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      Having spent most of her life alone, Abby thought she had finally found the man of her dreams in a sweet talking cowboy. Charlie was everything she thought she wanted until he told her he wasn’t good enough for her and turned and walked away. Deciding that was that, she tried to be content with running her boarding house and facing the rest of her life alone.

      

      Charlie only had eyes for Abby, only something in his past has kept him from thinking he’s good enough for a woman like her. Determined to let her go so she can find someone better, someone who can give her what she deserves, Charlie walks away, even though it is killing him inside to do so.

      

      When they become stuck together in a blizzard, they will have to work together to see everyone through safely. Will they find out they really don’t belong together, or that the past really doesn’t matter when you’re looking to let someone love you?
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        To my husband, Don, the love of my life.

      

        

      
        I first saw you when I was twelve.

        On our first date, I was 16.

        You asked me to marry you when I was eighteen.

        You put a ring on my finger when I was nineteen.

        We’ve shared fifty years of wedded bliss.

        Together we’re planning on many more.
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      The man and woman drove up to the old Victorian house on the quiet street in the small Texas town. The man pulled into the driveway and parked.

      “Well, here we are,” Charlie Gray said, as he tried to calm himself.

      “Yes. Here we are,” Abigail Keller agreed. “Back home.”

      Charlie looked over at her in the dim light of his old pickup. He thought she was the prettiest, and sweetest, woman he’d ever known.

      “Well…back home for me, anyway,” she added, smiling.

      “Yeah,” Charlie agreed, clearing his throat.

      He pulled on the door handle of the driver’s side of the old truck. After pushing the squeaky door open, he climbed out, and slammed it shut behind him. Charlie walked around the front of the truck to Abby’s door and pulled it open for her to exit.

      She moved her long denim dress to the side so she wouldn’t snag it on the heels of her western boots.

      “Here, let me help you.” Charlie reached for her hand to help her out of the truck.

      Abby looked up at him from what she was doing, and said, “Thank you, Charlie.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      After getting out of the pickup, with Charlie’s help, she chuckled. “Yes, ma’am. You make me sound so old.”

      “You’re not old, Abby. I never meant to insinuate you were.”

      “I’m teasing, Charlie.” She frowned at him, studying him seriously.

      “Sorry, Abby.” He gave a weak laugh. “You know me. I’m old school. Respect for women and all that.”

      “You’re a sweetheart, Charlie. And I appreciate you being that way. You’re one of a kind.”

      “Abby, stop. Please don’t say those…”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I…I…”

      “Charlie, you’re a very nice man. I enjoy your company.”

      “I enjoy yours, too, Abby.”

      “Let’s go sit on the porch for a spell.”

      He nodded his head in agreement. Closing the passenger side door behind her, he took her arm and guided her across the lawn. At the steps, they walked up to the big wrap-a-round porch of Abby’s boarding house. They each took a seat in one of the rockers gracing the area.

      “It’s nice out tonight,” Abby commented. “Still a little warm for my liking, since it’s late September. But it’s still nice and quiet.”

      “It is,” Charlie agreed. “Out at the ranch it wouldn’t be as quiet. You’d probably hear the horses in the barn, maybe some cows mooing, and for sure some lonesome coyotes howling in the distance.”

      “The sound of coyotes,” she said quietly. “Always makes me feel lonely. I don’t know why,” she added.

      “I think almost everyone feels that way. Their howl is forlorn. A sad cry in the dark of night under the moon and stars can make a person feel alone. The universe is a big place with lots of people and animals, but yet with no one.”

      “Charlie Gray,” Abby said, leaning back in her chair and turning her head to look at him. “I do believe you’re going all philosophical on me.”

      He grinned at her in the fading light. “Naw, just thinking out loud.”

      The quiet stretched between them and they heard the faint sound of the television going in the front room of the house.

      “It sounds like the ladies are still up watching TV. I’d invite you in for a cup of coffee, but it might feel awkward,” she said.

      “That’s alright, Abby. I don’t need any more coffee.”

      “Thank you for taking me out to eat tonight. The food was good, but I really enjoyed the company more than anything,” Abby told him with a soft smile.

      Charlie had a faint blush move across his cheeks.

      “You’re welcome,” he said quietly. “I enjoyed it, too.”

      He leaned forward in the rocker and clasped his hands in front of him.

      “I’m sorry I was late getting away from the ranch and we ended up at Wanda’s. I’d intended to take you somewhere nice in Amarillo. That’s what you deserved.”

      “Oh, Charlie, that’s sweet of you, but Wanda’s place was fine. The food is always good and it’s quiet. I just like spending time with you.”

      “I…I do too…”

      “But?” she inquired.

      “But, what?” he asked, startled at her question.

      “I hear a but coming. What else do you want to say, Charlie?”

      “Abby, I…I don’t know how to say this.” He shook his head in despair. “It’s been eating at me all night, because I can’t find the words.”

      “Oh, no,” she whispered, shaking her head. “What are you going to tell me? Do you not want to see me anymore?”

      “Abby, please understand. I care about you. I care about you a lot. I like you and enjoy being with you, but⁠—”

      “You don’t want to be with me,” she choked out. “Is that it?”

      “It’s not that at all,” he confessed.

      “What is it, then? That’s all it could be,” she said, pain in her voice, leaving her with an inexplicable feeling of emptiness.

      “I don’t…deserve you. I’m not good enough to have you in my life,” he told her bluntly.

      “Whatever are you talking about? Why would you even think that?” she asked, shocked by his confession.

      “I was told a long time ago I didn’t deserve things.” He looked at her pointedly. “I was told I didn’t deserve to be happy. Or to have someone in my life to share it with.”

      “That’s not true! Who told you that?”

      “Someone better left in the past. But I don’t want to go into that. It’s a lot of bad memories.”

      “Bad memories or not, Charlie, you need to talk about it. It’s affecting your life now. Your future. Tell me what happened,” she begged.

      “I can’t. Not right now. Maybe never.” He rolled from the rocker.

      “Charlie!”

      “I need to go.” He started across the porch.

      Abby jumped up and put a hand on his arm halting him.

      “Abby, please,” he said, stopping to look into her smokey gray eyes. The hurt on her face broke his heart.

      “Charlie, please stay and talk to me. Tell me why you feel that you can’t see me if you say you care about me.”

      “I can’t ruin your life. I wouldn’t be able to make you happy,” he stated. “And you deserve all the happiness in the world.”

      “Shouldn’t that be for me to decide? Whether you make me happy or not,” she clarified “Shouldn’t we give us a chance in spite of the past?”

      Charlie shook his head as she continued to touch his arm.

      “Please, Charlie. I don’t know what happened back then, but this is now. We all have someone or something in our past that haunts us. You’re not alone in that.”

      “What do you have, Abby?”

      She looked at him thoughtfully before speaking. “Yes, I have a past, too, that didn’t have a pleasant outcome. But like you said, that’s another story for another time.” Abby took a deep breath before continuing. “Charlie, we’ve been getting on well together. I care about you and you just said you care about me. We could have a life together. We could spend the rest of our years building a good life. We could be happy. I know we could.”

      “You don’t need the likes of me in your life,” he said sadly.

      “Charlie Gray, I’ve been waiting for the likes of you for the better part of my life,” she confessed.

      “No, Abby. I’m not the one for you. Take care of yourself and have a good life with someone that deserves you. And just so you know, I will miss you.”

      Charlie pulled out of her hold, leaned forward, and kissed her on the forehead. He turned away from her and walked down the porch steps, headed for his pickup.

      “Charlie, no,” Abby whispered, as tears of hurt and anger ran down her cheeks. “I do deserve to have you in my life. I do!”
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      Charlie walked from his bedroom, in the small cabin, after getting ready for his work day on The Whispering Sage Ranch.  He made his way to the kitchenette where fresh coffee awaited him.

      The middle-aged cowboy looked out the bare kitchen window at the land beyond.  He pulled his favorite coffee cup off the open shelf at the end of the rustic cabinets, next to the window frame.

      The ground held a light frosting on top of the dying grass around his cabin after an early cold snap moved through the Texas Panhandle. The front had turned the Fall morning into a refreshing respite from the warm days they’d been experiencing in the area.

      Charlie filled his cup and made his way to the front door, his spurs jingling as he walked. He opened the worn wooden door and stepped out onto the small covered porch, breathing in the fresh, cool crisp air. He had a few minutes before he needed to head to the barn and start his day. He stepped over and took a seat in the well-used rocking chair, determined to enjoy his first cup of coffee, trying not to think about the turmoil going through his mind.

      “Oh, Charlie,” he said out loud to himself. “What have you done? You’re destined to be alone, old man.”

      His thoughts caved in on him, making him question the decision he’d made earlier and followed through with. Even after telling Abby he couldn’t see her anymore, she was still flooding his thoughts. She was a pretty woman. Hell, she was beautiful, inside and out. But he didn’t deserve her, so he’d let her go.

      He sipped on the remaining coffee in the cup and finished it off, while his mind continued to wander. When the coffee was gone, he rose from the rocker and walked back inside the cabin. At the kitchen sink, Charlie rinsed out the cup and turned it upside down on the drain board. He grabbed the faded travel mug off the counter that he’d bought at a local truck stop years earlier, and filled it three-quarters full. He topped it off with cold water from the faucet to cool it down, before turning off the coffee maker. At the door, he grabbed his frayed, wool lined, denim jacket off a peg and shrugged into it. He put his black felt cowboy hat on before he walked outside and pulled the door closed, to head to work.
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        * * *

      

      Luke McKenzie, owner of The Whispering Sage Ranch, arrived early at the barn from he and his family’s house across the way. He later scanned the area for Charlie, his foreman, and saw his old rusted pickup making its way down the ranch road from his cabin, in the frosted haze.

      Luke smiled, knowing he had the best foreman around, and the smartest, when it came to ranching. At the sight of Charlie, Luke got out of his truck and made his way into the barn. In a couple of minutes he heard Charlie pull up, park, and slam his squeaky door shut. He smiled broadly at his fortunate life, even being able to hear the jingling of Charlie’s spurs on the quiet, still morning as he approached.

      “Charlie,” he greeted, with his back to the man walking into the barn. “Good morning!”

      “Morning, boss,” his foreman returned, smiling at him knowingly.

      “I could hear you coming, man. I love the jingling sound of your spurs.” Luke turned to his friend.

      “So that thing they planted in your head is still working?” Charlie asked teasingly.

      “It sure is,” Luke said, referring to the Cochlear Implant he’d received, “and I’m thankful to have it. I’m thankful for that sweet wife of mine, too. If she hadn’t been bull headed, like she deems to be, I’d probably still be the bitter old bull riding fart I was before I met her.”

      “You did get you a good one there, boss,” Charlie agreed.

      “You could have the same for yourself, Charlie. Abby’s a good woman.”

      “That ship’s done sailed, Luke. I made her mad enough the last time I saw her that if she saw me again, she’d shoot first and ask questions later,” he chuckled, even though he was serious.

      “I think you underestimate that woman. My prediction is that she’ll get ahold of you yet,” Luke said.

      “Enough about me and my nonexistent love life. We need to get to work.”

      “You’re right,” Luke agreed. “I don’t think the weather’s going to improve anytime soon.”

      “What’s the plan?” Charlie asked.

      “We’re going to move the herd from the north pasture to the barn area. It’s a little early to do, but with Amanda pregnant and due in a few weeks, I’d rather do it now. They’ll be close if any need to be doctored, and close to feed when we get snow, which has been predicted to show up soon.”

      “Already? Damn. I’m not ready for that,” Charlie commented.

      “Me either, but it is what it is. Mother Nature has a mind of her own just like all women,” Luke laughed.

      Charlie laughed, too, but at his boss’s comment, his thoughts turned to Abby Keller, again.

      “I’ve been here at the barn for a while. I’m going up to the house for a minute,” Luke said, waiting for Charlie to acknowledge him. When he didn’t answer, Luke said, “Charlie, did you hear me?” Luke waited a moment. “Charlie?”

      “Sorry, boss. Did you say something?” the foreman finally answered.

      Luke laughed. “I said I’m going up to the house for a minute. Amanda has a doctor’s appointment this morning and I wanted to check on her before she leaves.”

      “Everything okay?” Charlie asked, concerned.

      “She still has morning sickness, but yeah, just routine. Monthly checkup on her and the baby,” Luke assured him.

      “Okay. I’ll get the horses saddled and ready for the drive. Should have three of the college Ag boys showing up soon to help.”

      “I’m glad of that,” Luke said. “The more the merrier. See you back here in a bit.”

      Luke turned and walked out of the barn, heading to the house he shared with his wife, Amanda, and their almost four year old son, Johnny, who acted like he was going on thirty.

      At the house, Luke stepped into the living room and saw his son playing with his toys in the middle of the floor.

      “Hey, kiddo,” he greeted him.

      “Daddy, come play,” Johnny said, in his little boy voice.

      “Can’t right now, sport. Daddy has to work.” He walked past the boy and headed towards the bedroom he shared with his wife.

      “Amanda?” he called. When he didn’t receive an answer he called again, “Amanda!”

      “In here,” he heard in a very weak voice.

      He walked to the bathroom door at the end of the hallway and saw his beautiful wife hugging the porcelain. “Oh, honey,” he said, going to her and getting down on one knee. He put his hand on her back and rubbed lightly. “Sick again?”

      “Yeah, but it’s getting better. I think. I’ll be okay,” she assured him, as she gagged again.

      He comforted her as she got passed the upset once more.

      “I hate this part of it, baby. It makes me feel guilty for getting you pregnant.”

      “Don’t ever say that, Luke. Not after what we’ve been through. This is a temporary condition. It’ll pass. I’m hoping the doctor will give me something for it this morning when I see her.”

      “Me, too. I don’t like seeing you sick. You’ve been sick off and on the entire pregnancy,” Luke said.

      “I know. I don’t like being sick either and I didn’t want to take anything for it, but I’m so tired of throwing up. I need some relief,” she told him, talking into the toilet bowl.

      Amanda lifted her head and brushed her long dark hair back over her shoulder. “I think that’s it. At least I hope so. I feel empty,” she laughed weakly.

      “You think it’s passed?” Luke asked, concern on his face.

      “I think so. Where’s Johnny?” his wife asked.

      “He’s in the living room. Playing, as usual.”

      “He’s a good boy. I hope this one is as good as he is,” Amanda said, rubbing her hand over her round belly.

      “With you as its momma, it can’t be anything but.”

      “You’re sweet, but I’m sure it’ll have a mind of its own. Why are you back at the house, anyway? Did you forget something?” she asked.

      “No. I wanted to check on you before we headed out. I’m glad I did,” he added.

      “That was sweet of you. Are y’all still moving the cattle today?”

      “Yeah. I just told Charlie the change in my plans and he’s saddling the horses. He said three of the Ag students should be showing up to work, so we’ll have some help. I hope we can make quick work of it.”

      “I do, too. It seems to be getting colder out there,” she observed.

      “It is. That north wind is picking up. They’re predicting an early snow,” he told her.

      “Of course they are,” she said cuttingly.

      “So, do you think you’re okay for me to head out?” Luke asked.

      “Yes. I’m fine. I think it’s passed. I’ll go eat some crackers and that should help settle my stomach.”

      “I’ll see you later, then. If you need me for anything, call or text. Okay?”

      “I will, but we’ll be fine. When I finish at the doctor’s, I’m going to stop by Abby’s on the way home,” Amanda said.

      “For?” he asked frowning.

      “Just to see her. I want to check on her. Ever since she and Charlie broke it off, I’ve been worried about her,” she admitted.

      “Yeah, I tried to bring her up to Charlie this morning, but he shot the subject down right quick. I wish they could work it out. He needs her whether he knows it or not,” Luke stated.

      “She needs him, too. I can tell she’s lonely. I hate that for her,” Amanda said.

      “Well, enough matchmaking. I’m going to head out and you be careful.”

      “I will. You, too,” Amanda returned.

      “I love you, baby,” Luke told her, as he helped her to her feet and kissed her on the forehead.

      “Love you, too.”

      At that, Luke took his leave and Amanda got her and Johnny ready to go to Amarillo to see the doctor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Abigail Keller finished the breakfast dishes after her four permanent boarders ate and left for their respective jobs.

      She poured herself the last cup of coffee in the pot before getting the ingredients out to make two loaves of bread and a batch of oatmeal cookies. She could go to the store and buy both, but the joy and the smell of homemade bread and cookies were two of her favorite things.

      Abby loved to cook, and so being the entrepreneur of a bed and breakfast turned boarding house was the perfect job for her. She’d learned to cook from spending summers with her maternal grandmother as a young girl and even into her teenaged years. Now at forty-seven years old, she could make just about anything from scratch, without a recipe, and with her eyes closed.

      Abby turned on the little television in the kitchen, found a home-improvement show to watch, finished her cup of coffee, and then went to work on making bread. She used a recipe from her grandmother where the dough didn’t have to rise. She mixed the ingredients and kneaded the dough. When the dough was ready, she prepared two loaf pans, divided the dough evenly into each one, and popped the pans into the preheated oven. She then began the task of mixing up the oatmeal cookies for dessert after supper that night.

      After a time, the fresh baked loaves came out of the oven and the cookies went in. Abby made her way out onto her front porch wiping her hands on her full-length overall type apron. She took a seat on one of the wooden rocking chairs to enjoy what was left of the crisp, cool morning.

      With the back of her head pressed against the rocker, she closed her eyes to relax. The tabby cat that hung around the property jumped up in her lap and startled her for a moment.

      “You silly thing,” she said to the feline. “I’m going to have to keep my eye on you.” The cat meowed at her and she began to stroke its head and back as it settled on her lap. Abby fed the cat table scraps from the many meals she produced in her kitchen for herself and her boarders. The cat didn’t seem to mind and she enjoyed the company when they were alone, which was more often than not.

      Abby heard a vehicle turn onto her quiet dead-end street. She raised her head and opened her eyes to see who was invading her solitude. She smiled with delight when she saw Amanda park in her drive. Her friend was barely parked and she could see Johnny struggling to get out of his car seat. She stood and let the cat jump down before making her way across the porch. She walked down the steps to go help her little buddy out of the SUV.

      “Johnny!” she said excitedly, as she opened the door, unbuckled the car seat, and helped him out of the vehicle.

      “Abby!” he shouted back. “Cookies!”

      She laughed heartily. “In the oven, my young friend.” She lifted him to the ground.

      At those words, he took off for the house at a dead run.

      Abby closed the back door of the SUV and met Amanda as she made her way to the front of the vehicle.

      “Amanda, it’s good to see you. What brings y’all out this morning?”

      “Hi, Abby. I had an early checkup this morning in Amarillo. We wanted to stop by and see you on our way back home.”

      “I’m glad you did. I love it when y’all come by.” The women linked arms and walked to the old Victorian house. “Come in. I have oatmeal cookies that need to come out of the oven in a minute or two.”

      “Sounds delicious. Coffee?” Amanda questioned.

      “We’ll make some,” Abby said.

      Amanda smiled at her friend as they made their way into the house and to the warm kitchen where Johnny sat perched on a barstool, waiting patiently for a treat.

      “Those smell so good,” Amanda complimented. “And I smell bread, too.”

      “You do,” Abby agreed. “I made two loaves this morning after breakfast. Are you hungry?” Abby asked.

      “Starving,” Amanda admitted. “Couldn’t eat breakfast again this morning.”

      “Still having morning sickness?” Abby asked.

      “Yes. Off and on almost from day one. The doctor said it happens and she hopes it passes soon. I tried to tough it out and not take anything for it, but after this morning I called calf rope. I’m giving in. Taking a prescription for it,” Amanda admitted. “Picking it up on the way home.”

      “What can I get you, then? Fresh bread with butter?” Abby asked, as she took the cookies out of the oven.

      “That sounds perfect. Thank you, Abby.”

      “Coming right up.”

      “Can I have a cookie?” Johnny asked.

      “Can you say please?” his mother corrected him.

      “Please, Abby?” he said.

      “Coming right up, little man,” Abby said sweetly.

      She put a cookie on a plate to cool for the child and then set about taking care of his mother. After a couple of minutes, she sat the cooled cookie in front of Johnny.

      “Oh, boy! Thank you, Abby,” he said, smiling at her and then at his mother.

      Amanda nodded, and gave him a smile on his good manners.

      “Here you go, Amanda. Eat up,” Abby said, placing the buttered bread in front of her friend.

      Amanda took a bite and savored the taste. “Mmm…this is so good,” she said. She took a second bite of the warm, buttered bread. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was. Thank you so much.”

      “I’m glad it hit the spot,” Abby said, buttering a slice for herself. “Can Johnny have another c-o-o-k-i-e?” she asked, spelling the word out.

      “Yes!” he said. “I can have another cookie!” The women laughed as Amanda gave her permission for her son to have another treat.

      “Coffee’s ready. Black?” Abby asked Amanda.

      “Two sugars, please,” Amanda said.

      Abby poured two cups of coffee and doctored one. She handed her friend a cup before taking a seat on a stool at the bar.

      “And how much longer do you have?” Abby asked, after taking a bite of her bread.

      “Seven to eight weeks. Maybe a little less. And they can always come about two weeks early or two weeks late. It’s all guess work as to the due date,” Amanda said. She took a sip of her coffee before going on. “If it comes on time, according to the doctor, it’ll arrive about a week before Christmas.”

      “What a great gift! A baby for Christmas!” Abby exclaimed.

      “I know, right?!” Amanda agreed.

      “I don’t want a baby,” Johnny said unexpectedly, as he chewed on his second cookie.

      Amanda looked at her son in shock. “What did you say?”

      The boy didn’t answer.

      Amanda put her hand on his arm to get his attention. “Johnny, look at me.”

      Her son looked up at her innocently.

      “What did you just say?”

      “I don’t want a baby,” he repeated, serious.

      “Can you tell me why?” his mother asked.

      “When Annie had a baby, you and daddy loved it. But when she had another one, daddy sold her other baby. I don’t want you to sell me,” he stated.

      Amanda and Abby looked at each other in shock and then burst out laughing.

      “Johnny, honey, we’d never do that. You’ll always be with us. You’re our son. We love you,” Amanda explained.

      “But you loved Annie’s baby and now it’s gone and she has a new one,” the little boy reasoned.

      “Johnny, Annie is a horse. Daddy made money on her baby. Horses aren’t like little boys and girls,” she explained.

      “So, you won’t sell me if we have a new baby?” he asked.

      “Absolutely not. You’ll always be with us.”

      “Okay. We can have a baby, but I don’t want a girl.” He continued to eat his cookie.

      Amanda shook her head and looked at Abby. “Oh, dear. Luke has got to have a talk with his son.”

      “Wish I was a fly on the wall when that happens,” Abby chuckled.

      “It’ll definitely be an interesting conversation. Luke McKenzie is going to have his hands full on that one.”

      Abby gave a hearty laugh.

      Amanda shook her head while watching her son start on his third cookie, compliments of her friend.

      “That boy is going to be bouncing off the walls. Thanks, Abby,” Amanda groaned.

      “You’re welcome, honey. I do aim to please, but at least they’re oatmeal,” she said, smiling broadly.

      “Uhh, Abby. Speaking of aiming to please⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare say it,” Abby warned. She placed her palm out towards Amanda to stop her flow of words. “Don’t you even bring up that subject.”

      “But, Abby, Charlie⁠—”

      “I said no! That man can’t make up his mind what he wants. He’s like a hot and cold water faucet and I’m getting too old for that. I don’t have the time or the energy to waste on him when he can’t make a decision.”

      “He cares about you, Abby. Deep down I know he loves you,” Amanda snapped quickly.

      “Stop it. If you want to remain my friend⁠—”

      “You won’t cut me off as a friend just because I want you to be happy.”

      “I will⁠—”

      “No, you won’t. I know you love that man and he loves you. I just don’t know what is stopping you two from being happy…together.”

      Abby let out a heavy huff as tears came to her eyes.

      “Amanda, you’re right. I won’t unfriend you. And I do…love that damn Charlie Gray, for whatever it’s worth, but if he feels the same about me, he has a hell of a way of showing it.”

      “Abby?” Johnny asked calmly. “You got two quarters?”

      “I sure do, honey,” she took a deep breath and responded gently.

      “You have to put them in the jar.”

      “I do? Why?” Abby looked at Amanda who was trying to control her laughter.

      “You said two bad words. Momma makes daddy put a quarter in the jar every time he says one.”

      “Is that right?” Abby laughed, looking at Amanda with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yep. And when it’s full she tells him she’d going to spend it.”

      “Well, I guess I better take care of that then,” Abby told him.

      Abby grabbed her purse on the end of the bar, took out two quarters, and took a jar out of the cabinet under the bar. She dropped the quarters in the jar and they clinked against the glass bottom.

      “Am I good now?” she asked the boy.

      “Yep. You’re good.”

      “Children,” Amanda said, shaking her head. “And I’m having another one.”

      “And you’re the luckiest woman in the world,” Abby stated, as a tear slipped out of the corner of her eye. “You have a good, hardworking man who loves you, a handsome son too smart for his own britches, a baby on the way, and a home on a ranch. I don’t know what else you could have that would make your life any better,” she finished.

      Amanda quietly looked at her friend as if she were studying her. Then she said rather nonchalantly, “A friend that is happy and with the man she loves.”

      “Amanda…please,” Abby begged, as the tears began to flow down her cheeks.

      “Okay, okay. You win for now. That doesn’t mean I’m not going to keep trying to get you two together,” she promised.

      “I’m afraid you’ll be wasting your time,” Abby confessed. “Charlie made himself very clear the last time I saw him.”

      “No time is wasted if it’s given for people you love and care about,” Amanda stated.

      The two women looked solemnly at each other for a few moments until Amanda said, “Johnny, I guess we better get home. Daddy will be wondering what the doctor said.”

      “Awe…do we have to? I like seeing Abby,” the boy whined.

      “I do too, but we need to get home. We’ve got things to do,” she told her son.

      “How about I fix you up with some of this homemade bread and cookies for your supper tonight?” Abby asked Johnny.

      “Okay…I guess…” Johnny rubbed the side of his head, as little boys will do, as he took on his pouting face.

      “That’s a good sport. You need to always do what your mom and dad tell you to do, even though you’d rather do something else,” Abby coached.

      “Okay, Abby. I will.” He turned from his friend and looked at his mother. “I’m sorry, momma.”

      “Thank you, honey. And we’ll come back and see Abby again soon. I promise. And Abby can always come to the ranch and see us,” Amanda said.

      “Okay.” He nodded his head and smiled. “And I can show her the horses!”

      “Sure you can. I bet she’d love that,” his mom agreed.

      “I sure would,” Abby told him.

      Shaking her head at Amanda’s words, Abby got up from the stool and went about bagging up some of the fresh baked bread and oatmeal cookies for her friends to take home. As she finished the task, she turned and placed the care-package on the bar for her friend.

      “There you go. That ought to help with your supper tonight,” Abby said.

      “It sure will. I put a stew on in the slow cooker this morning before we left the house. It’s getting to be a real chore to cook and stand on my feet. Luke got me a stool to sit on, but I’m still up and down constantly. He tries to help, but I feel bad when he’s just as tired as I am after working on the ranch all day. I know it’s just the pregnancy draining me and being sick so much. I’ll be glad when this little one gets here and two months have passed. Maybe by then, I’ll feel like my old self,” Amanda sighed heavily.

      “I don’t know anything about being pregnant, but I’m sure it’ll get back to normal after the baby comes.” Abby wrinkled her forehead at the thought.

      “It will. I hear a lot of mothers at the doctor’s office talk. Most of them say you’ll be tired until the kids are raised.” Amanda looked at her son and then looked down at her belly, rubbing it affectionately. “But that’s going to seem like forever,” she groaned.

      Abby giggled and her friend looked up at her and laughed, also.

      “It was my choice to have kids. Is that what you want to say?” she asked, smiling.

      “You said it! Not me,” Abby stated.

      After a few more minutes of general conversation, Amanda asked, “Ready to go, Johnny?”

      “Yes, Momma.” He climbed down off the stool on his own even though Abby was standing close in case he began to fall.

      “Johnny, you’re such a big boy. I may wait until you grow up and marry you. How would that be?” she asked him.

      “That would be fine!” he said, smiling brightly. “Then I can have cookies all the time!”

      The two women laughed as Amanda stood, leaning back with her hands on her hips, stretching her back after sitting for so long. She reached for her son’s hand, and said, “Come on, boy. I need to get you home away from this man chasing woman.”

      He looked up at his mother as he took her hand. “Oh, Momma. It’s just Abby. She’s not a chaser,” he said, dead serious.

      They laughed again at what came out of the child’s mouth. Amanda grabbed the bag of goodies Abby had prepared for them and turned, pulling Johnny with her.

      “Come on, little man, before you say something else to get me in trouble.” She smiled down at him. “Thank you, Abby. For the snack and the care package,” she said, lifting the bag up. “It’ll be much appreciated tonight.”

      “I hope you enjoy it,” Abby said as she followed them out the front door. “And come back real soon! I enjoyed the visit!”

      “We’ll be back! I go to the doctor again in two weeks. We’re down to that time-frame.”

      “Okay, I’ll be expecting to see you both!”

      “Bye, Abby! See you later,” Johnny hollered, as his mom opened the back door to put him in his seat.

      “Bye, love. You take care of your momma and tell your daddy I said hi!”

      “I will!” Johnny blew Abby a kiss and she caught it in mid air. A game they always played.

      After Abby watched the two back out of her drive and pull away, she went back inside to clean up the kitchen. She had a few household chores to complete before beginning work on the evening meal.
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