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			PROLOGUE

			Lola Grande and Valley View shared much more than a boundary fence. The lives of the Grayson family and the Calhoun family had intertwined many times over the years, so they had strong personal ties. It was those strong ties that helped them through the traumatic death of Trace Grayson that devastated both families. Life changed for everyone. The Grayson family had met the challenges the last year presented, and the black sorrow was behind them. Time had allowed them to heal. They had accepted life as it was. Trace was gone.

			Life goes on and it only goes in one direction. The Graysons were ready to step into the future and embrace each day. They were now the future of Lola Grande for the generations to come. This was their home, their land, their legacy. They were Lola Grande.

			Life changes just like seasons change from one to another. Seasons teach one to acknowledge change. Life teaches one to accept change. Life can be complicated with twists and turns that can change one’s life in an instant. Fate is a powerful force. So is faith. God had given them the strength and courage they needed to move forward with renewed hope.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Tough times don’t break us. That seemed to be the Grayson motto. The Grayson family had endured a challenging year and survived a major tragedy, the fire at Lola Grande that had taken Trace Grayson’s life. The first few months were difficult for all of them, but they had no choice but to adapt. They struggled through the sudden changes one day at a time while learning to adjust to the changes within themselves and each other. Time allowed them to heal so they could embrace the changes, adjust, and move forward. There were still stressful times, but life had settled into a routine as it returned to normal. Everyone moved forward and accepted the changes in their lives.

			It had been a difficult year, especially in the beginning. The Graysons were a proud family. Even though they wished they didn’t need it, they had to accept outside help. When Rio Ortiz first arrived at Lola Grande, he was hired as a temporary employee to help out after the fire while living on site in his camper van. Lola Grayson, the family matriarch, was a strong, independent woman and everyone knew she was the boss. She could also be very intimidating. Though Lola Grayson’s manner was polite but cool, it was much warmer than that of her daughter-in-law. Kit Grayson didn’t want Rio Ortiz there. She wanted her old life back. She wanted her husband. She wanted her kids to still have their dad. Rio figured Kit was trouble the day he met her. He also knew she didn’t like him, but she irritated and attracted him at the same time. She was feisty, spirited, and argumentative. For months it seemed like every encounter resulted in conflict. He had learned early that Kit and her mother-in-law, Lola, were stronger than they looked. Both women were stubbornly independent, outspoken, and honest. Rio soon learned the two women were demanding, and every once in a while one of them would catch him off guard. He knew better than to mess with either one of them.

			Rio had no idea what he was getting into and there were days when he wondered why he stayed. The fact that they needed him was reason enough. His being there helped them get through what could have been an even harder time. The Graysons were dealing with an agonizing loss, and Rio was determined to do anything he could to help.

			Rio’s temporary employment became permanent, and he moved into the living quarters that had been added onto the horse facility during the rebuild. Rio had made an impact on all of their lives and continued to do so. In the beginning, Kit struggled with his presence and all the attention he was giving the kids, but she accepted it knowing the kids missed their dad. He was unlike anyone they had met. The kids were fascinated by him. The long-haired, tattooed man didn’t depict the cowboys they were used to. Despite everything, Rio had earned Lola’s respect and Kit’s trust.

			*****

			Spring brings renewed life, Mother Nature brings beauty, and a new day brings hope. Kit understood why mornings had always been Trace’s favorite time of day. He would often have a coffee outside waiting for the rest of the family to rise. The house was quiet as Kit grabbed a coffee on her way through the kitchen. The early glow in the eastern sky welcomed her as she sat in one of the wicker chairs and leaned back to admire the view. The delicious smell of her coffee could only be outdone by the fresh mountain air blowing in off the mountains. She never tired of the view as she slowly scanned the landscape. This morning it was positively stunning as the pale dawn light crept over the horizon. It had rained during the night. The leaves had been freshly washed, the dew sparkled on the lawn. Spring had brought everything back to life.

			Everywhere Kit looked, Trace’s presence was there. It always would be. Kit found it hard to believe it had been a year since he was gone but there were days if felt like a lifetime. Kit had accepted what happened and was getting on with her life, grateful it was back in balance. For a long time, one side weighed heavy with loss. In one day, Kit Grayson’s life had been destroyed. When it happened, she had been consumed by bitterness, drowning in sorrow, and angry at life. She had worked her way out of her heavy depression, and acceptance allowed her to move forward. It also made life easier. Kit was learning to keep Trace in her life while at the same time letting him go. She had emerged from the darkness that had engulfed her. Now that her eyes were no longer clouded by despair, she could again appreciate the beauty of a new day.

			Trace had been her life. She missed what they should have had. This wasn’t how their story was supposed to end. They were going to live happily ever after as they spent their lives together. Instead, fate had stepped in and taken him from her. A future with Trace was never to be. Kit knew she would always treasure her years with Trace. Recalled memories no longer brought bitterness, just a sense of loss of something precious. A wave of sadness washed over her, and tears gathered. Kit missed the emotions Trace always evoked, the depth of their feelings for each other, the sole deep satisfaction of their love.

			The Grayson family had met the challenges the last year presented and survived. The black sorrow was behind them and the world around them was again familiar to the sight. This was the start of a new journey down a familiar road. Kit was grateful to be back in the regular routine she silently described as her new normal. Trace was gone but his dreams for Lola Grande were still alive. It was a solemn day when Finn faced his mom and his grandmother with his plan of action. His words left no room for discussion, “Caballo Stables was Dad’s mark on something that was to stand for generations. Dad had a reputation for being an excellent horse trainer. Lola Grande is also known for fine stock. We will continue on with the breeding. I’m a Grayson and I’m not afraid of hard work. I’m not too young to take over the business and you know I’m responsible.” Finn had no intention of disappointing anyone. From the day his dad died, Finn continued to keep his dad’s business operational. Caballo Stables hadn’t lost any business due to the fire.

			Caballo Stables started as Trace’s dream, but that dream was passed down to his son. Finn had the same desire as his dad and was keeping his dad’s dream alive. Trace wanted the Grayson name to mean something, but he started Caballo Stables because of his love for horses. He never let his meager upbringing hold him back. Instead, he focused on his future. Trace had paid his dues and earned a reputation for training excellent cutting horses. He had passed his skills on to his son. Finn stepped into adulthood and filled his dad’s shoes. This was his reality. Caballo Stables was his future, just like it was his dad’s. Like his dad, he loved this life, and this was what he wanted to do. Finn was also an excellent trainer. Finn had already earned a sound reputation, so Caballo Stables maintained their credibility in the industry. Finn was training the horses while Rio took care of running Lola Grande and helping Finn when needed. They had adapted to life without Trace and with Rio living at Lola Grande. Having Rio on site made a difference. The changes were working out better than Kit expected.

			Sadly, Finn carried a high level of responsibility at too young an age. He was still in high school when his dad died. His life had changed more than the younger ones. Not only had he taken over the role left by his father as a full-time horse trainer, horse breeder and businessman, he also felt he was now the head of the family.

			The Grayson name meant something beyond their own area due to Trace Grayson’s commitment and hard work. They had lost Diego, their renowned stud horse, in the fire, but the breeding program was continuing with Rebel. Phoenix, the last foal sired by Diego, had the same undeniable fine lineage in his veins. He would be raised as a stud horse, but they would wait another year. Caballo Stables would retain their reputation for having fine stud horses. Meanwhile, their own stock was growing. Coco had delivered a beautiful filly named Buttercup. Rebel would breed Coco again as soon as she was ready.

			On top of everything, Kit had three children that needed her, now more than ever. It was time to stop dwelling on dreams that were gone and focus on her family. Finn would be graduating, Kenzie was already a teenager who had gradually adjusted to the death of her dad. Eight-year-old Benny was struggling. This weighed heavily on Kit who was dealing with her own struggles. It was hard being a single parent and Kit missed being able to turn to another parent for support. Kit would often ask Lola for advice, and it usually brought a sense of comfort. Hearing her family stir, Kit headed indoors. Kit still had responsibilities and obligations. She would be glad when school was over. It would make life a little easier, especially for Finn.

			Lola Grayson remained the matriarch of Lola Grande and continued to live in the suite above the garage. Lola had also become a widow at a young age when her boys were still teenagers. She had left her native Mexico when she married Tom Grayson against her parent’s wishes, thereby severing all ties with her family. Her new life became a transient lifestyle due to her husband being unable to keep a job for long. That changed when they arrived at Valley View and the sudden death of her husband shortly after. A chain of compelling events resulted in Lola and her sons putting down permanent roots as the owners of Lola Grande and establishing the future of the Grayson family. Lola continued to devote her life to Kit and her children, who she loved unconditionally despite the challenges they often presented. There were times tempers flared, and angry words were spoken, especially between Kit and Lola. They both had fiery tempers but given time they worked things out. That’s what family did.

			Most evenings cooled quickly, and tonight was no exception. Kit went outside to bring in more firewood. It would be a treat to sit by the fire and read the latest book by her favorite author. She was anxious to escape her life for a while. With the fire lit, Kit crossed the room and sat in the rocking chair. Tonight, her book couldn’t hold her attention. Rocking gently back and forth, tucked away memories emerged as she drifted in thought, silently reliving parts of her past. Her grandmother had bought the chair when Kit’s mother had discovered she was pregnant, but it was her grandmother who had spent hours rocking her precious granddaughter because her own mother continued to abandon her. This was the chair that had brought comfort to Kit during her own pregnancy, knowing there would be no father to welcome her baby because her husband Mike had died. She had spent hours rocking Benny, the little boy who had been the one that tied the Graysons and the Calhouns together. So much had changed. Kit accepted there would aways be changes and nobody knew what the future would bring.

			Her life had been overshadowed by Trace’s death and for too long her world was cloaked in darkness. The old Kit had slowly emerged as she worked her way out of her heavy depression. She once again began to appreciate the gift of today and all she had to be grateful for. Kit had picked up the shattered pieces of her heart and time had helped her put it back together. She would not keep it closed. Kit knew both Doc Parker and Rio Ortiz had feelings for her. Could she put her life with Trace behind her and move on? Was she willing to open herself up to love again? The thought was as scary as it was exciting. She would have to wait and see what the future held.

			Kit’s mind immediately turned to Rio. She really had been judgmental about him when he first arrived. Once she got to know him better, her outlook changed. She knew she had judged him unfairly. She had pegged him as a poor immigrant looking to take advantage of the system that allowed him to work in Canada or of his family who had migrated here. Or both. In time she discovered he was well-educated and well-traveled. There was a self-assurance about Rio. Like Trace, the look in his eyes was always direct and despite an aura of power he had a sensitive and caring side he tried to keep hidden.

			Kit remembered the day Rio had arrived unexpectedly at Lola Grande. Deep in thought, she had rounded the corner of the barn and bumped into a solid wall of muscle, knocking the wind out of her. She was unable to hide the fact that his unexpected appearance had unnerved her. She was not happy to see a stranger on their land. Kit was aware of everything about him as she openly inspected him. He was tall and formidable, an imposing figure and there was a quality of roughness in his lean, hard features. The stranger was dark-skinned with eyes as black as coal. His face was weathered from sun and wind, light crease lines at the corners of his eyes. The dark stubble covering his strong jaw only emphasized the chiseled planes of his face. A small scar over his eyebrow added interest to his rakish features. The imperfection enhanced his masculine appeal. He was so blatantly macho, yet he was attractive in a savage way. When he turned away from her, she was shocked to see his hair was braided and hung down to his waist. Kit was more aware of him than she would have liked. Dormant feelings stirred as Kit continued to assess him. Her eyes slid appreciatively across the taut power of his chest and down his strong arms, taking in the corded muscles in his broad shoulders, and the aura of power was more than well-developed muscles. Rio was a remarkably disturbing man, and he continually annoyed her. Not in the same way as Trace, who could annoy and charm her at the same time. Rio never made an effort to charm her, but he kept igniting the desire she missed from Trace. There was a draw to him. The kids, Lola, even the dog liked Rio.

			Because Kit and Rio had gotten off on the wrong foot, there was often underlying tension between the two of them. She knew she could have handled things better when Rio first arrived at Lola Grande. It had taken Kit time to see Rio for who he was instead of looking through her grief that had clouded her vision for a long time. She had been stuck in a negative space caused by the traumatic turn of events due to Trace’s death. Life-changing events and she didn’t know how to cope. She was depressed and feeling sorry for herself, and angry at everything and everyone. She was too angry to think clearly and kept lashing out at everyone, especially Rio. He was the perfect scapegoat. It wasn’t fair, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t let her anger go because Trace’s death was unjustified. It didn’t have to happen.

			Rio was so different than what she first thought. She finally dropped her guard to give him a chance since he was part of their lives. Things were now comfortable between them. His presence at Lola Grande had helped everyone get through what could have been an even harder time. He was a hard worker and he and Finn had formed a strong bond as well as a good working relationship. It took time for Kit to see Rio for who he really was instead of through her grief. She had to admit her preconceived ideas of Rio were unfair and unjustified. She really had judged him unfairly. Now that she knew him better her outlook had changed. In time, Kit discovered the nurturing side of him as he spent more time with her children. Kit had to admit Rio had proven himself day after day. He could do anything and did everything. He had put in long hours to get the inside of the rebuilt barn set up so Finn could donate his time to training. She had learned to respect his opinion even when it differed from hers. Given time she found him to be confident and sure of himself and had nothing to prove to others.

			Things had become more comfortable between them, but he was still a very disturbing man. Despite the fact that Rio could confuse her, desire kept surfacing, especially when he looked at her a certain way. Guarding herself against it or not, Rio got to her. He bothered her like Trace used to. There were as many similarities to Trace as there were differences. Was that the draw or was it the man himself? Trace could always make her heart beat faster. For some reason, being around Rio brought back the old familiar ache of missing Trace.

			Kit’s train of thought shifted, and she smiled when her thoughts turned to Doc. Her dear friend was thoughtful, charming, and funny. He was a kind and decent man, and they shared the same strong values. They had so many things in common and they were comfortable with each other. Doc had a relaxed and easy manner. He had a caring nature and was always considerate. She knew he was someone she could always rely on. She liked his quietness and gentleness. Kit knew Doc would like to fill the role vacated by Trace. She hoped she wasn’t the reason he never married. During her grieving stage, Doc had revealed his deep feelings for her and his gentle kiss on the cheek advanced to more. The only catch in her heart was due to the fact that she didn’t have the same feelings for him. It was different when Rio kissed her. It was his kisses that ignited buried feelings. Kit wondered if that would change if she looked at Doc as more than the tender vet who had always been a family friend. She had never had romantic feelings for Doc, but could that change if she gave him a chance? Doc had always been overshadowed by Trace as he stood in the background of their lives. With Trace gone, could she see Doc in a different light? To do that she needed to discover who the real Dr. Jim Parker was. Would she discover a different person behind the guise of indifference he had always worn due to a loyal friendship?

			Thinking about other men no longer felt like a betrayal. It was just confusing. Even though both men were confident, they were two totally different men. Doc was loyal and settled. He had an established practice and a secure future. Rio had no deep roots. He could disappear as suddenly as he had arrived. Here one minute and gone the next. For some reason that thought made her heart catch. The time spent thinking of Doc and Rio reminded her of the aching void in her life. She felt a combination of emotions as she vowed not to remain caught in the past. Life was filling the emptiness in her heart with happiness. Would there be another man in her future? For now, her questions remained unanswered. She would have to wait and see.

			Recalled memories no longer brought bitterness, just a sense of loss of something precious. It wasn’t fair that some had to die so young. Kit was able to look forward with a clear vision, not one that was clouded by her loss. Trace now joined a host of others who had passed. Even though she missed them, she chose to remember the happiness she had with them, rather than the emptiness left behind. It was time to stop dwelling on dreams that were gone and turn to those around her. If her past had taught Kit anything, it was that she was strong enough to endure the changes life presented. Change will happen and a person had to learn to embrace it and move forward. She knew she was blessed so she would meet each new day with grace and thanks. New memories would be made. She would live in the present and look forward to the future. It would continue to be full of surprises, good and bad. If that took on the form of a new love, Kit would welcome it. She had moved on when Mike died, and she found love with Trace. She would always love Mike and Trace. Both men had been a significant part of her life. She was grateful for all they had added to her life, but she would move on.

			Time passed unnoticed. Sitting alone brought the stark reality of her solitary existence. Life could change quickly, and it wasn’t always what you expected. Kit ached for something but wasn’t sure if she was ready to commit. It would mean another big change in her life. She knew she cared for both men, so she had to give them a chance. She was still learning new things about both of them. She wasn’t the only one who had changed in the last year. Kit knew Rio Ortiz and Doc Parker would both have an impact on her life moving forward. She felt pulled in two directions between two decent men. She didn’t want to hurt either of them so continued to try to keep her feelings neutral. Nor did she want to give either of them false encouragement, but she needed to spend time with both men to see what her true feelings were. She would know who was right because she would want to build a life with him and have him be the father to her children. Change didn’t have to be bad. Kit’s eyes became blinded by tears as she slowly removed her wedding ring, the final act of acceptance.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Kit allowed herself to remain in bed for a few more minutes even though she heard her kids begin to stir. Their lives had been rather chaotic for the last year, but they had survived. A few minutes later she tossed back the covers and got up. On her way to the shower, she stopped to gaze out her bedroom window. The mild winter had come and gone but spring could still bring unexpected storms. Kit loved spring but those weren’t friendly clouds forming over the mountains. The forecast was for showers by late afternoon with heavier rain in the evening. At this time of the year the rain was welcomed by everyone.

			Kit was on her way downstairs when Kenzie called her into her room. Kenzie was all sweetness and charm when she wanted something. “You look nice this morning, Mom. I like it when you wear your hair down. Mine takes so much work if I want it to look like yours. I don’t know why people keep saying I’m lucky to have curly hair.”

			Kit was tall and willowy for a woman. She remained fit due to the physical work she did around the ranch. Usually, she pulled her luscious auburn hair up in a loose knot, but she was running late because she had remained in bed longer than she should have. Her face was free of make-up and she was casually dressed in jeans and sweat shirt. Kit tried to help where she could, because ranching, like parenting, was a job you do every day. Some days, parenting was the harder job. Kit had to smile to herself. She recognized Kenzie’s attempt to practice the art of subtlety, but she was far from mastering it.

			Kenzie was usually direct like her mother. Kit immediately wondered what was up. When Trace was alive she could always wrap her dad around her little finger but with him gone Kenzie still had to work on her skills to get her mom to do what she wanted. She gave her mom a pleading look, “I’d like to change my room. I’ve outgrown this childish decor.”

			Kit looked around and smiled. Kenzie was right. Her little girl had grown up so much over the last year. It was time to pack tangible childhood memories away to make room for positive changes. “Do you have anything in mind?”

			Kenzie was surprised by her mom’s response and opened her iPad to pull up a few items saved in “Favorites”.

			Kit was impressed and could see Kenzie had put a lot of time and effort into planning her new bedroom. “Let’s talk later; it’s time to get ready for school. I’m going down to start breakfast.” She knocked on Benny’s door as she passed by and got an abrupt, “I’m up.”

			Lola had joined them for breakfast for a change. She was still a striking woman with natural beauty who had aged well. As always, her hair was pulled back and knotted at the base of her neck. Having lived in rural Alberta for years, she had adapted to casual western clothing. Before they were even seated, Kenzie was telling Lola what they were planning. It remained the topic of conversation throughout breakfast.

			Lola couldn’t help but smile at the excitement in her granddaughter’s voice, “It sounds like you are leaning toward a vintage look that will be a balance of sophistication and youthfulness.”

			“I guess I am, Lita.” The grandchildren had always called her Lita which was short for grandmother in Spanish.

			Kit interjected, “I have an idea. Before we do anything, let’s go over to Valley View. I have some of my grandmother’s furniture stored there. I didn’t need it when I moved to Alberta because I lived with my grandparents until I married your dad. I know there’s an old desk and chair that might work. Anything we find and you want can be refurnished and painted.”

			“Can we go tonight?”

			“We’ll go Sunday morning when we have more time, and I can give your grandpa a heads-up that we might need some man muscle to help load things into the truck. Besides, it’s going to rain all day.”

			“Can I paint my room?” To Kenzie’s surprise, her mom readily agreed. “And the ceiling? It will look really cool.”

			“I don’t see why not. We can also look at wallpaper if you would like to do an accent wall. This will be a great project.”

			Lola turned to Benny who had been quiet throughout the whole meal. Hoping to draw him into conversation she asked, “What about you? Do you want to change your room too?”

			“I’ve had enough changes in my life.” These days Kit’s little boy was often sullen and withdrawn. If it wasn’t that, he would lash out in anger. Benny fled up the stairs without saying another word. Lola expected Benny to want to change his room like his sister, so she was surprised by his reaction. Benny’s reaction bothered Kit.

			After lunch, Kit went outside to prepare the flower beds for her annuals to be planted. The air was heavy, but she wanted to get it done before it rained. Kit was the one who tended to the flowers. Lola spent her time out in the garden behind the house. Everyone enjoyed the fruits of her labor. Fresh vegetables at meal time were always a treat and canned and frozen vegetables carried them through to the next growing season. The wind had increased, the sun hid behind the clouds, and the temperature had dropped considerably. When Kit was done she grabbed a coffee and went back outside. She had just sat down in her rocker when the bus pulled up to the drive. She watched Benny and Kenzie, thinking how much they had changed in the last year. Kenzie had seemed to bounce back from losing her dad, but she knew Benny continued to struggle. Her loveable Benny was gone, and she didn’t know how to get him back. She missed the little boy who liked to cuddle and was carefree and happy. “How was school, Benny?” Kit frowned when her question only earned a glare as he walked past her without a word.

			“Geez Mom, you better make a doctor’s appointment for Benny. I think he’s going deaf.”

			Kit wasn’t amused. “Honestly, Kenzie, you could make more of an effort not to always bug your brother.”

			“Sorry,” she said, even though she didn’t feel sorry in the least.

			Benny went inside but Kenzie sat down in the chair next to her mom. Together they watched the light show in the west.

			“Do you have any idea what’s bothering your brother?”

			Kenzie shook her head. He was always the annoying younger brother, so she didn’t see anything different about him.

			The next crack of thunder was much louder. When it started to rain they headed indoors. They could be in for a real storm before the day was over. Kit started supper and to Kit’s surprise Kenzie stayed to help, and they talked about the end of school and the upcoming graduation party to celebrate the end of junior high.

			Lola usually had her evening meals with the family and more often than not Rio was invited to join them. Kenzie began setting the table, “Don’t set a place for Rio.” Rio had gone to the city and said he wouldn’t be back until late. As soon as supper was done both kids headed up to their rooms, Kenzie to do homework and Benny to mope. After they were finished cleaning up Kit and Lola sat back down and had a second cup of coffee and chatted. Kit told her about Benny’s rude behavior. “I’m not quite sure how to deal with Benny these days but I can’t allow Trace’s death to be an excuse to allow bad behavior.” Kit hated confrontations. They were extremely upsetting, but parenting never stopped. There always seemed to be one challenge after another. Some days were more challenging than others.

			“Give him time and be grateful that Finn and Kenzie have adjusted as well as they have. Benny will get there, too.” Lola treated Kit as an equal in the running of the ranch, but Kit was the head of the household. She tried her best not to interfere, but she readily acted as a sounding board for the frustrated mother.

			By the time Lola headed back to her place the rain was relentless but by midnight it was only a faint drizzle, and the wind had died down. Kit went up to bed and checked on the kids before heading to her room. It remained part of her nightly routine since the night Trace died.

			It had been quite the storm and a moist, earthy scent still hung in the air. Finn knew he would have to train in the indoor arena for a couple of days. That was one of the benefits Caballo Stables could offer and his clients appreciated that Finn always put their horse’s safety first. Finn had taken on a new yearling and it would be boarded at Lola Grande. It brought in additional income, but it also meant additional work.

			Kit watched Finn take the newest horse over to the arena. He wanted to get in a training so he could take Sunday off. Kit’s dad had invited the whole family for a barbecue. The men could visit while the women explored the Quonset for stored treasures. After the initial training and introducing Patches to his new stall, Finn stopped to talk to Rio, and they stood side by side watching Phoenix prance around in the far paddock. He was a superb horse who was high-spirited, but it was still too soon to let him take on his role as a stud horse. He was anxious, but Finn knew his dad would tell him to wait a little longer.

			There was no mistaking the admiration and respect in Rio’s voice when he said, “Your dad taught you well. He would be impressed by the fine young man you’ve become and how you have handled things over the last year. Your mom is also very proud of you.” Kit and Trace had molded Finn into a fine young man.

			After his dad died Finn had something to prove, this time to himself. Even though he homeschooled his last year of high school and kept Caballo Stables operational he graduated with honors. It had taken commitment and determination, and Finn knew his dad would have been proud of him. He had come a long way from the vulnerable youth who showed up at the ranch and thought he was stupid. Fate had pushed Finn into adulthood with both hands and Finn had become a man overnight. He couldn’t have done it without the support of everyone, including Rio. “I didn’t do it alone and having you here definitely helped. I’m glad to have you here. I think we all are even though my mom and you definitely got off to a bad start.”

			“That’s putting it mildly.”

			They were distracted as Doc drove by on his way up to the house. He continued to drop by regularly on his way home from town. The two men exchanged courtesy waves. There was no longer any tension or awkwardness between the two men. They were civil to each other, but they weren’t friends.

			At first Doc dropped by out of concern, but Rio knew it was more than that. Rio’s expression revealed a familiar trace of irritation. He knew what Doc’s intention were, but Kit continued to confuse Rio. He actually thought there was something developing between himself and Kit. He knew she was as aware of the chemistry between them as he was. Rio’s life had taken on more meaning since living here.

			Rio often watched from afar. Today, he watched as Doc strolled up the steps to the front door. Kit greeted him warmly. Rio knew she valued their friendship even more with Trace gone but he knew the vet wanted more. Both Doc and Rio had strong feelings for Kit, stronger than simple attraction.

			Finn and Rio remained standing against the rail. “I think Doc has a thing for my mom. I think Doc thinks you also have a thing for her.” So did Finn. There was a hint of amusement in Finn’s eyes.

			The look Rio gave Finn was indifferent, “You know I don’t care what people think, especially the good old vet.” But he didn’t deny it.

			Doc was only stopping for a moment to drop off a parcel he had picked up for Kit in town. “It seems like Finn and Rio have formed quite the bond.”

			“They have but Rio also spends a lot of time with Benny. Kenzie has no time for any of us unless she wants something. Now that she has her learner’s license, Rio has been taking her driving when he has time. I took her once and that didn’t go well so I’m grateful to Rio. He has way more patience with her than I do.”

			Doc’s heart hurt when Kit added that all the kids were turning more and more to Rio. Doc envied the family life they had and was unable to dismiss the feeling of loneliness that assailed him. Today he wished for a family of his own. He was very aware of his deep feelings for Kit. He had experienced an instant tug of attraction the day he met Kit, which was shortly after she had arrived at Valley View. Both he and Trace were intrigued but she only had eyes for Trace. Doc had quietly stepped aside but his attraction for Kit had never faded. He had only buried it. Because he had always been enamored with Kit he hadn’t been willing to settle for just anyone. After Trace died, he kept trying to make his intentions clear with no success. He often wondered if he’d be more successful if Rio wasn’t living at the ranch. Rio, the handy man, who could do anything and seemed to have fit nicely into their everyday lives.

			The two men had sized each other up quickly when they first met and were polite enough to each other. Doc usually had an easy and relaxed manner but that often disappeared when Rio was around. There was something about the cowboy that irritated Doc. He wished he would leave. Rio’s constant presence was an unexpected hurdle. When Rio first arrived, Doc was glad he was staying at Lola Grande for protection. But he was still here, and the man had a distinct advantage. Doc was annoyed with himself due to the stab of jealousy he was feeling. He could see familiar sparks between Kit and Rio. They were easy to recognize. He had seen them many times between Kit and Trace. There was always a self-assurance about the cowboy that irritated him. Another cocky cowboy was in the picture. Doc had stepped away once. He wasn’t about to do it again. Their relationship hadn’t gone anywhere because he’d been respectful of her loss. It was time to show Kit the real Jim Parker.

			Rio’s mind was elsewhere while he walked over to the barn. Rio knew Kit and Doc had history and how close they were. He had watched them from a distance many times. He believed the vet’s feelings were stronger than Kit’s. Or was that wishful thinking? In the beginning, Rio tried to keep a safe distance from Kit, but it kept getting harder as he got to know her. Spending time around Kit, Rio found himself becoming more enchanted even though she exasperated him more often than not. He knew he was falling in love with her. He also realized he had competition. First it was with a dead man. Now it was with a determined long-time friend who wanted to be more than a friend.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			One gets through the storms in life just like you get through seasonal storms. It had been a mild winter and Kit would take that as a positive sign moving forward. Signs of spring were everywhere, and everything had come to life. It was time to enjoy the rebirth that surrounded them. She frowned when she heard Kenzie and Benny going at each other upstairs. They usually got along but there were days like today when things seemed to take on a new intensity. They had been at each other all day and Kit was tired of it. She climbed the stairs just in time to see Kenzie trying to push Benny out of her room.

			“Just because your room is a drab pigsty it doesn’t mean you can come in my room anytime you feel like it.” Kenzie loved her new room. Rio had spent hours helping her sand down a couple of her great-grandmother’s furniture pieces that had been brought back from Valley View and when that was done Kenzie painted them. Kit helped Kenzie paint and wallpaper her room. Kenzie had spent hours online before choosing her new bedding. After that, it was a few trips to thrift stores where they found the perfect area rug that was the final touch that transformed her room. Kenzie had made it her own and together with her mom, they were able to balance the youthfulness and sophistication she was striving for. Kenzie didn’t want Benny anywhere near her room.

			Benny’s nose was out of joint. He regretted not redoing his room now that Kenzie’s was so nice. He hated his room, and he hated Kenzie because she wouldn’t let him in her room. Today, the fight was on. Benny stood there stubbornly refusing to move.

			Kenzie remained where she was, blocking the door to her room.

			Benny turned to his mom and let out a moan of misery, “Kenzie keeps bossing me.”

			“Kenzie likes to boss everyone.”

			Benny glared at his sister as he continued to rant, “Tell her to quit.”

			Kit had experienced the teen years with Kenzie and Finn, but she had a feeling these next few years with Benny were going to be more trying, even though he was far from being a teenager. Today’s episode was another example of what she had to look forward to. Kit was familiar with her daughter’s dramatics but Benny’s defiant behavior surprised Kit. Her little boy used to be so easy-going.

			“This is Kenzie’s room, so you need to respect her and leave.” Kenzie grinned with satisfaction.

			“Why should I?” Benny challenged childishly, refusing to leave. “Kenzie always gets her own way.”

			Kit lost her patience, “Both of you stop this right now. Go to your room, Benny.”

			“I told you it’s Ben. I’m not a kid anymore.” With a firm set to his chin, he refused to move. Benny was usually reasonable, but he could also be stubborn. A strong trait shared by every member of the Grayson family.

			The hardening of the youth’s jawline caused Kit to sigh. Benny was old enough to know his behavior was unacceptable and Kit said as much, “I said go to your room and while you’re there you can clean it up. Don’t come down until it’s done.”

			Benny remained defiant, still too young to know when his mother had reached her limit. “I don’t want to clean my room.”

			“Do it anyway.”

			With a scowl on his face, Benny stormed off with tear-filled eyes positive his mom loved Kenzie more.

			“If you keep treating Benny like a baby he’ll continue to act like one. It’s time for him to grow up.”

			Kit’s own temper got the better of her, “Your behavior wasn’t exactly mature. I don’t have time for this.”

			Kenzie didn’t miss the note of disapproval but ignored it anyway. “You would have more time if you weren’t always so busy lecturing us.”

			“I do not appreciate your attitude. Since you like your room so much, Kenzie, you can stay in there as well, and you can turn that music down. I can’t believe what you kids listen to these days.”

			Her mother’s face was so stern Kenzie didn’t argue. She was old enough to know better.

			Not knowing if either one of them would do as she said, Kit went outside. She needed a moment to herself. Tears of frustration blurred her vision as she wandered down to the corrals. It didn’t matter that it was empty. She let her gaze wander to the pasture beyond where several of their horses grazed freely. Thick, dark clouds had rolled back in taking away the sun. There was a biting north wind, and the temperature had dropped. The gloomy sky fitted her mood. She was about to head in when she heard footsteps and turned expecting it to be Lola. Kit was sure Lola had heard Kit slam the door on her way out of the house. Instead, it was Rio.

			He went and stood next to her and rested his arms on the top rail. “Are the kids getting to you? I heard the screaming match.”

			“Lately everything ends in an argument between Benny and Kenzie. It was uglier than usual and I’m always the one who has to deal with it. Why do I always have to be the grown up? Why can’t I be the kid who gets to throw a tantrum? I should just ground them for life and be done with it.”

			Her own verbal tantrum made Rio want to laugh, but he knew better. “I would hate to be on your bad side.”

			“Who says you’re not?” Kit had to admit that Rio teased her the same way Trace used to. Today it was annoying as hell, so she was unable to hide her flash of annoyance.

			“Your kids are working out their emotions and sometimes they take it out on each other.”

			“You know this because you are drawing on experience?” Kit said sarcastically.

			Rio refused to be offended, “I may not have had on-hand experience, but one can learn a lot by watching.”

			Kit immediately chided herself, “I’m sorry, Rio, that comment wasn’t called for. I’m just frustrated.”

			They both turned when they saw Benny heading to the barn. Today, Kit and her young son were butting heads due to sheer stubbornness. Kit called him over. “I told you to clean your room.”

			“It’s clean.”

			“You were in there for five minutes, so I doubt that.”

			“It’s clean enough for me. If you don’t like it you can clean it.”

			The insolent tone in Benny’s voice affected Rio more than Kit. He took a step forward. Knowing Rio was about to say something Benny glared at him, “You’re not my dad so mind your own business.” The boy’s tone was now belligerent.

			Rio’s voice was sharper than he intended, “Regardless of who or what I am you do not speak to your mother that way, or any other adult for that matter. You can apologize to your mother.” Rio’s voice held an underlying authority that Benny couldn’t ignore.

			Wiping the tears from his eyes with quick, angry strokes, Benny turned and fled.

			Unable to keep the frustration out of her voice, Kit yelled after him, “This isn’t over, young man.”

			Rio thought it best to take his leave as well, knowing he probably stepped over the line as far as Kit was concerned. He no longer felt like an outsider, but he continued to be on guard around Kit.

			Instead, Kit placed a hand on his arm, halting his retreat. There was a hint of despair in her voice, “You said you have a degree in Social Services and worked with troubled youths. As you saw for yourself, Benny has become defiant and challenging. This isn’t just about today. His behavior has been uncalled for on too many occasions. It’s much too soon for teenage behavior but he’s old enough to know better. I don’t know what’s with him these days. I have to find a way to reach him. Any suggestions?” Her young son’s behavior worried her.

			Kit usually had such pride when talking about her children. Today, Rio detected a note of panic. His reply was candid, “Benny’s feeling neglected. You might not believe this, but he’s missing his sister. She’s spending more time with her girlfriends, and it will be worse next year when she’s in high school. She doesn’t have time for him, and Finn and I were extra busy through spring. Next year Kenzie will be in high school, and there will be boys who she’ll spend more time with, and she’ll start dating.”

			His uncanny insight surprised her but his comment about Kenzie dating panicked her. “Please don’t go there. They’re growing up too fast.”

			Rio’s expression was concerned, “Father’s Day is coming up. That’s always a hard time for the kids, especially Benny. This is the second year that he hasn’t had a dad.” Rio had continued to step in for Trace, but he wasn’t the boy’s father. Knowing Trace had promised Benny he’d teach him about horses just like he had Finn, Rio had been spending some evenings with Benny doing basic training. Rio could recognize that Benny was also a natural with horses. He’d been taught how to handle them and care for them and when he was ready he would learn how to train them. Horses had to be handled with confidence and command and Benny was proving to be an avid student and fast learner.

			Rio knew Benny was anxious to advance to a bigger and stronger horse. He had outgrown Tilly. She had been a great horse when Kenzie was little and for Benny to learn to ride on, but Tilly’s time was done. Rio was wise enough to go through the proper channels and get permission from Kit. He was well aware that there were invisible boundaries that had to be respected. He was a little uneasy when he suggested, “We should give Benny something special to look forward to. Would you let him continue his training on Jasper? I’m pleased with the progress he’s making so I know he can handle Jasper.” He laughed at her look of doubt.

			Kit hadn’t missed the “we” but didn’t say anything. It was important for Benny to have a strong male figure in his life. She responded with a weak smile, “I guess I haven’t thought about it. I trust your instincts and you would know better than I would. Benny will be pleased so go ahead. I’ll let you tell him.” Kit knew Rio had a lot of the same values as Trace and continually gave Benny the encouragement he needed.

			That pleased Rio as he left and went back to work.

			Kit spent the rest of the day replaying the events that happened. Kit paused, realizing Benny wasn’t her little boy anymore. She also kept thinking about her conversation with Rio. She knew her kids were normal siblings. Kit enjoyed the bantering, but the fighting kept getting worse. Benny didn’t always understand their teasing so he would get mad or take it personally. Her immediate challenge was to figure out how to deal with Benny. Experience didn’t make it easier because every child was different. Kit knew it was time for a family meeting.

			After supper they met in the living room. Lola had gone to her place, respectful of what her role was. This was a time for the mother and her children. All three children were anxious. Their mom had been quiet all day, the kind of quiet that meant she was still mad. They were wise enough to sit without interrupting while she covered all the issues that had been happening recently, reiterating that their behavior was unacceptable. “Anger is never a good emotion.” Kit had heard that enough in her lifetime and still struggled with it. She informed them how difficult it was being a parent because none of them came with a manual to follow. She remained serious, “I do my best and I may not always get it right, but I am the boss. I expect respect to me and to each other. The most important thing to remember is we are a family who love each other.”

			They were all solemn when she was done. Benny, now fighting tears, got up and hugged his mom. “I know I’ve been a jerk lately.”

			Kit squeezed him tight. He was still her little boy. “No argument from me. Let’s try to be a little more tolerant with each other. Yelling never solves anything.”

			Knowing his mom wasn’t mad anymore, Benny grinned mischievously and left, his own anger forgotten. He could be such an imp.

			Kit’s eyes warmed watching him go. He was the spitting image of his father and kept taking on more of Trace’s mannerisms. In those treasured moments it was like having Trace back. Benny had the same
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