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For Karla: family by blood, sisters of the heart, friends forever ~

You left us too soon.

I love and miss you.

(B/F/C/S/A)

Thank You...

If you’ve been a friend/fan of my work for long, you may recognize some of these stories from previous publications–either through Pelican Book Group or limited editions offered exclusively to my newsletter audience. Do not worry that you’re paying for reprints of stuff you’ve already bought and/or read! 

A few have never been published in any way, shape, or form.

Either way, I pray you are as blessed as I am by your purchase of this book. If you enjoy A Hint of Romance, please write a positive review, and post it at online retailers and websites where readers gather and/or your social media platforms (FaceBook, Good Reads, BookBub, Twitter, etc). 

If you haven’t already, sign up to receive my Newsletter and get a FREE short story.
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Twin Flames
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Ray grabbed the phone before it rang a third time. “Double R Ranch. May I help you?” 

“Mr. or Ms. MacFarland, please.”

The scent of honeyed whiskey filled his mind at the throaty voice. Tingles raced up his spine. “This is Ray.”

“I’m Cheyanne Williams, I’d like to speak with you about the office manager position you have available.”

Ray pulled the chair out from under the desk and sank into it. Never before had the mere sound of a woman’s voice scattered his composure. He cleared his throat. “Do you have a resume?”

“Yes, but I’m out of town right now. May I email it to you?”

“Sure.” Ray rattled off his email address and promised to get back with her, then hung up the phone. Excitement raced over him. He sure hoped this last detail would be resolved before they opened for business.

From the moment he and his twin sister inherited their great uncle’s home and conceived the idea of turning the small ranch into a guest venue complete with horseback rides, hiking trails, campfires and hayrides, everything had fallen into place. Ray loved it when life showed up in a grand way and all of his plans came together with such precision. 

The computer jingled, signaling incoming mail.

Ray opened the email and attachment. He barely had time to skim the resume when the phone rang again. “Double R Ranch.”

“Cheyanne Williams again, just making sure you received my resume.”

“Yes, and I’d like to schedule an interview.”

“As I mentioned, I’m out of town and will be for several days. Can we Skype perhaps?”

Nerves knotted his stomach at the thought. Ray hated anything resembling a camera, had to all but be drawn and quartered to take a picture with his sister for their website. Barely able to operate the basics of a computer, there’s no chance in hell he’d try to tackle an electronic face-to-face program. “How about we just see you when you get back?”

“Great! I’ll be in touch.”

A week of conflicting schedules, a dozen emails, and half as many conversations later, they were once again trying to plan a face-to-face consultation. 

“It’s difficult to make a firm decision without meeting you, but your resume and our conversations lead me to believe you’re the best candidate. Since you haven’t mentioned salary requirements, my only concern is that we won’t be able to pay you what you’re worth.” Ray held his breath and waited for her response. A soft laugh rumbled over the line and sent a delicious tingle along every nerve in his body.

“I have an Associate’s Degree and a hundred years’ experience working in every type of business known to man, none of which have made me completely happy as I feel working at the ranch will, so salary is not an issue. I knew, and adored, the previous owner, and love what you’ve done to the old place. I would enjoy, be honored in fact, to be a part of this.”

“Well, we’re having our open house tomorrow. Hopefully you can join us.”

“Count on it. I look forward to meeting you in person.”

Ray placed both hands on the desk, palms down and fingers wide, and took deep breaths to restore his inner calm. Thick and rich, the southern inflection to the silky timbre filled him with warmth he hadn’t felt in years. If ever.

“Who was that?” his sister asked from the doorway.

Ray inhaled sharply and tried to direct his scrambled thoughts into some semblance of order. “Cheyanne Williams. She’s coming to the open house tomorrow night.”

Raelee arched a brow at him. “The office manager with the sexy voice?”

Ray nodded. “Crazy, right?”

“Au contraire. Pretty cool if you ask me, and about time you started feeling again.”

“Don’t go there, Raelee.”

“It’s true! Ever since your wife ran off with my husband, you’ve beaten yourself up feeling guilty one minute and relieved the next, only to shut down completely until these past couple of years.”

“Which is why I’m grateful you decided to do this with me,” Ray remarked. “Turning Great-Uncle Alfred’s old homestead into a guest ranch has been good for both of us.”

“Yes it has. Now that things are settled and we’re about to open, maybe we can think about our future.”

Ray shrugged. Unlike his sister whose faith and optimism allowed her to bounce back from adversity quite easily, it took years after the end of his brief, disastrous marriage for him to grow from feeling like a blithering idiot into the strong, self-assured man he now considered himself to be. “I’ve no desire to join the herds of men trolling the bars in search of a woman. If I’m meant to marry again, the perfect lady will show up when she’s supposed to.”

Raelee smirked. “Yeah, but not if she doesn’t know where you are.” 

Ray brushed the familiar arguments away with a wave. “I’ll be happy to hire a decent office manager. I’d much rather be in the corral or mucking stalls than taking reservations and dealing with paperwork.”

Raelee shuddered. “Me too.”

Ray chuckled. His sister had a penchant for overspending and couldn’t balance a check book to save her life, but her culinary and people skills made her the perfect partner for this venture. “You’ll have plenty to do with the cooking, cleaning and socializing.”

She slipped her arm through his with a wink and grin. “Who knows, I might meet a tall, dark and handsome cowboy after all.” 

He shook his head with a snicker. “Your lifelong fantasy?”

She snorted in a very unladylike manner. “Beats a stiff-necked businessman like the sleaze ball I trusted and married ten years ago. Those two deserve each other and every bit of misery they conjure up together.”

He loved her fierce loyalty, the unique way she handled anything life threw her way, and her firm belief in karma. “You’re right and we’ll leave them to it.”
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The next evening Ray waited for his sister in their suite of rooms on the third floor of the old Colonial style home. The open house was scheduled to begin in less than an hour. Pride stole his breath when she stepped out of her room to stand beside him in front of the large, ornate mirror in the sitting area. From the moment of birth, no one could mistake them as twins. Both had the same course, curly hair­–although Raelee had tamed hers into a stream of dark silk that flirted with her waist–finely chiseled features, and expressive gray eyes. Raymond and Raelee MacFarland had always been a pair to contend with no matter what they set their minds to. He hoped this venture would be no different.

He offered her his arm. “Every cowboy who walks through our door is toast.”

Raelee laughed and hugged him. “Same true of every woman. Remember when we used to plan on marrying twins?”

He chortled. “Yeah. Guess we missed out on that one.”

She giggled, slid her hand through the crook of his elbow. “You never know what the future holds.” 

The two of them walked downstairs moments before people began to gather and mingle.

The cowbell on the front door jangled followed by a husky laugh that caused Ray’s heart to stumble while his pulse sprinted into a gallop. He watched as the auburn-haired beauty stepped through the entrance; her head tilted toward her escort. His sister’s sharp inhale and murmured, “oh my,” had him taking a closer look as the two zeroed in on them.

“Mr. MacFarland?” He’d recognize that voice anywhere. It feathered over him like a caress. Ray nodded and reached for her proffered hand with a smile. 

“I’m Cheyanne Williams. This is my brother Shane. We thought you might need another wrangler.”

No mistaking they were twins also.

Her eyes glowed like polished emeralds; hand felt like satin in his. Ray’s heart did a slow waltz into his stomach. He noted Shane’s blatant interest in Raelee and the smitten look on her face and slid his sister a wink. “We just might at that.” 

––––––––
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The End

Dear Reader,

Like Ray and his sister, we’ve all experienced disappointment in our lives. Though hopefully nothing like theirs LOL! But, like Raelee if we choose faith and optimism instead of fear and pessimism, God will work all things together for our good.

It’s a promise. (see Romans 8:28)

If you don’t know HIM already, I pray you will seek a personal relationship with God, the Creator of our Universe and the Lord, Jesus Christ. If you do, I pray you’ll continue to draw closer to Him and in all things you will give Him praise.
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The Big Catch
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"You have to jerk harder than that," Jeffrey chided, unable to disguise the hint of amusement in his voice.

I held my breath and counted to twenty. The last time he corrected me, I'd jerked too hard. Six months into what I thought was the love of my life, we'd discovered some uncommon ground. Namely, The Great Outdoors.

Oh, I loved swimming, hiking, tennis, ball games, all manner of sports. Blue skies, warm water, all of God's earth was glorious. Especially in summertime. 

Jeffrey had other ideas of how to enjoy the beauty of nature. Fishing. Red fish, snapper, flounder, speckled trout, bass, catfish, white perch. Anything that came off a hook, fresh from a canal, pond, lake, or river. Fresh water, salt water, it didn’t matter as long as he could be out there fishing.

For the life of me, I couldn't figure it out. What–exactly–could anyone get out of putting an innocent little fish on a hook to attract a bigger one? I mean, luring that poor, unsuspecting fish to its death while causing the death of another. And catch and release? That was a plain old waste of time. Why spend all that effort and energy catching a fish only to turn it loose? Then, there were the hours spent away from land or any form of civilization. In a boat, in the middle of nowhere, with only the heat and insects to contend with, not to mention Mother Nature’s mercurial temperament. 

The whole concept was beyond me. Baked, broiled, or fried, was the limit to my understanding of fish. However, after months of coaxing, urging, and downright begging, I agreed to give it a try. Now, barely two hours after leaving dry land, I'd about had it.  My maiden voyage was turning out to be a disaster. I was either jerking too hard or not hard enough. My line spent more time out of than in the water, usually caught on some buried treasure hidden deep below the surface or in a tangled mess from my inept casting abilities. 

For some unknown reason, the art, beauty, and challenge of catching a fish eluded me.  Still, I had to hand it to him; Jeffrey was a study in patience.

Tossing my line over to him once more, I shuddered in disgust as he stuck the hook through the head of a squirming minnow and baited my line for the umpteenth time. Tossing it into the murky water, I prayed for luck or a sudden rainstorm.

"Watch him Karla," Jeff said, as the cork on my line began to bob and twitch. "Easy, now. Wait." Quietly and gently, he guided me in watching and waiting for the right moment to set the hook.  

I was more interested in the sound of his voice than what was going on with my line. Jeff always sounded as though he'd just rolled out of bed. Thick, husky, and warm, his voice alone could seduce me into a puddle.

"Now!"  

The sudden command startled me, and I jerked with all my might. Jeff’s guffaw rent the air, and I had to force myself not to hit him with the rod.  

"You jerked his lips off." His brown eyes danced with humor.

"That's not funny. You startled me. It's your fault I jerked too hard." A pout stretched my lips.  

"I'm not laughing at you, sweetheart. I'm laughing with you," he insisted, nearly doubled over with mirth.

"Right." I fought the urge to throw the fishing contraption–hook, line, and sinker–into the lake.

"Aw, c'mon now. Chin up. You'll always be my favorite fishing partner.”

Silky, smooth, and seductive, his voice turned my insides to mush.  

“Don't worry, you'll get it right next time. Practice makes perfect you know."

There won't be a next time, I thought, but bit back the retort.

As the sun rose higher and the morning grew hotter, my patience got shorter. I decided to take a break while Jeff untangled and repaired my line yet again. Putting away my rod and reel, as per his instructions, I stretched back in my seat. The trolling motor purred as Jeffrey worked the bank. The tension dissipated, and I began to relax.

My fingers trailed in the cool, salty water as we moved idly along. Waves lapping against the boat combined with its gentle rocking lulled my soul into a quiet, peaceful state. Seagulls dove greedily into schools of baitfish or shrimp and came up with a screech of triumph or disappointment. Large, gray-tinged clouds floated on a soft breeze across an otherwise clear sky, providing a bit of shelter from the rising sun. There was an angel and a mouse. All around, nature was a symphony of sight and sound. 

Now this, I could get used to–nature in all her glory and Jeff in his. Watching him was like poetry in motion.  

I retrieved the suntan oil from the tackle box and smoothed it on every inch of exposed skin. Tucking my hair under the wide-brimmed, straw hat I wore, I adjusted my sunglasses and enjoyed seeing him in action. His broad shoulders flexed and rippled with every cast. His excitement was contagious. I got a kick out of his smile and triumphant little snicker every time he caught a keeper, and the way he'd joke and pretend to kiss the ones he threw back. How he could concentrate on so many things at once—fishing, working the trolling motor, carrying on a conversation—and never miss a bite, never lose his train of thought, was amazing. He glanced at me, winked, and the frustrations of the morning faded away like the last, lingering, wisps of morning fog.

The sun sat nearly straight up in the sky before Jeff was ready to take a break. Stacking the rods neatly in their rack, he helped me trade places with him. His lips lowered toward mine.  

"Whoa, boy, these ain't no fish lips." Considering the morning I’d endured, I couldn’t help but take a turn teasing him.

His answering chuckle was soft, throaty. "Oh, no, sugar lips," he murmured in that beautiful voice. I melted. After a quick brush of his mouth across mine, Jeff started the motor, and we sped off to a quiet, secluded cove.  

Lunch was dry bologna sandwiches, soggy chips, gooey cookies, and ice-cold colas. Sharing it with Jeffrey made my romantic heart think of a candlelight dinner at a secluded table for two in a fancy restaurant. The bright, noonday, sun took on a soft, intimate, glow. His tender teasing, gentle laughter, and sweet kisses made me glad I'd come along, but not overly anxious to try my hand at fishing again.

A quiet, uninterrupted, lunch and then we were back at it. Though not as disastrous, the afternoon wasn't much more successful than the morning. For me anyway. I barely got the hang of casting my line without causing it to backlash before it was time to leave. By the time we picked up the boat and headed home, the sun was well into its descent, and I was exhausted. The day hadn't been a total waste. Jeff caught a stringer full. I caught sunburn. 

Though I sported a healthy tan all year, the difference in normal exposure to the summer sun, compared with its glare off saltwater, even with SPF protection, turned my skin into an angry red mass and forced me to take a few days of sick leave from my job.

Bright and early Monday morning, a rose appeared on my doorstep. A rose for a rose, the card read. All that week, Jeff showered me with trinkets, and gifts, lavishing me with affection to show his appreciation for my sportsmanship and to apologize for my discomfort. Every evening, he came over and rubbed the ointment prescribed by my doctor into my parched, dry skin, soothing it, and me, and then followed up with gentle kisses.  

As my skin healed, I began to look at fishing in a different light. Though I hadn't caught more than rays, I had enjoyed the beauty of nature with the man I loved. Still, I begged off for the next few weekends.

My next fishing trip wasn't as disastrous, or as long. Simply a quiet morning spent in the boat with Jeff. The small saltwater lake fed off the Gulf of Mexico providing a variety of treasures and even I was able to catch a few speckled trout. We shared lunch on a blanket on the ground beneath a huge oak tree at a roadside park. That evening we watched a romantic movie, sharing popcorn, peanuts, and colas.

As the summer dwindled into early fall, the colors of nature turned to beautiful shades of red and gold. The days were cooler. The nights, longer. My fishing technique improved. On the one-year anniversary of our first date, Jeff proposed.

We'd gone out on the boat that morning. Jeff fished. I sat back in my seat and watched him. Enjoying our time together. Breathing in the crisp fall air, and the beauty of nature all around. Sights, sounds, and smells that I'd come to appreciate. That evening we shared a candlelight dinner and wine at the Starlight Bar and Grill, the same place we’d had dinner exactly one year ago. Jeff told me again that I was his favorite fishing partner. Then, with a tender smile and a kiss, he gave me a gift.  

Skillfully sculpted in wood and beautifully hand-painted, was a carving of a man in a boat. You could almost feel the gentle lap of the white-tipped waves against the bow.  The guy looked a little like Jeff—warm golden skin, and that special smile. From the tiny tackle box opened to display an array of lures to the stringer of fish hanging off the side of the boat, every detail was intricately carved and painstakingly complete. The artist had even captured that sparkle in a fisherman's eye when he caught a big one.  

At the end of a tiny rod and reel, sporting real fishing line, was a ring. A petite heart-shaped diamond set in a brilliant gold band. Gazing into my eyes Jeff asked if I'd be his partner for life. Without hesitating I said yes. 

After only a few fishing trips, looks like I’d caught myself a keeper. 

The End

Dear Reader,

How often are we like Karla, reluctant to try new things or hesitant to step out of our comfort zone because we don’t understand the whys and wherefores of someone else’s passion or don’t know how to do something? Even if we don’t enjoy the same activities, there is pleasure to be found by simply being in the presence of those we love. 

Next time your significant other invites you to tag along while he or she does their thing, I urge you to put aside your reasons why you can’t go and grasp the opportunity to simply be together. Then listen when he or she talks about their passion. Feel his or her enthusiasm and bask in the pleasure of spending quality time in each other’s company. 

After all, relationships are built (or broken) on communication and compromise.

Something to think about....
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