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      Dr. Caroline Graham stood at the side of Angus Fitzgerald’s casket, her oversized sunglasses protecting her eyes from an unrelenting Texas sun. Her gold charm bracelet clanked on the dark-grained wood as she rested her hand gently on the glossy lid. Her heart ached with a soul-deep sadness.

      Until she’d moved to Whispering Springs, Texas eighteen months ago, she hadn’t been close to her great-uncle Angus. She’d have never moved here without the encouragement—or should she say demand?—of his sister, Mamie Fitzgerald Bridges—her grandmother. Now she couldn’t imagine not seeing his scruffy face and hearing his gruff voice every day.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t spend more time with you through the years, but I’m so glad we had these last months together. Mamie would have been here today if she could. She sends her love.” She sniffed and wiped at the tears. “She said to tell you to prepare to get your ass kicked in checkers as soon as she joins you.” She sniffed again. “I have to be honest, Uncle Angus. I hope that’s a long time away. I’m not ready to lose her too.”

      A hand landed softly on her shoulder. She turned her head to look into a pair of blue Montgomery eyes. Kathryn Colleen Montgomery, aka KC, squeezed Caroline’s shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” KC said.

      Caroline wiped her cheeks free of tears with a handkerchief. “Thanks, KC. You’ve been a good friend to Angus and me. I know how much he thought of you.”

      KC hugged her. “I loved the old coot.”

      Caroline laughed softly. “I know. So did I.” She pulled out of KC’s embrace to lay her hand on his casket again. She gave a sad chuckle. “I’ll miss his cranky rants about all the politicians and—”

      “Their thieving ways,” KC finished.

      Both women smiled.

      “Yeah, I’ll miss those too,” KC said.

      Caroline dabbed at her nose and then turned to lay a single long-stemmed orange rose on his coffin. “Rest in peace,” she whispered. “You deserve it. Tell Great-Aunt Bernice I’m sorry I never got to meet her.”

      She stepped back and turned toward the gravediggers standing respectively to the side. “Thank you for waiting. I’m done.”

      The men moved in to finish the job of lowering the coffin into the ground and replacing the dirt.

      “Are you sure we have to meet today?” Caroline asked as she and KC stepped away to give the gravediggers room to work. “Reading Uncle Angus’s will so soon after his funeral seems so…I don’t know…ghoulish.”

      KC nodded. “That was his request, but it doesn’t have to be right this second. Take a break, go home and get some rest. You can come to my office later this afternoon if that works better for you.”

      She shook her head. “No, let’s just get it done.”

      “Okay then. I’ll meet you at the office.”

      KC turned, her leather-tooled cowboy boots grinding in the loose gravel near the grave site, her long skirt whipping around her ankles as she marched toward her battered truck.

      After blowing one last kiss toward the grave of her late great-uncle who’d welcomed her with open arms, Caroline left the cemetery. The entire Montgomery clan stood in a cluster in the parking lot. She returned their waves as she drove past. Her stomach clenched when Travis Montgomery removed his hat and dipped his head toward her.

      She’d been to the Bar M ranch for dinner on numerous occasions. The entire Montgomery family around a food-laden table with raucous conversations and sibling spats was an eye-opening experience.

      The concept of a large family who enjoyed being together and weren’t afraid of being affectionate in public was an enigma to her. She’d always wanted to be in a family like that, or thought she did. Not that she hadn’t been raised in a loving home, because she had. Her parents, foreign missionaries, had worked in third-world countries through most of her life. Her maternal grandmother had raised her and loved her, but growing up, Caroline had wondered what it would be like to sit at a long table filled with family.

      Dinners with the Montgomery clan always left her pondering if being a family member would feel different than being a visitor at that table. She’d never know.

      The drive back to KC’s law office in Whispering Springs took only fifteen minutes. She parked in front of a red-brick building sporting a gold plaque to the right of the door that identified the structure as Montgomery and Montgomery, Attorneys-at-Law.

      She touched up her lipstick in the rearview mirror then slid from the car into the late July Texas heat.

      A quick glance at the Bank of Whispering Springs clock and temperature sign made her utter an unladylike cuss word. One hundred and three, and it wasn’t yet ten a.m. Everybody said things are bigger in Texas. She’d just never dreamed that would include the sweat rings under her arms.

      Today would be another deadly day for heat strokes for sure. She feared the start of August tomorrow would only exacerbate the hot weather.

      Dr. Lydia Henson, the other doctor in the Whispering Springs Medical Clinic, had assured Caroline the clinic could do without her today, even reiterating that at Angus’s funeral. Caroline hated leaving her medical partner short-handed.

      However, whether they fit her schedule or not, some things had to be dealt with today, like a will she really didn’t want to hear.

      Stepping into the law office reception area brought a sigh to her lips. The cool air was a welcome reprieve from the outside furnace heat.

      Five more months and she was gone from this hellhole.

      If it hadn’t been for wanting to spend some time with Uncle Angus, she’d have never signed such an extended-temporary-practice contract here. The medical-staffing agency she used for her bookings usually found her employment where she filled in for vacationing or absent physicians from one to six months. This past two years had been her longest in a single locality since she’d finished her residency.

      She had always been flexible about locations when considering work assignments, but after her first summer in Texas heat, she’d made sure her next employment contract was somewhere cooler. Come January, she was off to Montana for two months. It might be frozen tundra during the winters, but she was absolutely melting in the heat down here.

      “Good morning,” a chipper middle-age woman said from behind a desk. “May I help you?”

      “Yes, please. I have an appointment with KC Montgomery.”

      “Oh, yes, Dr. Graham. I am so sorry about your loss. Angus Fitzgerald was quite a character. We’ll all miss him.”

      Caroline acknowledged the expression of sympathy with a nod. “Thank you.”

      The receptionist gestured to the seating area. “Would you have a seat please? KC just got back to the office and said to tell you she needed about five minutes. Would you like some water? A Coke? I’d offer you coffee, but from the pink of your cheeks, I think you’d rather something colder. Am I right?”

      Caroline smiled. She wouldn’t miss the Texas heat, but she’d sure miss the Southern hospitality. “Something cold would be wonderful. Water, please.”

      “No problem. Have a seat. I’ll be right back.”

      The woman returned with a bottle of spring water. “Here you go,” she said holding out the green bottle.

      Caroline gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you.” She took the water with an internal sigh of relief, cracked the cap and took a long drink. The cold water stung as it slid down her dry throat and splashed into her empty stomach.

      Caroline took a seat and pulled out her phone to check messages. Lydia had promised to text her if there were any problems that required Caroline to head back to the clinic before the afternoon slate of patients. No emergency texts, no urgent emails. No rescue from having to hear Angus’s will.

      “Caroline. C’mon back. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      Caroline looked up and smiled. KC’s face was pulled into what Caroline called her professional face, sober and serious.

      “Not a problem, KC,” she said and stood. “The wait was just long enough to drink some water.”

      “Caroline.” A deep voice boomed down the hall. Jason Montgomery, the second half of Montgomery and Montgomery Law Offices, took long strides toward her. “I didn’t realize Angus Fitzgerald was your uncle. I am so sorry for your loss.” He gave her a friendly hug.

      She wrapped her arms around him to return his bear hug. “Thank you, Jason. I don’t think anyone knew but KC. Angus wanted it that way.”

      She and Jason had met eighteen months ago when she first arrived in Whispering Springs. With his outgoing personality and take-no-prisoners approach to life, she’d developed an immediate fondness for the man. He and Lydia, her medical partner, had recently become engaged. She’d never met a pair so perfectly matched.

      After collecting her purse from the floor, Caroline followed KC through the door to her office. Her travel charm bracelet jingled against the plastic water bottle. Her stomach rolled with a tsunami of acid waves. She did not want to do this today…or tomorrow…or ever really. Talking about Uncle Angus’s estate made the reality of his death all the more painful.

      “Have a seat.” KC gestured toward one of the chairs in front of her desk. She dropped heavily into a large leather desk chair and leaned back. “That was some going away funeral for Angus.”

      Caroline nodded. “I bet he would have been surprised at how many people showed.”

      “Probably not. The Fitzgeralds have been fixtures in this community since its founding.”

      “Along with the Montgomerys?”

      KC nodded. “Yep. Our two families go back a long way. Speaking of our families, I noticed that little tip of the head from Travis as you left.”

      Caroline’s heart leapt at the mention of his name. Behind her bellybutton, her insides twittered. “Oh? Did Travis tip his head?” She fought to make her voice nonchalant.

      KC snorted. “Yeah, right. Like you didn’t see it.”

      “I’m sure he was just being respectful.”

      “Yes, that’s probably it.” KC sighed. “I’m sorry we have to do this today, but Angus wanted his estate closed as quickly as possible.”

      Caroline blew out a long breath. “I know,” she said with a shake of her head. “I don’t know what the rush is but…” She shrugged. “Go ahead.”

      KC opened the manila folder in front of her. “Okay with you if I skip reading the whereas and wherefores and go to the bequeaths?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She smiled. “Cut to the chase. Got it.” She looked back at the papers on her desk. “Okay, the bequeaths. Your Uncle—”

      “Great-uncle,” she corrected.

      “Right. Anyway, you are aware that he left you as executor of his estate, right?”

      Caroline shook her head. “No, I didn’t know. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do as an executor.”

      Damn it, Angus. Caroline felt the emotional punch to her gut.

      KC looked up from the papers on her desk. Her eyes held such a depth of sympathy and compassion Caroline almost burst into tears again.

      “Your great-uncle loved you very much. The last time we spoke, he told me how thankful he was that you’d been here with him. I knew Angus my whole life. You brought out a side of him I’d never seen. My parents said that was the old Angus, the one they knew before his wife died. You were good for him.”

      Her vision blurred. The dam holding back her tears fractured. A large tear rolled from the corner of her eye. KC pushed a box of tissues across the desk.

      “The will is quite simple and straight forward. I don’t foresee any challenges or problems to closing the estate promptly.” She smiled. “Trust me, Caroline. I’m a great lawyer. All the T’s are crossed and I’s are dotted. You’ll do fine as executor, and I’ll be here every step of the way, okay?”

      After blowing her nose, Caroline pasted on a watery smile. “Thanks.” She waved toward the papers on the desk. “Go on. Let me know what Uncle Angus had to say.” Her stomach rolled with nervous energy. She wanted this done and over as quickly as possible.

      KC lifted the sheath of papers again. “He left two-hundred thousand to your parents for their missionary work, or to use as they wish.”

      Caroline smiled. “That was nice of him. I know Mom and Dad will be thrilled.”

      “If you can provide me with their current location and a way to contact them, I can inform them of their inheritance, unless you want to, that is.”

      She shook her head. “No, that’s okay. I’ll let you contact them. I’ll call your secretary with that information tomorrow. I don’t have it with me right now.”

      “I figured you’d probably want me to contact them.”

      Caroline shrugged. “I’m not even sure my last contact information for them is current. If not, I’ll get you in touch with the missionary organization that sponsors them.”

      “Fine,” KC said. “Going on, he left your brother two-hundred thousand for his college education. Should Noah choose not to attend college, the money will be left in a trust until he turns thirty.”

      “Oh.” She jolted upright. Elation bubbled. “That was so nice of him. He never met Noah. I never expected this.” Her back muscles relaxed at the thought of Noah’s college education being funded. “I have been worried about paying for Noah’s education when the time comes. There’s no way my parents or I could afford to send him, and frankly I didn’t want him to graduate with educational loans like mine. This is just so great.”

      “I knew you had a much younger brother, but you’ve never mentioned his age. I guess I didn’t realize he was old enough for college.”

      Caroline smiled. “He isn’t. He just turned fourteen, so it wasn’t a pressing problem, but now…I am so relieved. Continue. I’m sorry for the interruption.”

      “Feel free to stop me any time you have a question about any of this. That’s what I’m here for. He left your uncle Pat and his wife, Leslie, one-hundred-and-fifty thousand each.” KC looked up from the will. “I don’t understand this next one but you might. I’m going to read it just like he asked me to write it.” She looked down again. “To my sister, Mamie. I’ve held on to this since we were kids. It’s yours now. Practice up for when we meet again.” She picked up a leather-covered box off her desk and passed it to Caroline.

      The sun streaming through the window shot streaks of light off the jangling state-shaped charms on her bracelet as Caroline reached for the box. A sad smile crossed her lips when she looked inside and found an old, worn checkers game. “Perfect. She’ll love this.” She closed the box. “Go on.”

      “He left small amounts to the church, local library, places like that.” She passed Caroline a printed sheet of paper. “Here’s the list.”

      Caroline read down the list of bequeaths ranging from as little as ten-thousand dollars for the public library to fifty-thousand to his housekeeper. “Good. I like to see that he’s remembered so many worthy causes in the community.” She scanned the list again. “What about his ranch? Before he died he told me he had a great plan for it.”

      Surprise flashed across her friend’s face before she continued. “I’m sorry, Caroline. I just assumed you knew. Angus left the ranch with the house, all its furnishings and the ranch animals to you. In fact, you inherit the remainder of the estate.”

      Caroline dropped heavily against the back of the chair, her mouth agape in shock. Blood rushed from her head, leaving her feeling a little faint. “What? Are you serious? I mean, of course you’re serious, but why would he do that?”

      KC pulled a sealed envelope from the file and passed it across her desk. “He left this for you.”

      “Should I read it now?”

      She shrugged. “The envelope was sealed when I received it. I don’t know what’s in it, so I can’t advise you on that. However, you may have questions for me after you’ve finished reading.”

      KC stood. “I’m going to step out and grab something to drink. Can I get you another water or something else to drink?”

      “No. Thank you.” Caroline’s voice was a shaky whisper. “Why would he do this?” she said to no one in particular.

      Her heart raced with the emotional jolt of seeing her name written in Angus’s handwriting. Caroline slid a finger under the envelope’s flap. The click of the closing door barely registered as she pulled a lined piece of notebook paper from the envelope and began to read.

      

      Dearest Caroline,

      If you’re reading this I’ve gone to meet my maker. Don’t be sad. I had a long life and did everything I ever set out to do. We have both known for quite some time that my end was near. Having you here with me has been one of the joys of my life. I regret not enticing you here sooner. Your parents may have given you birth, but my sister did a wonderful job raising you. You are a caring, loving woman and I prayed daily that you would find the happiness you deserve.

      You may be wondering why I left you Singing Springs Ranch. Since my beloved Bernice and I could never have children, I felt like you were the closest thing to a real family I have left. I hope you will consider staying in Whispering Springs as the town can use a doctor of your skills and compassion.

      If you feel you must move on, you may dispose of the ranch as you see fit. My only request is that you not sell Singing Springs to any of the Montgomery family. Since I’m gone and will never know what you do with the property, I can only hope you will use good judgment in your decision.

      Please know that I loved you like a daughter.

      Be happy. Love well. Build a good life.

      All my love,

      Uncle Angus

      

      A large tear rolled off her cheek and splattered in the middle of the page, smearing the ink. Seemingly out of nowhere, a box of tissue slipped between her and the letter in her lap. She jerked a couple out and blew her nose.

      “Thanks,” she said with a sniff. “That old coot. How dare he make me cry like this.” God, she would miss him.

      The chair beside her creaked as KC lowered herself into the seat. She put an arm around Caroline’s shoulder. Caroline rested her head against KC’s arm and took a deep breath.

      “What can I help you with, Caroline?”

      She sat back and looked at KC. “Uncle Angus basically tells me that I can do anything I’d like with his ranch except sell it to a member of your family. Why? I don’t get it. He came to you as his lawyer. Until I came to town, he saw Jason Montgomery’s fiancée as his doctor. He never said an unkind word about any of the Montgomerys. I’m baffled.”

      KC chuckled. “Angus and I got along fine. In fact, he got along with all the Montgomery women, even doted on us. His feud was with my great-grandfather, and even after Great-Grandpa Henry died, Angus just couldn’t let go.”

      When KC didn’t explain further, Caroline frowned. “So? What did they fight over?”

      “Great-Grandma Helen.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      KC shook her head. “Nope. But back in the forties, there was also some deal with some water rights, which between you and me was probably the real issue. But that was so long ago that I’m not sure of all the details. I was born after his wife died. Did you never meet Bernice?”

      Caroline shook her head. “No. She died when I was just a baby.”

      “From what I understand, he was crazy about her, so that’s why my money is on the water-rights disagreement. Nevertheless, there always seemed to be a competitive disposition between our two families. But even that had waned a great deal over the past ten years or so.”

      “Well, I have no idea what was behind some ancient feud. I promise he never said anything to me about y’all except to complain that my medical partner snagged the only good Montgomery man before I could. Seems he really liked your cousin Jason.”

      They both laughed and Caroline found her tension—coiled like a stiff bedspring—easing.

      “But…” Caroline handed KC the letter, “…look at the last paragraph about selling Singing Springs.”

      KC read it and tsked. “Still trying to control things from the grave. That is so much like something Angus would do. I know Travis has been trying to buy that property for years, but Angus wouldn’t sell. Don’t know why. Honestly, men can be so silly sometimes.” She handed the letter back. “But he’s made it clear that you can do whatever you want with the property. Should you decide to sell, I’ll be glad to help you any way I can. I’m sure you can get a good price for the ranch. But let me just say I agree with Angus about you staying here. I know Lydia would be thrilled. Anyway, I think we’ve covered everything…unless you have questions?”

      “I don’t right now.”

      “Fine. If you think of something, you know you can call on me anytime.”

      Caroline stood when KC did. “Will do.” She hugged her friend, the charms on her bracelet rattling with movement. “Thanks for everything.”

      “Any time. Let’s have dinner soon, okay?”

      “Works for me.”

      As Caroline left KC’s office, Jason called to her. “Caroline. Can you come in here for a minute?”

      “Sure.” Caroline walked into his office. “What’s up, Jason?”

      “Lydia and I are having dinner with my parents this weekend. I was just talking with my mother, and she asked me to invite you to join us. Can you?”

      After talking with KC about the infamous Fitzgerald-Montgomery feud, she briefly wondered if discovering she was related to Angus Fitzgerald would affect her friendship with the Montgomerys. After seeing the entire Montgomery family at the funeral, Jason’s warm consolation, and now Jackie Montgomery’s invitation to dinner, she decided she was being foolish to even have such thoughts.

      She smiled, warmed by Jackie’s dinner invitation. “I’d love to, Jason. Tell your mother thank you.”

      “Great. Once I have all the details, I’ll let you know.”

      

      Friday afternoon, Travis Montgomery pulled his truck under the only shade tree in the Montgomery and Montgomery Law Offices parking lot. He hoped his brother had some news for him about Fitzgerald’s place. After ten years of unsuccessfully trying to get Old Man Fitzgerald to sell, Singing Springs Ranch would finally be his. He could feel it in his bones.

      He hadn’t known Fitzgerald had family, so finding out Caroline Graham was his great-niece was a tad of a surprise, but no big deal. Other than Caroline, no other Fitzgerald family members mentioned in the obit lived here. He couldn’t imagine that old tightwad leaving his ranch to any of them. And even if he did, there was no way anyone would up and move to Texas just because they inherited a rundown ranch, especially if that person knew nothing about ranching. Yup. Whoever ended up with Singing Springs would be thrilled to unload it, and Travis wanted to make sure that person unloaded it right into his hands.

      He let himself in the back door of his brother’s office, stopping long enough to grab a bottle of cold water from the kitchen, then headed for the reception area.

      After removing his beige straw cowboy hat, he leaned over the reception desk to give Jason’s secretary a wink. “Hi, Mags. Is little brother available?”

      “Hey, handsome,” Margaret said then sighed. “If only I were twenty years younger and not married…”

      Travis slapped his hat across his heart. “My bachelor days would be over.”

      She smiled and nodded toward the closed door down the hall. “He’s on the phone. I’ll let him know you’re here. I’d offer you something to drink, but you seemed to have helped yourself.”

      He rolled the dewy bottle on the back of his neck. “Can’t decide if I want to drink this or pour it over my head. Man, it’s a killer out there. What about KC? Is my lovely cousin around?”

      Before Margaret could respond, Jason’s door opened. “I thought I heard a reprobate out here. Stop flirting with my secretary and c’mon back. I’ve got a date with Lydia tonight and you know she hates when I’m late.” He ducked back into his office, leaving the door ajar.

      Travis groaned. “I’m coming.” He looked at Margaret and hitched his thumb toward the door where his brother had just been standing. “He been in this bad mood all day?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. He was quite pleasant when KC headed out about thirty minutes ago. Your cousin’s got perfect timing. She always knows to clear out and avoid the Montgomery brothers when something’s brewing.”

      “Lucky me. Wish I knew her magic.”

      Travis entered his brother’s office and closed the door behind him. He dropped onto the thick leather sofa running along the office wall then set his hat crown-side down on the cushion beside him. He draped his arm along the back of the sofa. “I hope you’ve got some good news for me. I’ve had a bitch of a day.”

      “What happened?”

      “One of the Webster kids spooked a new stallion I’d just unloaded. The bastard almost trampled me, John and a couple of hands before we could get him under control.”

      Jason frowned. “I’d think your foreman’s kids would know better than to get near a stallion, especially one I suspect was antsy to begin with. Which kid?”

      Travis’s mouth cocked up on one side in a grimace. “Rocky. He had a classmate visiting, and I think he was trying to impress him. But after John and Nadine get done with him, I suspect his ears will be ringing for the next week.” He gave a small chuckle. “And I’m getting my stalls mucked out for free for at least a month, maybe two.”

      “I hated mucking stalls.”

      “So I remember. What’s the good news?”

      Jason took a seat closer to the sofa. “Well, I’ve got good news and bad news.”

      “Great. Bad news first then.”

      “Fitzgerald had KC prepare his will about a year ago, so his estate won’t be going to the state to resolve.”

      Travis scowled. “I was afraid of that,” he growled. “So what can you tell me now?”

      “All the beneficiaries have been notified and the will duly probated. It was fairly straight forward. I don’t foresee anyone challenging it.”

      “So don’t keep me waiting. Who do I need to talk to about buying Singing Springs?”

      “Dr. Caroline Graham.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      The breath left Travis’s lungs as though he’d been kicked in the gut by a wild stallion.

      He leaned forward. “Are you shitting me?” His brother flinched, which made Travis realize how loud he’d just yelled.

      Caroline Graham was the first woman he’d been seriously attracted to since his wife died ten years ago. He hadn’t acted on his attraction to her and didn’t plan to. She was a short-timer. No reason to start something that would leave him alone when she left…and she’d made no secret of her traveling lifestyle.

      And now to find out he’d have to deal with her to get Singing Springs made his insides ache. That might require too much close interaction.

      He lowered the volume when he continued, but the shock of the information continued to stun him. “Solely to her? Nobody else?”

      His brother nodded.

      “But why?”

      Jason shrugged. “Apparently, he adored Caroline.”

      Travis flopped against the back of the sofa and blew out a long, exasperated breath. “Apparently.” Damn. So close and yet not close enough. “Did you get any other news out of our dear closed-mouth cousin?”

      “Don’t be pissed at KC. She was just doing her job.”

      “Damn woman has heard me talk about getting that ranch for years. She could have tipped me off to be nicer to the good doctor.”

      Jason chuckled. “Like you haven’t had your eye on Caroline Graham already.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Right.” Jason’s mouth twitched as though he was struggling not to smile. “Sorry. Don’t know what I was thinking to accuse you of being attracted to a beautiful woman.”

      Travis gave his brother his best eat-shit expression. “She’s still planning on leaving at the end of the year, right? Inheriting Singing Springs hasn’t changed her plans, right?”

      Jason shrugged again. “Not that I’ve heard. Lydia has talked to her about staying on full time, but she insists she’s off to Montana in January, so it doesn’t appear she has any plans on remaining in Whispering Springs past December.”

      “Well, tell your fiancée to stop asking her to stay, damn it. Lucky for me, she’s just passing through.” Even as he said the words, a pang of regret at what might have been hit him in the solar plexus. He took a long draw on his water to staunch the pain. It didn’t help much. If only he could have a stiff shot of bourbon… “And what are you smiling about?”

      Jason made like he was zipping his lips.

      “As I was getting ready to say, she’d probably be glad to leave town with a nice chunk of change in her pocket. I want to make her an offer before anyone else has the chance. Why don’t you draw up a bill of sale and I’ll run by this weekend. Leave the sale price blank, and I can fill it in when we come to terms.”

      Jason held up a hand. “Whoa there, bro. Slow down. Caroline just lost her great-uncle, and now she has all these decisions to make about the estate. Give her a chance to catch her breath.”

      “But what if someone gets to her before I do?”

      “I suppose that’s possible, but the way your holdings wrap around three sides of Fitzgerald’s place, I can’t see anyone else wanting Singing Springs.”

      “Did she say anything to you or KC about selling?”

      Jason shook his head. “KC said Caroline’s a little overwhelmed at the moment. Angus hadn’t clued her in that she was his heir, so she’s still processing the ramifications and all her options. If you start pushing her, I’m afraid she’ll just shut you down. Maybe in the next week or so.”

      Travis scratched his head. “Okay, but no later. Go ahead and draw up a bill of sale for me to have just in case.” He studied his brother’s face. “What? You’re looking at me strange.” He grinned. “Stranger than usual.”

      “Nothing. I’ll put together something for you. On a different subject, you going over to Mom and Dad’s for dinner Saturday night?”

      “Probably. You and Lydia going?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Travis stood and collected his hat. “Okay then. I’ll see you tomorrow. And for Pete’s sake, keep your ear to the ground about Singing Springs though. If the good doctor even hints she wants to sell, I want to be the first to know.” He reached for the door.

      “Travis.”

      He turned back. “What?”

      “Caroline will probably be at dinner tomorrow night. Lay off her, okay?”

      “Yeah, sure. No problem.”

      

      “I’m driving up tomorrow, Mamie.”

      “You don’t need to do that.” Mamie’s cough rattled through Caroline’s phone receiver.

      “I want to see you. I should be there about noon or so.”

      “How long can you stay?”

      “I have to get back to Whispering Springs on Monday.”

      “I wish you could stay longer.”

      “Me too.” Caroline’s head rested against the back of her sofa. She unsuccessfully struggled to suppress the tears welling up. She talked to her grandmother every day, saw her as often as she could make the seven-hour drive back to Arkansas. Her grandmother was dying. Caroline knew it. Mamie’s doctor knew it. And Caroline was pretty sure that Mamie knew it too.

      “Is that Montgomery boy coming with you this time?”

      Her heart thudded at the mention of Travis. “No. Not this time. Maybe next time.”

      She hadn’t meant any harm when she told her grandmother she was dating Travis Montgomery. Mamie worried so much about Caroline being alone. Caroline had only meant to give her grandmother some peace of mind, but instead Mamie asked about him on every visit, with every call.

      “Well, I’ll look forward to seeing you tomorrow.” Mamie’s years as a judge had groomed her voice into a strong, authoritarian tone. The whispery, weak voice on the other end broke Caroline’s heart. It didn’t sound anything like Caroline’s robust grandmother.

      “Bye, Mamie. Love you.”

      Caroline dropped her cell onto the coffee table. Guilt gnawed at her. Lying to her grandmother about dating Travis was so wrong, but the idea of her beloved grandmother on her deathbed worried about Caroline’s love life—or lack thereof—sliced and diced Caroline’s heart. How many times had Mamie said she wanted Caroline to love and be loved by a man worthy of her affections?

      Caroline pressed the back of her head into the softness of the sofa. The deception had started so innocently. When her grandmother kept asking about Caroline’s life in Texas, Travis had been standing outside her office door talking to Lydia, and his name had rolled off her tongue before she could stop it. Once the idea was planted, her mind refused to let go. It was as though gasoline had been poured on her tiny spark of crush on him, exploding it into an inferno attraction.

      Unfortunately, Travis hadn’t expressed any interest in her, so she’d never acted on her feelings. Besides, she had no plans to settle down with anyone, much less settle in Texas.

      

      Mamie had never mentioned anything about bad blood between her brother and the Montgomerys. She’d questioned Caroline at length about Travis and how he treated her, but when Caroline had continued to sing Travis’s praises, her grandmother had seemed pleased—and relieved—that Caroline had found her true love. God, she’d felt so guilty when her grandmother used the phrase true love, but luckily it’d been on the phone and Caroline had been able to hide her remorse at the lie.

      She dipped her chin to her chest and rolled her head from side-to-side to stretch the stiff muscles in her neck. An elephant-sized tear rolled down her cheek and Caroline swiped angrily at it. She might have overdone the “sell the idea of being in love with Travis” to Mamie. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to fall in love, but she was nothing if not realistic.

      Mamie and Grandpa Richter’s kind of love didn’t happen often and certainly would never happen to her. Besides, she wasn’t sure she had the capacity to produce that degree of emotional attachment to anyone other than her grandmother. Attraction to a man was a long way from love, right?

      The gratitude she felt for her grandmother had no bounds, just like what Caroline would do for Mamie had no bounds. When Caroline let herself stew over the past, her guilt about crashing into Mamie’s life unannounced and uninvited made her nauseous. She never doubted for a minute that her grandmother loved her, but Mamie had had to give up so much of her personal and professional life to raise Caroline and then Noah. There was no way Caroline could ever repay her.

      When Caroline’s parents had dropped her on Mamie’s doorstep to raise, freeing them up to return to their missionary work, Mamie had greeted Caroline with more hugs and kisses than Caroline could remember in all of her five years of being alive.

      Then Mamie had stepped up again to take in Noah.

      She’d been more than a grandmother to both of them. She’d been their lifeline, their anchor. At least Caroline had been blessed to be raised to adulthood by her grandmother. Noah had had only nine years with Mamie.

      The reality of losing Mamie swamped her. She stood and went to the bathroom for a tissue.

      Get a grip, Caroline. All this navel gazing about her life wasn’t solving the problem. Her problem was how could she convince her grandmother that she was in love and happy when the exact opposite was true?

      She glanced at her cell phone to check the time. Right now she didn’t have the time to worry about her love life—or lack thereof. If she didn’t get a move on, she wasn’t going to be ready when Jason and Lydia got here to pick her up.

      After drying her eyes and repairing the minimal makeup she wore, she went to work on her hair, shoving a couple of more hairpins into the French twist at the back of her head. She frowned at herself in the mirror. Was going to Lane and Jackie Montgomery’s for dinner a good idea?

      The Montgomery clan had always been warm and welcoming, but she’d noticed the undercurrent of tension that rippled around the gravesite when Travis Montgomery had walked up to Angus’s casket to pay his respects. At the time she’d thought the reaction odd, but given her state of mind that day she’d passed it off as her imagination. She’d always found Travis to be a little aloof toward her, so maybe he was that way with many of the townspeople.

      It was only after reading Angus’s will and having KC explain the history between the Montgomery and Fitzgerald families that she understood why Angus had asked her to not mention their familial relationship. He’d wanted her accepted in the community without the taint of an old feud.

      She pushed a pair of gold hoops into her pierced ears and picked up her ever-present charm bracelet from the dresser. Various state shapes dangled and chimed together. It was hard to believe she’d worked and lived in so many different places over the years. She made a mental note to start looking for a Texas charm to add to the collection.

      Outside, a horn honked. She glanced at the clock on her phone again. Had to be Jason and Lydia. As she snapped the bracelet around her wrist, she wished they hadn’t insisted she ride with them to the Bar Halo Ranch. Granted, the drive was about thirty minutes outside of town on a dark road that was mostly loose gravel, but she felt stranded without her own car. Probably too many years of being on her own.

      Any lingering concerns about Lane and Jackie’s reaction to her being Angus Fitzgerald’s great-niece vanished the minute she walked into their home.

      “Caroline,” Jackie said, wrapping her in a hug. “I am so sorry about your uncle.”

      “Thanks, Jackie.” Caroline returned the hug, relief streaming through her.

      From the day she met Lane and Jackie, they’d treated her like a long-lost daughter. Jackie worried whether Caroline was eating well. Lane warned her about late nights and keeping her doors locked.

      “C’mon here,” Lane said, throwing a muscular arm around Caroline’s shoulders. “What can I get you to drink?”

      Jackie, Jason and Lydia followed Lane and Caroline to the family room. Caroline had loved this room from the minute she first walked in, loved the comfortable, relaxed feeling the room evoked. Overstuffed, well-worn leather furniture. An eighty-inch flat-screen television, perfect for watching football, which she’d done here many times last fall. Highly polished oak floors under a large Navajo rug. On the wall opposite the entry, an old oak bar from the early nineteen hundreds stood, its counter gleaming under the lights. Lydia had told her that Cash, the youngest of the Montgomery sons, had shipped the bar home after rescuing it during a hotel renovation. But Caroline’s favorite addition to this room, and the one that made her stomach quiver with nerves, was Travis Montgomery.

      She didn’t know why the man made her knees quake and her lungs collapse. In all the months she’d been in Whispering Springs, they’d probably had twenty conversations and none of those private or personal. Their interactions were usually short and abrupt as though he were in a hurry to get away from her. She didn’t understand. She’d always tried to be pleasant to be around, and she thought most people liked her.

      But then Travis Montgomery wasn’t like most people, was he?

      The man with the ability to make lust curl like smoke in her gut stood behind the oak and brass bar, a glass filled with dark liquid in his hand. Caroline figured it was either Coke or Pepsi. Lydia had explained that after Travis’s wife had died, Travis had gone off the deep end emotionally. He’d stayed drunk for almost a year then took almost another year to stay sober. The climb back to sobriety had been tough, and since then he hadn’t had a drink.

      Being around others while they imbibed didn’t seem to bother him. Thanks to his virtual photographic memory, he could make almost any drink requested by family members. The family game was to name a mixed drink that Travis couldn’t make given the supplies at hand. Stumping Travis with a drink request meant a ten-dollar donation to the church missionary fund from him. Not stumping him meant the donation came from the drink requester. On more than one occasion, Caroline had found Lydia scanning the Internet for names of drinks to baffle Travis. So far, he was batting a thousand.

      “So,” Travis said with a smile that made Caroline’s insides quiver with longing. “What can I get for you, ladies?”

      Lydia slipped onto a barstool. “Hmm. How about a little Sex on the Beach?”

      Travis’s smile widened, his white teeth gleaming. “Well, we aren’t that close to the ocean. Plus, the parents got rid of our sandbox years ago. And my brother might mind if I slept with his fiancée. But there is some grass in the yard that might work instead.” He held out his hand. “Now or later?”

      Lydia laughed as she slapped his palm.

      “Hands off, bro. She’s mine.” Jason wrapped a possessive arm around Lydia.

      While Jason’s action might have been done in jest, a small dart of envy clipped Caroline. She wondered what it would be like to be someone’s special person.

      Travis shrugged good-naturedly. “Her loss,” he said with a wink before bending below the bar to open the mini-refrigerator. He brought up cartons of orange juice and cranberry juice. Then he added peach schnapps and vodka from a lower shelf. After shaking the four ingredients with ice in a martini shaker, he poured the drink over ice in a highball glass and pushed it across the bar.

      “Nice try, Lydia. Maybe next time.” He set an empty mason jar on the bar. “Pay up.”

      Lydia nudged Jason. “Pay the man.”

      “Why do I always have to be the one who pays?” Jason grumbled, but he pulled a ten from his wallet and shoved it into the jar.

      “Because you love me?” Lydia said then gave him a kiss.

      The first time Caroline had tried to stuff ten dollars into the jar after Travis made her a cosmopolitan, he’d refused to take the money, saying he only took money from family. It wasn’t just what he’d said that had embarrassed her, but also how roughly and dismissingly he said it. Since then, Caroline had never asked for a mixed drink from Travis. However, she always put an extra ten in the offering plate at church.

      “What can I make for you, Caroline?” Travis asked as he replaced the juice cartons into the refrigerator.

      “Just a glass of white wine.”

      “Don’t want to test my memory?” he said with a wicked smile that had her insides turning to liquid.

      She shook her head. “No. Wine will be fine.” She didn’t need to drink much booze around him. No telling what she might confess…like her unbelievably hot sexual fantasies about him.

      Travis didn’t ask which white wine she preferred. Instead, he opened her favorite brand of Pinot grigio and poured. He handed the glass to her. “That’ll be ten dollars.”

      Caroline’s heart swelled with happiness. She smiled as she pulled out her purse and dropped a ten into the jar.

      After all, family always paid.
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      There wasn’t much Travis loved more than riding Ransom. When his dad had asked him to check on a herd of cattle grazing near the Singing Springs property line, Travis had jumped at the chance. He crossed his wrists on the saddle horn and enjoyed the smell of fresh grass. The vibration at his hip followed by a shrill ring tone made him sigh at the interruption. He jerked his phone from its holder.

      “Travis Montgomery.”

      “Good morning, Travis. It’s Caroline Graham. Am I calling at a bad time?”

      The leather saddle creaked as he settled back to talk. It was impossible to contain the rush of adrenaline that shot through his system. “Not at all. Just checking some cattle for Dad. What can I do for you?”

      “I know it’s short notice, but can you come by my house this evening? Say…about seven?”

      “Sure. Is something wrong?”

      There was a distinct hesitation on the other end of the phone before she said, “No. Not really. I need to talk to you about something.”

      Did she want to talk about selling Singing Springs? Please let that be the topic of conversation. His heart elbowed his lungs at the thought.

      In response to Jason’s strongly worded insistence—more like an order— that Travis not bring up buying Singing Springs Ranch during dinner at his folks’ house, he’d acquiesced even when he’d found himself seated beside her. Using willpower he didn’t know he had, he’d even restrained from calling her all week. But now here she was inviting him over.

      Granted, she hadn’t mentioned the property, but what else could it be? He and Caroline Graham didn’t have the type of relationship where one would ask the other to drop by for no reason, which was—in his opinion—a damn shame.

      When he didn’t immediately respond, she added, “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Today is Friday. You might already have plans and—”

      “No,” he interrupted. “I have no plans for this evening. Do I need to bring anything with me?” Like a blank bill of sale in case you don’t have one?

      “Not a thing. I’ll see you tonight then.”

      “Are you sure everything is all right? You sound funny.”

      She’d cleared her throat. “Come by about seven, okay?”

      “Okay. See you then.”

      Now that’d she’d opened the door to his adding Singing Springs to his holdings, he planned to take advantage of their meeting to press his case. He clicked off his phone, shoved it back into the holder at his waist and smiled.

      He glanced across to Fitzgerald’s property. What would he do with the old house? It wasn’t in the best of shape, but it was far from a teardown. With a little updating, the house would make a good home for a ranch hand and his family.

      A thick dust cloud billowed behind a white Cadillac
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