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LATE MAY SUNSHINE REFLECTED off a sleek private jet as it rolled to a stop in front of the hangar. A hatch in the fuselage opened, automatically lowering a short set of steps for passengers to deplane.

There was only one.

Watching from the shadows inside the hanger doorway, Georgia Caldwell stood straighter and drew back her shoulders.

There was no mistaking Ty Harding’s blond hair as he stepped out of the doorway. He glanced towards the hanger with narrowed eyes. His high cheekbones looked sharper in his lean face with its tight, angular jaw than she remembered. She buttoned down the surge of heat sweeping through her and ignored the liquid sensation in the pit of her stomach. It was so wrong that he should still have this effect on her.

Damn him.

She saw him pause and look about, knowing he was expecting his mother to collect him. Georgia caught the moment he saw her, his eyes widening with recognition, then filling with concern. He spoke briefly to the flight crew member who handed him a carry-on case, then hurried down the steps and walked towards her, long-legged and loose-hipped. Today, he wore a windbreaker over a plain white T-shirt and jeans with as much flair as an Armani suit and hand-tailored silk shirt his website boasted he favored. Square-toed cowboy boots replaced the John Lobb’s double-buckle shoes, which his site also stated he preferred.

He held her in his gaze for what seemed an age before ducking his head. A greeting or an acknowledgement? She wasn’t sure which.

“Georgia.”

His voice flowed over her, leaving her skin alive with anticipation, waiting for his touch.

“Ty.” Georgia nodded a greeting in return. She might just as well start as she meant to go on by keeping her distance.

“Where’s Mom? Is everything okay?”

“Your dad had a heart attack this morning and is in the hospital. Your mom is with him and asked me to meet you and take you there.”

“What about Grainger and Scott? Couldn’t either of my brothers fill in rather than pull you away from your place?”

Georgia shook her head, swallowing her dismay at his response. Didn’t he want to see her? Even as she thought it, she scolded herself for being unfair. It had been her choice to stay away from him. “They are at home sorting out who will do what for the next couple of weeks.”

“It’s that bad?”

“Any heart attack is bad, but yes.”

Georgia headed for her truck parked alongside the hangar, her insides churning. What could she say to him? She couldn’t assure him all would be well when it clearly wasn’t. She didn’t want to ask how he was. Anyone who followed football knew his career was over, beaten by a recurring shoulder injury and age.

She pulled her keys out of her jeans pocket, clicked the fob to unlock the doors of her three-quarter-ton pickup, and hitched herself behind the steering wheel.

Ty tossed his bag into the back of the cab before folding himself into the passenger seat. As soon as he fastened his safety belt, Georgia turned the key in the ignition and huffed a short breath. She ran her hands around the steering wheel while checking her rearview and side mirrors, then reached for the gearstick, selected drive, and began to navigate her way out of the bustling regional airport. Heading toward the city, she cast him a sideways glance, but Ty had turned away from her, staring out the window.

“Calgary’s changed,” he commented.

“There’s new construction all around the city.” Georgia pointed to a new building with tower cranes clustered around it like chicks around a hen. “Seems like it changes each time I come here.”

“My guess would be that’s not often.”

“Absolutely. I feel like I’m taking my life in my hands whenever I hit city traffic.”

“Don’t worry. You’re doing fine. You were always a good driver.”

Surprised at his comment, Georgia tightened her grip on the steering wheel. “Ya think?”

She heard him chuckle. “Fishing for compliments now?”

Her pulse faltered, caught by how easily she’d bantered with him.

“I don’t need compliments. Thank you all the same,” Georgia muttered.

“Fine.”

She heard the creak and sigh of leather as Ty settled back in his seat and stretched his legs under the dashboard.

“You might just as well make yourself comfortable,” she suggested. “I have no idea how long it will take us to get to the South Health Campus. The traffic’s not too bad at this time of day, but with all the sections of road works, there are slow spots along the route. I’ll drop you at the hospital’s main entrance, then go and park. Your dad’s in the cardiac ward on the eighth floor. I’ll wait in the lobby for you.”

* * *

TY PUSHED HIS WAY THROUGH the main door. As he entered the elevator, he could not imagine his father, always a robust and active man, relegated to a hospital bed. Exiting the elevator on the eighth floor, he approached the nurses’ station and asked where he might find Edward Harding.

The nurse at the desk turned to her computer screen. “Friend or family?”

“Family,” Ty said. “I’m Ty Harding. Ed’s my dad. If you have a list, I should be on it with my mom, Carol and brothers Grainger and Scott.”

“Okay, Mr. Harding. Do you have any ID?”

Ty produced his Florida driver’s license. “I hope this will do. I haven’t had time to switch back to an Alberta license yet.”

“Have you been working down there?” The nurse handed back the plastic card.

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“Your father’s in Room 810, and your mother is with him.”

Ty turned away but hesitated. “How is he?”

“Stabilized for now. We’ll know more after the cardiologist has seen him, but you can go on in.”

Ty thanked her and walked along the corridor, counting the numbers above each door, the hollow sound of his boot heels almost drowned out by the buzz of activity around him. He stopped outside the room and hesitated. How bad was his father, and how was his mother dealing with the situation? Ty’s hand hovered over the door handle for a fraction of a second before he gripped and turned it.

His mother sat beside the high hospital bed and looked up as he entered. She was pale beneath her tan, but the gritty resolve he saw in her face did not waver.

“Ty, I’m so glad you’re here.” She stood and came toward him.

Ty hugged her and dropped a kiss on the top of her head.

“Hi, Mom. I didn’t expect my decision to come home would have this effect on Dad.”

Carol Harding slapped her son’s chest. “It’s no joking matter.”

“Sorry, no, it’s not.”

“But so like you,” she murmured. “Here, come and sit down. I could do to stand for a bit.”

Ty approached the bed and looked down at his father. The lined and weathered face Ty remembered was now smooth and sallow, with heavy, dark circles below closed eyes. An oxygen mask covered his father’s nose and mouth, and the machines and monitors attached to him hummed and beeped on either side of the bed.

“Hey, Dad,” Ty spoke quietly, too choked to say more, and touched his father’s arm.

Ty saw the glimmer of recognition in his father’s eyes as they fluttered open and then quickly closed as if even that tiny movement was too much effort.

A knock on the door preceded a nurse entering the room.

“I’ll just be a moment, Mrs. Harding.” She spoke quietly to Ty’s mother. “I need to check the monitors and his vitals.”

“Take your time, Mary. He seems to be responding well to the nitroglycerin, don’t you think?”

Ty frowned at the mention of nitroglycerin. “So, it was a heart attack?”

Mary shook her head. “We don’t know that for sure. The cardiologist is on his way to see him. All I can say is that your father is comfortable for now.”

Ty stood to one side and encouraged his mother to sit down. As she gave in to the gentle pressure of his hand on her shoulder, she took her husband’s hand and nestled their intertwined fingers on the bed. Ty swallowed. Besides an occasional cold, he had never known his father to be sick. And now this. What must his mother be thinking, feeling, to see her husband of forty-seven years looking like he was almost at death’s door?

“What happened this morning?” Ty asked, hoping it would help his mother if she talked about the scare she undoubtedly had.

“We had three calves rejected by first-time mommas, and your dad went to the barn to feed them. When he came back in, he didn’t look right. Your father and all you boys are the same. It has to be something extreme before you complain about anything. He said his jaw ached, and I wasn’t taking any chances. You get older and prepare yourself for such eventualities, and it’s a blessing we’ve always kept up to date with our first aid certification. I gave him two aspirin to chew while I called 9-1-1.”

Mary looked up as she finished her checks. “By taking the appropriate course of action, your mother did exactly the right thing and likely saved Mr. Harding’s life. Now, I must ask you to step outside. The radiologist will be here soon.”

Ty and his mother left the room as the radiologist, pushing her portable X-ray machine, came along the corridor toward them.

“I’ll be as quick as I can.” She smiled at them as she steered the machine through the open door.

Mary joined them in the corridor and closed the door behind her. “Try not to worry, Mrs. Harding. I know your husband doesn’t look too good right now, but he’s holding his own, and we’ll know more when the cardiologist arrives. Dr. Freeley should be here anytime.”

His mother gripped Ty’s arm and whispered, “I wish he would hurry.”

Ty slipped his arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “He’ll be here, Mom.”

As he spoke, a harried-looking man wearing dark-framed glasses strode toward them.

“Hello,” he greeted them. “I’m Matthew Freeley, and you must be Mrs. Harding. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get here. Traffic through downtown was abysmal.”

“It was pretty heavy driving in from the airport, too,” Ty said.

The door of Room 810 opened, and the radiologist exited, maneuvering the machine ahead of her. “I’m done. He’s all yours now, Dr. Freeley.”

The cardiologist thanked her and stepped into the room. Ty and his mother, not sure if they should follow, halted at the door, but Dr. Freeley beckoned them in.

“Looks like your fellow here gave us all a pretty good scare.” The doctor looked up from the chart he held. “I need to conduct a thorough consult, and then we’ll look at treatment options.”

Carol moved beside the bed again, took her husband’s hand, and gently held it. Although they’d only waited in the corridor briefly, Ty thought his father looked worse. He saw his mother bite her lip, but when she turned to him, her blue eyes expressed calm resignation.

“You should go home, Ty,” she said. “You didn’t sign on for this right now.”

“Mom, I’ll stay as long as you need me, but I must let Georgia know what’s happening. She’s waiting for me downstairs in the lobby.”

His mother shook her head. “No, you go. I’ll be fine, and I need to be with him. I’ll let you know the minute there’s any development. Would you try to spend some time with Georgia? She’s doing so much right now and needs a break. It isn’t just her ranch, but she and her cattle penning team are training hard for a chance to compete at the Calgary Stampede.”

“That sounds impressive.”

“It is, and please thank her for me for picking you up.”

Ty kissed his mother’s cheek and left the room. While riding down to the main floor, he frowned at his mother’s suggestion to spend time with Georgia. Why was that?

The elevator door opened with a tired hiss, discharging its passengers into the lobby. Ty scanned the crowd flowing every which way. When he finally spotted Georgia in the waiting area, the knot in his stomach tightened as he walked over to her. Seeing her again hit him harder than expected. When she looked up, the guarded expression in her eyes made him pause.

“How’s Mr. Harding?” she asked quietly.

“Holding his own,” Ty replied. “Mom says she’s fine staying with him, and I should go home if you’re up for driving me.”

“Of course. I left Luis in charge of my place today, so I’m free for whatever Mrs. Harding needs.”

Ty grinned. “So, Luis is still going strong, huh? What about Paloma?”

“Still ordering Luis about.” A flicker of humor quirked Georgia’s mouth as they walked out of the hospital. “Even though he complains about her nagging, I don’t know that he could survive without her monitoring his every movement.”

“How long have they been at your ranch now?”Georgia paused, her brow furrowed. “Has to be about forty years. Mom and Dad hired Luis as foreman and Paloma as cook/housekeeper shortly after moving to the ranch. I’m lucky they are still there.”

Georgia unlocked her truck and settled herself behind the wheel.

“Seems to me they’re the kind of people who will never retire.” Ty took the passenger seat. He heard Georgia’s swift exhale as she turned the key in the ignition as if aware of the damage more than half a ton of metal, with all its nuts, bolts, tires, and fuel tank, could do. He watched her run her hands around the steering wheel, slightly adjust the interior mirror, and then check her wing mirrors. It was a ritual she’d repeated every time she started a vehicle since she’d learnt to drive.

“Probably not.” Georgia checked for other vehicles and reversed out of her parking stall. “And whether they do or not, they have a home for life and know it.”

“It always struck me as odd that Luis was so loyal to your dad, even after your mom left with all the reasons for it.”

“Yeah, well,” Georgia checked her rearview mirror. “I could care less about whatever it was. Dad dying was an undeniable relief for me, and I probably wouldn’t have gone to his funeral if it hadn’t been for Luis and Paloma. As far as I know, Luis was the only person attending who shed any tears for him.”

Ty had so many questions for Georgia, but one look at her set jaw and mouth pressed into a thin, tight line told him now was not the time or place. He wasn’t that dumb to not know stubborn when he saw it. They barely spoke during the drive, and Ty inwardly breathed a sigh of relief when Georgia turned in at the entrance to the Harding ranch.

Bordered by a long line of cottonwoods on one side and white paddock rails on the other, the drive sloped up towards a long, low ranch house with a deep veranda on all sides. Built into the hill, it looked like it had grown up there. As they drew closer, Ty felt drawn toward it with as much certainty as he’d once wanted to escape it.

Georgia pulled up in front of the veranda steps, but before he reached for the door handle, Ty’s phone buzzed, signaling an incoming text. He frowned as he looked at the screen.

“That’s not good,” he muttered on reading the message.

“What’s wrong?” Georgia cocked her head towards him as she waited for his reply.

“Dad’s gone into full cardiac arrest.”
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“WELL,” GEORGIA BEGAN, “if it’s any consolation, he’s in the right place to have a heart attack. Does your mom want you to go back?”

Ty didn’t answer, already thumbing in his mother’s number. “No answer,” he muttered as he listened to the dial tone.

“You’re not supposed to use cell phones in hospitals,” Georgia warned him. “It messes with their medical equipment.”

Ty looked at her. “You sound as if you know all about it.”

“Went through all that with Dad when he had his heart attack,” she explained.

Frowning, Ty thought back. Had his mother told him that? He had no recollection of his parents ever mentioning it. “I didn’t know he had a heart attack.”

Georgia shook her head. “Until it happened, I didn’t know he had a heart.”

Momentarily shocked by her response, Ty frowned. As far as he knew, George Caldwell had never laid a hand on his daughter. Her mother was a different matter. He supposed Georgia had many vivid memories of the abuse her mother suffered, landing her in the hospital on more than one occasion.

“Go on, say it,” Georgia snapped.

“Say what?”

“He was my father, and I should show him some respect.”

“As far as I know, he didn’t do anything to deserve anyone’s respect, least of all yours,” Ty said. “I’m pretty darn sure the only reason he kept his fists to himself around me was because he didn’t want to tangle with my dad.”

She turned her head away from him, but he could see the tic of a muscle in her jaw. He waited, but before she could comment, his phone rang. He answered it immediately.

“Mom? What’s going on? How’s Dad?” Ty listened, nodding his head now and again as if his mother could see him agreeing. “Okay, if that’s what you want, but call me immediately if there’s any change or if there’s anything I can do.”

He ended the call, tapping his fingers against the phone’s edge as he stared sightlessly out the truck window.

“How is he?” Georgia sounded concerned

“Stabilized again for now,” Ty told her. “But being prepped for emergency surgery. When she knows more, she’ll call again. Heck, Georgia, Mom wants me to pack her a bag with clean clothes. I don’t even remember the last time I went into their bedroom, let alone rummage through her wardrobe or dresser. Would you help? Please?”

For a moment, Ty thought Georgia would refuse, then she sighed. “I can’t say no after all the times she’s helped me. Come on.”

They exited the truck and climbed the veranda steps together. Ty pulled open the screen door and turned the front door handle. Never locked, it swung open, and he stepped inside. His gaze swept over the open-plan home he’d known so well. Hardwood flooring, scuffed and scratched by boots, paws, and whatever else had crossed it, continued into the big, farm-style kitchen where his mother spent so much of her time. He knew it was still his home, but it felt uncomfortable, like stepping into a new pair of shoes he hadn’t worn in yet.

“Are you ready for this?” Georgia asked as they headed toward the stairs.

Ty shook his head and stood to one side, letting her go first.

“Where does your mom keep a suitcase or overnight bag?”

“Darned if I know,” Ty grumbled as he followed her. “Probably in her walk-in closet. I’ll check it while you go through her dresser drawers.”

His parents’ bedroom door stood wide open. Ty hesitated, shaking his head as he crossed the threshold.

“This feels like a massive invasion of privacy.”

“When was the last time you were in here?” Georgia made her way to the dresser, its surface a hodge-podge of skin care containers, discarded make-up, and perfume bottles, and pulled open a drawer.

“Probably when I was nine or ten,” Ty replied as he entered the closet.

His dad’s shirts, jeans, pants, and jackets hung along one side, with shoes and boots neatly stored on the shoe rack beneath them. His mom’s side was a tight fit of jeans and pants, tops, shirts, and dresses in all colors. Boots, pumps, sandals, and runners were stuffed into her shoe rack so tightly that Ty couldn’t count them. He shook his head as he scanned the upper shelves on both sides. Hats for various occasions, boxes, one marked ‘BLING,’ which made him grin, and then the carry-on suitcase his mother had bought for her trip to Oregon when she’d come for his graduation from college.

He reached up and pulled it off the shelf. It didn’t look like it had been used since then, as the flight tags were still attached to the handle. Ty knew the ranch kept them too busy for holidays or travelling unless it was to a stock show or rodeo. Maybe the constant grind contributed to his dad’s heart attack.

“Found anything?” Georgia called.

“Yep, Mom’s carry-on.” Ty took the case, swiped the dust off it and laid it on the bed.

“That’ll do.” Georgia began to pack it with underwear.

Ty turned away, sure no son would ever want an eyeful of his mother’s bras and panties. “There’s jeans and stuff in the closet.”

Georgia entered the closet and, after a few minutes, emerged with jeans and tops over one arm, which she proceeded to fold and pack. “I’ll grab a spare pair of runners and then call it good.”

When she’d packed the runners, one tucked on either side of the case, she closed the lid and zipped it shut.

“I appreciate your help, Georgia. Doing this on my own would have been awkward.”

“No problem. When does your mom need it?”

“Tonight.”

“Do you want me to drive you back to the hospital?”

Ty shook his head. “Mom told me to take her truck. I’ll drop this off and then go and get something to eat before I come back. She said my old room’s ready for me.”

“Okay.” Georgia hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll leave you to it, then. Give your mom my best.”

“Will do.”

Georgia left the room as if her boots were on fire, her dark braid bouncing against her back as she hurried down the stairs. Ty grabbed the carry-on case and followed her. They had always been able to talk, so this unexpected distance between them puzzled him. She couldn’t still be mad at him for leaving, could she? Not after all this time, especially as she, more than anyone else, had encouraged him to follow his dream of playing professional football.

He knew how tough Georgia had to be at times, learning to stand up for herself against a bully of a father and covering that toughness with a usually sunny nature that made her the most popular girl in high school. He’d loved that about her and been more than willing to hold and comfort her when her home life became too much, and she cried on his shoulder. He grew from loving how she felt in his arms to loving her, wanting more, but never pushing for something she wasn’t ready to give.

Until the magic moment she was.

Ty swallowed at the memory of her hair loose across the pillow, like silk in his hands. He’d buried his fingers in it and drawn her head toward him for a long, hot kiss. Did she remember that?

She’d reached the front door and opened it but gave him one wary look over her shoulder before she stepped outside. Ty shook his head as he reached for the truck keys hanging on the rack in the hall. It seemed that whatever they’d had was long gone. Hell, she couldn’t even look at him as they talked. His frown deepened as he headed out to the garage. He couldn’t imagine what had happened for her to be so distant from him now. Was it the intervening years or the miles between them causing that? Or both?

Ty used the remote on the key ring to open the garage door, then pressed the automatic starter button on the key fob. The truck purred to life. Ty stowed the case on the floor behind the driver’s seat, stepped in, adjusted the seat, and backed out of the garage.

He hadn’t expected such a quick turnaround. Still, other than spending time in Georgia’s chilly company, it was better than fielding awkward questions as he settled into his old home again. He eased his right shoulder in a slow shrug, then rolled it backwards and forwards a few times. He’d gotten to know his body inside and out, the strong bones and flexible muscles he needed to support him through two or three hours of intense physical activity, especially on game day. He’d been temporarily sidelined once with a broken ankle, and despite innumerable bumps and bruises, he weathered every game without complaint.

Over the last two seasons, his shoulder had been painful and swelled several times, needing rest and physiotherapy in equal measures. Despite it all, he’d quarterbacked the Florida Rockets to one more Super Bowl game. Every team member had played to win, with his offensive line doing their jobs. But near the end of the game, one moment of indecision allowed the opposition to break through, and a hard, illegal tackle landed him on his shoulder. Adrenalin flooded his body as he sprang to his feet, feeling nothing except shock that a defensive player had sacked him.

Needing a touchdown for the win and seconds left on the clock, he’d caught the hike and lifted his arm to throw to the receiver already waiting in the end zone. When the nerves in his shoulder shrieked in protest as the muscles, ligaments and tendons holding it together gave way, the pain almost drove him to his knees. He’d cursed under his breath, but they’d won anyway. Who knew a torn rotator cuff would end it all?

He kept his eyes on the road as he headed back to Calgary. He’d texted his mom to tell her he was on his way and when he expected to arrive. Her response was a brief message saying she’d meet him out front of the hospital to collect her case, and he did not need to stay. He sighed. She was so darned independent that he had no idea what he could do to help her. At least he didn’t have to find a parking space for her half-ton Ford.

When he pulled in close to the hospital entrance, she immediately stepped forward from where she’d stood by the door. Her face seemed more lined and paler than when Ty had left her earlier. As he jumped down from the truck, going around to hug her, he spotted a security guard heading his way. He lifted his hand.

“Just dropping off something for my mom,” he told the guard, who nodded as he spotted the suitcase.

“Thanks, honey.” His mom reached up and kissed his cheek as she took the case. “You go on home. I’ll call as soon as I have any news. Have you spoken to Grainger or Scott yet?”

Ty shook his head. “There hasn’t been time. Georgia helped me with your stuff, and then I left right away.”

“Okay. I guess it can wait until the morning. You go home and get some rest, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

Ty hugged his mom again, not liking to leave her but knowing she wouldn’t appreciate him making what she would call a fuss. She called his name as he opened the truck door, and he looked at her across the hood.

“There is one thing, Ty,” she said.

“What’s that?” Ty waited as she paused, seemingly struggling with what she was about to say.

“Make sure you talk to Georgia.”

Ty caught his breath, but before he could ask why, the guard appeared again, his face now wearing a determined expression.

“I’m going,” Ty called, hopping into the truck and quickly putting it in gear.

He wanted nothing more than to talk to Georgia. It was Georgia who appeared not to want to talk to him.

What did his mother know that he didn’t?
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