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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

“Winter Madness is a wonderful romance and an excellent example of spiritual growth.” ~ Reviewed by Dee Daily for The Romance Studio

“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

“Cathy’s Angel is a short tale that is entertaining as well as inspiring. Well done!” ~ Reviewed by Marlene for Fallen Angel Reviews

“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

“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 “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 34 says, “I will bless the Lord at all times; His praise shall ever be in my mouth.”  

Jesus said, “It is finished.” 

As I come to the end of this series, I come with thanksgiving, I enter His courts with praise and I bless the name of the Lord most high.

It is my prayer that you–the readers–are pleased with the fruit of my labor and that God–my Father and the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ –is glorified in the efforts.

To my mom, Patricia LaLanne Sonnier, it is my hope that I’m half the mother to my children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren that you are to yours.

Also dedicated to my sons: T. J. (James III) and Bubba (Terry Jr.); may you always walk uprightly before the Lord so that He will bless the work of your hands and give you the desires of your heart.

And last but certainly not least, to my darling grandson, Sean Davyn Gabrielsen; may the joys in your life far outweigh the sorrows.
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Chapter One
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Alexis Jayne Morgan, better known as Lexie, frowned over at Ace Harris while her foster-father Scott Hensley, marveled on and on about Ace’s accomplishments. Ace had competed in rodeos since before his freshman year, and won in every event from roping to bull riding. Now, as a junior, he held more titles than any other boy his age. Lexie grunted in a very unladylike manner. “A true cowboy.”

“Lexie.” Scott’s voice held warning.

She ignored his tone and turned to him, eyes wide. “Well everyone knows, rodeo cowboys have rocks for brains and a death wish for a soul,” she remarked, her tone a tad too innocent.

“Enough, Lex,” Scott insisted.

“It’s okay, Scott,” Ace interrupted. “It’s obvious she doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” All afternoon he’d listened with his father while Scott talked of the return of their most recent foster child. He’d spoken fondly of the girl who had been in and out of their home for the past two years. ‘She’s bright and intelligent, smart as a whip. And, sadly, wise beyond her years.’

Now all Ace could think was how moody she was. Within the span of an hour she’d gone from shy to happy to grouchy. Her opinion of rodeo cowboys grated on his nerves worse than the sound of a gate that needed oiling and challenged the very core of his identity. He met sarcasm with arrogance. “I’ll have you know, Miss Ma’am, I’ve won enough money in prizes and scholarships to pay my entire college education. And all the while I’ve maintained a four-point-o average.”

“Well, what do you know, a cowboy with a brain.” She pushed her plate away and turned an imploring gaze on her foster-mother. “May I be excused?” A twinge of guilt twisted her heart when Katrina nodded. 

A frown tugged at her mouth. The day had been a terrible one for her foster-mother. Despite Trina’s best efforts, the boys Robert and Richard, ages four and seven, argued and whined and downright rebelled over the clothes she bought, and now here she was antagonizing Trina’s guests. Lexie rose from her chair and paused to give Trina a hug and whisper and apology in her ear.

Trina turned to Craig after Lexie left the room. “I have no idea what has gotten into her. Lexie is never like this.”

Craig chuckled. “It’s okay. She’s probably just feeling left out or outnumbered.”

Ace snorted. “TFF.” He referred to his favorite phrase: Typical Friggin’ Female.

“Ace,” his father warned in a tone similar to the one Scott had used with Lexie.

“Well, its true. Women!” He rolled his eyes. “God, generous as He is, had wonderful, loving intentions when He created them. But somewhere along the line something went wrong. They’ve turned into moody, unpredictable creatures.”

“And it’s all man’s fault.” Katrina defended herself, her foster-daughter and her species with flashing eyes and a challenging smile.

Ace grinned and rose from his seat. “Present company excluded of course,” he retracted with a gallant bow and lifted Trina’s hand to his mouth.

“Hey boy, are you flirting with my girl?”

Ace’s grin spread to encompass Scott’s barb. “Don’t have to. She’s loved me since the day we met. Huh, Trina?” he taunted with an impish smile.

His gray eyes shone like sunlight dancing off of sheet metal. Trina‘s heart melted. “Go on, Ace Harris.” She shooed him. “Get out of here, with your devil-may-care grin and cocky attitude.”

Ace chuckled and kissed her cheek then glanced at his father. “You coming with me or riding with them?” he asked then held his hand in a gesture of supplication for his father to toss him the truck keys.

Craig hesitated only a moment before he threw the keys to his son. He had no qualms about Ace going to the arena early since it was his habit to spend some quiet time with his horse, and in prayer, before a rodeo. “See you later. Be careful, Ace.”

Ace grinned. “That’s my name,” he assured, as he headed for the door, “Careful Ace Harris.”

Scott shook his head. “He’s as bad as you were at that age. I bet Tamera has her hands full with the two of you. How is she anyway?”

Craig tossed his head with a laugh. Having his only son compared to him was the ultimate compliment. Or insult. Depending on who uttered the comment and the tone they used. 

“Tamera’s fine. She flew to Mississippi to close the sale of her house. We don’t go there much anymore so she decided to sell it. Besides, she can’t stand to watch her baby ride bulls,” he remarked explaining the rare instance that his wife wasn’t with them. “She goes to every rodeo and buries her head in her lap until it’s over. She’s always so proud, and relieved, but she can’t stand to watch,” he admitted with a chuckle.

* * * * *
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Lexie watched Ace leave from her bedroom window. Embarrassment at her behavior washed over her in angry waves. She had absolutely no idea why Ace Harris affected her so except she couldn’t stand arrogance and that he had in abundance. Still, his family and Scott went way back. More family than she was at the moment, although she loved Scott, Trina and the boys as the family she never had. She was thirteen the first time they met.

She had come home from a friend’s house to find her father passed out.  Unable to rouse him, she called 9-1-1. The ambulance took him to the hospital where Scott worked in the emergency room. That incident marked her father’s first bout with a near overdose of alcohol. He’d been warned then to stop drinking, that his liver suffered and would continue to deteriorate if he didn’t. He hadn’t listened.

Scott and Trina took her home with them that night and she had been in and out of their home for over two years since. Lexie hoped if her father didn’t live she would be able to stay, at least until she finished school and turned eighteen. She leaned her forehead against the windowpane and absorbed the warmth from the setting sun, then closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. The scent of beeswax and lemon filled her nostrils. She smiled to herself and let the love she felt for her foster-family fill her heart and mind. She knew what she had to do. She rubbed the glass to rid the window of the oil from her forehead and tried to pray.

“Father in Heaven, help me,” she muttered, though in all seriousness she doubted God heard, or cared, despite her years of religious upbringing.

She went downstairs, swallowed the lump of nerves in her throat and apologized. “I’m sorry, Scott,” she said, and then turned to Craig. “My apologies to you also, Mr. Harris, and to your son.” 

Craig chuckled. His eyes danced with mirth. “It’s okay Sweetheart. Every now and then Ace needs to take a tumble off the pedestal his mother put him on the day he was born.”

“Craig,” Scott warned. “How on earth can we teach the child manners if you so blatantly disregard her rudeness?”

“You’re right,” Craig agreed, then winked at Lexie, and continued. “I’ll accept your apology on behalf of myself and my son. We’ll keep it our little secret, though. Don’t need him thinking he’s won any more points, he’s arrogant enough.” 

Her lightning-quick smile took his breath away and Craig couldn’t blame Scott for being enamored with her, especially after hearing of the life she’d led.

Lexie turned back to Scott. “Can, may, I go to the hospital tonight?” She could tell by his quick frown Scott wanted her with them tonight and she anticipated his argument. “He’s my father Scott, as long as he’s still alive, I need to be there.”

Scott sighed.  She was right.  A brilliant, self-made man described Lexie’s father to a T. A computer genius, a modern-day gypsy who traveled with his company to set up businesses, train employees, and make a fortune.  As with most human beings though, he had vulnerability, a downfall. Steven Morgan’s downfall was alcohol and Lexie. Oh, he loved his daughter beyond reason, was often over indulgent with her. The one thing he couldn’t handle was the responsibility of parenting. He never made time, the quality time she needed to feel loved and secure. He provided for her well enough, sometimes too well. She was spoiled and selfish and often undisciplined.

Scott watched her while she waited for him to give permission to spend the night at the hospital. Those expressive eyes were clouded with emotion. “Okay Lexie, we’ll drop you off on our way to the rodeo. And,” he added at her relieved expression, “We’ll pick you up afterward. You don’t need to spend another night there.”

In an elaborate gesture, Lexie rolled her eyes but bit back her arguments. She understood Scott only wanted to protect her from the reality that her father may not wake up from this coma. She kissed his cheek. “Thank you.” 

He caught her hand when she turned away. “It’ll cost you though.”

She turned back, laughed at the glint of humor in his eyes. “What?”

He shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. What do you think Craig? We’ll have to leave early and go out of our way to drop her off, and then pick her up.”

Craig chuckled. He remembered the same game he’d played with his daughter years ago, and felt a tug at his heart. Though she’d given him two beautiful granddaughters, he still missed his little girl. “At the very least, a hug, and a kiss, oh, and, definitely a smile.” He gave her one of his own. “That should just about cover it.”

“Think you can handle all that, Lex?” Scott teased.

She tossed her head with a snort. “That’s an awful lot for just a few minutes out of your evening,” she drawled in her rich, south Louisiana accent.

He grinned. “Your dialect is charming.”

“That so boy-O?” she queried in an intriguing combination of Cajun heritage and Irish ancestry which was more evident in her flaming auburn hair and green eyes than her forced accent.

Scott chuckled. “You’ve listened to too many wannabe Irishmen in your drama class,” he drawled and pulled her on his lap.

Despite years of living in Louisiana, he still sounded like a Texan. Lexie giggled. “At least I don’t talk like this,” she taunted. Her nasally attempt at a Texas drawl made them laugh.

“Oh no, that does it.” Scott tossed her onto the floor and followed to attack her with a barrage of fingers, tickling until she shrieked with laughter and begged for him to stop. He pulled her against his chest and accepted the hug and the kiss before he let her go. He rose to his feet then helped Lexie to hers.

Lexie smiled at him then at Craig. “Guess I’ll go help Miss Kitty with the dishes.”

Craig arched his brow in a curious gesture. “Miss Kitty?”

Scott laughed. “She heard me call Trina “kitten” one day. It’s been Miss Kitty ever since. Sure you don’t want to go to the rodeo, Lex?”

“Oh, please,” she begged. “Spare me from any more cowboys.” 

Scott laughed. “There are cowgirls too.”

She turned, grinned. “Do they compete against the boys?” 

“No. The girls compete in a class of their own.”

“She snorted. “Proves chauvinism still exists. I’ll pass, thank you.”

* * * * *
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Ace won “All-Around Cowboy” for the third year in a row and considered the rodeo a smashing success. Another clash between him and Lexie occurred after they got home.

Scott’s oldest son Richard, who had a bad case of hero-worship toward Ace, rode home with he and Craig. Lexie and Robert rode with Scott and Trina. Ace grinned at Scott with a teasing wink. A look Lexie missed. Then he turned to Richard.

“Race you to bed, Ritchie,” he offered, as they walked through the door and toward the stairs.

Richard, who hated to be called Ritchie by anyone except Ace, frowned. Though he feigned irritation, the ritual occurred every time the two met.

“Don’t call me Ritchie,” he insisted. “My name is Richard, or Rick.” 

Ace bit back a grin. “Ricky, Ritchie, what’s the difference?”

Lexie got in on the tail end of the conversation and flew to Richard’s defense. Before anyone could stop her she was between them, shoving at Ace. “Don’t pick on him you big bully. Pick on somebody your own size.”

Ace hissed in frustration. “I wasn’t picking on him you little idiot. It’s an old joke, one that’s been around longer than you’ve known him,” he bit out, and then regretted the words the minute they left his mouth, especially when tears filled her eyes.

Lexie blinked, fought tears with fury, and pushed him away. “Maybe so, but I love him more than you can imagine and I’m telling you to leave him alone!” 

Ace grabbed her by the arms while Richard called for his father.

Craig and Scott hurried in just in time to see the two square off and glare at each other, both faces taut with fury. Green eyes and gray clashed and each waited for the other to back down. A gentle hand on his arm stopped Scott from rushing in to rescue Lexie from Ace’s fury. Fury evident by the throbbing muscle in his jaw. Ace had to learn to handle his temper.

“Ace.”

Subtle warning edged his father’s voice and forced Ace to swallow the bitter bile of anger in his throat. He choked it down, but it left a sour taste in his mouth. With a snort, he shoved her away. He turned on his heel and stomped out of the room. 

Lexie was left to explain, which she did in very eloquent terms, leaving no doubt as to her fury, and embarrassment. The next morning when they prepared to head home, though Lexie was nowhere in sight, Ace apologized to Scott. “I’m sorry, Scott, if I’ve been out of line.”

Scott accepted the apology with a chuckle, and grabbed Ace in something between a bear hug and headlock. 

“It’s okay Ace. I know you well enough to understand. Lex can be trying sometimes, but she’s going through a lot,” he remarked, defending the girl he already thought of as a daughter. Deep down he wanted to adopt her. He and Trina had talked often but hadn’t discussed adoption with Lexie yet. It was too soon. So much still hung in the balance.

The Harrises said their goodbyes and headed home to Bandera, Texas. Ace rode high going into his senior year. About midway through, his whole world crashed.
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Chapter Two
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Ace clapped his hands together and blew on his fingertips for warmth. “One more time,” he implored his father. “One more time, then we’ll call it quits.”

Craig nodded. “Okay Ace. That old bull is getting tired, so is this one.” 

Ace grinned. “Old my foot, you love it and you know it. Makes you think of your younger days.”

Craig grunted. “My younger days were not spent chasing bulls.” 

Ace laughed. “No? Chasing what then?”

“Never you mind,” his father replied with a grin while the ranch hands penned the bull in the chute.

Ace was gearing up for the last rodeo of the year before his final shot at the National High-School Championships. He’d been on top since before his freshman year and determined to stay there. When other boys practiced on mechanical bulls, he used real ones, because nothing compared to the feel of fifteen hundred pounds of muscle and madness beneath him. One could never predict what the bull was going to do. All he could do was prepare for the worst and hang on for all his worth.

Eight seconds was all he needed and eight seconds was his goal. Eight seconds that seemed like an eternity. He picked the biggest and meanest bulls on the ranch. When he stayed on, he picked another one, until he, the bulls, or his father gave out. Then he got up the next morning to repeat the process. High school, then college championships, and after that, the pros. He still hadn’t convinced his mother that he could do it, that he wanted it. Just for a while. He loved her and understood her fears, and often used his whole being to tease her out of them. But professional bull riding was his dream. He knew it would have to be a short dream. His life was ranching. As heir to the Rockin’ H, he understood what was expected of him. He understood the importance of it, and appreciated it. But this was something he wanted to do just for himself.

As a child he’d been the butt of many “shrimp” jokes. Born premature he’d always been smaller than other boys his age. Petted and coddled by his mother and older sister, and overprotected at every turn by his whole family, had not made matters any easier.

Time had given him height. Years of weight training and bull riding added breadth, width, and strength to his lean frame, and gave him a sense of self-respect and equality with his peers. He didn’t think of it as egotism or pride, he loved the sport. He loved the animals. In his opinion bulls were one of God’s most noble creatures and he enjoyed conquering something so majestic even if only for eight seconds.

His gray eyes missed little when it came to life. Despite the shock of blond hair that got lighter as he got older and his complexion darkened by sun and wind, he was the image of his father. Though not quite as tall, he held his own when pared up against men and boys his age and older.

Craig sent up a silent prayer when his son prepared to mount the angry, agitated, bull again. They’d been at it for days. He understood his son’s need for acceptance, for identity outside of being Adam Craig Harris the Fourth. But, for the life of him, he couldn’t understand why Ace chose bull riding to get it. “I’m going to go in and check on Mama, Ace. Wrap this up and come in. It’s cold and getting colder by the minute.”

Ace nodded in response to his father’s words while he climbed the chute and then settled himself onto the bull. Taking a few minutes to concentrate only on the animal beneath him, he said a short, silent, prayer then signaled for them to open the gate.

The bull reacted as expected. He lunged from the chute and twisted and turned in an attempt to toss the unwanted and unwelcome rider.

Arm arched high, spurs egging his mount Ace rode for all he was worth. The ride was over in less than eight seconds. He ground his teeth in frustration then raced up the side of the corral when the bull tried to pin him to it. He turned the angry animal away with a boot between the eyes, careful not to sink a spur into its flesh, and frowned when the ranch foreman showed him his time. Two seconds short. He heaved a sigh and thanked the ranch hands for their help then headed toward the house. Tomorrow, he thought, there’s always tomorrow.

Tomorrow didn’t come.

Ace felt the coldness like a slap in the face when he walked into a too quiet house. His voice echoed off the walls when he called for his parents. His heart sank into his stomach when all he heard in reply were deep sobs from the den. He raced in and beheld a sight too painful, too horrible to describe.

His father knelt on the floor by the couch where his mother lay since that morning. It didn’t take a genius to know she was no longer among the living.  The whole room reeked of death. Dark. Dank. Its icy fingers clawed at Ace’s heart and scraped his soul until his breath hitched in and out in an attempt to get oxygen through his body.

“Daddy?” He whispered but the word echoed in the room like a blast of gunshot.

Craig looked up. The sound of his son’s voice penetrated the emotions in his soul. “Ace.” He stood to block his son’s view. “Call 9-1-1, Ace.”

Ace took a step, one agonizing step, nearer. “Mama?”  His voice quivered.

“Ace.” Craig put his hands on his son’s shoulders to stop him. “I can’t wake her up, Ace.” He spoke softly, gently. “Call 9-1-1.”

Ace jerked from his father’s grasp. “No!” Pushing him out of the way he knelt beside his mother’s still, cold, form. “Mama! Wake up! It’s me, Ace!” 

He shook her none too gently. “Wake up, Mama!” Pulling her in his arms, he clung to her lifeless form while sobs ripped through him.

Craig  stumbled  blindly  to  the  phone  on  the  desk  and  called  the emergency number. With all of his strength, he prayed for the ability to make the next call, thankful when his son-in-law answered the phone.

* * * * *
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Stanley Morrison stared blankly at the phone in his hand unable to comprehend what he’d just been told; unaware his wife had walked into the room. Her voice pulled him out of the shocked trance.

“Who called?”

He turned, his face a mask of shock and disbelief. Tears filled his eyes. His hand trembled and he fumbled to hang up the phone. The emotions clouding her husband’s eyes sent a shiver of fear down Amber’s spine. She took a step back. “Stanley?”

“Amber,” he whispered and reached for her. His mind searched for the right words, words to make the telling easier. There were none.

“That was your father,” he said, his voice rough with unshed tears, raw with emotion. “Sweetheart, your mom, he can’t wake her up. She’s, oh, God, Amber, she’s dead.” 

Amber stared up at him, her eyes wide, uncomprehending, while his words echoed through the room. A frown creased her brow. She shook her head. 

“Dead, how; how can that be?”

Stan pulled her in his arms. “I don’t know, My Sweet.”

She pushed him away. “No. She can’t be dead. There’s got to be a mistake.” Fear snuck in, stealing her breath. She pressed a trembling hand to her mouth to stop the scream that welled in her throat from escaping and shook her head again. The shock and grief in his gaze tore at her soul. “No, Stan, please. Tell me it’s not true. It can’t be true.” 

She began to sob. “Stanley, please,” she pleaded, begging him to tell her something, anything, anything but the truth.

Stanley pulled her against his chest until the worst of the shock was spent. Hugging her to him, he suggested they bundle up the twins and head over to her parents’ house. The ranch was a jumbled mass of confusion and hysteria when they arrived. Emergency technicians had tried in vein to revive Tamera while police took statements from Craig and his son. Shoving shock and grief into some deep corner of her heart, Amber made coffee and answered questions about her mother’s medical history. When everyone finally left, taking Tamera with them, she sat in shocked silence with her father and brother while he made phone calls. Words rang in their ears and echoed in the house–pneumonia, pleurisy, congestive heart failure; words as foreign to them as autopsy. But that’s what it would take for them to know the truth.

The next few days were as dark and dreary as the cold February weather. Scott and Katrina came from Louisiana to share the grief and provide much needed and appreciated support to their friends of a lifetime. Stanley reluctantly agreed to sing at his mother-in-law’s funeral. He remembered her shining sapphire eyes when she used to tease him about that very thing. “Promise me, Stanley, you’ll sing at my funeral.”

Uncomfortable with the thought of losing her at all, much less soon, he would always laugh and kiss her cheek. “By that time I’ll be too old to do a good job. My voice will crack and croak.”  He’d then give her a demonstration until everyone rolled with laughter.

Yet here he sat, a guitar in his hands, singing words of grief and pain, of hope and grace and the promise of eternal life. His wife, father and brother-in-law, stood behind him trying to hush the frightened cries of his two-year-old twin daughters.

Stanley finished the last song he could manage to sing, bent his head and choked on a sob. From the moment he got Craig’s call, he tried to be strong for his wife. But now, this moment, strength deserted him. His shoulders shook and deep, heaving, sobs racked his frame. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up into the tearful gaze of Scott Hensley as he, too, struggled with grief in order to be strong.

Stan stood in line with the rest of the family and accepted condolences from everyone while friends and acquaintances shared their sorrow. One by one they filed past until only the family remained. He watched Craig rest his hand on the cold, mahogany coffin before falling to his knees. Sobs racked his huge frame.

Amber rushed to her father’s side. “Daddy, don’t. Come on, Daddy,” her voice trembled with emotion.

“Oh, God! I can’t Amber. I can’t leave her. Not here. Not like this! God, why?”

Stanley watched Ace attempt to pull himself out of the gray haze of grief when his sister began to plead with their father who refused to leave his wife’s side. He walked over and took Craig’s arm. 

“Come on, Daddy. Let’s go.”

A collective sigh of relief could be heard when Craig allowed his children to help him up. They clung together and cried. Arms entwined, they held on to each other and walked away. Stanley nodded in answer to the unspoken question in his wife’s eyes. Yes, he would stay until she was safely lowered into the earth. Scott too, agreed to stay. Katrina took the twins and escorted the rest of the family home.

Without hesitation, Scott put an arm around Stanley’s shoulder and accompanied him to the gravesite. They watched the coffin be placed securely in the ground and covered. Wreathes upon wreathes of flowers positioned upon the upturned earth showed how well-loved and respected Tamera Collins Harris had been.

When he and Scott walked back toward the truck, Stanley reached for the guitar which lay forgotten across the chair where he’d sat. His hand trembled; he hesitated and then, on a surge of grief and anger, smashed it, doubting he’d ever want to sing again.

Scott knew there were no words to ease the grief the younger man felt so he remained silent. Overwhelmed with grief himself, he put his arms around Stanley and held him until their sobs subsided.

“Thanks, Scott,” Stan whispered. “I, oh, man, I don’t know how we’ll get through this. I’ve tried to be strong, you know?”

Scott nodded and forced the lump of tears down his throat. “I know, Stanley. But you don’t have to be strong all the time. All of you will get by a whole lot better if you share your grief. Are you ready to head back?”

Stan shook his head and swallowed another sob. “No. Wish I never had to go back. That place is never going to be the same,” he muttered. He rubbed a sleeve across his eyes, heaved a sigh and nodded. “Yeah, I guess we’d better head back. Amber’s going to need all the help she can get.”

Scott’s heavy sigh spoke volumes.  “You’re probably right. Just remember, we’re only a phone call away, anytime, day or night, as often as necessary. I can be here in a few hours if any of you need me to.”

Stanley nodded his thanks and let Scott drive him back to the Rockin’ H ranch.
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Chapter Three
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Craig eyed his son with a mixture of pain and fury. In the past two-and-a-half years, he watched in helpless frustration while their relationship deteriorated from one of mutual love and respect to mere shreds of the former, more often leaning toward hopelessness.

It wasn’t unusual for fathers and sons to have a difference of opinion. That was a natural part of a boy becoming a man. But Craig knew he and Ace suffered from more than a difference of opinion. They suffered from prolonged, unresolved grief.

“Good Lord, Daddy, it’s only a rodeo! One day, one night away,” Ace insisted. “Besides, I’m nineteen, almost twenty, you can’t boss me around anymore,” he snarled, stubbornly defying his father’s request not to ride this time, this particular bull. Hoping against hope Craig would accompany him and lend the support he so desperately needed.

In a time when father and son should have been drawing closer, grief tore them apart. Tamera was dead. Life wasn’t the same and hadn’t been since the afternoon Craig found her curled up on the couch where he’d left her that morning. Only that afternoon she wasn’t breathing. Her heart had merely stopped, unable to take the strain of laboring to provide enough blood and oxygen to her overloaded lungs. God, in His mercy, saw to it she didn’t suffer. She simply went to sleep and never woke up. Her death was quick, painless.

And it was cruel.

Neither father nor son had gotten over nor completely dealt with the shock. Amber, with two children, a husband and a career had no choice but to go on living. Ace and Craig merely went through the motions. Craig continued to run his ranch. Ace continued to rodeo. Neither really lived.

Ace rode more and more, competed in tougher ranks, rode bigger, meaner bulls and fought his demons the only way he knew how, with force. This time Craig feared, really feared for his son’s safety. He shook his head with a sigh. “Please, Ace. Just this once, use the head God gave you. This bull is a killer.”

“Then come with me.” Ace insisted. “Be there for me.” His father rarely accompanied him anymore. His father hardly left the ranch anymore. In a rare moment of understanding and need, he took a step closer. 

“I miss her too, Daddy, but you can’t stay stuck here like this. It’s not healthy. It’s not natural. Life goes on.”

Craig frowned, muttered a curse. “You can’t tell me how to grieve Ace. I don’t need you hounding me too. Your sister does that enough. Besides, she’s due to deliver that baby soon. I’m not sure I should leave her.”

Ace snarled. “She’s not due for months yet and she has a husband to look after her.”

Craig sighed again. “You’re right,” he admitted, and raked a weary hand over his face. “Okay Ace, I’ll go with you. But do me a favor, will you? Take the summer off. No school. No rodeos.”

“To stay on top I’ve got to stay in competition.”

“You’ve been on top since before high school. Give it a rest. Give someone else a chance. I’m worried, Ace. Your riding has been more and more reckless. And you look tired.”

“You never worried before,” Ace declared.

Craig shook his head, swallowed hard. He hadn’t had to worry before. A tiny, strained smile tugged at his lips. “Your mother worried enough for the both of us. She’s not here to do it anymore, so I have to.” 

He took the next step, one move closer to his son. “Please,” he urged, his voice soft, broken. “I miss my son. We need this time together.”

It was Ace’s turn to sigh. He was tired. But, staying too tired to think was the only way he knew to fight the grief eating at his heart and mind. Maybe, just maybe, the time had come to stop fighting, to deal with it, and to heal.

Ecclesiastes 3 floated through his mind in bits and pieces...There is a time for every purpose under heaven; a time to be born and a time to die...a  time to weep...a time to mourn...a time to heal. 

One look at his father convinced him the time had come for both of them.

“Okay Daddy,” he agreed. “Okay. I’ll take the summer off. College will wait. Rodeo will too.” He turned on his heel and headed out the door.

“Where are you going?” Craig asked, regretting he hadn’t reached out and hugged his son.

“Bed down the bulls,” Ace remarked, which meant he needed, or wanted, a few minutes alone.

“Don’t forget we’re having supper at Amber’s.”

Ace grinned, really grinned. Another rarity. “Thank God,” he remarked. Neither he nor his father had ever really gotten around to learning how to cook. Oh, they tried, but it was always so much easier to go out or re-heat something Amber brought or sent over. So much more palatable.

* * * * *
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Amber Harris Morrison finished her bath and put on fresh clothes. She pulled the butterfly clip out of her hair and shook it loose so that it cascaded around her like a cloud of black silk. She ran a brush through the long locks and watched them fall into place in her new style, long layers which framed her face and a wisp of bang that made her look eighteen instead of almost twenty-eight, and drove Stanley wild.

Which was why she was in her present condition.

She picked up the dirty clothes and used the towel to wipe the tub, sink and cabinet top on her way out of the bathroom. She stopped in the doorway of their room and checked on the girls who were down for their afternoon nap.

At four, the
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