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“Pamela Thibodeaux uses her masterful story writing art to create a powerful story of how God heals a woman’s heart ─broken by grief─ through recovery, love and triumph.” ~ CBA Best-Selling Author DiAnn Mills on My Heart Weeps.

“A great collection of short stories. Each one includes inspirational romance. Wonderful choice when you need a quick pick-me-up. I have not been one to read short stories. This book has changed that. There are times when they are the perfect choice.” ~ (Amazon) Review of Love in Season by K. Neely 

“Loved this book. Wish everyone could read this. Definitely puts all holidays in perspective. If we remember the reason for the holidays then we must put God first.......always. I will certainly recommend this book. Great stuff keep up the great writing.” ~ (Amazon) Review of Keri’s Christmas Wish by Reba 

“Oh, the passion, faith and just LIFE that flows through this book...powerful writing indeed!” ~ Review of Circles of Fate by Deena Peterson, Book Reviewer @ A Peek at my Bookshelf and Just One More

“Thibodeaux leads the reader through from the first page to the last without once relinquishing control. She hooks them, holds them, and keeps them enthralled until the last line.” ~ Review of The Visionary by Delia Latham, author of the "Solomon's Gate" series

“In His Sight caught my attention from the beginning and it made me wonder if I had given all to God as he gave all to me. Thank you, Pamela, for a story that I would readily recommend to anyone who needs that extra encouragement!” ~ Reviewed by Wendy for Happily Ever After Reviews *Part of Love in Season collection of short stories*

“Winter Madness is a wonderful romance and an excellent example of Spiritual growth.” ~Reviewed by Dee Daily for The Romance Studio *Part of Love in Season collection of short stories*

“A Hero for Jessica is a good, sweet read charged with attraction but an emphasis on true love. I recommend it to women of all ages.” ~ Reviewed by Violet for LASR *Part of Love in Season collection of short stories*

“Cathy’s Angel is a short tale that is entertaining as well as inspiring. Well done!” ~ Reviewed by Marlene for Fallen Angel Reviews *Part of Love in Season collection of short stories*

“Pamela S. Thibodeaux’s motto is “Inspirational with an Edge! ™” Her short story Choices lives up to those words and is well worth reading.” ~ Reviewed by Gail for Night Owl Romance *Part of Love in Season collection of short stories*

“The Inheritance was my first Thibodeaux work; however, it will not be my last! Her approach to writing about everyday life, while struggling to maintain strict Christian standards and values, is a glimpse into reality which we all must face from time to time.” ~ Reviewed by Brenda Talley for The Romance Studio

“If you have ever considered Christian fiction bland, then check out the Tempered Series. It will be well worth your time.” ~ Amanda Killgore for Huntress Reviews

“Lori’s Redemption is fast paced, lots of action, gripping storyline... I loved it. It's gone straight back into my TBR pile.” ~ Clare Revell author of the “Monday’s Child” series

“Through Pamela's blessed ability to find God everywhere, even in secular song lyrics, she has written devotions guaranteed to touch the heart and remind the reader of our True Love, the Rose of Sharon.” ~ Endorsement for Love is a Rose by Linda Yezak, Author, Editor Triple Edge Critique Service
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Psalm 9:1-3 says: “I will give thanks to you, oh Lord, with all my heart; I will declare all your wondrous deeds, I will be glad and exult in you; I will sing praises to your name Most High.”

Praise, glory and honor belong to our Lord Jesus Christ for guiding me—yet again—through another story. May He be glorified in the writing and you be blessed in the reading.

I dedicate this book to my dad, Joseph Randall Sonnier, and to father’s everywhere; may God bless you and give you the strength to let go and let Him make what He will of your little girls.

Also to my daughters, Karol and Monica, of the heart and of the flesh—May the love of your lives be as sweet and true as that of these characters and may you always give glory to God for the blessings in your life!
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Since Stanley Morrison arrived in Bandera, Texas a few weeks ago, the Annual Charity Rodeo hosted by the Rockin’ H Ranch had been the talk of the town. Anticipation floated in the air, excitement brightened every eye, and enthusiasm animated every conversation. Now that the day had finally arrived, Stanley understood why. He’d watched all day as riders with skill and style equaling professional rodeo cowboys, and girls, performed on animals of the highest quality to turn around and donate all of their winnings to charity. There had been generous donations, considering some of the top prizes ranged up to five hundred dollars, and he was proud to be a part of it, if only as a hired hand. Though he’d gained employment at the Bar S ranch for his ability in working with horses, today Stan filled the capacity of groom, tack-hand and babysitter.

He looked up from his chore of shortening stirrups as the roar of the crowd increased when the last contestant in women’s barrel racing shot into the arena. As usual, the first thing he noticed was the magnificent specimen of horseflesh, but his eyes were invariably drawn to the rider. Despite the distance between himself and them, he saw beauty in the young woman. Long legs encased in designer jeans rested comfortably in the saddle. Pulled into a French braid, dark hair hung like a thick rope down her back. Though her brow was tense with concentration, the fine, porcelain-like skin of her face appeared soft and lustrous despite the thin veil of dust hanging in the air. Style and grace lined every fluid movement of horse and rider as they rounded the barrels in the fastest and smoothest exhibition he’d seen in a long time, if ever. A nudge from the boot resting in the stirrup he was supposed to be shortening, reminded him of why he was here.

“A kiss for luck?” The young girl in the saddle leaned down to brush her lips across his cheek.

Surprised, Stanley stepped back and eyed his boss’s daughter. She was a pretty young thing, blond-haired, dark-eyed and would turn fourteen just days before entering her freshman year of high school. “You’re too young for anyone but your father to be kissing you, for any reason.”

Lori Strickland’s eyes narrowed into tiny slits of black fire; she grunted in a very unladylike manner. “You sound just like my father.” She whirled her horse around and headed for the paddock to take her place in line for the pole-racing event

Stanley shook his head with a sigh and rested his elbows on the fence to watch the winner of the barrel-racing contest return to the arena. His heart stopped then thundered in his chest when her name blared over the intercom. Her horse bowed and she blew a kiss to someone in the crowd before turning the big stallion around in a fancy whirl and exiting. Intrigued, Stanley found himself looking forward to his first and only, year at Bandera High School.

* * * * *
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Craig Harris ambled up the stairs to his daughter’s room. At sixteen, Amber Nichole, was usually busy helping her mother this time of day. Today she seemed oblivious of that fact. She’d been in her room for the last several hours.

“What!”

A frown marred his forehead at the frustrated tone which bade his entrance. He opened the door, his eyes widening in shock and disbelief at the mess he encountered. Clothes covered every available inch of her bed. Shoes were strewn carelessly around the room.

Amber was having a problem.

“Is ‘what’ any way to welcome someone coming to your door?” Craig asked. “What in the world is going on?”

A sound of pure frustration escaped his daughter’s lips when she drug her hands through the thick mass of black hair, shaking it off her shoulders so that it settled around her waist.

“I can’t figure out what to wear tomorrow.”

Craig grinned. “Ace doesn’t seem to be having a problem. Since when did it matter so much?”

She snorted. “The only thing Ace is worried about is how he can get his new boots dirty before he gets downstairs,” she growled, referring to her baby brother, Adam Craig Harris the Fourth, which was shortened to A. C., then evolved into Ace. “It’s always mattered. I’ve just never worried about it before.”

“And what good does worrying do? Does worrying add one more hour or day...?” He stopped quoting the scripture and laughed at the frown she bestowed on him.

“Don’t come in here spouting Bible scriptures and don’t laugh at me.”

Craig’s eyebrow quirked in concern. Despite the horror stories he’d heard about raising hormonal teenagers, he’d never had a problem gauging his daughter’s moods and coaxing her out of them. Though passionate about many things, he’d never imagined his mature, well-rounded, normally composed child would be in a tizzy over what to wear. Nor had he ever considered her taking that tone with him.

“The best book I know,” he countered.

Amber heard the concern in her father’s voice and rubbed her throbbing temples. Taking a deep breath she let the scripture flow through her, bits and pieces reaching through the turmoil in her mind and soothing her frazzled nerves... 

Therefore do not worry saying “What shall we eat or what shall we drink or what shall we wear?” for your heavenly Father knows that you need these things... what good does worrying do, does it add one more hour or one more day... Therefore, do not worry about tomorrow; tomorrow will take care of itself...

Everything took on a new perspective. She sighed, smiled. “Okay, I’ll just pray about it tonight and the first thing I grab in the morning will have to do.”

“That’s my girl,” her father soothed, stroking her cheek. “Now, about this room....” She looked around. Surprise registered on her face when she realized the mess she’d made.

“Daddy,” she purred slipping her arms around him and resting her head against his chest.

Craig tossed back his head with a laugh. “Oh, no you don’t. You made the mess, you clean it,” he teased, disengaging himself from the arms around his waist. 

She pouted prettily but her eyes were sparkling. “Mean old Daddy.”

“Dinner’s almost ready,” he informed her, making his escape, then paused in the doorway. “Amber?” 

When she looked up from her chore, he continued. “No matter what you wear tomorrow, you’ll be the most beautiful girl there,” he assured, love and pride evident in his voice.

She grinned. “Thank you. And your opinion is in no way biased I’m sure,” she teased. “I love you too, Daddy.”

Nervous and excited about entering her junior year of high-school, hearing her father’s wolf whistle pleased Amber when she came downstairs the next morning dressed in a royal blue denim skirt, western blouse, and boots.

“Go change. You look way too good to leave the house without me.” 

His eyes glistened with pride. Amber laughed and kissed his cheek. “It’s the first thing I grabbed,” she said, moving out of the way as, dressed in new jeans, cowboy shirt and boots, Ace barreled down the stairs on his way to the table. Nearly nine years younger than she, he was entering the second grade.

Though she had her driving license and the use of a car, Amber respected tradition. Her mother would drive them today and quite possibly the first week or so, however long it took for Ace to get comfortable with his new class and Tamera to get comfortable with letting him go. As her baby, long awaited and desperately wanted, she was protective of her son. Sometimes too protective, but, considering what she went through to have him, it was allowed. Amber harbored no jealousy, nor did she feel slighted in any way. She and her mother had a very special relationship. Her father, on the other hand, was her life. He was the one she would miss the most today, she thought. Little did she know that very soon things would change drastically between them.

* * * * *
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Craig lingered over a second cup of coffee on the clear October morning. The days were getting shorter already and cooler. Another year was nearly over. Amber had just rehearsed the evening’s events with them for the hundredth time.

“Amber, we’ve been through this twice before already,” he chided in a gentle, teasing tone. “Relax.”

She fidgeted, unable to keep still for the excitement curling in her gut. Being Junior Maid on the Homecoming Court was not all that was causing her heart to flutter and her stomach to clench like a nervous fist. She was used to that, being both Freshman and Sophomore Maid before. But the boy she had noticed, really noticed, for the first time last night had her as nervous and excited as an untrained filly.

“I met the guy I’m going to marry last night,” she remarked, raising sparkling eyes to her father’s teasing gaze. 

Her voice was soft, husky. Craig grinned. “Oh, yeah? Who’s that?” 

“Stanley Morrison.”

She practically sighed over the name, Craig noted, his grin fading into a frown. “You can’t date until your twenty-one or marry until you’re thirty-five. What makes you think this boy will hang around that long?”

“By the time I’m thirty-five, you will be a grandfather,” she assured, rising from her seat. “Several times over,” she added her smile smug.

Craig’s jaw dropped and eyes widened as much from her remark as the way she looked, all breasts and hips and curves, with incredibly long legs in an extremely short skirt. He couldn’t have been more surprised had she sprouted wings or horns. “You can’t wear that, it’s indecent!”

She laughed, placing a kiss on his cheek. Short skirts and boots were all the rage. “It’s the style,” she said, wiping the pale mauve lip print off his freshly shaven skin before walking away.

“To hell with style, it’s too short! Who determines style anyway?” Craig demanded, and heard her answering laughter.

“Nobody’s father that’s for sure! Don’t have time to change. Come on brat,” she called to her brother. “We’re going to be late.”

Placing a quick kiss on his mother’s cheek and slapping his father’s hand with a high-five, Ace ran to meet his sister. “I’m not a brat,” he countered in the familiar morning banter.

“Yes you are,” she argued, placing a kiss on his silky blond head. “You’ve been a brat since the day you were born,” she concluded, her blue eyes dancing into his gray ones as she helped him into his jacket.

The door closed behind them before Craig found his voice. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he demanded of his wife, who was nearly doubled over in a fit of giggles.

“Tell you what?” she asked, gasping for breath. “That she’s growing up?”

“That she’s built like a...” he stuttered, flushing at the description that came to mind, positive it wasn’t appropriate for his daughter. “And who in the hell is Stanley Morrison?”

Tamera’s giggles turned into shouts of laughter. “Oh man, I wish I had a camera, the look on your face is priceless,” she remarked, once she’d caught her breath. “Did you expect her to stay five forever?”

Craig didn’t think that was funny one iota. His eyes narrowed, jaw muscle twitched. “No, but I didn’t expect her to grow up overnight. Do you know anything about this boy?” His wife’s blonde hair bounced off her shoulders when she shook her head, her eyes laughed and mocked him.

“I’m glad you think this is funny,” he growled, throwing her into another fit of giggles. “Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

Tamera wiped tears of hilarity off her cheeks before answering her husband. Like thunderclouds rolling in over an otherwise clear sky, his glittering gray gaze had darkened with emotion. The muscle in his jaw throbbed as it usually did when he was angry or upset. A shiver of pleasure shook her at the pure, male, animal magnetism he exuded. “Not really. I’m sure he’s just some new kid at school. We’ll find out soon enough.”

Craig watched the play of emotions on his wife’s face and in her gaze. Sparkling like rare, precious gems those expressive eyes changed from shining sapphire to smoky, midnight blue. Shifting from laughter to soothing to something more basic, more primitive in the span of a heartbeat, she still had the power to capture him with a single look. Pushing back his chair, he walked to where she sat.

“Ride with me today,” he urged, pulling her into his arms.

“It’s too cold,” she argued. “Stay home today,” she countered, slipping her arms around his neck while pressing her body against his in blatant invitation.

His daughter’s appearance was forgotten. So was the work he had planned for the day.
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Craig rode home after an exhausting day of working cattle, pleased to see his daughter hanging around the barn entrance. Except for meals, he rarely saw her anymore. As she had for the past several years, she immersed herself in charity work from the beginning of November through Christmas. Food baskets for the needy, Coats for Kids, Toys for Tots and area soup kitchens, as well as various school activities, kept her busy during the long winter months. When she was home, she stayed closed up in her room catching up on homework or pursuing her passion of writing. By the time spring arrived and her schedule slowed down, his increased with the lengthening of daylight hours. Though proud of the consideration she showed for those less fortunate and the efforts she made toward changing that, he sometimes wished her extracurricular activities wouldn’t take up so much of her time.

Reining his horse to a stop next to her, he swung down from the saddle and greeted her with a kiss on the cheek. “Hi, Sweetheart.”

“Hey.”

The sulky tone of her voice made him take a closer look. A frown creased her brow. Those sapphire eyes he loved so much were edged with confusion and a hint of pain.

“What’s wrong?” he queried, handing her the horse’s reins.

Amber shrugged, not exactly sure how to broach this particular subject with her father. She absently stroked the horse’s face while he loosened the saddle. Taking a deep breath, she plunged right in to the heart of her dilemma. “How do you know if someone really likes you or not?”

Taking the reins from her, Craig led the way to the stall, his mind racing back to homecoming morning a few months ago. He’d forgotten the shock of that morning. The memory poured through him now with disturbing clarity. “You mean your fiancé?”

A sharp prick of pain stabbed Amber’s heart at the harshness in her father’s voice. “Never mind,” she muttered, turning away.

“Am, wait,” Craig insisted, regretting the outburst. “I’m sorry, that came out all wrong. You want to talk to me, tell me what’s wrong?” She turned back and the pain and confusion in her eyes clawed at his heart.

“I don’t know,” she mumbled, blinking back tears while taking a deep, shuddering breath. Her mind worked back to the eve of homecoming when he’d gazed up at her from the crowd of students. Their eyes met, lingered, and she was infinitely grateful the flush, which started in her toes and worked its way into her cheeks, could be attributed to the excitement and not to the heat in his gaze which had caused the blood to singe her veins. She’d wondered why she hadn’t noticed before how incredibly handsome he was.

They’d talked some, teased a little, and flirted a lot since then, until a couple of weeks ago. He wasn’t the same. His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes whenever his gaze happened to meet hers and he didn’t make it a point to speak to her. Quite the opposite in fact, he seemed to avoid her at every turn.

“We were getting along just fine until a few weeks ago. Everything’s changed and I don’t know why.”

“Have you asked?” 

She shook her head. 

“How do you expect to get to the truth if you don’t ask?”

Amber sighed, scrubbing the heels of her hands over her face. “I don’t know.”

Craig lifted her chin with his finger. “I’ve never known you to be a quitter, Amber. If you like this boy and you think he likes you, don’t you owe it to yourself and him to talk to him?” Craig asked, glad he wasn’t sixteen again. It didn’t cross his mind that her feelings might go deeper than those of any other sixteen-year-old he’d known, and he had no idea why he’d encouraged her relationship with some boy he knew nothing about! Making up his mind to find out more about Stanley Morrison, he walked with his daughter into the house to wash up before dinner while she helped her mother.

When Amber came to breakfast the next morning she seemed calmer, more self-assured, confident.

“Can you bring us this morning and pick Ace up this afternoon?” she asked her mother. “I need to stay after school.”

“Why do you need to stay after school?” Tamera wanted to know. Amber glanced at her father who was watching her, his eyebrow arched intently then turned back to her mother. After hours of praying last night, she’d made up her mind to confront the source of her agony right after school. 

“I need to get a misunderstanding with someone straightened out.”

Tamera nodded. “How will you get home?” 

“I’ll call if I can’t get a ride.”

A glance passed between her parents that Amber had long since learned was their way of agreeing or disagreeing with her requests. She waited in silence until her mother smiled and nodded her agreement. Thanking them, she rose from the table, picked up her and Ace’s dishes and carried them into the kitchen, her heart beating with a mixture of anticipation and trepidation.

When her daughter was out of earshot and Ace had left the table to get his book sack, Tamera arched an eyebrow at her husband. “Do you know what’s going on?”

Craig nodded. “Something’s wrong between her and Stanley, whoever the hell he is, and she doesn’t know what or why. So she’s going to try and talk to him.”

“And you approve of this?” his wife asked, surprise evident in her tone and expression.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Hell, what was I supposed to say yesterday when she asked me how you could tell if someone really likes you? I could see she was hurting and confused so I told her she owed it to herself and him to at least try and talk.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t tell me about this last night,” Tamera remarked. “And after your reaction the one time she mentioned his name, I’m even more shocked you’d allow her to stay after school, basically stranded, to talk to him.”

Craig sighed. The same thoughts had run through his mind, but it all boiled down to one thing. This he spoke aloud. “I trust her. I trust her judgment, and I trust that she’s not going to put herself in any danger. Besides, I’m going to do a little investigating myself and find out everything I can about this boy.”

Tamera heard the edge to his voice and cringed. “Just be careful not to overstep your boundaries.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “I’m her father; there are no boundaries,” he remarked, and then grinned. “Warning heeded though,” he said, pushing away from the table.

Walking to where she sat, he leaned down and brushed his lips across her cheek. “And, if you remember correctly we didn’t do much talking about anything last night,” he whispered, his tone husky.

A pretty flush filled her cheeks. Craig chuckled, kissed her again then, calling goodbye to his children, went out for another day of working cattle.

That afternoon Amber waited outside the building and prayed her courage wouldn’t desert her. 

Father give me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; the courage to change those that I can; and the wisdom to know the difference. Please, Lord, she added. I can’t do this without you. I don’t even know if I should. Please don’t let me appear forward or foolish. It’s just that...

What? she wondered. It’s just what? Closing her eyes again, she surrendered her thoughts to God. Let Your will be done, Father. If this is the man You’ve meant for me, then guide this meeting. In Jesus’ name I pray, Amen.

Opening her eyes, she saw Stanley walking toward his truck. Stepping out of the protective shadows, she called his name to halt his journey. He turned, his eyes flared, then narrowed when she took the few steps necessary to close the distance between them.

“What?”

He practically growled the word. “Uh...” Amber stuttered, blushed, and then plunged into the conversation before she could chicken out. “Is something wrong?”

Stanley Morrison had never felt so frustrated in all his life. She sure has a lot of nerve, he thought, angry that the mere sight of her still sent longing racing through his system.  She’d snagged his attention at the rodeo, his heart homecoming eve.

“I’d say so. I don’t like being lied to, stood up, or made a fool of, and that just about covers it,” he hissed, ticking off the accusations with his fingers.

Amber’s heart fluttered into her throat, heat rose in her veins at his tone. She took a deep breath and forced her voice to be calm. “Neither do I. Which exactly are you accusing me of?”

“Don’t play with me, Amber,” he barked, grabbing her by the arm. “I’m not some simpering dolt you can manipulate.”

A hint of temper slipped through her calm. Amber hissed, jerking free from his grasp. “And I’m not some helpless female you can brush off with the silent treatment and a cold shoulder. I want to know what’s wrong between us! I thought we were friends.” Her voice softened. “Or beginning to be.”

The flare of temper in her eyes set fire to his blood. She was even more beautiful when angry, like a goddess hell-bent on wrath. The thought speared through him like a shaft of ice. Stan ground his teeth in frustration. “I’m talking about the note Amber. You know, the card with the note telling me to meet you after school. Where were you? I waited for over an hour at the hamburger stand. You never showed up. I missed two hours of work by the time I gave up and went home.”

The glimmer of hope Amber felt that there was some kind of misunderstanding between them which could be straightened out was quickly drowned by anger. 

Someone was playing games with them. 

“I never gave you a card, Stanley. I would never do such a thing as you’re suggesting.”

Soft eyes, sincere tone, she had it down good, Stanley thought, fury clouding his judgment. Her unwavering gaze had him doubting himself. In the months since he lost his heart to her, he’d watched, and listened, and learned a lot about Amber Nichole Harris.

The only daughter of a wealthy rancher, she was liked by many, envied by most. She had a generous heart, often instigating fundraisers and donation drives for the homeless and the hungry. It was also known of the many gifts she’d given to the less fortunate in her school even though she refused to accept recognition for the deeds. Her complete lack of selfishness endeared her to all of the teachers and staff at Bandera High. The overall consensus was that God had His finger on her heart from the moment she was conceived.

The students were a different story. Guys fantasized, girls gossiped. Some liked her, many chided her generosity as showing off, and others outright despised her. Regardless, she never seemed to have a bad day. Always bright and cheerful she didn’t hang with any particular crowd and treated everyone with respect, making no preference between the rich, the poor, and the middle class. Despite her wealth, there wasn’t an ounce of snob in that beautiful body. Everyone was unique and special in her sight and she treated them as such.

In light of all this, now that Stanley thought about it with his head and not his heart, it was unlikely she would pull such a stunt. “Then who was it?” he wondered aloud. “And why?”

“I don’t know, but it wasn’t me,” she assured. “I wouldn’t hurt anyone that way.”

Stan raked his fingers through his hair. “I should’ve known,” he mumbled. “I’m sorry, Amber,” he apologized, touching her cheek. She smiled and desire twisted his gut.

“There’s nothing to apologize for. It was a misunderstanding,” she assured, feeling a flush warm her cheeks.

“It was stupid,” he countered, not willing to be let off the hook so easily.

“Please, there’s no need to say more,” Amber whispered, noticing how sunlight bounced off the gold highlights in his chestnut hair. Her fingers itched to run through it, to feel its texture, and see if it was as soft as it looked. She clenched her hands into fists and forcefully refrained from doing so.

Her eyes had gone soft and warm. Stanley couldn’t breathe or speak for the desire clamoring at his throat. He managed to smile, wanting desperately to take her in his arms and taste her lips. “I...” 

He tore his gaze away from her, commanding control to his raging senses. “Where’s your car?”

“My mom brought me this morning.”

Her brilliant sapphire gaze beckoned to his lighter blue one. Stan gazed at her for a long moment. Feeling as though he were drowning in a sea of indigo, he broke eye contact, took a deep breath and forced his thoughts into some semblance of order. “How will you get home?”

“I’ll call my dad, I guess.”

“Would your dad mind if I brought you home?” 

She dared to hope. “You want to bring me home?”

Stan smiled, her innocence a soothing balm to his raging hormones. “I’d be honored.”

Amber smiled back, resisting the urge to dance a jig. “I don’t think he’ll mind since it’ll save him a trip into town.”

“Let’s go then,” he took her hand, leading her to his truck only to find Lori Strickland leaning against it. “What’s up, Lors?” he asked. 

“I missed my bus.”

Stanley shook his head. “How’d you manage to do that again today?” 

Lori hated it when he used that tone with her, as though he were chiding his baby sister. Her eyes narrowed, chin jerked up. “I had detention.” 

“Great,” he muttered, digging in his pocket for the truck keys. “I’m sure your father will be so pleased to hear that,” he remarked, then nodded in Amber’s direction. 

“You two know each other I presume.” 

Amber smiled. “Hi, Lori, how are you?”

Lori muttered an ineligible reply. 

Stanley arched an eyebrow at her. “Rudeness is unbecoming for a young lady of your stature,” he commented, as she pushed her way into the truck the moment he opened the door. He eyed her, waiting for her to move on over so Amber could sit next to him. When she didn’t budge he rolled his eyes and forcefully refrained from slamming the door. Taking Amber by the hand, he led her around to the passenger side expecting Lori to have the common courtesy of leaning over and unlocking the door. Again she didn’t budge. Furious now, Stanley fumbled with his keys then dropped them, adding a layer of embarrassment to the already tense atmosphere. Muttering a curse, he bent down to pick them up, a hot flush stinging his cheeks.

“Sorry about all this, she can be such a brat sometimes,” he mumbled, shaking the dust out of his keys.

Rising, he stuck the key in the door and glanced at Amber. Her tender smile caught him off guard.

“It’s okay,” she whispered, touching his hand.

The caress shot through him like an electrical shock, her gaze drew him in. Their eyes locked in a heated embrace.

Stanley stood there a moment his tongue tied in knots, breath stuck in his throat, blood pounding in his veins, and wondered what in the world was wrong with him. He’d dated his share of girls but no one had ever captivated him with a single look or rendered him immobile with a simple touch.

“Oh, c’mon, get a room already!” Lori shouted, her rude comment breaking the sensual spell. 

Stanley jerked open the door and leaned toward her, his eyes blazing like the hot blue of a flame.

“Y’know, Lori, it’s a good thing you’re not my little sister cause I’d be sorely tempted to take you over my knee about now.” Lori’s lip curled in defiance. He turned back to Amber. “I’m more than willing to give you a ride home, but I’d also understand completely if you’d rather not be in the company of such rudeness.”

One glance at the two of them convinced Amber it would be better if they weren’t left alone just yet. She smiled and climbed in. “I’m more than happy to accept the ride, present company included,” she said, pitying Lori the tongue lashing which was bound to come regardless of how much she deserved it.

A tense, wary silence accompanied them on the drive to the Rockin’ H ranch as each immersed in their own thoughts, though a couple of times Stanley did manage to glance over Lori’s head and offer Amber an apologetic grin. As usual, her answering smile took his breath away. She turned to him when he pulled up to her house.

“There’s my father now,” she remarked, seeing Craig ride up to the barn. “Would you like to meet him?”

Stan hesitated, no doubt in his mind Craig Harris wouldn’t be too impressed with him after he found out who he was and that he was just some lowly hired hand with no money and big dreams. And he’d already had enough frustration for one afternoon.

“I really need to get to work,” he said. “And I need to get Miss Manners here home before her father starts to worry about who she’s with and what she’s doing,” he muttered, glaring at Lori as he spoke.

Seeing the uncertainty and frustration in his eyes, Amber swallowed her protests. “Okay, next time,” she said, masking her disappointment with a cheerful tone, and waited while he climbed out and hurried around to her side of the truck.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Lori,” she remarked, not really expecting a reply, and reached for Stanley’s hand when he opened the door.

Stan took her hand and helped her out of the truck. Glancing over his shoulder, he was relieved to see her father busy loosening the saddle on his horse. “Tomorrow,” he promised, raising her hand to his mouth and brushing his lips across her knuckles. He saw her blush, felt her tremble and released her hand with a smile.

Amber exited the scene as gracefully as she could manage on legs that wobbled. Turning, she waved once before walking toward the barn to greet her father.

Stan watched a moment, decided he was the biggest chicken in Texas, then left, the drive from the Rockin’ H to the Bar S no less tense than the entire afternoon had been. Growing up an only child, he had no idea how to handle Lori or her attitudes. 

“Move over,” he told her, giving her a slight shove with his elbow when she ignored him. Huffing, she flounced to the passenger side and crossed her arms over her chest. The defiant angle of her chin warned Stanley to watch his step while assuring him any amount of chiding would be a waste of breath. Pulling into the Bar S, he parked his truck, disembarked, and slammed the door shut, leaving her to get out on her own.

* * * * *
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Craig glanced at his daughter as she approached, his eyebrow arched in curiosity. “I’m guessing by the dreamy look on your face everything’s straightened out?”

Amber smiled. “Yeah, it was all a big misunderstanding.”

“Good,” her father remarked. “I guess,” he muttered, taking the horse’s reins and walking toward the stall, expecting her to accompany him as usual. “What do you know about this boy?” he asked, when she fell into step beside him.

“I know he’s the one for me,” she answered with a sigh, grinning when her father glared at her.

“Besides that,” he said, tossing her a brush.

Knowing him so well, Amber couldn’t help but tease her father.

“I’m sure you’ve been snooping around since we talked yesterday,” she taunted, brushing the horse while he used the currycomb. “So, you tell me what you know then I’ll tell you what I know.”

His eyes narrowed into tiny slits of shimmering steel, but his mouth twitched in response to her teasing. 

“I can tell you that I don’t know near enough to allow him to even set foot around you much less consider you two being alone together. Only heaven knows why I allowed it this afternoon.”

Amber giggled. “Well then, you should be relieved to know we weren’t alone. Lori had detention so he had to bring her home too. And, you’ll be happy to know she parked herself right between us the whole way here.”

“Remind me to thank Lori the next time I see her,” Craig remarked. “Now your turn, what do you know about him?”

Amber thought a moment, realizing she really knew very little about the man she intended to marry. She knew he was new to the area and that he’d moved there over the summer and was currently working and living at a neighboring ranch. It was his first, and as a senior, last year at school. She knew he liked to sing, and could do it very well. He was often seen in the school courtyard during lunch break strumming his guitar and crooning a song with girls swarming around him like bees around a hive. She heard he was nineteen. Relaying the limited knowledge to her father, she wasn’t overly surprised to hear his shocked reply.

“Nineteen! What’s a nineteen-year-old still doing in high school? Strike two in my book.”

“Strike two? What’s strike one?”

“Strike one is that he didn’t deem it necessary to get down and introduce himself when he brought you home.”

“Daddy,” she chided. “If you’d been privy to the stunt Lori pulled this afternoon, the brunt of it actually, you wouldn’t feel like meeting anyone’s father, either. Especially my father.”

Craig frowned. “And what exactly does that mean?”

Amber rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. You know exactly what it means. I’m the daughter of the wealthiest rancher in the county, possibly the wealthiest rancher in Texas. What guy wouldn’t be intimidated by that?” 

He cocked his head. “One who really cares. I didn’t realize you felt this way, that you were ashamed of who you are.”

Realizing she’d come across all wrong, Amber sighed then smiled. “I’m not ashamed of who I am, Daddy. In fact, just the opposite, I’m proud of who I am. I’m proud of you. I’m proud of what all you’ve accomplished, and the wealth you’ve worked so hard to accumulate,” she assured, her voice soft, serious. 

“I just don’t understand why other people put so much emphasis on it. I want someone who’ll love me for who I am, not for what I have,” she admitted, taking the currycomb from him and putting it away with the brush.

“And you think this boy is the one who’ll do that? Especially in light of how little you know about him?”

“I don’t know. There’s just something about him. Something special. I felt it from the moment our eyes met homecoming eve.”

Craig grunted. “Don’t tell me you believe in love at first sight.”

“Don’t you?”

He shook his head. “It sure wasn’t love at first sight between me and your mother.”

She giggled. “If I remember the story correctly that’s because you were being a jerk.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle. “Watch your mouth, young lady.”

In reply his daughter merely offered him a sweet, innocent smile, slipped her arm through his and walked with him to the house for dinner.

* * * * *
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Stanley lay on his bunk that evening his feet crossed, hands propped behind his head, hair damp and curling from his shower. His mind relived the afternoon’s events. The frustration and anger with Lori had in no way lessened the excitement of being with Amber. The memory of how she looked, her face flushed, those gorgeous eyes flashing with anger followed by depths of tenderness had need curling through his soul, drowning out the doubts which plagued his mind. He knew he wasn’t good enough for her, that she was way out of his league. But all he could think about was how beautiful she was and hope everything he’d learned and observed of her was real and that she wouldn’t care that they were miles apart on the social scale.

He was born poor, the only son of a wannabe big shot. His father was spoiled, selfish, and illegitimate. His grandmother had raised him after his parents were killed in an automobile accident when he was nine-years-old. He’d left his hometown of Greenville, Arkansas two days after her death. What little cash he had, he used sparingly, saving the bulk of his inheritance for later use. Common sense and thrifty spending enabled him to get to Bandera and held him over until he found a job

Stan knew the best thing he had going for him was his unshakable faith in God and his God-given ability to communicate with horses. He knew horseflesh better than most men twice his age and had an innate ability to pick, break, and train them to be gentle, loyal, creatures. That too had aided him in obtaining a position at the Bar S Ranch, a position which paid a wage plus room and board. The job was nice, but it was just a beginning. Here, in Bandera, he hoped to fulfill his dream of owning and operating a successful horse ranch.
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Chapter Two
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“Amber, Daddy said to tell you there’s a beat up, black truck coming down the road!”

Ace’s voice carried up the stairs and through the door of her room. Amber stopped typing, her fingers frozen in midair above the keyboard. She’d been typing all day, pounding away at the keys as the short story she was writing took on the appearance of a novel in the making. Excitement made her lose her train of thought. Saving the material to disk, she turned off the computer, ran a brush through her hair and bounded down the stairs in time to answer the door before Ace could get to it.

Laughing, she looked up into Stan’s blue eyes as her brother rushed out between them. “Hi!” she greeted.

Stan grinned. “Hi. I thought I would run out and wish you a happy birthday since I didn’t have your phone number.”

“How did you know it was my birthday?”

“A little bird told me,” he teased. In truth, he’d heard it announced on the radio. “Why don’t I have your phone number?” he asked. Amber laughed, a deep, sensual sound that had him smiling in return and wondering what the joke was. Somehow Stan had the feeling he was part of it.

“I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I hoped it would work. I was beginning to doubt the wisdom, but it worked,” she admitted, giggling, and then explained when his eyebrow arched in question. 

“You never asked so I deliberately didn’t give you my number. That way you would have to look it up or come out here if you wanted to talk to me. My mother taught me not to be presumptuous.”

Her eyes sparkled with laughter and a hint of mischief. “And I fell for it; hook, line and sinker didn’t I, you little fox,” Stanley accused, feeling like an idiot. But he couldn’t be angry at her when he’d chided himself all day for not asking for her number in the first place.

“Come in,” she offered stepping back from the door. 

“Where are your parents?”

“I’m not sure, but they must be close by since Daddy is the one who sent Ace in to tell me he saw your truck coming down the road.”

“Why don’t we sit out here until then,” he offered, reaching a hand to her then settling on the porch swing.

Touched by his old-fashioned sensibilities Amber sat beside him. They talked, waiting for her parents’ return.

“I tried finding out who put that note in my locker,” Stan said.

Amber arched an eyebrow at him. “Any luck?”

“No,” he admitted with a sigh. “Seems it just appeared out of thin air, but if I ever do find out, whoever’s responsible will never pull that on anyone again.”

She smiled at his tone. “Does it really matter?” 

Stan eyed her. “What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s obvious, to me anyway, the sole purpose of the note was to cause a rift between us. And though it worked for a time, whoever is responsible must know by now they didn’t succeed. So, what difference does it make now?”

Stan smiled at her point and lifted her hand to his mouth, brushing his lips across her knuckles. “None I guess,” he remarked. Catching a glimpse of riders galloping into the barn out of the corner of his eye he wondered if they were her parents, but didn’t voice the question aloud, figuring he’d find out soon enough.

* * * * *
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Craig paused at the barn entrance. “I wonder what he wants,” he muttered. It hadn’t set well with him that the boy didn’t introduce himself the day he brought Amber home from school, nor had he made a point to do so since. And it irritated him royally that Amber walked around singing some long-forgotten Carpenter’s song about a guy with ‘gold dust in his hair and golden starlight in his eyes of blue.’ She used to hate that song, always said it was corny.

He hated it now.

“He probably wants the same thing you wanted at his age,” Tamera teased, seeing his eyes darken and jaw harden.

“That’s not funny, Temper. When I was his age I had a truckload of responsibility on my shoulders. I didn’t have time to court a girl without the thought of meeting her parents.”

“Court?” Tamera laughed, rolling her
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