, when a small tyke of about three years came barreling into the kitchen in pajamas.
"Mamaw, would you read me a story?" the little boy asked, sidling up to Judy and hugging her.
Judy grabbed the boy protectively to her, and smiled.
"Clay, honey, you're supposed to be in bed," Abby protested, her skin turning beet red.
Clint assessed the situation with nothing short of shock. Abby had a kid? A kid. A boy kid. A three year old boy. Couldn't be Judy. But Abby?
He sat very quietly, sipping his coffee, and looking at the little fella that clung to Judy. So, who was the father?
God in heaven, what had Abby been up to?
"This your boy, Abby?" He managed to ask when he found his voice.
"Y--yes," Abby stalled. Then pulling the little boy into her lap, she sat him close, and barely glanced at Clint. "This is my son, Clay."
"Hi, are you a real cowboy?" the little fella asked, looking straight at Clint with his big round dark blue eyes.
Clint stuck his hand out to the little boy. "Hi there, Clay. My name is Clint. And to answer your question, yes, I'm a cowboy."
The little boy took his hand, and gave him a big shake and a lopsided grin.
Clint nearly fell out of his chair when he suddenly realized he was looking in the mirror. His hair was black and straight and pulled to the side. His eyes were a bright deep blue. He could have been Clint twenty-five years ago.
Questions, time periods danced in Clint's head. A little over three and a half years ago, Clint had made love to Abby. If a brick had hit him, he couldn't have been more stunned.
Clint sat paralyzed in the chair as Abby and Judy went to put the boy to bed. Clay was his kid; he just knew it. He had to be. Abby didn't sleep around. Abby hadn't even had a boyfriend during that time.
Why hadn't she called him? Why hadn't she told him? How long would she have gone, not letting him know he had a son? A million questions danced in his head. And he wasn't leaving until he got some answers.
CHAPTER TWO
"He knows, Mother," Abby cried, swiping her eyes as she laid out Clay's pajamas.
"Will you read me a story, Mamaw?" Clay put his pajamas on, and jumped into his small bed eagerly.
"Just a short one, Clay honey." Judy reached for a familiar book on his shelf, and sat on the edge of his bed. While she read, Abby paced. Her mother's voice carried through the room like a whisper. The scent of the beautiful pine tree that Clint had helped her with drifted in to tickle her nose and remind her they were not alone.
Then Judy kissed Clay, and turned out the light. "Goodnight sweetheart."
"Night Mommy, night Mamaw. Is Papa really dead?"
The question seemed to hang in the air for a long moment, then Abby started toward her son to explain, when Judy stayed her. "Let me explain it to him, honey."
Abby nodded then smiled sadly. "He looks so much like him," she whispered in a small choked voice, thinking suddenly of Clint again.
Judy sat by Clay on the bed, and told him how Papa had gone to heaven to be with God. Clay nodded, as though he completely understood. After kissing his grandmother again on the cheek, he looked solemnly up at her. "I'll take care of you now, Mamaw. Don't you worry."
Judy kissed him, and wiped away a tear. "Thank you, darlin'."
Abby kissed Clay's smiling face and closed the door behind them.
Clay had gone to sleep practically before his head hit the pillow. "So--go on in there and talk to Clint, Abby. You owe him that much."
"What can I say? Maybe he doesn't realize--"
Judy shook her head and put her arm on her daughter’s shoulder. "He'd have to be blind not to see the resemblance. No, he knows, alright. And it's up to you where to take this now."
"But what can I possibly say? I mean--after all this time. How can I explain?"
"The truth."
"Do you think he'll hate me?"
"Not a chance of that, if I know Clint Travers."
Abby paced the floor for a moment, thankful that the thick shag carpet muffled the sound of her boots. Then she looked at her mother with tear-stained eyes. "I'm not sure I can. I'm not sure I know how."
"You've got too much on you now. But this has to be taken care of, too. Clint's bound to realize, if he doesn't already." Her mother smoothed Abby's brow, and smiled gently at her. "And the sooner the better. Clint's a reasonable young man. For goodness’ sake, Abby, he's been your best friend for years. Surely the two of you can work this out. How else will you ever go on with your life?"
"Yes, you're right about that. Better that I get it taken care of now, then later, after John and I are married."
Judy nodded.
"He's not going to like what I have to say."
"No, he won't," Judy agreed, adding to Abby's fears. "He's a man. Give him time to adapt to it, Abby. And don't be so hard on him or yourself. I know your father talked you into not telling Clint, but it's time now. Way past time. I never liked you keepin' it a secret, anyway."
Abby put her hands behind her, and leaned against the wall. She didn't know what to say to Clint. She hadn't meant to spring it on him this way. She had intended to tell him slowly, after she got reacquainted with him. Three years could change a lot of things. Clint had changed too, she noticed. He didn't seem quite as jovial. He was more serious, less talkative. And the fact that he wasn't doing the rodeos was a severe change. She wondered what had brought that on. She knew Clint; she knew his nature, and she couldn't imagine him quitting.
"I guess you're right. Clint's a reasonable man." Abby reassured herself, taking her courage in hand and forcing herself further into the hallway. She had determined long ago that Clint was in the past. All the hurt of him not loving her had melted away when she found out she was pregnant with his child. Clint's child. At least she had a part of him he could never take away.
Head held high, she retraced her steps toward the kitchen, pausing only long enough to call to her mother again. "Aren't you coming?"
"No dear, I'm tired, I'm going to lie down now. Besides, I'm not meddling in your business. There's been enough of that already. What's between the two of you is your business."
Her mother looked tired and much older tonight. She wished she could turn back the clock for her mother, and herself, too. She was a strong woman, but the strain of holding back took its toll, too.
Had her father been right? She'd never questioned his motives or reasoning; she'd loved her father too much for that. But now that he was gone, she had doubts.
Abby nodded, summoning a courage she wasn't sure she was feeling. She wanted to have time to plan what she would say to Clint. From the look on his face, he knew, or had guessed.
Just seeing him tonight of all nights seemed to heal something deep within her. It felt so right going into his arms again, letting him comfort her. She remembered everything about him, and he hadn't changed that much, she reassured herself. She still wanted to ruffle that old-fashioned cowboy haircut of his. She loved the natural scent of leather and horseflesh that seemed to surround him.
But her life had changed. She had changed. Somehow, she had to convince him of that.
She peeked around the kitchen door, and saw him sitting there at the table. He knew. Just from his expression she knew he knew. He wiped his face with one hand, as though weary.
Just seeing him again relit a small fire deep within her, a fire she had spent years trying to put out. No, she would not fall in love with Clint Travers again.
If only the sight of him didn't make her heart trip so fast. If only he was old and ugly and unappealing. But then, Clint had never been any of those things, and she had to deal with that, too. It was John she had to think of, John and her future.
She approached the kitchen as though knowingly walking into a lion's den.
"So Clint, want some more coffee?" She managed a bright smile she was far from feeling. She kept her hands busy, so he wouldn't see them shake. She couldn't look directly at him yet. That would take all of the remaining courage she had left.
She saw the determined thrust of Clint's chin as she chanced a quick glance. She saw the slight crease in his chin deepen. He was upset. She knew every plane of his face. His blue eyes looked full of emotions that she couldn't identify. Her gaze traveled over him now, slowly, savoring this one last glance for more private times. God, he looked so good. Nothing had changed about him. He was still the biggest heartthrob of West Texas. He wore his Levi jeans and jacket like a second skin. The muscles bulged against the material, not too tightly, just well-fitted. His black Stetson was pushed away from his forehead, and his thick black hair puffed above it.
He was built strong and solid, with not one inch of waste on him. Where her gaze went, her hands itched to follow, but she kept her distance and her heart in a safe place these days. He wasn't for her, never had been. That lesson she had learned the hard way. Her dad had taught her that although she had been madly in love with Clint the night he had made love to her, Clint didn't love her. He had never told her he loved her, and she had to accept it. It was her fault things got out of control. Women always had the control with an honorable man. According to her father, she deserved better than Clint - the rodeo cowboy. And she hated the little part of her soul that told her Ross Martin might have been wrong about this.
Even though her life had changed, the same love-starved feeling flushed over her, making her want to rush into his arms, tell him everything, and beg his forgiveness. She couldn't do that now. She was an adult, a mother.
She recognized that half hurt, half mad look he got in his beautiful deep blue eyes when something was wrong. She'd seen it too many times.
Memories of their shared experiences flashed through her mind, and her heart bounced hard against her chest. An ache as old as time quivered through her.
"Yeah, sure, looks like I'm going to need it, doesn't it?"
"I don't know what you mean," Abby lied, coming dangerously closer as she poured him another cup. Her nostrils filled with the fresh scent of a light citrus cologne.
He grabbed her arm, cuffing it with his big warm hand. "Cut the small talk, Abby. He's mine, isn't he?"
"Wh--"
She started to deny the entire thing, but one look in Clint's dark brooding face, and she knew she couldn't possibly lie about it. Not to Clint.
"Yes," Abby said quietly, " he's yours." Her voice sounded odd to her, as though it came from somewhere else. Someone else.
"God, Abby!" Clint shot to his feet and paced the kitchen. He wasn't going anywhere, but his movements made her nervous. "When were you planning on telling me about him? When he was fully grown?"
Abby started to answer, but he cut her off again. "Or were you?"
"Of course I was--eventually." She felt the trembling of her own lips, the shaking of her hands, the pounding of her heart in her ears. What could she say? How could she explain this well-kept secret to him?
"Why, Abby? Why did you wait three damn years to tell me I had a son?" His voice rose with each word, and he came dangerously closer. "Why did you deny me my son?"
She started to say something, but his fist hit the table, and then he grabbed her by the upper arms, pulling her to stand in front of him. Her eyes clouded with unshed tears.
"We were friends, good friends. Why didn't you trust me enough to take care of this? Do you think I would have just walked away from it?" His eyes glared into hers. "I'd have taken care of you, the baby. We'd have worked this out. Didn't you know that?"
An almost hurtful sob broke from her lips as she turned away from him.
"I knew you'd be there for me, Clint," she answered steadily now, although how, she didn't know. Her tongue felt like sandpaper in her mouth. Her hands and feet felt as though they belonged to someone else as she moved about numbly.
He still wielded the same powerful control over her emotions he always had. This time she had to keep herself and her heart from him.
"Then, why?"
"You want the truth?" She hesitated, staring directly into his face.
"Yes, I want the truth."
He turned toward her again, and she sat down, afraid her knees would buckle if she stood to face him again. Instead, she looked anywhere but at him.
"Yes, I knew you'd pay for an abortion, take care of the kid, or even go so far as to marry me. But that's not what I wanted. I didn't intend trying to trap you into a loveless marriage, Clint."
"A loveless marriage? For crying out loud--"
"I knew what I was doing that night, Clint. It was my fault it happened. I took the responsibility."
She sat quietly, knowing full well that her heart was anything but quiet.
Clint looked like a volcano about to erupt, and she wished this surprise had been easier on him.
"What do you mean, that's not what you wanted? In a situation like this, you don't do what you want, you do whatever has to be done," Clint stated, his hand coming down again on the table.
"I'm sorry, that isn't enough."
"Isn't enough. What more is there?"
Abby stood up now, as Clint slid into the chair in front of her. "There's love, Clint. The one word you've never used with me. I wanted love. You think, you have the audacity to think, I would let you use my body, without the slightest bit of feeling. I thought you knew me better than that. But you never once stopped to consider how I might feel about any of it. You think I'd just laid down for you at your beck and call, just because you had a broken heart. I had feelings, too, Clint. You loved every girl in the county, but me. You never once suspected I had any feelings for you …"
She stopped, too embarrassed, too humiliated to go on.
"Abby, I--" The look on his face was priceless, and hurt all the more for its innocence. "I've wanted to apologize for a long time. But what could I have said? If I'd only known about this ..."
"I know." Abby said, all the anger flowing away from her now. Somehow, the very fact that she knew Clint would stand by her reassured her of the man he was, the man she had loved. "Of course you would have stood by me. I knew that. But it's not what I wanted. And I'm sure you never once suspected. I knew you were using me, but I had these young girl notions in my head that if I gave you my all, you'd see it and love me, too. You didn't."
He started to move toward her, and she threw her hands out to stay him. "No--please don't patronize me now. It's too late."
Tears came down now, and Clint stood up. He moved toward her, trying to take her into his arms, but Abby moved away. "I'm sorry. It's too late. For both of us. But now the hurt's over. I'm over you. Once and for all. I'm Clay's mother, and legally, he's nothing to you. I didn't give him your name, Clint."
"You--" Clint looked stricken. He moved away, too. He leaned against the kitchen counter now, obviously stunned by her confession. "Then who's--"
"I didn't give him any man's name when I went to the doctor. I told them I made a mistake and got pregnant. It happens a lot these days. They don't question much anymore. Women have children alone these days, and raise their children without shame. He's a Martin."
"And that's a lie." Clint's words whistled through his teeth at her.
"Until I marry, he's a Martin," Abby said quietly.
"Until you mar--" Clint's face screwed up into a frown. "You mean you're going to marry this John whatever his name is?"
Abby swallowed hard. "Maybe, I don't know yet. He's asked me."
Clint sank into the kitchen chair and tipped his hat back. Abby didn't want to look at him, didn't want to face him. She couldn't face him. Her entire body was trembling with an unleashed fury of emotions.
But when she raised her gaze to his, she was stunned to see the dejection on Clint's face, something she had never seen in him. It was so real, she wanted to reach out and comfort him one more time. But she resisted, knowing just how dangerous that could be. Comforting Clint had gotten her pregnant and taught her an important lesson in life. She wasn't about to feel sorry for a man again.
"I'm sorry, Clint. But that's the end of it."
"End of it. You announce I have a son. A three year old son, and then tell me, that's that. I have no rights whatsoever?"
Abby looked him in the eye with all her courage. "I'm sorry, Clint. That's the way it has to be, Clint. Not for your sake, but for his."
"I can't accept that, Abby. I won't."
"You'll have to."
"No. I won't. Has he been told who his father is?" Clint watched her closely.
Abby felt a stab of pain in her heart. Momentary panic swept through her. Surely Clint wouldn't tell Clay. Surely he wouldn't hurt his own son that way. She knew that this was the lowest Clint could possibly stoop to.
"He thinks his father's dead."
"Dead!!"
Abby stood up again, this time turning away, looking out the window. "I'm sorry, Clint. I killed you in my heart the day I realized you weren't coming after me. Weren't even going to apologize for using me. I knew you didn't love me, Clint. That part, I'll own up to. It was as much my fault as yours. But when you couldn't even apologize to me, or even care what happened to me, that killed what I felt for you."
"You left town the next week." Clint staggered his words as though thinking before speaking. "I didn't plan for that to happen, Abby. It took me by surprise as much as you. I wasn't sure you'd really want me to come after you. Besides, how could I have come after you? I didn't know where you went."
"You could have asked."
"I did!"
Abby jerked about to face him now, stunned.
"Your father wouldn't tell me. I did ask. I came over, once, your father said you'd left. He wouldn't tell me where you'd gone. Said it was best to leave you alone." Clint glared at her. "He wouldn't tell me anything more. He got real stand-offish and wouldn't say another word about you."
"I gave you a week. When I left, I didn't know I was pregnant. By the time I realized it, it was too late. I was too ashamed to come home. Too ashamed to face you, too. I wasn't as brave as some people thought. I couldn't come home. I wrote my parents from my grandparent's house. I stayed with them until he was born. But I did know I had to get away from you. I had loved you all that time, and not once had you taken into consideration my feelings. Not once. Well, I learned my lesson the hard way, Clint. I won't listen to a sad luck story anymore. I won't be falling for any men who love other women. I listened to you talk about your women, and my heart broke every time. But I kept hoping. Until one day, I just ran out of hope."
A strange look crossed Clint's face. A look she didn't recognize. He swiped at his eyes and looked at her. She'd never seen him look so confused and bewildered. Sympathy swamped her, choking her words and thoughts.
"You have every right to be mad, every right to be hurt, Abby, I agree. But he's my son, too. You didn't do this single-handedly."
Abby shook her head. "You can't and won't make me feel guilty, Clint. Even though I share the blame with you. This is my life, Clint."
"What about him?"
Abby looked at him again. "Him?"
"Yes, Clay. What about how he might feel? What about the fact that you are robbing him of his father? How does that make you feel? A father that would love him, do for him."
"Very badly. But it can't be helped."
"Of course it can be helped. We can tell him, together."
"No." Abby stepped up to him now, bravely. Her son's mental health could be in danger if he found out this way. She wouldn't let anyone destroy his perfect little world.
"But this isn't fair, Abby. He's my only son. Maybe the only son I'll ever have. You can't just deny me."
Abby knew that to some degree Clint was right, that he at least deserved something. Her fair-minded ways began to eat at her heart.
"I've come home to make a decision about John and me. I'll be here until I do. You can see him, be friends with him, but that's all," Abby declared, wiping a tear away. "I'm sorry if this seems like harsh punishment. It's not meant to be. But under the circumstances, I can't let anyone tell him different."
"Friends. You want me to be friends with my son?"
"Please lower your voice, I don't want him to hear us," Abby cried.
Clint sank into the kitchen chair again, with a look of dejection that Abby had never before seen. Her heart ached for him, but she had to be strong, otherwise--
"I guess I deserve this, don't I?"
Abby looked straight at him, a tear falling down her cheek. "I don't know, Clint. But what's done is done. He thinks you died in the Rodeo. On a bull."
"God, you told him that?" Clint's face screwed up.
"It was close to the truth."
"Why didn't you just tell him the truth, that we were friends and we made a mistake . . ."
"You wanted me to tell him he was a mistake?" Abby gasped.
"Well—no, but. Damn, Abby."
Clint just sat there, not moving, not talking. Abby felt nervous again. What were they supposed to do now?
"I guess I better go." Clint shot to his feet, and didn't look at her.
Abby watched him with a strange fear gnawing at her. "Yeah, I guess you better."
"Is this John gonna be there tomorrow?"
"At the funeral?"
"Yeah," Clint voice belied his anger as he glanced at her.
"I doubt it, why?"
Clint looked her straight in the eyes, and something oddly familiar reached to her for a second, then was gone. "Because whoever you decide to marry is gonna be the father of my son, and he better be good. Goodnight, Abby."
Abby started to say something, then shut her mouth and followed him to the door. Clint didn't look back, but he hung his head as he walked slowly to his truck.
"’Night," she whispered, as more tears rolled down her cheek.
CHAPTER THREE
Clint's booted foot hit the dry ground long before the dust settled from his vehicle. He slammed the door, unmindful that the window rattled as though it might combust at any moment. He didn't run, he didn't walk, he moved like a man bent on self-destruction. He was unaware of his hands clenching and unclenching, or the tightening and bunching of his shoulders. His lips firmed into an aggravated stance.
"Well, bro, how'd the meeting go?" His oldest brother, Deke was sitting in the swing on the porch, watching him with keen-eyed interest.
"Fine, fine, everything's fine." Clint could barely keep his temper checked. His words were bit out like a man chewing bricks. He felt himself slowing to a stop as he mounted the porch steps as though all the steam finally escaped him. He was mad, weary, and defeated. He suddenly felt old and tired beyond his years. He readjusted his hat and glanced at all the turned out lights. Time didn't register, though. His mind wasn't on lights. His mind was on Abbey and the surprise of his life. His son--a son he'd never known.
"Everyone gone to bed?" He somehow managed to ask trying to be polite.
"Yes." Deke eyed him closely. "It's one o'clock. So, what's up, bro, you must have really tied one on to be coming in this late? But you don't look drunk. In fact, you look about as sober as a man can look."
Clint smirked. "I'm cold sober. I almost wish I wasn't." Then when he realized what his brother said, he added. "I--I didn't know it was so late."
"Thought you'd be home before now. Get hung up somewhere?"
"Yeah, you could say that." Clint firmed his lips and looked away. He didn't need conversation right now. He needed to hit something. He needed to bang his head against a wall and make everything that happened tonight go away. But it wasn't going anywhere, and neither was he.
He glanced at his brother, aware that big brother had worried over him. "Sorry I didn't call. I ran into Sal and his wife. Had dinner with them. They have a new baby, you know." He didn't want to talk small talk, but he figured he wouldn't spill his guts to his brother who had enough responsibility on him now with his relatively new family.
Deke dropped his head and didn't stare at him anymore. Clint thanked him silently.
Clint tried to relax. He felt as though every muscle in his body were tensed for battle. He leaned against the porch railing, gripping it with his hand.
He heard Denver barking in the distance, and nearly choked on all his emotions. When had that old dog learned to howl like some lonesome coyote? Lonesome, dear God, that's exactly how he felt. Betrayed, lonesome, lost.
"I heard they had a kid. So, you been with them all evening?" Deke asked, still not looking at him. As though waiting.
The word kid sent a cold shiver through Clint. He hitched a boot on the railing, and shook his head. "No, I haven't been with them all this time. In fact, I left them pretty early on."
Deke waited then added. "Didn't figure you’d hang around the Association long. Did that go okay?"
"Yeah, it went okay. I just got bored after a bit." Clint fidgeted. "I ran into Abby."
"Abby Martin?" Deke questioned, glancing up at his brother with what looked like concern. "So she's back?"
"Yeah. Did you know about Ross?"
"No, not till this evening. Judy called and told me. Came as a real shock. Ross was in good shape, last I heard. Worked every day of his life. I guess the news hit you pretty hard, then."
"Yeah. And then some. Judy said he just keeled over with a heart attack while he was mending fences." Clint finally managed to look straight at his brother. He never could hide anything from Deke. Somehow Deke knew when something was amiss.
"So, is that what's got you so tore up?" Deke questioned. "I guess Abby's pretty upset, too?"
"Yeah, but she's taking it well. I should've been over there. Helping him."
Deke nodded. "Don't go blaming yourself for that. Ross brought a lot of it on himself, Clint, you know that. But--you're right, to an extent, we all should have been better neighbors. We shouldn't have let him down, no matter what we thought of Bud. But it's a little late to be worrying about what we should have done. If he hadn't gotten so damned stubborn a few years back when he hired Bud and wouldn't listen to anyone else, he'd of had our help. I reckon that's why we all sorta let him be. Ross was stubborn as a mule. He'd die before admitting a mistake."
Clint twirled his hat in his hands, his face finally breaking into a tortured glance. "He had his reasons, Deke."
"Oh?"
"Yeah," Clint said sliding his hat back in place, raising himself straight, and looking away. He dug his hands into his pockets, and looked out over the yard, wishing with all his heart he could start over in life – and start over with Abby. "Yeah. Did you know Abby's got a kid?"
"A kid. She married?"
"No."
"Then--"
"It's mine."
Deke shot to his feet. "What?" It wasn't the question so much as how he said it that had Clint wanting to crawl in a hole and stay there.
His tone held no consideration. Clint was taken aback till he realized his brother's concern caused that stern tone.
"At least by blood, anyway," Clint nearly choked out the words. Never in all his life had he felt so lost, so helplessly lost. And he could hardly face Deke, not wanting to see the disapproval in his face. Travers men stood by their own, no matter what. Family came first, always. And dammit, he wanted his son here, where he belonged.
Deke came closer. "What does that mean--by blood? Either he's yours or he's not."
"It means she doesn't want any part of me. Or me to have any part of my son's life." Clint said, and stalked into the house in a choked voice.
Clint went straight to the kitchen, his nostrils filling with the aroma of fresh baked chocolate pie Emma had set on the table in a glass cake holder before going to bed. Without thinking, he cut into it. He poured himself a big glass of milk and downed it, then hacked into his pie with a vengeance. It was cold and fresh, and he hoped it would untie all the knots in his stomach. But there were no miracle cures for how he was feeling. He just needed to hit something--anything.
Deke followed him inside.
"Damn, Clint, how'd this happen?" Deke grabbed a glass and poured himself some milk too.
Clint laughed at the serious way his brother went for the milk. Whenever a Travers man was upset, he reached for the milk; not whiskey, not vodka, but milk Their dad had taught them that milk was a "settler". He had told them, "It cures what ails you". They should be in commercials, his mind wandered aimlessly. Anything was better than thinking about the bleak future ahead of him now.
"It's a long story. Don't you think you better get to bed? You gotta full day tomorrow herding those cows to the south pasture."
Secretly he wished Deke would go to bed so he could sit and sort this all out for himself. He had some heavy thinking to do.
"Not when my brother's announcing something like this, I don't. Face it, little brother, even if the whole state of Texas came down on you right now, I'd be there for you. And you better know it. But, hellfire, Clint, what happened?" Deke took a chair, turned it backwards and straddled it in front of him. His face lined with real worry. He obviously wasn't going anywhere until he heard the entire story.
Clint glanced at Deke, surprised to see no censure in his brother's serious face. No, there was only concern. He should have known his brother wouldn't show anything but deep-down concern for his well being. Travers men were like that. Travers men. His son would someday be a Travers man. Would he be like this? Would he ever know this deep family commitment the Travers men shared?
Clint swallowed a lump in his throat. God, he loved his brother, his family. And up until today, his life. There was nothing like the feeling of family support. It never mattered how serious the problem, Travers men stuck together, through thick and thin. And this was pretty damned thin.
Clint tipped his hat back, and threw his long legs over the edge of the table, letting his boots dangle. "Remember when I got so tied up with that Platt girl?"
"Yeah, I remember." Deke frowned, his voice filling with exasperation as though he were indulging him. Clint inwardly flinched because he hated thinking how adolescent it all seemed now.
"Well, I made a real big mistake, bro. One I'm not proud of, either."
Deke nodded. "Go on."
"One that's been burnin' at me for a while now. I was burnin' with jealousy that night I caught her with Steve. I knew Steve didn't love her. Hell, Steve didn't love anybody but himself. He was always trying to up me on something."
"Yeah I remember, I never wanted you hanging out with him in the first place."
Clint ignored the remark. "Hell, I knew she didn't love him, too. I just couldn't put it all together and see it, then. He got to my pride, I guess. I was seeing red. Anyway, to make a long story short, I sorta cried on Abby's shoulder that night."
"You mean you and Abby? That night?" Deke's face screwed up in a frown. "Oh, God, Clint, how could you do that to her? She was your best friend, like family." Deke stood up and paced. "I knew there was some kind of rift between the two of you, but you wouldn't talk about it. You been going along all this time letting it eat at you, haven't you? That's why you haven't looked at women for so long. Why didn't you tell me? I've been waiting for you to come to me and tell me, but I honestly thought it was the rodeo that had you down."
"I couldn't." Clint glanced at him and saw the same thing in his eyes that Clint was feeling, lost for words. "The next day I was so ashamed, I couldn't even talk to her about it. I mean, what could I say? I knew better. Thinking back on it, I can't imagine getting that carried away. Abby's always been so sweet, so understanding."
Deke nodded in agreement.
Clint put his hat on his knee. "I wanted to go to her, explain how sorry I was. Make things right with her. But how do you explain something like that, Deke?"
He looked at his brother, and saw the same question in his eyes.
"How do you make it right? She had every right to hate me. But I knew I couldn't explain such an action."
"Yeah." Deke sighed heavily. Deke eyed his brother closely, and looked him in the eye,
"This just isn't like you."
"I was dirt. Am dirt."
"Glad you figured that one out for yourself." Deke smiled sardonically.
"I didn't figure she'd ever forgive me. I couldn't forgive myself. I've been kicking myself ever since. I haven't even dated since that night."
"Yeah, I know. I've been meaning to stick my nose where it doesn't belong for a while now, but I thought you'd eventually bring your problem to me." Deke nodded. "But I thought it was because you were pining for the Platt gal."
Deke looked outside, stood up, peered out the door a long time, then placed a hand against the wall, and leaned. "When did you find out--about the kid?"
"Tonight."
"Tonight?" Deke watched him. "Damn, a double whammy."
"Just a few hours ago. I was just sitting there in Judy's kitchen, having cake and coffee and talking up a storm to both of them when this kid came running in, couldn't have been more than two or three. And the spitting image of me. Like looking in a mirror. She couldn't deny it."
"Did she try?"
"No, not really. She admitted the whole, ugly story. But I knew it was the last thing she wanted to do."
"And what is the whole ugly story, Clint?" Deke's voice held no sympathy.
"I got her pregnant that night, in the barn. The night I used her like a common w---"
"Now, wait a minute, pardner." Deke seemed totally unwilling to believe such a thing of his brother. He moved toward Clint, and shook his head, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him just enough to get his attention. "I don't believe you could sink that low. I know you and Abby were always close. Real close. One didn't see you without her, back then. You were bound to have some feelings for her."
Clint flinched inwardly, but tried to laugh, a hurtful laugh. "Well, believe it, bro. I'm as guilty as sin. I realized what I had lost the next day: my best friend. I'd lost Abby. I was a coward, to boot. It took me nearly two weeks to get up the guts to go talk to her dad. He wouldn't tell me where she went. Told me it was best left alone. He knew what happened, I could tell by his expression."
"But, my God, man, she was your best friend. For years. How could you do that? I mean, if you didn't feel anything for her at all, it'd be different?"
"That's the problem. It's been eating at me all this time. I haven't had a woman since that night. I couldn't."
"And you are sure the kid is yours?"
"I'm sure as my name's Travers. He's mine. And cute as a button, too." Clint poured another glass of milk. "I'm guilty as sin, but that's my son, Deke. And I want him!"
"Want him?" Deke's eyes glazed with unspoken emotions. "What do you mean, you want him? He's yours, isn't he?"
Clint nodded, not able to look at his brother again. "Yeah, but he don't know it. And Abby won't tell him."
Deke shook his head. "Then what are you going to do about it? That boy's your responsibility."
"Not much I can do." Clint glanced at Deke.
"The hell there isn't." Deke paced the kitchen. "You are going to marry that gal and make her an honest woman. Like any Travers' would do. We been taught to do the right thing, no matter what--"
"Yeah, only she don't want me." Clint choked the words out.
"What?" Deke's voice boomed. "I don't believe that!"
Emma came sauntering into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes and looking about. "What's going on in here?"
Clint blushed and wanted to shrink somehow out of sight, rather than tell his only sister-in-law the sordid details.
"Nothing, honey, you need to get back to bed," Deke declared, going to her and putting his arm around her. "You need your rest; your time's near."
"Not until I find out what's wrong in here. You two are raising the roof." Emma yawned. "So, what's wrong?"
Clint knew there would be no rest until he told the whole story, so he recounted the entire event in front of Emma. He couldn't look at her. He cared for her too much to see the disdain in her eyes.
Emma rubbed her belly in a circular motion like she always did, as though she were actually touching her baby. Clint smiled. Emma nodded from time to time, and then, when he was finished, she sat back and sighed long and hard.
"Wow! That's a mighty powerful story, Clint." His sister-in-law said in a low voice. "I've heard a lot about this Abby. I'm rather anxious to meet her."
"Well, you'll probably get the pleasure tomorrow."
Emma glanced at her husband for an answer to that. "Abby's father is the one that passed away. We'll be going to his funeral tomorrow."
"Oh, the poor dear. I didn't realize …"
"Yeah. Want to rethink your brother-in-law, sis?"
"Not at all," Emma said, and reached a hand to him. "Look, Clint, who started it, you or her?"
Clint frowned at Emma as though she had two heads. "What difference does that make?"
"A lot." Emma squeezed his hand. "Who?"
"I don't know. One minute I was crying on her shoulder, the next minute I was kissing her. I don't know how it happened. Abby was always so understanding. Always there for me. A hundred times before it had happened, and nothing happened like that."
"Then this time was different. This time one of you made a first move; who?" Emma demanded.
"I don't know." Clint couldn't see the point to this conversation. What did it matter? It had happened, and he took the blame for it.
"Okay, Clint, let me put this so you will understand. I don't know Abby. But I read women pretty well. She was in love with you. And when you were there, so close, so needing her, did she reach out to you and want you?"
Clint felt himself turn red. How embarrassing could this get? He'd never discussed something like this with anyone except Abby.
"I don't know."
"Could she have?"
"I guess, why? One minute we were talking, the next minute we were kissing. It's not your mind working at a time like that."
Emma smiled with empathy, "Because she was aware of what she was doing, and you weren't. She actually had the advantage, Clint. She was in control, not you."
"I don't follow--"
"Abby knew she loved you. But I know from experience, and knowing you, you wouldn't have just taken advantage of Abby. You're not that kind of man. You had to have had some kind of feelings for her, Clint. Strong feelings, that maybe you didn't want to admit."
"That doesn't matter now." He blurted before thinking, and the other two's heads went up with surprise. Deke eyed him keenly, waiting for some plausible explanation for the outburst. "I--I loved her--all along." Clint sighed, feeling a relief in admitting it, like a burden being lifted from his shoulders. "Only, she never knew. I promised Ross I'd never touch her. It was the hardest promise I ever made."
"Ross? Her father? Why would you promise a thing like that?" Emma asked, not understanding this a bit.
Clint twirled his hat in his hands, and glanced up at his brother. "Abby was meant for better."
Emma jumped to her feet and stared down into his face, then went to the refrigerator and poured herself a glass of milk. Before speaking, she drank most of it, then with a milk ring around her mouth, came right up to Clint's face and turned him to look at her. "How long have you been in love with that woman?"
"In love?" Deke nearly shouted.
"Yes, Clint's been in love with Abby for what--years?" Emma guessed.
"It doesn't matter. I promised her father." Clint began, glancing at Emma, and nearly laughing at the white ring of milk around her mouth.
Emma considered his words, then nodded, "I understand exactly what a Travers promise is, Clint. I'm married into this family. How well I know. But you've got to forgive yourself a little. In the first place, it takes two, Clint. In any situation, it takes two. Don't blame yourself too much. If you really love Abby, and have loved her all this time, it was bound to happen. Love is a powerful emotion."
Clint eyed Emma, then Deke. "Quite a woman you got there, brother."
"I know. She just about reads my every thought these days." Deke took Emma against him. "But I got a question now." He paused to wipe the milk ring from his wife's lip. "What makes you think you are not worthy of Abby?"
"It doesn't matter," Clint insisted, trying to get up and get out of there. But Deke wouldn't let this one go, and he was duty bound to explain himself. "I'm just a rodeo cowboy. You've said so, yourself, a lot of times--" Clint answered, looking squarely at the very brother who had called him that many times.
"Rodeoing cowboy? Oh, now look, Clint, that was a different subject. But Rodeoing is a job, Clint, not a classification. If anyone has learned that, it's me, thanks to Emma." Deke reminded him.
Clint eyed his brother seriously a moment. "Maybe, but it seemed the general consensus by everyone around that I was a rodeo cowboy and not worth the love of Ross Martin's daughter. I began to have my own doubts of self worth, too. I listened to you all those times you tried to talk me out of riding. It didn't go on deaf ears. I looked around me one day, and realized I was just a rodeo cowboy. That's not much to offer a woman."
Deke was silent for only a second, "Now look, bro. I might have voiced my doubts about your chosen profession, but never about you. You are a Travers, and a damn fine ranch hand. Don't let me ever hear you talk like you don't know it. This land belongs to all of us, not just me. And when you marry, I plan on seeing that a good portion is in your name."
When he married? Not likely! Clint shook his head, "Look, it doesn't matter much who did what back then. It's too late. She wants nothing to do with me, and wants me to stay out of Clay's life."
"His name is Clay?" Emma smiled.
"Yeah."
"I like that."
"Yeah, me too." Clint tried to smile.
Deke paced again, then turned to look at them both, "I told him he had to do the right thing and marry her."
"Naturally," Emma agreed, shaking her head with mock seriousness. "You would say that. But it's not going to be that easy. Abby's had time with the baby; she’s grown independent. She'll need convincing."
"Convincing of what?" Deke shook his head at his wife's logic.
"That Clint loves her, and always has."
Clint got to his feet, walked around the kitchen, then looked back at Emma. "It's too late for that. She'll never believe it, now. She'll think I'm only saying it for Clay's sake."
"Of course she will, "Emma agreed.
Clint shook his head in disbelief. He'd never told anyone but his family that he loved them. But there were two women in his life that he'd die for: Abby, and his dear sweet sister-in-law.
"So, I have a son, and will lose a son. And Abby."
"No, you won't. You are too much a fighter to give up that easily, Clint Travers," Emma insisted with a gentle hand on his.
Clint looked at her as though she had grown two heads. "Most of the time, yeah. But how can I fight this?"
"It's very simple," Emma said with a chuckle, while glancing from her handsome husband to the perplexed Clint.
"It is? Well, do you want to let us in on the secret?" Clint frowned.
Deke's head twisted in a questioning fashion.
"You've got to convince her that you loved her all along." Emma announced, as though the thought had never occurred to him.
Clint paced again. "She thinks I was getting over that Platt gal."
"That, my dear brother-in-law, was merely lust. And knowing you, you must have realized that very night that's what it was. Abby made you face that. And in doing so, opened up your heart to her. You were in love with Abby, or you would never have touched her so."
"So--how can I convince Abby?" Then, as though the whole thing was silly, he dismissed it all with a wave of his hand, and poured another glass of milk. "It won't do any good to cook something up now."
"What do you mean?" Emma asked.
"She's got a boyfriend. A serious boyfriend. Apparently a pretty nice fella." Clint remarked with as little sarcasm as he could muster.
Emma stood, pulled Clint to his feet and grabbed him by the shoulders and turned him to look her in the eye. "Do you want your son, Clint?"
"Of course I do, Emma. I'd do anything, but--"
"Then you've got to fight for him. You've got to fight for them both, Clint. You've got to convince Abby you loved her then as you do now."
"That's easier said than done, Emma. I can't just waltz over there and hog tie Abby into marrying me, now can I?"
Emma smiled. "No, you've got to court her."
"I've gotta what?" Clint's face screwed up.
"Court her, flirt, make her fall in love with you again." Emma finally spelled it out for him. "Oh, it'll be so much fun, and I'll help you all the way."
"I don't think Abby would go for it this time, Emma. She's no fool," Clint said, pouring himself another glass of milk, and downing it like a swig of whiskey.
Emma smiled as though she knew something Clint didn't, and rubbed her pregnant belly again. "She'll go for it, if she really loves you."
***
"Did you tell him?" Judy opened her bedroom door when she heard the front door slam.
"Yes, mama, I told him." Abby put her arms around herself, feeling bereft in a way that she couldn't explain.
"How'd he take it?"
Abby's tears clouded her vision. "Not well, I'm afraid."
"Did you really expect him to? You've had your son for three years now. He hasn't had him at all. He's a Travers, no matter what his last name is. And they're a proud bunch."
Abby nodded sadly.
"Do you think it's fair to Clay to not know his own father?" Judy's face clouded as she came to stand just in front of her daughter.
"No."
"Then tell him. Get it out in the open, and you'll feel better about it, honey. You should take care of all of this before you get married."
Abby searched her mother's face. "I'm afraid Clint would do the honorable thing. He’d want to marry me. And it would all be for nothing, because he doesn't love me, mama."
Judy took her in her arms. "Can you be so sure?"
"Mama, we've been over and over this. Don't you remember what dad said?"
Judy nodded, a slight frown marring her otherwise beautiful features. "Yes, very well. But your father didn't know everything, Abby. It's time you understood that."
Abby frowned at her. "How can you say that?"
Judy smiled with shining wisdom. "Because it's the truth, honey. He was just as fallible as the next man."
"Dad had good judgment about people. You said so yourself."
"Some, yes. But he also loved his daughter more than anything in the world. And he wanted to keep you here with us. Life doesn't work that way, honey. You had to grow up, and fall in love."
Abby glanced at her mother strangely, not understanding how her mother could say such a thing.
"The Travers have always been good to us. There was no reason for us to turn on them. And we didn't, until Bud came along. Bud never liked them. I'm not sure Bud liked anyone. Clint has more feelings for you than you'll ever know."
"I gave up hoping that, a long time ago." Abby let one tear fall, but brushed the others aside. She would be strong. She wouldn't cave in just because Clint wanted his son and couldn't have him. For once, she had to face this attraction and be rid of it.
"He looks just like Clint," Judy remarked, pouring herself another cup of coffee while Abby paced. "Everyone around here is going to know it, soon."
"I know. That's why I'm moving to Dallas in the fall, and marrying John," Abby said quietly.
Judy hung her head, but this time didn't comment.
"Why don't you sell this place, and come with me, mama?"
Judy shook her head sadly. "No, this is my home. This is where I belong. Me and your father worked this land together too long to just up and leave it."
"But you could live with me, with us," Abby insisted.
"No dear, I couldn't. You have your life, and then there's John's mother. You don't need two mothers on your hands. Besides I have a life, too, and it's right here. I've got good friends all around me here."
Abby looked at her mother and wanted to let the tears fall, but remembering how much her father hated crying, she stiffened herself against it. She had made her decision, so why didn't she feel right about it?
CHAPTER FOUR
At the funeral, Clint wasted no time in finding Abby. Glued to her mother's side, Abby looked pale. She gripped little Clay's hand so hard Clint couldn't imagine why the boy wasn't screaming. But instead, he had a far away look in his eyes. Judy was holding up better than anyone expected.
But Abby was absolutely breathtaking. She looked way too good. Clint shook himself. Dammit, I shouldn't be responding to her, he told himself, but little good that did. He felt that settling in his groin, and he growled at himself. He didn't need to be thinking along those lines. No more of that. That's what usually got him into trouble, when looking and wanting became the same thing.
He would concentrate on something other than her luscious lips, or the way her body curved in all the right places. He wouldn't think about how her dress clung to her breasts, offering a tempting tease. And he wouldn't think about her slim hips, and that she had more curves than ever, now.
Abby used to have the rosiest cheeks. Today they were pale, and they looked damp. She looked so different standing there in her simple black dress, her hair pulled severely back at her nape. This wasn't the Abby he knew, at all. This woman wore sophistication easily.
Clay held on to his mother's hand, and looked miserable in his little dark gray suit. He kept yanking at the tie, and Clint smiled.
On closer inspection, he noticed the dark circles under Abby's eyes, and he felt the urge to comfort her, as she had done for him so many times. She had comforted him, listening to his tirade about some other girl so many times he couldn’t count them. Why had she tolerated him?
Even though he knew Abby wouldn't welcome him, he wondered if they'd ever have a relationship again, if he could ever mend this rift.
He pondered on what Emma had said, too. And the more he pondered, the more certain he became that she was right. A new-found confidence grabbed him. At least now he had a purpose.
Instead of rushing to her side though, like he wanted, he withdrew and let his family take the lead. Cal took Judy into his arms and hugged her for a long moment. They spoke for a few minutes, and before he left her side, she was almost smiling. Deke shook hands with them both, introducing Emma to Abby. Emma seemed to take right to Abby, Clint noticed. And why not, everyone did. Abby was a nice person.
Nice person? Abby was the best, always had been. And he had hurt her more than any woman in his life. He felt low, very low, and yet a determination was taking hold, too.
He didn't deserve a woman like Abby. How had she managed those years she was gone, on her own with a kid? He loved her even more now than he did back then, and that was saying something. He felt proud of the woman she had become. She didn't ask for anything. She even blamed herself for what happened. But there was no blame.
Rusty and Jake were right in front of them, offering their sympathy. Occasionally they darted a look at Clint with an off-chance smile, but Clint kept his distance. He hadn't had a chance to talk to his other two brothers yet, but from their expressions when Abby introduced her son, they both knew. How could they not know? He looked just like Clint, with the same dark hair, same blue eyes that looked as though he could see into a person's soul.
Clint felt like a sudden stranger, as though he were totally detached from the scene. It had been a long time since he had been to church, and the very fact humbled him. The music [began,] and Clint felt his insides knot up as though he was forcibly holding something inside.
After the church service, Clint approached Abby and her mother as they were about to leave for the cemetery. His head was bowed, his gaze not meeting Abby's glance at all.
"Judy, Abby, is there anything I can do for you?"
Judy touched his hand, an immediate understanding reaching her tired eyes. "Ride with us, Clint."
Abby's mouth fell open, but she didn't object.
Clint nodded, taking a seat by Judy, instead of Abby. Not that he didn't want to sit by her, but he felt unwelcome. And not that he blamed Abby, he didn't. He totally understood. He'd kicked himself enough last night to last a lifetime. He'd beat his pillow to a pulp, and sleep had evaded him. As a result, he felt grumpy.
Clint tried to comfort Judy with good memories and the better things of their life together. The older woman seemed grateful, but Abby wasn't smiling or talking. And that protective arm over her son's shoulder was quickly noted.
Clay hugged his mother's side.
Judy talked to Clint, her eyes straying from him to his son off and on.
Clint studied his son from the small distance, wondering what Abby had taught him about life and growing up. He suddenly thought of a million things he wanted to share with the boy.
But that was ridiculous, too. Abby wouldn't let him near Clay.
"Where's Papa, Mama?"
Abby's face went ashen. Abby looked bereft trying to comfort her son. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.
Clint remembered just how close she had been to her father. Abby had thought Ross could do no wrong. She always took his advice, always listened to him, whether he was right or wrong about things. And Ross was not always right, but Clint refused to tear down that mountain of love Abby had for the man.
Clint got along with Ross fine, but Clint recognized early on just how powerful an influence he was on his daughter.
Clint managed a smile. "Well now, pardner, your Papa has gone to a better place. A much better place. A place where cowboys never have a bad day, never get thrown from a horse, and never cry."
Why that came out of his mouth, he didn't know, but the boy perked up and smiled. "Can I go there?"
"Someday, yes," Clint acknowledged a lump growing in his throat as the boy stared straight at him. "But a long time from now."
The boy frowned, and Clint reached over to pat his head. "What's wrong pardner?"
"I always have to wait, to get bigger."
"Yeah, that's rough. But you'll get there. Don't rush it," Clint advised.
Abby glanced at Clint. Clint instinctively winked at her, and he thought for a split second her face softened. Must have been his imagination, ‘cause she was sure frowning at him now.
The boy looked Clint straight in the eye again, and frowned. "I'm glad he's gone there, but I wish I could go, too. I miss him. Papa lets me ride his horse sometimes."
Clint smiled, realizing his child was a natural born Travers and liking it. "Well, pardner, you'll have to come over to my place and visit soon. You can ride my horse."
"Can I, Mama? Can I ride his horse?" Clay tugged on his mother's arm.
Abby started to object, but Judy put a hand up and she stopped, not wanting to cause a scene, obviously.
"What color is he?" Clay asked, his blue eyes wide with expectation.
"He's a reddish brown with white on his chest and face. And he has good manners, too," Clint smiled at the boy as he leaned forward. His eyes big and round.
"He likes kids."
"Wow, can I go, mama?" Clay asked, his face staring up at his mother who sat watching Clint with barely concealed temper.
"We'll see, dear.” She said clenching her jaw.
* * *
Abby threw the keys on the counter so hard they fell on the floor. She blew a tendril of her hair away from her face. Her stomach felt as though she'd been riding in a roller coaster all day and had finally gotten the best of her.
"Dammit!"
She gathered her arms and held herself. There was little comfort for a day spent trying to reconcile her mother and herself to the idea that her father would no longer be with them. The void he had left was nearly Abby's end of tolerance. The house seemed so empty with no man stomping through the house with dirty boots and bellowing a hardy hello to all. God, she missed him.
She'd allow herself a good cry later, when the work was done for the day. Right now, she had to get into some work clothes and see to the fencing, since their foreman had up and quit today, of all days.
Not that it bothered her, she had never liked Bud, anyway. He always seemed to be watching her; at least that's how she felt. But her mother needed help running a spread this size, and if she left and went back to her job, who could her mother depend on?
"What else can go wrong?" Abby mumbled to herself miserably as she began stripping her clothes off on the way to her bedroom.
She had to admit she liked the idea of getting out in the open spaces again. Cooped up in an office all day, her job had quickly become boring to her, not that she would ever tell John that. She'd been working in the same insurance office for the past two years, and was finally moving out of the filing pool and into secretarial job. She should be proud of herself. But it wasn't where she wanted to be.
She glanced out her bedroom window that faced the north pasture. It was so serene here, so comforting.
John, she reflected with a loud sigh as she flopped on the side of the bed. He should have been with her today. Wasn't her father dying important enough to drag himself away from his mother? Didn't he care about her?
Of course he cared. She was simply feeling sorry for herself.
Abby forced a boot over one foot and let it fall to the floor with a thud as she felt it fit like a glove. "Dammit, I've got to quit fretting about John's mother. She's a nice lady. Just constantly coming down with something, and constantly wanting him to stay with her."
She had to get over this thing with John's mother. Just because he doted on her constantly didn't mean they couldn't be happy together. Surely when they were married John would put his mother in her place.
She'd cross that bridge when she came to it, she decided as she heard a noise outside. It sounded like horses, and the prospect of riding again perked her up. Of course, she'd have to don a raincoat and button up good. It was cold and miserable outside, just what she needed to take the edge off her emotions.
After donning her thermals, she reached for her old pair of overalls and t-shirt, enjoying the softness of the well-worn fabrics, smelling the sunshine from drying on the line out back. She saw her mother outside the living room window, still talking to Clint, and she prayed she wasn't doing what she thought she might be.
Her mother had made no secret of the fact that she didn't agree with Abby's decision about Clay, even if it meant losing a little part of her grandson. She was just old fashioned enough to believe that the father had rights, too. Which left Abby feeling guilty.
Deep down, Abby knew her mother was right. But she'd taken care of Clay, nursed him, been there for him all this time. How could she turn him loose with his father now? A man that might just as well break his neck tomorrow on a horse with no thought of today.
Damn, just thinking about Clint sent goosebumps over her. He looked better than ever. He hadn't changed that much, just gotten a more mature look about him. How was she going to keep her itchy hands off him? Just looking at that solidly built torso of his sent heat up her spine and into parts unmentionable. He still held that spell over her, and she had to chuck it.
Clint was not for her, never had been. Too bad she had to learn the hard way. Still, she'd never be sorry for having Clay.
The problem was she still reacted to Clint's every move.
The night they had made love had clung in her memory despite all the times she had damned him for it.
It hadn't been his fault. It was hers. Just once she wanted to prove her father hadn't been right. He thought Clint wanted her. The very thought thrilled Abby, except when she realized it was too far from the truth. Clint wanted a friend. And that's all.
But that night, she had touched his cheek when she saw him hot with anger. She had smiled down at him and moved herself against him so he had to hold her or let her fall off the fence railing. She had taken one look into those summer sky eyes,] and melted into his arms.
She remembered how his lips had come down on hers, hard at first and then gentled like a warm blanket. She remembered how his hands touched her, almost timidly that night, and she nodded her approval in silence.
Her love spilled out without hesitation, without thought. She kissed him with all the power of a woman in love, and she relished his need of her. She had wanted Clint too long, too many years to count. And then he was there in her arms, willingly taking everything she offered.
Had he been rough and unappreciative of her gift she would have run from him, but instead he had been so gentle with her that she hardly noticed when he took her.
Their kisses were like the fourth of July, sparking one after another. She remembered how he had slowly peeled away her clothes, and devoured her with his eyes. How he smiled as their bodies came together. She had heard him groan, and then everything went fuzzy because they were on fire for each other. He had been a fantastic lover, as she instinctively knew he would be.
He had been so good that no one could replace him in her heart; the night she gave her all to Clint Travers, and lost her heart.
A tear escaped down her cheek now. It would be agony being this close to him and not able to touch him again. She hadn't had any man before, and she hadn't had a man since. Not even John.
She let out a sob. How could she tell Clay his father was alive? And what was worse, how could she not?
Everything seemed so complicated. While she was gone, she could put up all kinds of barriers from Clint, but living right next door practically was too close for comfort. And he had the nerve to invite Clay over.
He'd surely tell him who he was.
Well, she wouldn't worry about that today. Today she had laid her father to rest, and she refused to worry about anything else. She needed to ride like the wind, to let go of the ghosts and her father.
Abby bit her tongue trying to keep her temper for the time being. Her mother had suffered enough for one day, she wouldn't add to it.
But she would bet every dollar she had the minute she stepped out the door that her mother had just hired Clint as their new foreman. She draped her rainslicker over her arm and picked up a pair of leather gloves.
* * *
"Well, now, Abby, looks like we have solved one problem today. Clint just agreed to help us until we find a foreman. Wasn't that nice of him?"
"Yes, very nice, Mama," Abby said between clinched teeth again. "Why did Bud quit?"
"Don't know. Him and one of the hands had words, and he just up and quit."
Judy eyed her daughter thoughtfully.
"Where's Clay?"
"Why, Emma asked if he could come over and play, and I said he could. They just left."
"He's over--there?" Abby choked and made the words sound as though it were some horrible place to be. She hadn't meant to be so catty.
She saw Clint's jaw tighten. That little muscle in his cheek that quivered when he was upset.
How could her mother just let her son go over to his father's house that quickly? Even though Clint was here, and about to take over the ranch, Clay would be surrounded by Travers men.
"I really don't think that's such a good idea, Mama," Abby began, only to find herself biting her lip when Judy's eyes misted.
"Of course, it's fine," Abby said, with a slight gasp at Clint's immediate frown.
"They won't say a word, Abby," Clint assured her, his eyes fastening on her outfit longer than she liked. She slid into her yellow slicker and started walking away from them.
Her cheeks went pink again, and he had found that amusing.
And her toes had curled. God, her toes--again. No, she wouldn't let him affect her again. She wouldn't fall prey to his charms. She'd learned her lesson.
"See that they don't," She demanded, as she half turned around to find Clint staring at her.
"Where are you going, dear?" Her mother hollered.
"There are fences to mend, Mama," Abby said.
"But it's raining--"
"I'll ride with you. You can show me," Clint insisted, catching up to her.
"I don't need your help. I know how to mend a fence," Abby snapped.
"I know you do, but look at those hands." He reached the small distance and took her hands in his. "You haven't touched anything that rough in years," Clint remarked, then backed off as though he realized what he was saying.
Abby glanced at her hands, pulled out of his reach, then drew her work gloves out of her back pocket. "That's why they made gloves, isn't it?"
Clint frowned and followed her into the barn.
Abby ignored him. She saddled her sorrel, and started to lead him out of the stall.
Clint helped himself to the big bay in the corner stall. He was mounted almost as quickly as she, and keeping a steady pace just behind her.
They rode in silence, and Abby let loose once they were in the meadow. She felt her hair flying free, her make-up being devoured by the rain, and she felt suddenly free and hopeful again. Clint kept pace and pulled his horse up beside her.
"Couldn't the fence wait till the rain stopped?" Clint asked, as he noticed the drizzle getting thicker. He pulled his jacket around him.
"I needed something to do. People from the church will be over and carrying on. I didn't want to hang around right now. I'm not sure I could take that," she explained, and then wondered why. "You shouldn't be out here in this; you aren't dressed properly."
Clint glanced at her, pulling his hat down over his eyes so the water didn't drip on his face. "I'll survive."
"Still hard-headed, aren't you?" She ground out.
"Yes."
He slid off the horse and checked the fence lying in the mud. He began tying the ends together, twisting them.
"This will have to do till we get more wire," He insisted, not giving her a look.
She watched in quiet fascination. Clint did things as though he were born to do them. Most of the hands she had wouldn't have bothered fixing the wire. But Clint was a practical kind of man. He did what needed being done without even a thought. Ranching, horses, and women had all come easy to Clint.
The rain began to come down harder now, and Clint secured the fence the best he could and threw his leg over his horse once more. She liked watching him. The man was like an extended part of the animal by the fluid way he mounted. It had a way of turning her on, and she frowned.
Dammit, she didn't want to be turned on!
Best leave those thoughts alone, she silently scolded herself.
Clint nodded, pulling his hat down further so she couldn't see his eyes. "I'll fix it proper when we get some new wire."
"You don't really think you're going to work here, do you?"
"I was hired to. I'll work," He grumbled miserably.
"I won't have it, Clint. You're just trying to insinuate yourself into Clay's life."
His head popped up at that remark, and she saw the mix of hurt and anger in his eyes as he bit out the words. "Nevertheless, I'm here, and I'm not leaving until you get a proper foreman. Let's not be stubborn about this, Abby. You know as well as I do that you need help here. I'm available. In fact, I'd feel a lot better if you would let me help. It's the least I can do, since I haven't been around lately."
"You--"
"Let's get out of this rain to talk, huh?" he whipped his horse about and galloped away. He was nearly at a full speed when she caught up to him at the barn again.
"I'm asking you not to, Clint," she rasped as he dismounted and immediately removed the saddle and led the horse back into the stall. He spent extra time rubbing the cold wetness from the horse.
"Sorry, Abby," he said, pushing his hat back away from his face and shaking some of the water from him. "But I'm here, and I'm staying. I'm not running out on you or Clay."
"I never accused you of that."
Clint nodded, took his hat off, and shook the rain from the brim, then replaced it, adjusting that crooked way he always wore it that made her laugh.
She almost smiled.
He came toward her as she finished taking care of her horse. He tipped her chin so he could look into her face, "I'm going to court you, lady." He declared in no uncertain terms.
"You're wh-what--" she began, but he started walking away before she could argue the point.
Had she heard right? Maybe she imagined it. He did say he was going to court her? Did he? She ran towards him, but he was sliding into his Suburban and backing out the drive way when he suddenly rolled down the window and called to her.
"I'll be back with my things. I'm movin' in the bunkhouse." He winked and smiled and sped away before she could say another word.
Courting her!
Now what was he up to, and how was she going to survive it?
CHAPTER FIVE
"Of course I understand, John," Abby replied into the phone, trying to sound patient as her mother got up and went into the kitchen. Just from the way her shoulders slumped, Abby knew she'd been listening to their conversation and not appreciating John's situation.
"No, I'm fine, thank you. Is your mother better?"
Judy stopped at the kitchen door, turned to look at her, then went into the kitchen.
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that. I was hoping you might come out this weekend." Abby tried to hide the disappointment in her voice.
"No-no, I'm fine, I just miss you, is all," Abby explained, when her mother peeked around the door frame with a slight scowl to her face.
Abby turned so she couldn't watch her mother. She knew that look. "Okay, thanks for calling. Yes, me, too," she added, as her mother came back into the room once more.
"I take it John's not coming out?" Judy asked, setting her glass of tea in front of her, then setting her own on the coffee table as she took the chair opposite her.
"No, his mother is worse--"
"Of course she is." Judy shook her head and looked away from her daughter.
"Please don't start, mother. I'm not in the mood."
"I'm sorry, dear. I can't help it. This is the third time he's called to say he couldn't come. I'm usually not so interfering, but I just can't keep my mouth shut. You've been through a funeral and worked a week here, and he still can't get loose from his mother. Can't he hire someone to look after her, if she's that bad?"
Abby grimaced. It wasn't as though she hadn't thought of the same thing herself. That was the problem; her mother was right, and she didn't want to admit it.
Still, John was the best thing in her life, aside from her son, and he'd be a wonderful father to Clay. He was so gentle with him.
"No, that kind of help is too expensive, mother. I'll survive it. She just needs him right now," Abby insisted, not believing her own words, and knowing her mother knew it.
"So the four of you are going to live together?" Judy nodded, her lips folding and unfolding in one grim line.
"The four of us?" Abby questioned.
"Yes, you, John, Clay and his mother."
"No mother, that's why we aren't married yet. His mother is simply too ill. There's been no mention of her moving in with us." Abby felt the tension between them and didn't like it. She'd had disagreements with her mother before, but now was not the time. Her mother was alone now, and she needed her. She didn't want to pick a fight with her over John.
"You don't really think he's going to put her off somewhere when you do get married, do you? And from the sounds of it, she's not getting any better, maybe worse."
"I don't want to talk about this, mother. You just don't understand," Abby protested.
"Oh, I understand more than you think. I don't think you understand. But it's your life, dear."
Abby stared at her mother, stunned at her ability to argue so easily. Judy rarely disagreed with anyone, but she knew it was caused from concern so she tried to be understanding of her outbursts.
"Did you interview anyone today?" Abby changed the subject.
"No, haven't had anyone to interview. No one called. I've placed the ad in the paper, like you suggested, but I've heard nothing yet. Ranch hands aren't the easiest thing to find, but someone will come along eventually. Why, aren't you and Clint getting along?"
Getting along? He'd totally ignored her for a week! And he had said he was courting her, hadn't he? Well, it was some courtship.
Abby bit her lip. "I think we are tolerating each other, if that's what you mean."
"Really, Abby, I'm surprised at you. Clint has taken time away from his own job in order to help us out. I'd think you'd be more appreciative. He's only doing it out of kindness."
"Yes, and I'm wondering why?"
"He's our friend, that's why. No matter what has transpired between the two of you, he is our friend and always has been. You should be nice to him."
"Mama, let it go," Abby mumbled.
"Alright, dear, if that's the way you want it."
"Thank you, yes, that's the way I want it. I understand your feelings, mother, but Clint and I are not getting back together," Abby insisted. "That's an understatement, isn't it? We were never together, anyway."
"Of course you're not. You're practically engaged to John, aren't you?"
"Practically. Yes."
Abby went to the kitchen and pulled out the pork chops on the counter. She began preparing supper, hoping the conversation would die a natural death. Her nerves were frayed from keeping her distance with Clint, from missing her father, and from trying to make her mother understand it.
Clint was accepting it. He had treated her like he always did. Like she was another one of the ranch hands. She liked it that way, didn't she? Well, didn't she?
Her mother followed her, watched her.
"At least you are able to get along." When Abby didn't reply, her mother went on. "You know, I was hoping to get to know your young man, John. But if he's constantly tied up, well, I guess I never will. Will I?"
"It won't be this way always, mother."
"Let's hope not. I did want to meet him and get to know him a little before you're married. That way, when I come to visit, I won't be such a stranger. I'm your mother, Abby, and I want what is best for you. And if that's John, then fine. I accept it. At least do me the courtesy of trying to get along with Clint while you are here. He's my neighbor, and now that your father is gone, I may need help from time to time. I don't want anything to mar that."
Abby stopped in mid air, reflecting on that, "I understand that mother, really I do. It's just that I also know that you're sorta partial to Clint, too. But to put your mind at ease, we're getting along okay. He's been all business since I told him."
"That's strange, isn't it?"
"Very," Abby murmured. If he was seriously going to court her, he hadn't started. Or she hadn't noticed.
But that was a ridiculous thought, anyway. Clint wanted his son, not her. It had never been her. And she'd better remember that.
"So, what are your plans for the weekend?"
Abby arranged the chops in the pan, added a few spices and placed them in the oven. "I don't have any. What would you like to do this weekend?"
Maybe if she spent some time with her mother, time would pass and she could soon go back to her job and feel her mother could cope. But Judy needed her,]whether she knew it or not. The fact that Judy was getting on in age, and not setting the saddle much any longer kept Abby worried about leaving her on her own.
Her mother shook her head. "I'm sorry, dear, but Bertha asked me over for her quilting party tomorrow night, and naturally, I'm going. Wanta come? Clay can play with the Cameron's twin girls."
Abby hated sewing of any kind, and her mother knew it, but what else was there to do? She supposed she and Clay could amuse themselves at the party of older women. If it hadn't been for leaving her short handed, Abby would have been back to work by now. Instead, she was taking up where the foreman had left off, and trying to avoid any deep conversations with Clint about his son.
Abby hesitated, then shrugged. "No, you go on. Clay and I will find something to do, I'm sure."
"Maybe you could call some of your friends over?"
"Yeah, maybe." She felt the old hurt rising in her throat like bile. Old friends? Her old friends were Clint and his family, and a few others that she hadn't seen in years. How would they all accept her now? Could she dare tell them the truth that Clay was Clint's child? At the funeral, no one had asked any questions, and she was thankful for their manners. But she wouldn't press her luck. No, calling old friends was definitely out.
"You know I don't like to butt into your private affairs, dear, but you can't hide yourself away out here. Your friends know you’re back, and some might be offended if you didn't call them and visit a little."
Her mother was right on that score.
"Maybe I'll call Roberta tomorrow."
"Good, she's asked about you several times."
She wouldn't be here long enough to renew old friendships if she could help it. She wouldn't disturb Clint's life. She'd manage without bothering anyone. But it wouldn't hurt to call Roberta on the phone, at least.
So, the next day when her mother was out in the [garden,] she called her.
"Abby Martin, my goodness, how are you?" came the voice Abby quickly recognized.
"I'm fine, and you?"
"I'm well. Well, how long are you in town?"
"Oh, just for a couple or three more weeks." Abby said glancing out the window to see if her mother was still busy.
"It is so good to hear from you."
"So, tell me, are you married yet?" Abby asked, and found herself giggling.
"Uh--no. I've got a super crush on someone, but I don't think he knows I'm alive."
"Really, who?" Abby asked glad to be talking about someone else instead of herself for once.
"Well, Clint Travers, of course. I've always adored him. And until you left, I frankly saw no point in trying. But he just doesn't seem too interested. I've tried everything. He doesn't even date. I'm beginning to wonder if he's gay." Roberta sighed.
"Clint?" Abby asked, surprised that Roberta, her best girl friend, would want to--to what with Clint? Why should she be surprised? They were nearly the same age, he was quite unattached and very good looking. So, why wasn’t he dating Roberta? In fact, why wasn't he dating anyone?
"Well, good luck on that one, Roberta."
"You know this whole valley thought you were sweet on Clint at one time. But when you went away, we knew that wasn't the case. You really were--just good friends."
"Yes, we really were."
"And what about you now?"
"Oh, I'm engaged to a man in Dallas."
"Sounds interesting! Well, give, girl! What are the details?"
"Oh, Roberta, Mom's calling from the garden, I'll have to call you back another time. So good talking to you again."
"Oh, alright, dear, please call me back before you leave though, maybe we can get together over coffee."
"Yeah, maybe."
She had only talked to her friend a few minutes, and was exhausted trying to figure out something to say to her. She didn't understand it; however if Roberta hadn't asked all those questions and kept talking about Clint it might have been easier. And just why wasn't Clint dating anyone? That was strange.
Her mother put her to work a few minutes later though weeding the garden, and she forgot about her friend. If she could only forget about Clint that easily.
She vowed she and Clay could spend some quality time together while her mother went visiting.
But when Friday rolled around, it was rainy and cold and miserably lonely. There were sparse presents under the Christmas tree this year, and that made Abby sad. Most of them were for Clay from her and her mother. It was not at all like the big Christmases they had when her father was alive.
It led her to thinking. All of Christmas had been about her, not her parents. Only her. Had her father neglected her mother all those years? Her mother had never complained about it, but still, a niggling in the back of her mind bothered her the rest of the day.
Abby shrugged off the blues, and lit a fire, and she curled up on the floor with Clay to read him a story. Clay seemed restless, and totally uninterested in her story. Abby would have liked to take a nap, but there was no way she could sleep with Clay as active as ever.
"Don't you like the story, honey?" Abby encouraged, showing him the pictures again.
"I wanta play Cowboys and Indians," Clay insisted.
Abby looked with confusion at her son. "Cowboys and Indians. Where did that come from? I thought Power Rangers and Pokemon were in."
"Nope. Me and Sammie Jo played Cowboys and Indians. She was the Indian, and I was the cowboy," He announced, as he quickly procured a big play pistol from his room to show her.
"I see. Well now, you'll have to teach me how to play. It's been a while." Abby chuckled.
"Okay--you're the bad guy, I'm the good guy. I gotta shoot you." Clay puckered his lower lip as though he were suddenly mad, and aimed his gun at her.
"Stick ‘em up." He narrowed his blue eyes at her. Eyes that suddenly looked so much like his father's she nearly gasped.
Clay ran around her and hollered loudly as she stood up on her knees and watched. "But I don't have a gun."
"Okay, then you be the horsey." Clay laughed as he tried to get on her back, and she let out a laugh.
Getting into the romp, Abby bucked a time or two, and Clay chuckled with glee.
"Giddy up," he called.
She was just moving him about the room when the door swung open, and Clint walked in.
Abby swallowed hard. He looked good enough to eat. He was dressed in a black western suit, and was carrying flowers. Flowers?
He pushed his Stetson back from his face, and smiled. God, he looked good. Abby felt a shiver run down her spine. An old shiver that she didn't want to remember.
"Hi pardner," he called to Clay who immediately whooped and hollered and nearly jumped into his arms.
"Hi, Uncle Clint."
Abby gasped. Uncle? When had that started? She'd have to rectify that, and soon.
Clint smiled and caught Clay by the hands and wrapped them behind him. "Okay, pardner, I came over to invite you both to a rodeo. What do you think of that?"
"A rodeo? What's a rodeo?" Clay asked, screwing up his face at him.
Clint sent a quick frown at Abby. She flinched. Clay hadn't the first idea about being a real cowboy, and that's the way she wanted to keep it.
"It's where cowboys and horses get together and put on a show. What do you say?"
"Oh, boy! Let's go,] Mommy?" Clay began to pull on Abby's shirt sleeve. "Do they have Indians there, too?"
"Well, I don't think--" Abby began as Clint moved towards her, and thrust out the flowers to her. "Besides, it's raining."
"The rain stopped, just a mist. It is a little chilly, though. So, bundle up. These are for you."
Abby stared at the flowers as though she didn't know what to make of him or the gift.
"Aren't you gonna take ‘em, Mommy?"
Abby grabbed the flowers, and their hands touched ever so slightly. She bolted upright with a jolt. He felt like a live wire.
Courting, he had said he was going to court her--but . . . .
"Thanks," she whispered as she quickly made an exit. How could she handle this?
Clint wasn't interested in her. He wanted his son. He was a Travers,] and thought all Travers belonged together. But he had to learn. And she had to teach him. Clay was not his son.
Only by blood, she corrected those thoughts.
She put the assorted flowers in a vase and added water and a tad of sugar, then returned to find Clint and Clay deep in conversation about the rodeo.
Of all things to take them to, a rodeo. Naturally, that's what he was interested in. That's what he wanted Clay interested in, too. She sat down opposite him, and watched as Clay hung on to Clint's every word. Clay was forming attachments to people too quickly, especially Clint. She couldn't allow it. But how could she stop it?
Suddenly, Clint glanced up at her and smiled. "You'd better get changed, hadn't you?"
"Oh, but, I don't think--"
"... it's a good idea. I know. But there isn't much else to do out here. They closed the old theater in town. The skating rink is full of teenagers. The bowling alley is under construction, and I thought for sure the two of you were getting a little house broke. And Clay just said he's never been to a rodeo." Clint's smile was like sunshine; it brightened the entire room.
His eyes never left her, and she suddenly felt self-conscious in her t-shirt and jeans. The way he was looking at her, you would have thought she was wearing a sexy dress and heels. John preferred dresses and heels. He liked her hair up.
"Can we, Mommy, can we?" Clay was jumping up and down , pulling at her to go get dressed.
There was little choice to the matter. Clay was already convinced that a rodeo was right up his alley, and Abby was bored to death sitting around the house every night. One night wouldn't hurt, and she wouldn't allow any sneaky stuff with Clint, either. If he thought she could be taken in, he was in for another think.
She slid into her blue-jeans skirt and white gypsy blouse, and pulled her black dress boots on. She took a quick look in the mirror, and grimaced. She hadn't bothered with make-up since she'd been home except for the funeral, but if she ran into someone she knew, she wanted to look her best, she told herself.
It had absolutely nothing to do with Clint. She knotted her hair at the nape, and added a touch of mascara.
Clint studied her when she came out, then smiled. But he didn't say anything. No compliments. Maybe he didn't like the new her. She didn't care. In fact, she didn't want him to like her this way, did she?
The rodeo grounds were packed with young men and girls. Everyone darted toward the concessions before the rodeo began. Some stopped to say hello to Clint and shake his hand, and he introduced Abby to all the young cowboys and cowgirls. Several of the cowgirls lingered, but Clint redirected their attention to the younger set, and they were off.
Abby glanced around and then frowned at Clint.
"Oh, this is a Junior rodeo, Abby. These are the kids that I work with. They have a rodeo every weekend out here. I thought you knew," Clint explained, as he handed Clay his popcorn.
"I see. How long have you been doing this?"
"A while. That kid over there is a natural. Watch him ride."
"Is he as good as you?"
"Probably better," Clint said, not bothering to look at her.
"Why'd you quit, Clint?" Abby asked, as Clay settled himself between them.
"Does it matter?" He queried, his voice drifting off as he stared into her face.
"N-no, I don't guess so."
"Watch this little fella, Clay. He's drawn a real mean buckaroo."
Clay watched in fascination as Clint glanced back at Abby. His smile faded a little, "Maybe I grew up."
Abby's mouth fell open, but she didn't know what to say to that. She hadn't expected him to sound so serious, nor look so forlorn.
The way he stared at her mouth had her flustered. He looked as though he wanted to kiss her, and she didn't know what to say or do, because at that instant she wanted him to. But that was pure insanity, she quickly realized, as she shook herself and looked away.
Wet dirt flew at them as the rider rode by in a flurry, and Clay hollered with glee. He stood up and yelled, "Ride ‘em, cowboys".
All during the rodeo, Clint explained a lot of different things to Clay, and Clay absorbed it like a sponge. Abby watched the two of them and marveled at how easily Clay picked things up that Clint said.
Part of her heart went out to Clint. If she let herself, she could easily feel sorry for him. But she could no longer afford to. Clint wasn't part of their life, and wouldn't be. He was temporary, and that kept her sanity intact.
Being this close, smelling that sweet hay and clover from him, feeling the touch of his rough hands every now and then as they put them on the bench too close together, it was hard to remember. What woman could be immune to Clint when he turned on the charm?
But the bull riding event seemed to disturb Clay. He got very quiet, and when a cowboy fell, Clay ran from the bleachers.
Abby stared at Clint, and then it dawned, "You died on a bull!" She said, her eyes rounding on him.
"Let me handle this," Clint began, and seeing the angry flash of her eyes, he studied her a moment. "Trust me, Abby. I don't want to see him hurt, either."
With that, Abby nodded as Clint took off after Clay. He found him on the other side of the hot dog stand, crying. Clint looked at him, from head to toe, the way he stood there, holding that hat in hand, gripping it. It reminded him of himself.
"Hey, partner."
"Hey," Clay swiped his eyes with the back of his shirt sleeve, and turned his face away so Clint couldn’t see him crying.
"I forgot about the bulls. But look, your dad dying on a bull was an accident. It could have been a car, a plane, a train. He wouldn't want you to be upset. I'm sure he loved the rodeo."
Clay glanced at Clint, his hat being silently mutilated as he tried to control his tears.
"How do you know he loved it?"
"'Cause most cowboys do, son. It's like it's in the blood. It's kinda hard to explain."
"You think I have it in my blood, too?"
"I don't know, maybe."
"I liked everything but the bulls."
"Well, now, that's a relief. You had your mom worried, pardner.”
Clay turned around and stared at Clint. “Did you know my dad?"
Clint was on eggshells now, and knew his answer was important to Clay. "Yes, I--knew him."
"What was he like?"
Clint started twisting his own hat. He leaned against the hot dog stand, a frown lining his face. "He was a likeable kind of man, I suppose."
"Did you like him?"
Clint felt his stomach roll. Did he like himself?
"In his time, he was a top rodeo man." Clint answered.
"Did he like Mommy?"
"He sure did, more than she'll ever know."
"Mommy’s gonna marry John.”
“Yeah,” Clint sighed heavily. “I know. He sounds like a pretty nice fella."
“You like him, then?”
Clint thought about that for a long moment. “I don’t know. I've never met him, myself.”
Clint pushed his hat back and studied the ground. This was sensitive territory, and he wasn’t sure how to talk to him about it. Maybe he shouldn’t be talking to him at all about this, but he had felt some kind of pull toward the boy when he saw him so upset. He wanted to set things right for him.
“I think I like you better,” Clay said hesitantly.
Clint’s throat seemed to choke him. If ever he wanted to reach out to a kid, it was now. But what was best for Clay? He suddenly realized that being a father meant doing what was best for the child, not himself, and that left him speechless.
“I like you, too, pardner. Now, let’s go find Mommy.” He reached his hand out for Clay, but instead Clay ran and hugged him. Clint took the seriousness of the moment and turned [it] into play. He picked Clay up and carried him on top of his shoulders. Right now, he felt like a kid too, about ten feet tall.
“Hey, I can see everything from here,” Clay laughed. "I'm taller than everybody here, Uncle Clint."
“Good, which way to Mommy?” Clint asked with a chuckle.
“That way,” he pointed, then bent down so Clint could see.
The rest of the evening passed with no incidents, but Clint was a lot quieter. He realized he carried the feelings of this tot with him wherever he went. And the responsibility was enormous.
Stuffed with foot long hot dogs and cotton candy, Clay fell asleep on the way home. Abby pulled him to her, and let his head rest in her lap. She pushed back his hair, and smiled down at him.
"He's a sweet little fella," Clint finally said when the silence got too much.
"I know. Kids look like angels when they sleep."
"I hadn't been around many kids until Sammie Jo came along. They sure can steal your heart fast."
Abby glanced at him as though his revelation shocked her. She could see from his expression when he gazed at his son that it was happening here.
"So, tell me about--those years, Abby. What I missed." Clint's voice sounded husky.
"What do you want to know, Clint?" Abby glanced at him curiously. She guessed he had a right to know the details, although she wasn't at all sure she should go there.
"Did you have a hard time, delivering him? Any complications or anything."
"No, not really. I mean the usual twelve hours or so, but nothing out of the ordinary. Doctor said I've got good hips for having children."
"You sure do have that, little lady."
Abby again looked at him, hoping her blush was concealed by the darkness.
Clint shot her a look, his eyes going over her thoroughly as though memorizing her. "I'm glad. I guess you and this John fella plan on having a bunch of kids, huh?"
Abby flushed. John avoided talking about more children. She was reasonably sure he didn’t want a big family, so she didn’t pressure him. She had Clay, after all. "We haven't talked about it much."
She half smiled, wondering what other questions he might have. Surely it wouldn't hurt to tell him about his son--just a little.
"Were you alone? When Clay was born …"
When she studied him with disdain he explained, "I mean, did you have your folks there with you?"
"My grandmother was with me," She replied with a deep sigh.
"Good."
He pulled into the long driveway, and as he neared the house, he stopped.
"Don't torture yourself, Clint. Nothing really bad happened. It wasn't your fault. I had family with me. Everything went alright. He was very healthy," she said, and almost reached out to him, but thinking better of it, pulled away.
"I want to be a part of his life, Abby," Clint said very quietly.
"You can't. No more than this," Abby explained, and started to get out of the truck.
Out of the blue, he leaned over toward her, "Why do you wear your hair like that?" His hand reached to smooth a tendril that wouldn't behave.
"I always wear it like this--" she inched away. "At the office. Habit, I guess."
He nodded and smiled. "You used to wear it down, or in a braid. I like it down."
"I don't think braids are very becoming in an office." She gasped. He'd never talked to her like this before. So personal, and all about her. What was wrong with him? Why had he let the conversation go this way?
"You have beautiful hair," he whispered, leaning again. "You’re a beautiful woman Abby, in more ways than one.
"You know, when Emma first came to the ranch, as Deke's so called "cook", she was as nervous as a cat about being a mom. Of course, Sammie Jo was sorta adopted. So Emma was a real green horn at the job. But she loved that little tyke, and I think we sorta grew on her a little, too."
"Oh, really? I didn't know that. She seems to really fit into your family. I'm very happy for Deke. Which reminds me. I talked with an old friend the other day, Roberta Townsend. She made mention that you don't date these days. Why is that?"
"Everyone took to them right away. Sammie Jo has us wrapped around her finger, and she knows it."
"She's a doll, and not a lot older than Clay. Now do you want to answer my question?"
"No, but don't tell her that. She thinks she knows everything ‘cause she just turned four. And no, I don't want to answer your question."
"Thanks. Well, goodnight, Clint," she reached for the door handle, but his hand was there first, and the touch of that hand sent fire through her like she'd never expected.
Did her heart jump out of her chest? She wanted to reach out and grab it. This was only temporary insanity.
He was so close she could feel his breath trail over her face. She held her breath as she spoke.
"Don't kiss me, Clint," She whispered.
"Why not? I've been wanting to all evening."
"Because, you are not courting me. Besides, it confuses me. I’ve already got my mind made up, and you aren’t part of my future, Clint."
"I'm not," his mouth seemed to hover above her, his eyes searching her face.
"No," she barely uttered, holding on to what breath she had left.
"Well darlin', it sure as hell seems like I am," he murmured as his mouth touched hers questioningly. When she didn't resist or pull away, he sighed heavily, and consumed her lips with his own.
Fire, her mind went on alert. Fire, her heart fluttered as his kiss barely deepened. Then he pulled away, leaving her dazed and confused by his actions.
He wasn't seducing her, her mind screamed. She wouldn’t allow it. She knew better.
Naturally, her mind spun, he was in total control, while she was too dazed not to react. He was a master at seduction, always had been. She'd known it from the start, and dreamed of it for a lifetime. Clint Travers was dangerously lethal with his kisses.
"Goodnight, darlin'. I'll see you in the morning," he said, and got out of the car, carried Clay inside to his bed, tipped his hat to her, and left before she could utter one word in reply.
Good grief, Clint Travers had swept her off her feet!
* * *
"Well, cowboy, how'd it go?" Emma smiled as she let Clay in the back door late that same evening.
Clint sent her a crooked smile, took his hat off, ran his fingers through his hair, and sat down at the kitchen table as Emma poured him a glass of milk and cut him a piece of cake.
"Hardest thing I ever did was let her go tonight." He muttered miserably. "I should have just come out with it tonight and told her how I feel."
"You can't do that."
"Why not?"
"It'll ruin it all. You've got to slow down, and I know this is hard for you, but be patient."
Clint frowned and turned away from her.
Emma chuckled as she washed the last dish in the sink. "You've got to be patient with her, Clint, or you'll lose her, for sure. This isn't going to be as easy as you might think. And you are in for a lot of torturous nights, my friend."
"Yeah, I'm beginning to see that," Clint said with a sigh as he gulped the milk.
"You've got to take things slower, Clint. Let her decide when she's ready. You've got to win her heart, not just her body. And I'll wager you aren't used to that." Emma laughed.
"Are you saying I'm shallow?" Clint grumbled.
"Not at all. But you let people think you are, don't you?"
"Maybe."
"Is Abby worth having?" Emma asked quite seriously, watching him curiously.
"Yes ma'am," he smiled at her.
"Then go slow."
Clint nodded. "Okay, boss, so what's next?"
"Well, there's a hayride tomorrow night. We're loading up the wagon, and gonna take some toys to the orphanage. And, of course, we're singing Christmas carols."
Clint's brow rose a notch.
Emma put her head together with Clint, and they talked for a long while, until Deke came into the kitchen to see what was going on. Deke shook his head.
"Okay, that's enough of this. Come on, woman, you need your rest."
To Emma's surprise, Deke picked her up in his arms, kissed her tenderly on the lips and winked goodnight to his brother.
Clint finished his cake and milk, and headed back for the bunkhouse with a low growl. It was gonna be a long cold winter from the looks of things.
CHAPTER SIX
"Pretty flowers, did John send them?" Judy asked the next morning as Abby sauntered into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee. She sat down at the kitchen table, and put her socks and boots on. The floor was cold.
"No, mom, Clint did," she said, as she rolled the sock down, then slipped it over her cold feet.
"Clint?" Judy shrieked with surprise and glee.
"Yes," Abby drawled knowingly at her, "he invited Clay and me to a rodeo last night."
"A rodeo, oh, I'll bet that was the Junior Rodeo? How nice of him to think of that. At least you and Clay didn't sit around here moping. Got to give that boy some credit, he seems to be trying to tell you something."
"Yes, it was fun." Abby watched her closely, knowing her mother was on the verge of saying much more, and hoping she wouldn't start in on Clint again.
"They are beautiful," her mother said, touching the petals.
"Yes, they are." Abby glanced at the beautiful array of colors and smiled.
"Your father used to bring me flowers like that, all mixed colors and sorts. I loved them, so."
Abby laid her hand on her mother's shoulder.
Trying to get that kiss out of her mind all night had left dark circles under her eyes. She shouldn't have let him. She shouldn't have participated. But Dear God, it had felt good, though. She had played the moment over and over in her mind all night, wishing she wouldn't, but not able to help herself.
She shook away those thoughts quickly.
"I thought we'd make some taffy tomorrow tonight. You know, sorta get in the Christmas spirit." Judy smiled as Clay came running into the kitchen.
"That sounds like fun. Doesn't it, Clay?"
"Candy, yummy," Clay cried with a big smile, and went to hug his grandmother.
"Good, soon as you finish your chores tomorrow and get a little rest, we'll start, then. I'll need lots of help with the pulling, ya know." Judy chuckled and ruffled Clay's hair.
"I can pull, Grandma."
"I'll bet you can, and you'll get your chance to prove it, tomorrow night. I've got to go to the store and get some stuff first, though."
Abby gave him a quick kiss, and stared for a long moment at her mother. "It'll be fun," she said as she headed out the door. Since she'd been home, her mother had tried in a million ways to find things to occupy Clay's time. Abby was grateful, too, if only she wouldn’t try to match-make.
Abby didn't see Clint as she fed and watered the horses, and scolded herself for looking for him. She had to admit, it disappointed her some. She was getting used to seeing his smiling face every morning. Unlike John, Clint loved the early mornings. Like herself, he was used to getting up at the crack of dawn. As frivolous as everyone seemed to think he was, Clint was always up and at them,] and taking care of things at the crack of dawn.
John, yes, John. She shook herself again; her mind should be on John, not Clint.
However, thinking of John brought to mind his mother, and that didn't set well this morning. Being distanced from John didn't make her heart grow fonder, either, and he'd made no effort to visit her. It hurt, especially since her father had just died, and she needed some companionship and maybe a shoulder to cry on.
She knew she could cry on Clint shoulder. Despite everything, he was still her best friend, and she knew that. But that kiss had surprised her last night. God, she'd never quit responding to the man. No matter how much she tried. And bringing her flowers, that had to be a first.
"I guess he really is trying to court me," she said, as she brushed her horse down. She mounted and rode him into the yard. She moved in perfect timing with her horse, and relaxed. It felt good being home, even though the days were cold and harsh at times, being outside was wonderful.
She felt the winter wind slice across her face, and reached for her thermos of coffee.
Clint rode up in a quick gallop. Reining his horse alongside hers, he tipped his hat to her, and reached for her mug of coffee. "Mind if I have a little?"
"No," she responded before thinking. They used to share their drinks all the time. It seemed so easy to slip back into their friendly relationship. She noted the way he held the same side to his mouth, and swallowed, his eyes never leaving hers.
"It's a mite cold today, you better keep fastened up," he warned her, and with that said, he turned his horse away from hers.
As though he forgot something, he reined back toward her, and came close. Her jacket had fallen open, and he reached the distance to close it, then reached up and closed her mouth that was gaping. "See ya later, darlin'."
Then he disappeared as quickly as he had appeared.
Abby tried not to let Clint affect her, but that was like trying to ignore a tornado bearing down on you.
The entire day went like that. He'd appear out of nowhere, say something sweet or nice to her, and disappear. It had her baffled. It had her worried. What if she began to succumb to his charms? What if Clay did? She couldn't let Clint hurt her son like that.
But she had never been ‘courted' by Clint, either. The very thought brought all kinds of imaginings to her mind.
Breaking her reverie, one of the hired hands pulled up to her on his bay, "Morning".
"Morning, Duke, pretty chilly this morning, isn't it?" she asked, happy to have a little company.
"Yes, ma'am."
"You don't have to ma'am me, Duke." She slanted him a full smile.
"No, ma'am. I mean, no, ‘course I don't."
"It's good being home."
"It's good seeing you back where you belong," he added, then shot her a quick look.
She smiled, despite his gentle reminder that this was home! "You think Mom's going to be alright, Duke?"
"She'll do just fine. You goin' somewhere?"
"Oh, eventually, I've got to get back. I'm on leave of absence, you know."
"Got one of them office jobs, do you?"
"Yes, I do."
"Like it?"
Abby thought about that question. "Not really, but I have a son to support now, Duke. And I make good money. I'd like nothing better than to come back here and live, but it's just not feasible any longer."
"Yes, ma'am." Duke went back to using her other name tag.
"So, I guess you and the boys will be playing poker tonight, huh?"
"Yes, ma'am." Duke answered, looking at her as though she'd suddenly lost her mind.
"Just wondering if anything had changed. You gonna tell me what happened between you and Bud?"
"No, ma'am, not if I can help it."
"I'd really like to know," she persisted.
Duke spit in the opposite direction over his horse, then eyed her keenly. "I just let him know that just because Ross Martin was gone, didn't mean he could--. Ah, hell. I told the bastard I'd kill him if he touched you."
Duke rode toward a stray and aligned him from the bushes.
Abby considered Duke's words about Bud, and wondered if everyone else had been right about the man. She sensed him lurking around her at times. It was comforting to know that her hired hands looked after things, even when she wasn't around.
Abby caught up to him, "Thanks, Duke."
"Yes, ma'am." He tipped his hat to her. "Looks like things are getting back to normal, now that Bud’s gone." Duke kicked his horse into action and chased a calf out of a rocky ravine, waving to her as he went.
But Abby needed to talk to someone, and Duke was one of their oldest hands on the ranch. He’d been there when she was born.
"Duke, I figured most of the Travers boys would be settled down with a houseful of kids by now. How come Deke's the only one?"
Duke scratched his head, then put his hat back on, "Rusty, he's sorta mooning over losing that Jennifer gal. Jake, he ain't showed much interest, he'll be leaving before long, I reckon. I reckon he was born to uphold the law. And Clint, ain't even been out with a woman in several years. Don't know what his problem is. He don't ever talk about it."
Abby frowned. Several years? Could he have been hurt that bad over the Platt girl?
Abby watched the old hand, and admired his speed and agility. Duke must have been born in a saddle, she marveled.
That evening, as the sun went down, she rode back to the house alone, as she watched some of men eager to end the day and begin their once a week poker game. Clint would be in on that. And why that thought saddened her, she had no idea. She missed him when he wasn't around, and she knew she was in for a big hurt very soon. Because, like it or not, she was quickly falling for the Travers charm again.
But when she went inside, she found her mother and son almost ready to leave. "Where are you two headed?"
"We're going to go on the hayride I promised Clay. Can you come with us?" Her mother asked. "We'll be stopping off at the orphanage early for the kids toys. We could always use your help."
Hayride? Orphanage? She didn't really want to miss this. Would Clint be there? Or would he play poker with the boys? Maybe he would, and she wouldn't have to worry. Yes, a hayride would be fun. She hadn't enjoyed herself in a long time. Even though she had enjoyed the rodeo more than she cared to admit.
"I'd love to, let me change my shirt, though."
"We'll have to bundle up, but we wouldn't miss the Christmas caroling for anything, now, would we, Clay?"
"No, ma'am." He smiled and put his hat and coat on.
Abby changed quickly, and after bundling up, she joined her mother and son in the living room. "We'll take this thermos of cider to warm us," Judy said as she tightened the lid.
"Oh, mom, you remembered! I love apple cider."
"Is the wagon stopping here, or do we need to meet somewhere?" Abby asked, almost as anxious as Clay.
"I just talked to Emma, said they were just leaving, so I'm sure it'll be by very soon."
Clay clapped his gloves together, and followed his mother to the window. "What will we sing, mommy?"
"Oh, almost all the Christmas songs, honey. The wagon goes all over the valley."
Clay jumped up and smiled, "Oh, boy! Will there be other kids?"
"Sure, Sammie Jo's coming, and several others."
"Yippee! Sammie Jo will sit with me."
Making sure everything was turned off, Abby heard the carolers outside, and laughed, "There they are, you two ready?'
Clay nodded. "Uh huh."
It was nearly loaded, and finding a place in the wagon that wasn't taken was pretty hard to do. Judy squeezed in beside Bertha and Cal, and took Clay on her lap until Abby could find a place to sit. The wagon was full of heavy blankets and smiling faces.
Abby tried to get close to Clay and her mother, but Sammie Jo immediately dove for a spot beside Clay, and Abby was pushed aside. Abby knew Clay would rather sit beside Sammie Jo than her, so she didn't protest, but since this was his first hayride, she had assumed he would want her by his side. He hadn't muttered a word, except how glad he was to see Sammie Jo.
Abby took it in her stride, and climbed in the wagon, wishing she were closer to her own family. She had spotted Emma and Deke on the other side, and she thought she saw Rusty. Some were ducking under the hay for other purposes. She smiled to herself, wishing those days weren't past. Just as she was about to lay back and look at the stars, a cowboy jumped in beside her. The smell of hay splattering around her had her laughing. But she wished the cowboy would have found another spot. She could barely see Clay now.
Abby wanted to object, but felt it was bad manners, and said nothing as the cowboy readjusted his hat.
Now she was at least four or five people away from her son. But everyone was already singing and having a wonderful time, now was not the time to protest.
She laid back and looked up into the cold night air. The stars were shining clearly, and she felt her eyelids closing, when a voice soft and gentle coaxed her back to reality.
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