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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Mattie sat on Apache’s back on the rise of a grass covered hill, looking down over the spread of a horse ranch below.  The wildflowers were running riot between the stems of the long grass swaying about them, pushed by every little encouragement of a breeze or light wind.  The wind came in gusts sometimes, blowing Mattie’s close-cropped curls about her ears, and the feel of such short hair was foreign to her. 
 
    She looked more like a cherub than the young boy she was trying to appear as.  She wondered if she could actually pull it off, but it was the need to survive that pushed her to do what she was about to try. 
 
    The ace bands squashing her breasts hard against her body felt uncomfortable, and that was the thing she hated most about this deception, but there was just no other way.  She heard they were looking for hands that could handle horses and she could certainly do that.  If she could prove herself, maybe the ranch would higher her. 
 
    This country was new to her.  She had ridden Apache all the way from Idaho to the midst of Montana.  The only way she even knew about this position was because she read the poster on the general store bulletin board in the little town she had ridden through.  Mattie asked directions to the Double D Ranch, and now she stood gazing down at it. 
 
    Mattie was big boned and tall for a seventeen-year-old girl, which was one aspect that would help her pass as a boy.  She had a low sounding voice, and she lowered it even more when she talked until it became natural to her.  Her eyes were dark, the same as her hair.  Someone said she had Indian in her somewhere, but she never saw a curly haired Indian, she thought amusingly to herself.  Her skin was tanned from being out in the weather most of her life, and she was strong because she had been around horses all her life. Bucking hay, and roping horses, then pulling them against snubbing posts or just wrestling with them to get them to come to toe, was second nature to her.   She should have been born a boy, she thought, begrudgingly.  Then she wouldn’t have to be here.  Then her dad would have treated her a lot different, she thought.  Or maybe he would have treated her worse and instead of approaching her sexually, he would have been beating her instead.  She never could figure her dad out. 
 
    Mattie couldn’t stop herself from thinking about it, as her eyes narrowed and her blood sizzled.  The landscape before her seemed to be minor, compared to her thoughts.  
 
    “Come on Mattie,” the slur of her father’s drunk voice filled her ears, even though he was hundreds of miles away at the moment.  “you know I lost your mama.  I don’t have anyone to love, not the way a man needs to love a woman.  You need experience anyway if you ever plan to please a man.  Let me show you.”  
 
    Even now she could feel his hot hand pushing down under her nightgown and undoing the buttons, as he pinned her against the bed.  She had been asleep and was awoken by him sitting on the side of the bed, and then leaning over to kiss her cheek.  Before she knew it, he had stretched out beside her and was kissing her mouth like no father should be kissing his daughter.  That was when she tried to push him away, but he was rock solid.  Being a horse wrangler himself, she was no match for him.  Now she tried to block the words out, but she couldn’t block out the wild fury that was racing through her at the time, knowing that she was helpless against her own father, as he brought his slobbery mouth against her breast. 
 
    Mattie had pushed against his face, so he grabbed her hands with his tight fist.  
 
    “Baby, just let me show you how good it can feel,” he begged.  “Give me a chance to show you first, before you get all angry at me.  You know I love you.  I would never hurt you.”  
 
    His mouth went back down to her breast, as his free hand pushed her nightgown up, and groped under her panties.  She squeezed her legs shut, as she tried to squirm away from his touch. 
 
    “Don’t wriggle like that,” he insisted.  “It will feel good, if you just let it happen, I promise you, it will.” 
 
    “I don’t want to feel good,” she hissed. 
 
    “That’s cause you don’t know how it feels,” he informed her.  “Just lay still,” he almost growled as he tried to pry her legs apart. 
 
     The shock of it, caused Mattie to jolt up in bed, pulling back and pushing him away.  A feeling of disgust, and of amazement that her own father would try such a thing, tore through her.  As she scooted back away from him, he laughed. 
 
    “This could be good,” he mumbled. “Just let me show you what it’s doing to me,” he whispered, and he took her hand and made her touch him. “That’s how a man feels when a woman turns him on.” 
 
    She jerked her hand away.  
 
    “Get out of my bedroom,” she hissed at him. 
 
    “Now, now,” he tried to coax.  “If you just gave me the chance, I could make you feel good.  There are several ways it can be done…” 
 
    “Leave!” she yelled, then.  Bringing her knees to her chest, as her back hugged the wall that her bed was up against, she glared at him. 
 
    “But baby…” 
 
    “I mean it.  I will call the police if you don’t take your body out of my room.” 
 
    “Now don’t get testy, Mattie.  I said I wasn’t going to hurt you.  I’ll leave if you insist.  Maybe next time you will be more willing.  I’ll just give it some time.  You know I love you.” 
 
    “There’s not going to be a next time, daddy.  Go to bed, you are drunk,” she said in disgust and pushed against him, and he slowly staggered to his feet. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m going.”  
 
    He walked haphazardly across the room and then went through the door.  
 
    Mattie jumped up and slammed it shut behind him.  She turned on her light and started making plans.  She would not stay in that house one more day.  Not after this.  Ever since she was thirteen it had alarmed her that he made her climb up in his lap, while he brushed his hand inappropriately against her.  Only this had never happened before and she vowed it would not happen again because she would not be around to let it happen.  It didn’t matter if she had one more year to finish in school.  She would not stay another day under the same roof of a man who thought nothing of making sexual advances towards his own daughter. 
 
    That was why she was sitting on Apache atop the hill, looking down at the Double D Ranch below.  If they thought she was a boy, she would not have that problem again, she decided. 
 
    She nudged Apache with her heels and the Appaloosa moved with surefootedness down the side of the hill, as Mattie leaned back in the saddle and swayed easily with the rocking movement of her horse.  She felt at ease on the horse’s back, but her heart was beating in her throat at her nervousness about passing herself off as a boy, for one thing, and then actually getting a job at the ranch, for the other.  She was so filthy from her long ride, with grim all over her face and hands, that they may just turn her away on principle, she thought with a weary smile, but at least she would give it a try.  All they could say is no, and then she would just try someplace else and learn from her mistakes as she went along. 
 
    The ranch was sprawled out like most typical horse ranches.  The main building rising up above the other outbuildings except for the stables and barn.  Depending on the kind of horses raised made a difference in how a place was laid out, but this looked like a cow-horse type of ranch.  Probably Quarter horses raised and trained for roping or barrel racing.  That was the stuff she was more familiar with.  The big Thoroughbreds used for racing was not what she knew anything about, except for them being horses.  And she knew horses and could ride both western and English.  She just preferred western riding. 
 
    The ranch was fenced off and divided up into small paddocks, large pastures, training rings, and it looked like they had an indoor arena so the horses could be worked year round.  The main road leading into the ranch yard was gated off with two large gates.  The overhead board, connecting the two fence posts holding the gates, sported the name of the ranch, tooled into the wood and painted white against the natural wood background. 
 
    Mattie approached the gate and sat gazing up at the big bold name, trying to build up her courage.  As she sat there, she heard a truck approaching and turned to look.  The dark blue Chevy truck pulled up beside her and stopped at the gate.  A tall, well-proportioned man in a black hat, a blue flannel checkered shirt, and worn jeans got out of the new-looking Chevy truck.  He left the motor running as he went to the gate preparing to open it.  He smiled up at her.  
 
    “Nice looking horse you got there kid.  What brings you to the Double D?” 
 
    “I heard there was work,” Mattie said, in as low a voice as she could muster. 
 
    “You look kind of young to be looking for work on a horse ranch,” he told her. 
 
    “How old do you have to be to work with horses?” she asked. 
 
    “I mean, shouldn’t you be in school?” 
 
    “Nope.  I dropped out.  My folks died.  I was too old to adopt.  I need to support myself somehow.  And all I know is horses.” 
 
    “Is that so?” the man drawled. 
 
    Mattie looked down into his eyes.  The sparkle of blue caught her off guard.  She smiled.  His hair was curly too, like hers, but more of a light brown than a dark brown.  He was nice looking, she thought and then checked herself.  At least he had a kind sort of voice, which made her want to trust him. 
 
    “Do you work here?” she ventured. 
 
    “Well, sort of.  My father owns the place,” he informed her.  “I’m Matthew Douglas,” he offered her his hand. 
 
    Mattie started to laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny,” he said, pulling his hand back. 
 
    “My name’s Matt.  Only I have been called Mattie most of my life,” which was really short for Matilda she grinned to herself, and then continued.  “Sort of sissy, but what can you do?” 
 
    “Hello, Matt.  Seeing as how we have the same name, there might be a chance for you to get on here if you really know your horses.” 
 
    “Oh, I know my horses all right.  I raised this stud I’m riding from a colt.  Its mother died and I had to hand feed him.” 
 
    “How about unbroken horses?  We sometimes get mustangs in and have to work the spunk out of them.  They can be pretty mean.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of horses, mister.  I was raised on them.  I prefer to gentle them though, takes more time, but in the end, you got a better working horse.” 
 
    “Call me Matthew, and I will call you Matt if Mattie makes you feel less of a man.” 
 
    Mattie couldn’t hold the smile back. 
 
    “What you smiling at?” he asked. 
 
    “I guess I’m not quite a man, yet,” she chuckled.  “You can call me Mattie if you want.  I’m used to it by now.” 
 
    Matthew chuckled.  
 
    “Okay, Mattie, come meet my father, and if he likes what he sees, and you prove your stuff, we have an extra bed in the bunkhouse.” 
 
    Mattie stiffened.  She hadn’t thought about that.  She would have to be sleeping around a whole bunkhouse full of men.  This may create problems, she thought. 
 
    “Why you all of a sudden looking scared.  You seemed pretty sure of yourself a couple of minutes ago,” he questioned, eyeing her closely. 
 
    “Nothin’.  I’m not scared.”  
 
    She stuck out her chin.  
 
    “How many are in the bunkhouse?” she asked. 
 
    “Four, right now, and with you, it will make five.  I have a room in the house,” he grinned. 
 
    “I figured as much,” she said. 
 
    “Come on through, then,” he told her as he pulled the gate open and then he got in his truck and drove it through behind her. 
 
     “Mind getting that gate?” he called. 
 
    Mattie rode to the gate and grabbed the top rail, pulling it closed and latching it as she leaned from the saddle. 
 
    Matthew looked over his shoulder at her.  He shook his head.  That kid had too much of a rounded ass for a boy, he thought.  Either that, or he was suddenly becoming attracted to young boys.  That was a funny thought, he chided himself.  He must be woman starved, he admitted.  But for now, he wanted to see what the kid knew about horses and what his father would say about Mattie. 
 
    When they reached the house, Matthew jumped down from the truck and Mattie swung down from the saddle.  Matthew was watching her from behind.  The kid moved nice and smooth, he grinned to himself.  He seemed comfortable in the saddle and Matthew wondered where he came from?  He knew most of the people in this area, but he had never seen this kid before.  However, didn’t he say his folks had died?  He probably didn’t come from any place close by. 
 
    “Come on in,” Matthew said, putting his hand on Mattie’s shoulder and giving her a nudge towards the door.  “I’ll get my dad.” 
 
    Mattie was propelled in front of him and his hand on her shoulder had a warming sensation that she didn’t expect. 
 
    “Make yourself comfortable,” he said, leading her into a room that was filled with overstuffed leather couches and chairs.  There was a lived-in sort of feel to it that Mattie liked.  She found an overstuffed chair and sat down, as she looked around the room. 
 
    Everything was natural wood, mostly knotty pine.  The coffee table was heavy wood, rough cut and serviceable, with a lot of horse magazines and books scattered out on it.  The lamps had cowhide shades on them, made of old branding irons used for the trunk of the lamp. 
 
    All sorts of western paintings hung on the wall depicting scenes of branding cattle or riding broncs, roping steers, and cowboys herding cattle.  She was caught up looking at the paintings when Matthew reappeared in the room with an older man.  
 
    “This is my dad, Daniel Douglas,” he said, “thus the name Double D Ranch,” he grinned. 
 
    Mattie stood up.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” she said, holding out her hand.  Daniel took it in his strong one and looked deeply into her eyes.  He had the same striking blue eyes as his son, but they were a little lighter with age.  He was still a good-looking man, though, Mattie thought.  An older version of his son, she decided. 
 
    “So you need some work, my son tells me,” Daniel stated, motioning her to take a seat again and sitting across from her.  Matthew sat on the arm of the chair she was sitting in and looked down at her as she talked to his father. 
 
    “I’m good with horses,” she said. 
 
    “Can you show us?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “We got a spooky little filly, that has never been bridled.  Think you could handle her?” 
 
    “I could give it a try,” Mattie said. 
 
    “Okay, then, follow us,” he said, standing up and motioning her along with Matthew, as he headed for the front door.  “Matthew, go herd that filly into the round pen,” he said. 
 
    “I could do it,” Mattie said. “My horse is all saddled and ready,” she nodded to Apache. 
 
    “Got your own horse, huh?” he asked. 
 
    “I rode him all the way from Idaho out here,” she told him. 
 
    “You rode your horse all that way?” 
 
    “No car,” was all she said. 
 
    “Well then, climb on up, and Matthew will show you the filly. 
 
    Mattie mounted Apache and followed Matthew into a pasture full of horses.  
 
    “She’s that paint over there,” he said, pointing to the red paint eyeing them and tossing her head. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, “I’ll cut her out and you open the gate to the round pen,” she told him. 
 
    Matthew watched her steering her horse over towards the filly and then stood by the gate of the round pen, while Mattie approached the nervous looking filly.  
 
    “Easy girl,” Mattie coaxed.  “Okay, Pache, do your stuff,” she whispered to her horse, and Apache worked the filly against the fence line, bringing her down to the gate, not allowing her to break through when she tried to bolt past him. 
 
    Matthew’s grin was spread across his face as he watched Mattie working the filly to the gate and then he opened it for the confused filly to rush in.  
 
    “So far so good,” he called to her.  
 
    She dismounted grabbed her rope from her saddle and then went through the gate after the filly.  
 
    “Hold my horse,” she smiled up at him as she passed and he tilted his head, causing his hat to cast a shadow over his eyes. 
 
    “Sure thing, kid,” he grinned as he slapped her on the behind. 
 
    What was that for?  She almost tripped over her rope as she looked back at him over her shoulder.  What the hell.  She’d show him.  He didn’t’ think she had it in her to wrestle down a spooky filly, she thought, as she absently rubbed the place he had swatted.  She might not get hired but at least he would realize she knew her business. 
 
    Matthew watched her rub her behind and wondered why he had impulsively swatted the kid.  He shrugged.  Maybe because his behind looked so much like a girl’s behind, he reasoned. 
 
    Mattie took her rope, swinging it over her head to make the filly run against the edge of the fence.  
 
    “You gonna rope that horse or just play with it?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “Oh, both,” Mattie said, as she swung the rope faster, making the filly pick up speed.  When she saw the filly had broken out in a good sweat, she lassoed it.  It strained at the rope, starting to rear up, but Mattie just started swinging the end of the rope at it and got it to run again.  As it galloped around the ring, Mattie tightened the rope enough so the filly knew the rope was on her.  When she slowed, Mattie gave the rope a jerk and then brought it around her back, leaning against the rope, threading the rope around her waist, as she pulled the filly to her.  She reached out her gloved hand, giving the horse a rub against its head and then letting out the rope again, swinging it over her head, causing the filly to run again.  She did this several times, and the filly was breathing hard each time she coaxed it to her. 
 
    “Where’s the halter you want me to use?” she asked Matthew. 
 
    He tossed it to her.  
 
    “Have at it, kid,” he said. 
 
    She caught the halter, and the next time she drew the filly to her, she rubbed the halter against her head, as the filly snorted in fear, but had to stand still until Mattie let the slack out in the rope.  After a few rounds of this treatment, Mattie tried to put the halter over the paint’s head, but she only tried to rear up.  As soon as she did, Mattie let out the rope and swung it over her head, making the horse run even faster than she had been making it go before. 
 
    “You gonna make that horse drop?” Matthew asked, while his father watched with a smile on his face. 
 
    “If I have to.  She may be lying face down on the ground, but that halter is going on her,” Mattie informed him. 
 
    Matthew laughed and his father slapped him on the back. 
 
     “That is some little wrangler,” Daniel said.  “Where did you say you found him?” 
 
    “The kid just showed up at our gate, looking for work, he moves like a girl, don’t you think?” he told his dad. 
 
    “What?” his father asked. 
 
    “Look at that butt, would you?  You ever saw a butt like that on any boy before?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head.  
 
    “Guess I can’t say I have, but I’ve seen a lot of strange things in my life, and a girly man isn’t that unusual,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    Matthew removed his hat, scratched his head, and then replaced the hat again.   
 
    “So what do you think?  That kid knows horses, and wants to work here.” 
 
    “We can’t put him in the bunkhouse with the men,” Daniel said. 
 
    “Sure, why not?  He’s gotta learn to be a man someday.  The guys may rib him for his girly ways, but I bet he is used to it.  I mean, after all, he doesn’t mind being called Mattie.” 
 
    “What if he gets scared off?  I’d like to keep him around, not only because of the way he handles horses, but I want to find out why he’s on his own like this,”  his father admitted. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him and won’t let him take off,” Matthew promised.  “Hire him on.  He needs a roof over his head, and we can use that kind of talent around here,” Matthew insisted.  “I just hope the boys don’t tease him too much.  You know how they like to hassle kids, especially feminine kids like him.” 
 
    “Keep ‘em in line, Matt.  We don’t want him getting hurt, angry, or upset.  I feel sorry for the kid.  He seems to have a lot of gumption, and seems pretty sure of himself, around horses, anyway.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll keep ‘em in line,” Matt said.  “Well, look at that, he has the halter on that filly and is leading her around the pen like she was a pup.” 
 
    “Well done,” Daniel called.  “Consider yourself hired.  Matthew will show you where to put your things.” 
 
    Mattie glanced at Matthew’s eyes.  There was a strange look in them like he really wasn’t sure of her, and yet they were hiring her.  Maybe she hadn’t had enough faith in her own ability, she thought, and shrugged.  
 
    “Where do you want this filly?” 
 
    “We call her Patches.  Now that she is leading, you can take her into one of the smaller paddocks, and later, she will be your project horse.  It’ll give you a chance to show us what you know beyond bridling a horse.” 
 
    Mattie smiled.  
 
    “Apache should be a good example,” she said and gave a whistle.  Apache pricked his ears, pulled the reins out of Matthew’s hands, went to the gate, lifted the latch with his nose, trotted out, pushed the gate shut, and took the latch in his teeth, putting it back in place.  Then he trotted over to where Mattie was standing with Patches in tow. 
 
    By that time Daniel was laughing, and Matthew was climbing through the fence rails, over to where Mattie was.  
 
    “That was some trick,” he laughed.  “I have a feeling old Apache knows a lot more of them.” 
 
    “You better believe it,” she grinned.  “Come on, Pache,” she said, as she led Patches to the paddocks.  “We got ourselves a job.” 
 
    Matthew smiled.  He had himself a handfull, he thought, as he watched the kid’s cute little behind walking away from him with Apache on one side of him and Patches on the other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Matthew showed Mattie where to put her horse and saddle, and Mattie took her backpack from her saddle horn and followed Matthew towards the bunkhouse. 
 
    “The rest of the crew won’t be back until Monday,” he told her.  “On the weekends they go to town to blow off steam, being cooped up here all week with nothing but horses for companions.  They get a hankering for skirts if you know what I mean.  No women here.  My mother died when I was a kid and our cook is a man.  Women are just a bunch of bother anyway,” he told her smiling at the frown on her face.  “You will have the bunkhouse to yourself until they get back.  Looks like you could use a shower.  How long did it take you to ride here?” 
 
    “Too long,” was all Mattie said. 
 
    “Well, you got the weekend to rest up, seeing as how this is Friday.  We let the boys off early today and I just got back from town when you rode up.  I was going to head back, but that would leave you all alone in a strange place, so I guess I could stay and keep you company.” 
 
    “No matter.  Do what you want,” she said, eyeing him and wondering why he swatted her behind. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mind staying.  We can get better acquainted that way,” he grinned.  “How old are you anyway?” 
 
    “Old enough to know better and young enough to take a chance,” she said flippantly. 
 
    Matthew laughed.  “What kind of chances are you willing to take?” he asked. 
 
    “More than you know, mister,” 
 
    “It’s Matthew, and I am not old enough to be a ‘mister’ to you.  I’m twenty-one.  Just old enough to drink and not get in trouble for it,” he laughed, and Mattie noticed how the laugh lit up his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t drink,” Mattie said in a rush.  “My daddy was a drunk.  Died of over drinking,” she told him. 
 
    “Is that so?  Must have been a bad experience for you, having him die like that.  What about your mother?” 
 
    “She died when I was little,” she told him truthfully. “Daddy missed her so much that it sort of messed up his brain.  I had to keep my distance.”  
 
    She thought that was true enough. 
 
    “So you struck out on your own?  What about the horses you were raised up on?” 
 
    “Daddy drunk them out of existence, except for Apache, who I had to protect with my life.”  
 
    And that was the truth as well. 
 
    “So it was just you and Apache, then?” 
 
    “Pretty much.  Never had many friends.  Daddy always kept me busy with the horses, and then later….well, I’m here aren’t I?” 
 
    “Sounds like a hard life, but you sure know your way around a horse,” Matthew praised. 
 
    “I love horses.  About the only thing worth loving,” she said. 
 
    “Really?  When you get older, you might change your tune,” he predicted. 
 
    “I doubt it.  It’s just gonna be me and my horse from here on in, and whatever other horses you have to throw at me,” she grinned. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like much to look forward to,” he said, trying to read the true reason Mattie was saying those things by looking into those full, dark eyes. 
 
    “For now, it will have to do,” was all she said. 
 
    Matthew had brought her into the bunkhouse and he motioned to a bunk.  
 
    “Take your pick, the whole bunk is empty,” he told her, patting the bed.  “You can put your things in the cupboard there.”  
 
    He pointed to a nearby cupboard.  
 
    “Showers are in the next room, along with the toilets.  Nothing fancy.  Not much privacy, but maybe enough to suit you,” he said. 
 
    She looked around indifferently.  
 
    “It’ll do,” she said. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Why not?  The others like it, don’t they?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess you’re right.  If you like it okay then everything should be just fine.  You hungry?  We are going to be eating pretty soon.  No one is here so you could come in the house after you get cleaned up.  We let all the boys come and eat in the kitchen with us anyway.  We are one big happy family that way.” 
 
    “Sounds cozy,” she said. 
 
    He could see Mattie’s eyes drooping and thought about how far the kid had ridden and how long it must have taken him.  Then that work out with Patches was added on top.  He shook his head. 
 
    “Why don’t you take that shower,” he told her.  “I’ll come get you when the food is ready.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    He patted her shoulder.  
 
    “Listen, Mattie, if you need anything…  If you need to talk, whatever, I will be right here to help you out.” 
 
    She stared blankly at him.  
 
    “I don’t need anyone to talk to,” she said.  “I got my horse.  He’s good enough company for me.”  
 
    Then she turned and started rummaging in her backpack. 
 
     “Gonna take that shower now,” she said and headed into the room he had indicated, leaving him to stare after her. 
 
    Matthew shrugged.  That kid was a real loner and had some sort of chip on his shoulder.  Maybe it was the drunk father, he thought.  That probably screwed him up enough to hate humanity.  He took one last look at the door, where Mattie had departed, and then left the bunkhouse.  It wasn’t going to be easy to get that kid to open up to him, he thought, but time would tell. 
 
    A half-hour later, Matthew entered the bunkhouse to get Mattie to come to dinner but when he came inside he saw that she had climbed up onto the top bunk, pulled the blanket over her and fallen asleep.  He came up to the edge of the bunk and studied her sleeping face.  The kid looked pretty young, he thought.  Maybe thirteen or fourteen, but he looked softer than he was acting.  Matthew had seen that kid working Patches and knew he had muscles in those arms.  He brushed a curl off of Mattie’s forehead and almost jumped away when she suddenly hissed, “Get your drunken hands off of me!” 
 
    “What, I…” but he saw that Mattie was still asleep.  
 
    The kid must be dreaming, and him touching the boy had sparked something from his dream, he figured.  He had said his father was a drunk.  This troubled Matthew.  Maybe Mattie really had to keep his distance from that drunken father, he thought.  The thought disturbed him.  He wondered if he should wake Mattie.  He put his hand on the sleeping kid’s shoulder. 
 
    “Daddy, I’m warning you!” she snapped. “if you ever touch me again…” and then she was mumbling something he couldn’t understand. 
 
    The poor kid had been through something unpleasant with his father, and it didn’t take much of an imagination to figure out what, he thought.  The man was a drunk.  He probably beat his son. 
 
    “Mattie.  Wake up.  It’s time to eat,” he said. 
 
    She stirred.  Her eyes opened a little and then they closed. 
 
     “You are one good-looking man,” she whispered and smiled a little, snuggling back under the blanket. 
 
    “Are you awake, Mattie?  Come on.  Wake up now.  I know you are tired, but you are probably hungry as well.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” she said, rolling over to face him with her eyes still closed.  Her mouth was a little puckered and it caught Matthew off guard.  When that kid was sleeping, it made his features look even more feminine, he thought.  That was something else the kid had to live down, he suspected.  He didn’t want to touch Mattie again because when he had done it before, it seemed the kid just would go into some frightening dream about his father.  Things Matthew didn’t think Mattie needed to relive anymore. 
 
    “Mattie!” he said a little louder, “Come on sweetcakes, open your eyes.” 
 
    Her eyes flew open.  
 
    “Sweetcakes?” she spat.  “You called me sweetcakes?” 
 
    “Did I?  I think you are dreaming,” he said.  “Wake up and come eat.  I had a heck of a time waking you.  You kept talking to me.” 
 
    “I did?  What did I say?” she demanded. 
 
    “Oh nice things, how you think I am really good looking, things like that.” 
 
    “I never!” 
 
    “And I never called you sweetcakes either,” he grinned. 
 
    He realized it was just as tempting for him to tease the kid as he figured it would be for the boys.   
 
    She glared at him.  She didn’t know if he was serious or not. 
 
     “Well, I guess you are good looking,” she said at last.  “I am sure all those ‘sweetcakes’ in town fall all over you.” 
 
    He laughed.  
 
    “Most do.  But like I said, women are too much bother.  Nice to play around with from time to time, but you just can’t let them get under your skin,” he said. 
 
    Mattie nodded.  
 
    “I could understand that,” she said, as she sized him up with her eyes.  “Some men don’t like women in their lives and others treat them with disrespect, sorta like my daddy treated my mama.  Maybe a man could be too much of a bother to a woman as well,” Mattie pointed out. 
 
    Matthew chuckled and the crinkles deepened around his eyes.  
 
    “You might have a point there, kid.  Come on, sweetcakes,” he grinned, “it’s time to feed your face.”  
 
    And he pulled her down from the bunk, putting his hands around her waist and setting her steadily on the floor.  She stood for a moment catching her balance, as she placed a hand on his shoulder, looking up into those blue eyes that were, she could swear, looking right through her.  She jerked her hand away.  
 
    “You don’t think I can climb down from a bunk?” she asked, pushing him away from her. 
 
    “Sure, I know you can, but I just wanted to give you a hand,” he teased, “sweetcakes.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that!” she burst out. 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I won’t say it around the boys, but I am just breaking you in a little on some of the teasing they might give you,” he told her and sauntered from the bunkhouse with her on his heels. 
 
    Now he was really starting to bother her because she wasn’t sure how much he guessed and how much he really knew. She looked down to make sure her boobs were flattened enough, and then shook her head.  Maybe she wasn’t experienced enough to pull this off.  Only she needed a place to stay and she needed money to support herself, so she would just have to hang in there, she thought with an inner groan. 
 
    She grabbed his hand to stop him.  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?  The teasing I’m gonna get from the boys?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed.  
 
    “You are just too cute for your own good, kid.  The boys are going to rib you about…hasn’t anyone teased you about how feminine you look?”  
 
    He stopped and looked  Mattie over. 
 
    “No one called me sweetcakes, before,” she admitted, which was the truth. 
 
    “Sorry.  I will try to refrain from insulting your manhood, but I don’t think the guys are going to be as considerate,” he winked at her. 
 
    “I guess they are the kind of men that are a real bother,” Mattie smirked. 
 
    Matthew threw back his head and laughed and Mattie noticed how straight and white his teeth were and how hearing him laugh made a warmness flow over her.  She realized that she kinda liked this man. 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that, you may be right.  Just hang in there, kid.  You are spunky enough to handle them, I am sure.  Just treat them like you did that filly out there.  Give them some rope and keep them guessing, then reel them in and gentle them down.” 
 
    Mattie grinned at him. 
 
    “Man, Mattie.  You even smile like a girl,” Matthew breathed.  “Maybe you should try keeping a straight face.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe I will do that,” Mattie agreed, as she continued to follow Matthew into the house. 
 
    She had never eaten such delicious food in her life.  Well, not for a long time, anyway.  She had practically lived on pop tarts and potato chips on her way out there and hadn’t remembered when she had actually had a real meal.  Pot roast with potatoes and carrots, along with gravy and a green salad, was something to die for. 
 
    “You might be kinda small,” Matthew chuckled, “but you sure know how to pack it in.” 
 
    “You have a great cook,” she said and took another bite. 
 
    “Eat all you want Mattie,” Daniel said, gazing over at Matthew and grinning. 
 
    “What part of Idaho did you come from?” Matthew asked, watching her shoveling in her food with barely chewing it. 
 
    “A little town.  You probably never heard of it,” she said with a full mouth. 
 
    “Try me,” Matthew said. 
 
    “It’s not important.  I would rather forget the place,” she insisted. 
 
    Well, that was not going to tell him much, he thought.  The kid didn’t want him to know much, he could tell, which meant he didn’t want anyone to know where he was from.  Maybe that drunk father was not as dead as the kid claimed, he thought.  Matthew wondered if those dreams, Mattie was having, were fresh memories?  Why else would he be so secretive about himself?  If anyone was looking for him, he would be keeping a low profile.  Mattie looked pretty young.  Even if the kid’s father was dead, someone would be hauling him off to some foster-home he probably didn’t’ want to go to. 
 
    “You have any brothers or sisters?” Daniel took over. 
 
    “Nope.  Just me and my horse,” she said, finally deciding she was full and sitting back in her chair. 
 
    “I guess you didn’t like it much in Idaho,” Daniel surmised. 
 
    “Too many bad memories,” she said.  “Like I told your son, my father was a drunk.  That should tell you all you need to know.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Daniel said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Well, I am off to the bunkhouse, if it is all right,” she said, pushing her chair away from the table. 
 
    “Sure,” Daniel said. 
 
    “I’ll go out with you,” Matthew offered.  “You play chess?  Maybe we could play a game since there is not much more to do around here when all the boys are out.” 
 
    “You could go on into town with them if you want,” Mattie told him.  “You don’t have to keep me company.” 
 
    “I know, but I want to keep you company,” he said, taking her arm and leading her out the door. “I like getting to know our hired help.  See ya later dad,” he said over his shoulder, and Daniel laughed. 
 
    “Sure son.  Take your time.” 
 
    As they walked outside, Matthew turned her towards him. 
 
     “Ok, sweetcakes, you know you don’t want to be living in that bunkhouse when those boys come back,” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really,” he said.  “If you think your drunken daddy was bad, four drunken horse wranglers are twice as bad, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Your help is not safe to be around?” she asked wide-eyed. 
 
    “Not for a kid that is so girly it hurts.  You are going to be taking a lot of ribbing and I mean, a lot of ribbing!…” he trailed off.  
 
    “I can take care of myself,” she said and started to turn away. 
 
    Matthew grabbed her shoulder.   
 
    “Maybe I could get my dad to let you stay in the house,” he suggested.  
 
    Mattie was staring up into his serious eyes.  He was really concerned about her, she thought.  Suddenly she straightened up and pulled away, glaring at him.  
 
    “You got something for me, don’t you?” she spat at him. 
 
    “I am not attracted to boys if that is what you are indicating,” he said with a laugh.  “Come on, sweetcakes, no boy has a butt like yours, and when those boys coming back here see it, I can’t promise I can keep them off your pretty little ass,” he said truthfully. 
 
    “I’m sorry you are attracted to my cute butt,” she sneered, “but as long as you and the other boys keep their hands off of it, nothing else will bother me,” she said truthfully.  “Don’t tell me your help are attracted to boys too.” 
 
    Matthew cringed. 
 
    “I think I put that all wrong,” he muttered.  “So you don’t want to move into the house?  My dad likes you and wants to keep you on.  He’s just worried about the teasing that may take place.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been called worse things than sweetcakes,” she told him, thinking of some of the names her dad called her on his drunken bouts. 
 
    “They can be pretty crude,” he warned. 
 
    “Most men are,” she informed him, thinking of her father again. 
 
    “Maybe your ears aren’t up to it,” he suggested. 
 
    “My ears have heard enough to get by in this world, and more,” Mattie told him, narrowing her eyes at him.  
 
    “Okay, if you think you can handle it,” he said reluctantly.  
 
    “I don’t want any special treatment,” she told him.  “If I gotta work the horses like the rest of the boys, then you don’t have to protect me from them all the time.”  
 
    She was afraid if she gave in, she would never be able to convince them she was a boy, and as soon as they discovered she was a girl, it would all change.  It would be worse than just taking some teasing for being a feminine looking boy.  Besides, she was sure if they found out, Matthew would send her packing.  After all, he thought women were a bother. 
 
    “Have it your way, then,” he said shrugging, “but I think we should talk about a few things.”  
 
    He took her hand and led her to the bunkhouse and then sat her down on one of the lower bunks.  
 
    “So now, I want to know how old you are, and why you are on your own like this.” 
 
    “My age is not important.  I can handle the horses all right and I told you why I am on my own 
 
    “Your father really isn’t dead, is he?” he interrupted. 
 
    Mattie paused.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “You were having dreams about him when I woke you up,” Matthew informed her. 
 
    “So…people dream about dead people all the time.” 
 
    “What did he do to you, Mattie?  I know he hurt you in some way.” 
 
    “Not important.  He probably can’t remember what he did, anyway.” 
 
    “You say that like he is still alive,” Matthew pointed out. 
 
    “He was dead to me, long before he died,” she told him.  “It’s hard to remember when he really stopped living in my eyes.  He used to treat my mom terrible when he was drunk and, the next day, didn’t ever remember.  I was sort of glad when she died, just so she wouldn’t have to put up with him anymore.” 
 
    “But you had to put up with him.  What did he do to make him dead in your eyes?” 
 
    “It’s personal.  I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Okay.  That’s fair.  It’s your business, I guess.  We just don’t want to get in trouble for harboring a runaway, if your daddy really isn’t dead.” 
 
    “He is, and you won’t,” was all she said. 
 
    “I’m sorry he put you through this,” Matthew said, touching her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she whispered, forgetting for a moment that she was supposed to be a boy, and then suddenly drew back from his touch. 
 
    “I know, but I still feel bad.  You don’t like to be touched, do you?” 
 
    “No reason for you to touch me, no matter how much you like my cute butt,” she said trying to lighten the moment. 
 
    “That wasn’t why I touched you.  I just want to help you.” 
 
    “You’re getting too close, Matthew,” she croaked, clearing her throat. 
 
    “Just trying to get you to trust me, is all,” he admitted. 
 
     There was something appealing about this kid, which he couldn’t quite figure out. 
 
    “Your dad seems nice,” she said, changing the subject because she was feeling nervous from the way he was looking at her. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a really great dad.  We get along most of the time.”  
 
    His eyes wandered over her body.  
 
    “You look uncomfortable, Mattie.  Don’t let me make you feel nervous.” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s always been just me and my horse.  I kept my distance from my daddy and lived a fairly singular life.  Not many friends.  No one much took to my drunk daddy, if you know what I mean, so he scared off most of my friends, of either sex.  I’m just not used to talking to people much.  But I’ll mostly be hanging around your horses.  I talk horse language really well.” 
 
    “Maybe you could learn to be more sociable,” he suggested. 
 
    “Not much use for it.  I came here to work horses, not get a social life,” she informed him. 
 
    “Sometimes friends can come in handy,” he offered. 
 
    “I like you okay,” she told him truthfully.  “But you are a might too nosy for my comfort,” she grinned. 
 
    “Okay, sweetcakes.  Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.  So you want to play chess with me, or not?” 
 
    “Along with wrangling horses, my daddy also taught me how to play a mean game of chess.  He cheated most the time, though,” she laughed.  “Yep, the only two thing my drunk daddy taught me that was worth anything, I guess, is training horses and playing chess,” she smiled, narrowing her eyes at him.  “So bring on the chess board, gorgeous,” she laughed up into his eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Mattie sat on the front porch railing, facing Daniel, who was sitting in one of the four rockers, lined up on the porch.   She liked Matthew’s father and wished secretly that she had of been blessed with a man like this to be her own father.  He seemed stern and down to earth, but he also had a sense of humor and a gentle way about him.  He tried to hide it most of the time, but Mattie could feel it seeping out at her when she least expected it.  He seemed to like her and she certainly liked him. 
 
    They had been talking about how she had raised Apache from an abandoned foal, into the striking looking horse he was today.  The stud was a white Appaloosa with dark, cascading spots over his rump.  
 
    “You know, if you want to breed that stud of yours, you could make a pretty penny doing it.  I know some people.  If you want, I could put the word out,” he told her. 
 
    “I bred him once before,” she told him, “and that mare threw the prettiest filly you ever saw.  I loved that little filly, but Daddy sold her right out from under me, as usual,” she frowned. 
 
    “It’s hard to part with horseflesh you get attached to,” he told her.  “They are like your children.” 
 
    “I used to have a dog I really loved, but when he got hit by a semi, it hurt so much, I never could replace him.  So it is just me and old Apache there.”  
 
    She nodded to her horse who was at the fence tossing his head at her and calling out her like a lost puppy. 
 
    “He wants me to give him permission to open the gate,” she laughed.  “He knows how to do it, but won’t dare try unless I give him the signal to.” 
 
    “That is one smart horse,” Daniel grinned.  “So you want to use him for stud or not?” 
 
    “Oh, he’d like being used for stud service all right.  Like any male, he wants his filly,” she laughed, and Daniel laughed with her. 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by a loud commotion at the gate and Mattie turned to see a couple of pickup trucks, revving their engines, while the drivers waited for one of the passengers to get out and open up the gate. 
 
    “Looks like the boys are back,” Daniel said, as he stood up and walked to the edge of the porch.  “Come on down, and I will introduce you.  They are kind of rough around the edges, but that’s the kind of lot you get who are best with horses,” he smiled.  
 
    He nodded his head towards the trucks and Mattie slid down from the porch rail and followed him into the yard.  Matthew came out of the barn, about the same time they approached the trucks and watched each man get out of each truck, whooping about something they had been talking about and yelling to the other man who climbing down from his truck as well. 
 
    When they came abreast of Daniel and Mattie, they stopped and stared. 
 
    “Boys, I want you to meet our new horse wrangler, here,” Daniel said. 
 
    “What?” the tall blond, laughed, looking Mattie up and down.  “That little twerp of a thing?  You need to throw that fish back in the pond and wait for it to grow a little, Daniel,” he bellowed.”  
 
    Everyone else laughed. 
 
    “This here is Mattie,” Daniel said, “And I wouldn’t be too quick to judge if I were you.  Why don’t you call your horse over here, Mattie,” he said grinning down at her and winking. 
 
    “Sure thing,” she drawled and gave a whistle.  “It’s that pretty stud out there in your pasture.”  
 
    She pointed to Apache, who had perked up his ears and was eager to do his stuff.  He trotted over to the gate, opened it, went through, closed it, and trotted over to Mattie’s side. 
 
    “Now when any of you boys here, can teach your horse to do the same, then maybe you can talk.  Go on, Mattie, show ‘em how to properly mount a horse.” 
 
    Mattie clicked her tongue at Apache and he knelt down, letting her climb up on his back.  Then she held onto his main while he stood and then reared up, pawing the air.  
 
    “How about a rocking horse?” Mattie whispered in the horses ear loud enough for the men to hear and Apache started bucking nice and slow, in place.  “Don’t think that man over there has any style,” Mattie said, pointing to the dark haired man with a battered looking hat on his head.  “Maybe you should show him how to wear a hat,” she smiled. 
 
    Apache strolled over to the man, took his hat off of his head, put it on the ground, gave it a stomp and then picked it up again and put it back on the man’s head.  
 
    “Oh, that looks much better,” Mattie laughed. 
 
    The men stood wide-eyed and were laughing and clapping at the same time.  Matthew stood back, leaning up against the fence, laughing at the looks on their faces. 
 
    “Let me down now, Pache,” Mattie said, and the horse knelt again, letting her slide off of his back.  “Take a bow and then get back in your pen,” she commanded.  
 
    Apache bowed, tossed his head, and then turned on his haunches and headed back to the pasture, opening up the gate, and going in obediently, closing the gate behind him. 
 
    “That is some horse you got there,” the blond man praised.  “Sorry what I said about you.” 
 
    “Taught him everything he knows,” she told them. 
 
    “Ok, now that you know what a little horse wrangler is capable of,” Daniel said, “It is time for introductions.  This sassy mouthed character is Buck,” he told Mattie, and the blond touched his hand to his hat.  “And that one with the beautiful squashed hat there is Clyde.”  
 
    Clyde took his hat off, dusted it on his knee, and put it back in shape, returning it to his head.  
 
    “That really good looking one, with the flashy green eyes and black hair is our black Irishman.  Came out here to show us the Irish way to train horses,” Daniel grinned.  “He’s Ian, McCloud, but everyone just calls him McCloud.”  
 
    Ian nodded.  
 
    “And Dusty there is the youngest.  Just old enough to think he is a man, but young enough to get into a heck of a lot of trouble with the ladies.  He has the smoothest mouth when it comes to flirting, if he could only use it on a couple of real fillies, he might have something there,” Daniel laughed.  “Well, you met the bunch.  Boys, as I said, this is Mattie.  You can call him Matt if you want, but I think he is partial to Mattie, heaven knows why.” 
 
    “Looks like a Mattie to me,” McCloud chuckled and Mattie did not miss the accent that gave away his heritage, as he spoke and looked her up and down.  “Cute butt, you got there kid,” 
 
    Mattie grinned.  
 
    “I’ve been told that before,” she informed him. 
 
    “Anyone ever tell you how really cute you look all over?” Dusty drawled. 
 
    Everyone laughed.  
 
    “Dusty will flirt with anyone that he takes a liken to,” Clyde laughed and slapped him on the back.  “I didn’t know young boys was your style, Dusty.” 
 
    “Welcome to the family,” Buck said, holding out his hand.  “Later you can show us how you taught your horse all those things,” he said, shaking her hand so hard that it almost felt like he was going to break it. 
 
    “Okay boys,” Mathew said sauntering up.  “You can get better acquainted with Mattie tonight, but tomorrow, we will have a full day of work cut out for us, so I hope you got all rested up over the weekend.  Oh, and I wouldn’t suggest anyone challenge that kid to a game of chess.  His father taught him and he tells me the old man always cheated.  I played him five games the other night, and he beat me hands down.  Never could figure out how he was cheating though, so just don’t underestimate the kid.” 
 
    They all looked at Mattie with awe written on their faces. 
 
     “No one here has beat Matthew at chess yet,” Buck informed her.  “You must have some smart brain to get the better of him at chess,” he praised. 
 
    “I had a lot of time to study the game.  I joined the chess club at school,” she said truthfully.  “My daddy was a mean man.  I had to beat him at something.  That’s why he started cheating.” 
 
    Matthew patted her on the shoulder.  
 
    “I am sure Mattie here is full of surprises.  You should have seen how he gentled down that paint filly.  Took her in the round pen and had her leading before we knew it.” 
 
    “Nice meeting you,” Buck said, turning.  “I’m heading for the showers, though, and get a little shut-eye before dinner time.  I think the weekends are sometimes more exhausting than the work days.  Keeping those ladies pleased for all hours of the night…” he whistled and the rest of them laughed, as they followed him towards the bunkhouse. 
 
    “Well, there you go,” Matthew said to Mattie as he laid his arm on her shoulder.  “You met the crew.  So what do you think?  You gonna be able to stomach them living under the same roof as yourself?” 
 
    “I stomached my daddy,” she said, looking at him sideways.  “I could probably stomach just about anything now.” 
 
    Matthew looked down at her.  There was something pitiful about the look that kid was giving him, he thought.  He gave her shoulder a squeeze.  Mattie jerked her head up. 
 
    “Not making a pass at me are you?” she asked. 
 
    He grinned and removed his arm.  
 
    “You’re pretty enough to make a pass at, sweetcakes,” he drawled.  “Too bad you’re not a girl.” 
 
    “Yeah, too bad.  I’m kinda taken with you too,” she drawled back. “Only like you say, to you, women are just a bother.”  
 
    Then Mattie walked away in the direction of the bunkhouse, trying to steel herself for what would meet her eyes when she entered. 
 
    As soon as she opened the door, a den of laughter and talking met her ears.  Clyde and McCloud were sitting at a table playing chess.  Clyde looked up as she came in.  
 
    “Just practicing up for you,” he winked. 
 
    Dusty and Buck were making a ruckus in the shower room, as they yelled at each other and then laughed at whatever they were talking about.  Buck came through the door with a towel wrapped around his waist and Dusty was right behind him, but he was drying his hair with his towel and otherwise, was stark naked.  Mattie felt her face turning red and tried to look away, but not soon enough. 
 
    “Are you getting embarrassed looking at real men?” Dusty asked, coming up alongside her.  “Don’t worry, you’ll grow bigger too,” he said patting himself, as her eyes involuntarily gazed at him below the waist.  “And if you want any lessons in pleasing a lady,” he winked, “I’ll give you all my secrets,” he chuckled.  “I was just thinking about the pretty miss I was with last night.  Did I tell you about her big tits, Buck?” he asked turning towards Buck.  
 
    He looked down at himself.  
 
    “See, just thinking about her turns me on all over again.” 
 
     Mattie stared at him and swallowed hard.  
 
    “How long you think it is?” he asked Mattie, suddenly laughing at her obvious embarrassment.  “Bring that measuring tape over here, Buck,” he called.  “Gonna let Mattie here measure me.”  
 
    Mattie shook her head.  
 
    “Don’t be shy now.  We’re all built the same, sort of,” he laughed.  “Either you can hold it while I measure or I can hold it while you measure,” he said, handing her the tape measure. 
 
    “Why’s it so important to know?” she asked, in an astonished voice as she examined him a little closer. 
 
    “To please the ladies,” he said. “The longer and bigger, the better they like it,” he informed her. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    “Guess you never been with a woman before, have you?” 
 
    “No,” Mattie said truthfully. 
 
    “You know how they are built though, don’t you?” 
 
    “She nodded.” 
 
    “Well,  I’m sure you’ve seen the horses do it, you owning a stud and all.  You know how you have to get a mare all ready to take the stud. Sometimes they use a half cut gelding, or a less important stud to get her all worked up.  I’m sure you’ve heard the expression ‘hung like a horse’?  Women like you hung like a horse.  Think about that the next time you see your stud showing the mares what he’s got.  How long do you think your horse’s rod is?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    “Wouldn’t know, and couldn’t care,” she said. 
 
    “I bet he can please a mare though,” Dusty laughed. 
 
    “He has,” she said boldly, and the memory of it suddenly came back to her.  At the time it had intrigued her, but she never thought to compare it to men and women…” 
 
    “Well, don’t just sit there, measure up,” he said. “Here, take it to the bottom and hold it there.  I’ll pull it to the top.” 
 
    Mattie merely stood there, frowning at him. 
 
    “What you so afraid of?”  he teased. “maybe I’m not impressing you with my size.  Give it a little rub there, cutie pie,” he said to Mattie, “that might do the trick.” 
 
    “What?” she asked astonished.  
 
    She was already mortified that he had even insisted she hold the tape against him.  Memories of her father started shooting through her head and she had to force herself not to shake. 
 
    “You, know how it’s done,” he snickered.  “You have probably been doing it in the dark to yourself over the years.  Come on, I’m starting to get cold standing here all buck naked.” 
 
    “Stop teasing the kid,” Buck said as he pulled on his jeans. “Can’t you see he’s uncomfortable with this?” 
 
    “Gotta teach him something sometime,” Dusty said. “Come on, kid, give it a try.” He reached down and took her hand, but she jerked it away. 
 
    “No,” Mattie mumbled.  “You want someone to rub your private parts, you can get one of your chums here to do it!”  
 
    “You’re no fun,” Dusty complained. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to have fun,” she muttered.  “I came here to work horses,” Mattie told him. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with having fun on the side,” Dusty insisted. 
 
    “You think so?” Mattie said, raising her eyebrows. “Doesn’t look like you got enough to bother with anyway,” she snickered. 
 
    “Hell,  I got seven inches or more,” he bragged.  
 
    “So the ladies like you?” Mattie asked boldly. 
 
    “Yeah, they like me well enough,” Dusty smiled. 
 
    “Well, if you want to keep what size you got, you had better not be asking me to touch you.  You may regret it if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Don’t let him get to you,” Buck said. “We don’t want any trouble.  Matthew would give us what-for.  You need to lighten up some.” 
 
    “Really?” Mattie said. “Everyone says I have a cute butt and I’m getting a might tired of it!” 
 
    “No one meant anything by it,” Buck told her. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure they were just giving me a bad time,” Mattie shrugged.  “Only I don’t take kindly to it.  Maybe I should ask Matthew what the bunkhouse rules are.  He said you would probably tease me, but this beats the cake!” 
 
    Dusty stepped back a little. 
 
    “Don’t be getting Matthew involved,” he muttered. 
 
    “You don’t want to know how long you are anymore?” she asked, pushing the tape back inside the case. 
 
    “It seems irrelevant now,” Dusty shrugged. 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” It was Matthew, who was striding over to where Dusty and Mattie were.  
 
    “Come on Matthew.  The kid wanted to measure me to see how long I could get.  You’re screwing up the fun.” 
 
    “Really?” Matthew said, looking down at Mattie.  “You want to be doing this, kid?” he asked. 
 
    Mattie swallowed. “Nothing I haven’t seen before,” she said truthfully, thinking of her daddy.  “Besides, I told you I could take care of myself.” 
 
    “I told you they were crude,” he whispered, touching her shoulder. 
 
    “Their just horny men.  Not much unusual about that,” she whispered back. 
 
    “So this doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it didn’t bother me.  It might excite me a little though, I just don’t know which thing is the strongest right now. You wanna watch?” She gave him a sly smile. 
 
    “Not particularly,” Matthew said and turned from the room. 
 
    “He is just a stick in the mud,” Dusty lamented, “and look, I lost it all while he stood there gawking at us.  Thanks for not complaining to Matthew.” 
 
    “Funny, my daddy was trying to show me one time what makes a woman feel good, and I wouldn’t let him, well not much. He did teach me something I didn’t know at the time.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “That my daddy was pretty rude when he got drunk,” she said.  
 
    “You said he was mean,” Dusty reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah, he was,” she said as she absently started to play with the tape measure, pulling the tape in and out.  “Only that night, it was all about trying to show me what pleasure was all about.  It’s just that having your daddy showing you, is kind of kinky, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right.  Sorry if I upset you any.” 
 
    The other men had gathered around as they were talking.  Mattie looked around.  
 
    “Don’t go thinking I am going to be measuring any of you boys.  I have never fooled around like this before. You got a virgin on your hands, here,” 
 
    “Maybe we could teach you a thing or two unless your daddy touched all the bases,” Dusty offered. 
 
    “Don’t push the kid,” Clyde said. “You said you were sorry for upsetting the kid. This could be considered sexual harassment.  Matthew was not happy as it was, seeing what you were up to.” 
 
    “It’s up to you, then Mattie,” Dusty said.  
 
    Mattie looked around at the eyes staring at them. “You guys really like this kind of stuff, don’t you?” she said. 
 
    She was thinking how men were pretty degrading, and anything for a sexual thrill was strangely anticipated.  At the same time, she was learning what really did turn men on, which gave her a sense of power and understanding. 
 
    “If it’s up to me, then I guess this game is over unless you all want to start measuring each other, or whatever else turns you on. 
 
    “To tell you the truth, you kinda turn me on,” Dusty smiled. “You’re a young kid.  You look all pretty.  It’s hard to think of you as a man,” he admitted.  “If I didn’t know better, I would say you were a girl.” 
 
    Mattie turned away, fearing that they were all going to discover her secret. 
 
    “What? McCloud isn’t pretty enough?” she asked, giving a nervous laugh.  
 
    McCloud laughed too.  
 
    “You’re pretty too, Dusty,” she said.  “I hear the ladies think you are, so does that mean they think you’re a girl?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Dusty admitted. 
 
    “Well, I guess that says it all.  This game is over,” Mattie said, standing up and moving over to the door.  “You want any more measuring done on your dick, you can get one of your pals here to perform it for you,” she said, and opened the door, escaping the room and stomping off to Apache, who had his head hanging over the fence rail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Mattie climbed through the railing and put her arms around Apache’s neck and buried her face in his coat.  Apache nudged her with his nose in a comforting sort of way.  Well, at least she had shown the men they couldn’t taunt her and she hoped that would be the end of their teasing or trying to use her naivety to take advantage of her. 
 
    Matthew looked out of his bedroom window.  His brows were drawn.  He did not like what Dusty had been doing with Mattie.  But he also knew that Mattie was trying to hold his own so the boys would accept him readily and not tease him for looking so pretty and feminine.  He couldn’t insist he stop doing something that he chose to do, and it wasn’t his place to put a damper on what the boys did in their own bunkhouse.  They weren’t breaking the law or anything, he reasoned.  Still, there was a protective part of him that wanted to save Mattie from the crudeness that life was sure to bring him, especially after what he must have gone through with his father.  And Mattie was under-aged.  The boys could get in big trouble for doing what they were up to if it turned wrong.  He wanted to wring every one of those men’s neck, but then Mattie would get mad at him for giving him preferential treatment and he didn’t know which would be worse. 
 
    His eyes roamed out over the pasture and then he noticed Mattie out with his horse, hugging its neck, and he could feel the mortification that the kid must be feeling.  He wondered how far Dusty let the kid go before the little party was over?  Mattie looked upset and Matthew turned from the window, making his way out of the house and over to the pasture where Mattie and Apache were. 
 
    He ducked through the railing and came up behind Mattie, placing his hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “How you doing, kid?” he asked, his voice low and husky with unexpressed emotions, that he didn’t even realize he was feeling for that pretty kid hugging his horse.  He just knew he sympathized with Mattie. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said, shrugging his hand away, but he replaced it. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have let Dusty make you do that,” he said to her. 
 
    “Why?  It was just fun and games,” she said, quietly. 
 
    “Was it?  They were using you, Mattie.  They knew you wanted to be accepted, and they were putting you through the paces.” 
 
    “I already knew that,” she said, peeking around and then leaning back against Apache as she looked up at him.   
 
    Matthew rested his hand on Apache’s back, as he tilted his head towards her. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you just walk out?  You could have when I came in, and no one would have blamed you.  Only you acted like it was no big deal.” 
 
    “I couldn’t, or they would have thought I was a bad sport.  Dusty claimed I was so pretty, I turned him on like a girl.” 
 
    “So what did you do?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “Well, I told Dusty he was a pretty-boy too and maybe guys might think he was a girl and thought the same thing about him.  I guess saying that made him see the light.  Then I told him the game was over and left.” 
 
    Matthew started laughing. “You sure got spunk, Mattie. You are one pure surprise after another.  I don’t know why your daddy wouldn’t be proud of you.” 
 
    “Cause he’s a drunk,” she said flatly. 
 
    “You mean, he was a drunk,” Matthew corrected. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean was…” she amended. 
 
    “Well, I guess I don’t have to worry much about you anymore, then, right?” 
 
    “Not unless you can make something up to worry about,” she said, laughing up at his face. 
 
    “You have the prettiest laugh,” he grinned.  “I think God made a big mistake when he made you a boy instead of a girl.  I can see why Dusty said what he did about you.” 
 
    “Maybe I have a twin somewhere,” Mattie smiled,  “that is a girl but looks more like a boy,” she joked. 
 
    “Heaven forbid,” he laughed.  “Dinner is going to be ready pretty soon, why don’t you come in the house and talk to the cook while you are waiting.  He is all anxious to meet you, after hearing of the rave reviews you have been getting from my Dad.  He just loved that show you put on this morning.” 
 
    “Not as much as the boys loved the show they were putting on for me in the bunkhouse,” Mattie smiled. 
 
    “I should have stayed to see how you handled it,” he told her. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe you could have offered up your dick to be measured,” she joked. 
 
    Matthew’s brows drew together. “Don’t joke about it, Mattie.  Sex isn’t about how good you think you are built.  It is supposed to be accompanied by love for the woman you are doing it with.  Just remember that when you get a little older.” 
 
    “My daddy tried to teach me about sex once,” she said. “But he never told me that.  He just said something about pleasing the other person and how good it feels.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to your daddy, Mattie.  It can feel good, but when it is shared with someone you truly have deep feelings for, it is more than just feeling good.” 
 
    “Have you had sex with someone you had deep feelings for?” she asked. 
 
    “Only once.  My first love.  I was eighteen at the time and it turned out that I was not her first love, nor the only one.  Sort of made me realize how we can sometimes be blinded by what we think we feel and what is really there.” 
 
    “That’s why you say women are a bother,” Mattie said, suddenly realizing by the look in his eye, that he didn’t trust women anymore. 
 
    “Well ,I haven’t met one that wasn’t,” he grinned, “but the sex part is always enjoyable.” 
 
    “So you do it with women you don’t love?” she asked, feeling a little disappointed in him. 
 
    “Yeah, the hypocrite that I am.  It just feels too damn good to refuse them, but they are few and far between at the moment,” he admitted. 
 
    “So much for sex being more than feeling good or how you are built,” she criticized, giving him an accusing stare.  “What kind of woman do you like? I mean the one you looking for, to have deep feelings about“” she asked, suddenly wanting to know the answer.  “I suppose the others are just for having a good time,” she added. 
 
    Matthew paused.  The question had caught him off guard.  He had come out here to comfort Mattie and discovered Mattie could fend for himself.  Now the kid wanted to know his innermost secrets.  Oh, what the heck, he thought, and smiled down at Mattie.  The kid had a way of getting right under his skin, he grumbled to himself.  Somewhat like a woman, he realized. 
 
    “Of course, she has to be halfway decent looking,” Matthew grinned.  “I mean, she doesn’t have to be a raving beauty, but pretty would help, sort of like you,” he winked, and she slugged his arm. 
 
    “Owe!  You are pretty strong for a kid,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, and I can beat you in arm wrestling too,” she predicted. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.  But get back to what you were saying about the kind of woman you like.” 
 
    “I like someone who has a head on her shoulders, I mean a little brains upstairs, like you being able to beat me in chess.  I mean I wouldn’t want her to beat me every time, but someone who could give me a run for my money, anyway.  And by the way, I am going to continue to play you until I can win at least one game,” he chuckled.  “Okay, let me think.  She has to be independent.  You know, someone who can make decisions on her own.  Someday I plan to own this horse ranch when my dad passes on and I will need someone who is not afraid to take some of the responsibility.  Which leads to the next quality.  She needs to know her horses.  Man, Mattie, if you were only a girl, you have a lot of those qualification,” he breathed. 
 
    “You hitting on me again?” she asked. 
 
    “Trying not to,” he laughed.  “Okay, pretty boy, she has to be a good kisser.” 
 
    “How can you tell a good kisser from a bad one?” Mattie asked.  She had only been kissed once, and that was by her drunk daddy.  The thought of it turned her stomach. 
 
    “Well, that is kind of hard to describe.  Her lips should be full and soft…sort of like yours…” 
 
    “Cut it out, Matthew,” Mattie hissed. 
 
    “Well you do have full lips and I bet they are soft.” 
 
    “But you aren’t going to try them, are you?” she smiled, lifting her chin and putting her lips up towards him as a tease. 
 
    Matthew, stopped and looked down at her. 
 
    “There’s something about you, Mattie, more than just a cute butt, and the way you walk sort of feminine like.  I am finding myself damn attracted to you and I don’t get attracted to boys.  My body would rebel at the very thought of it.” 
 
    “Then how do you account for it?” Mattie asked, looking innocently up at him. 
 
    “Maybe I should give it a test.  I never thought Dusty would want a boy touching him and, yet, he seemed just itching for you to do it.” 
 
    “What sort of test are you talking about?” Mattie asked, starting to feel nervous. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, grabbing her hand.   
 
    He pulled her out of the pasture and into the barn.  
 
    “You didn’t seem to mind looking at Dusty in the nude, or measuring him, so you wouldn’t mind that much if I saw you in the nude, now would you?  It is the only way you are going to prove to me that your pretty face is just that, a pretty face on a young boy.” 
 
    “What if I refuse?” Mattie asked with a shaking voice. 
 
    “Well then, I had another test in mind.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Heaven help me if you are a boy,” Matthew groaned, and in the next moment, he was pulling her to him.  “I thought I would give you a kissing lesson, to show you how I want a woman to kiss me,” he whispered, and then Mattie felt his lips covering hers. She stood shocked as his kiss shot through her senses and almost made her weak.  However, she managed to push him away. 
 
    “Cut that out!“  she bellowed, even though her body was yearning for more of his kiss.  “That won’t prove nothing!”  
 
    “You don’t think so?  I never kissed a boy before, but the way you were starting to respond, tells me you are either a girly boy, or you aren’t a boy at all!” 
 
    He held her shoulders, looking down into her face.  “If you are a boy, your lips sure feel like a woman’s.  I dare you to tell me you are not a woman because if you do, your clothes are coming off to prove it.” 
 
    Mattie didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. 
 
    “I guess you are going to have to prove it,” she said with a sly grin on her face, hoping to call his bluff. 
 
    “Damn it!  You’re not a boy!  I could swear you are not a boy!”  
 
    Suddenly he was tearing her tee shirt over her head.  When he saw the ace bandages wrapped around her breasts, he gave a little smile.  
 
    “Hmmm.  This is interesting,” he said, reaching out and putting a finger on the end of the bandage. “Should I continue?” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “It’s up to you,” she whispered back, feeling defiant. 
 
    “Damn!  You want me to do this, don’t you?  I don’t know what you are trying to prove, but you look too young to be someone I would want to get mixed up with.” 
 
    “Then why’d you kiss me?” she asked. 
 
    “To find out for sure what kind of game you were playing. What is this all about, Mattie?  Are you just trying to figure out what it would be like to be with a man?” 
 
    Mattie shook her head. 
 
    “My daddy tried to show me once.  That’s why I came out here.” 
 
    “What?” he jumped back?  “Your daddy tried to have sex with you?” 
 
    “He said I should learn what pleases a man,” she said, “But I didn’t give him a chance to give me the lesson.  Maybe you would like to do it,” 
 
    Matthew grabbed her tee shirt and pulled it back over her head.  
 
    “How old are you anyway?” he asked, staring at her, not believing what she had just told him.  “I am sure you are under-age and I could get myself into hot water if I so much as touch you. 
 
    “I’ll be eighteen in two months,” she told him. 
 
    “Damn!  This is crazy, Mattie.  Why were you egging me on?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me.  I was just trying to hold my on out in the bunkhouse back there. You were the one who kept looking for answers and started pulling my clothes off,” She told him truthfully. 
 
    “You could get Dusty in trouble too if anyone found out,” he bellowed.  “You are too young and stupid to know what trouble you could cause!” 
 
    “No one is going to find out.  I’m gonna continue being a boy and you aren’t going to say anything about it,” she informed him. 
 
    “Like heck, I’m not.  My Dad and I are the ones who hired you.  Had we known you were an under-aged girl, that never would have happened.” 
 
     “That’s why I didn’t tell you.  I had to escape my daddy.  I had to find a way to support myself.  All I know is horses.  After I turn eighteen, in a couple of months, it won’t matter.” 
 
    “Your daddy is still alive, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Not to me, he isn’t,” she said stiffly. 
 
    Matthew looked at her and then started to pace back and forth.  
 
    “You were dishonest with me and my Dad.  We should just report your daddy to child protection.  It’s a sure thing, you can’t remain in the bunkhouse,” he told her. 
 
    “Why bother?  I’ll be an adult pretty soon.  If you make me stay in the house and the guys discover I am a girl, everything will change.  They won’t respect me, and you said yourself, women are a bother.  Your Dad would send me packing if he finds out the truth.” 
 
    Matthew rubbed his chin, as he took in her words. 
 
    “I suppose you are right, but I can’t let you continue with this charade!” 
 
    “Yes, you can.  I already saw all I need to see of a man, to make a maiden blush, which by the way at first it did, and so what else would be new?” 
 
    “You playing with fire, Mattie.  There could come a time when you won’t be able to handle the boys the way you just did a while ago, especially when they discover you are a girl.  What’s Mattie short for, anyway?” 
 
    “Matilda.” 
 
    “Okay, Matilda, sweetheart…” 
 
    “No more sweetcakes?” she asked with a grin. 
 
    “No, I think it is sweetheart now.  I’m not gonna let any of those yokels, touch you, and…” 
 
    “They are not going to touch me, as long as they believe I am a boy.” 
 
    “But I could tell, Mattie.  Can’t you see?  I think Dusty knew it instinctually too.  I called your bluff.  What if one of them did?  How in the hell are you going to shower with them all in there?” 
 
    “You let me figure it out.  If they find out, then the game is up and you can tell me what you want me to do.  Only I am not going back home. You know that.  I don’t have anywhere else to be.  And it would be worse if everyone here really knew I was a girl.  You know it would.” 
 
    “Not if you were my girl.  They would know better than to…” 
 
    “You wanting me for your girl now?  What was all that ‘women are a bother’ stuff?” she asked feeling astonished. 
 
    “They are a bother, and you are just proving it.  Only someone has to keep you safe.  It seems like it is left up to me to do it, since you plopped yourself here, and we fell for your trick.”  
 
    “Oh,” she sounded disappointed. 
 
    “But you do kiss pretty good.  Maybe I should test that out again.” 
 
    “You don’t think that would be too dangerous, considering I’m so under-age?” 
 
    “Who would know?  After all, you are supposed to be a boy.” 
 
    “What happened to all that, ‘oh if you were only a girl, Mattie’ stuff?  You just about proposed to me, when you thought I was a boy, telling me how I had all those things you are looking for in a woman.” 
 
    Matthew stared at her.  
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “Yeah, so is this going to be your goodbye kiss?” she asked as she lifted her lips to him. 
 
    “Or maybe a hello kiss,” he returned,  and then she was rewarded by his picking up the kiss where they had left off. 
 
    In spite of the precarious situation, Matthew, felt himself deepening the kiss, not realizing what an effect she was having on him.  The first kiss was to test her, but now that he started remembering all the things he had been saying to her about the kind of woman he wanted, it seemed she might just fill that bill if it weren’t for the fact she was under-age.   
 
    He found his hands wandering under her shirt, getting tangled in the ace bandage, and pulling it free, wanting to know how much of a woman she felt like.  He could feel her shiver and then he realized what he was doing and pulled his hands away. 
 
     Two more months, he thought.  That seemed like a lifetime.  Only he knew better than to get mixed up with a minor.  Everyone thought she was a boy and he was the only one, so far, that knew otherwise.  Matthew pulled her into an empty stall and closed the door.  He tossed her the bandage and then walked back outside the stall.  
 
    “Better put that back on,” he mumbled.  “Sorry, I sort of lost it for a moment there.  It was such a shock to discover you weren’t the boy you pretended to be.”  
 
    Mattie felt a deep disappointment, as she started to wrap herself again.  His mouth had felt so good on hers and she was still trembling at the memory of it.  
 
    “Why are you afraid of kissing me all of a sudden?” she asked, as she pushed the stall door open. 
 
    “Because you are under-age.  I told you what a mess we could all be in if anything happened to you.  I could get put in jail if it came out I was even kissing you.” 
 
    “Just for kissing me?  I wouldn’t tell anyone,” she said, eyeing him. 
 
    “But I wasn’t just kissing you. I started to touch you, and… I wouldn’t be any better than your father if I went any further.” 
 
    “If I was willing, they wouldn’t…” she said anxiously, grabbing his hand. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you are willing.  I am the adult.  I should know better!” 
 
    “When I was with Dusty, you didn’t seem to care how old I was.” 
 
    “That was different.” 
 
    “What makes it different?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “First of all, Dusty wasn’t touching you.  Also, I thought you were a young boy and figured you knew want a man looked like.  I tried to intervene and you brushed it off.” 
 
    “I know what a man looks like now,” she laughed. 
 
    “You are impossible,” he said laughing with her.  “I think this has gone as far as its going to go.  You are under-age.  I proved you weren’t a boy, so I think this test is over now.” 
 
    “You just did this to prove I wasn’t a boy?” she asked, widening her eyes at him.  “All that kissing on me, when you found out I was a girl was just another kind of test?  A test for what?  To see if I liked it?  To see if you liked it?  To find out if sex really has to be done with someone you have deep feelings for?” 
 
    Matthew looked at her with a stunned expression.  He should never have touched her, he berated himself.  
 
    “I wasn’t having sex with you.  I just kissed you, and I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know you didn’t mean it!  When I was a boy, I had all those qualifications you talked about wanting in a woman, and now that you discover I am a woman, it is just a stupid test since you believe women are just a bother!” 
 
    Mattie pulled her hand from his.  
 
    “After this, Matthew Douglas, you keep your lips off of me.  Just try and convince yourself that this test was a failure!  To you, I will remain a pretty-boy, and that is all!”  
 
    She pulled away from him and started to run from the stable. 
 
    “You gonna come to dinner?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” she stormed and kept running.  
 
    He went to the door, he heard her whistle, and then Apache was galloping towards her.  He could see her swinging up on his back as she grabbed a handful of mane.  Then they were galloping out towards the back of the ranch property, no saddle, no bridle, just a horse and a rider, that seemed to be part of the horse she rode.  His mouth fell open in astonishment and he knew in that instant that she was the woman he wanted in his life.  She had all those qualities he had been looking for in someone to have deep feelings for.  Only now, he had screwed it up proper, he thought, and she needed to do some growing up first. 
 
    Tears streaked down Mattie’s face.  She couldn’t remember the last time she had cried.  Even the treatment of her daddy had not made her feel sorry for herself.  It had only made her angry.  What she felt now was beyond anger.  It was humiliation, after all those nice things he had said about her before he discovered she was a girl.  It meant nothing.  He had just been teasing who he thought was a young boy.  Then she practically threw herself into his arms, forcing him to take off her shirt, hoping he would touch her when she had never been with a man, other than her pitiful daddy, before.  All that talk about sex being something special to share with someone you had deep feelings for.  She hadn’t expected him to have sex with her.  She just wanted to feel his arms around her. 
 
    She could just scream!  So she did.  She screamed as loud as she could, but it didn’t help any.  She let Apache run until he had all the spunk and then some run out of him, and she kept going.  Maybe she would not go back, she thought.  Or if she did, just to get her saddle and belongings.  Now Apache was walking, just plodding in no particular direction.  She had never been out here.  She didn’t know where she was going.  She was just going.  She wondered how much of this land belonged to the Double D Ranch? 
 
    It started to get dark, but she still did not turn back.  She felt spent and completely at a loss.  At least when she left home, she had some sort of plan to go by.  Now she had nothing.  She hadn’t expected to have these strong feelings about a man, and it just practically happened overnight.  She had only been there two days, for pity sakes.  But he didn’t even want to touch her.  No one would have known, even if she was under-age.  It was only two months before she became an adult, anyway!  Dusty would have been happy to have her hand on him, even when he thought she was a boy, but not Matthew.  Even when no one would ever know, he didn’t want anything to do with her. 
 
    Apache stopped.  He perked up his ears. 
 
    “What is it boy?” she asked.  
 
    And then she heard it too.  It was someone calling. 
 
    “Mattie, Mattie.  Where are you, Mattie?” 
 
    She listened.  It was Matthew.  She wondered if anyone else was with him?  Only she didn’t hear anyone else calling her.   Then she saw a light in the distance, coming in her direction.  It was a flashlight searching back and forth, as it came closer. 
 
    She didn’t say anything but just stood still on her horse, watching him approaching her.  Then his light picked up Apache’s white coat and he nudged his horse into a gallop, coming to a stop when he reached her. 
 
    “Mattie,” he breathed.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to upset you.  You can’t just stay out here like this.  Come back with me.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything.  She just clicked her tongue and spurred Apache into a gallop, back in the direction of the ranch.  Matthew caught up with her.  
 
    “Don’t be mad at me, Mattie.  Stop and talk to me, for Christ sake.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” she said.  “I don’t want to listen to anything you have to say.  You are a hypocrite, just like Dusty.  All sweet talking when you want a woman to fall into your arms, but you don’t know the first thing about ‘deep feelings’ as you put it.   Go find someone else to tease.” 
 
    She was right, Matthew thought.  In the beginning, it was all a tease as he tried to figure out why he was attracted to a pretty boy.  He had been afraid that the boys would tease Mattie and make her take off, and hell, he was the one who ended up doing it. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go to hell if you want, Mattie.  But don’t you take off.  Promise me.  Dad wants you to stay.  We need your kind of talent on the ranch.  You don’t have any other place to go to anyway, and if you play this game at another ranch, it may turn out worse for you.  Say you will stay.  That is all I am asking you, and then I won’t ever speak to you again if you don’t want me to.  Everyone is worried sick about you.  Dusty thinks it’s his fault and wants to apologize to you.  You gotta stay, sweetcakes.” 
 
    Mattie pulled Apache up. “Sweetcakes, huh?” she sneered. “Whatever happened to sweetheart?”  
 
    She gave a bitter laugh.  
 
    “I’ll take you up on that.  You stay the hell away from me and I’ll wrangle your horses for you.   However, if anyone even looks sideways at me, or calls me a pretty-boy or sweetcakes, I’m out of here.  So you just let them all know for me,” she said and then clicked her tongue.  Matthew watched in amazement as she squeezed the sides of her horse with her legs and guided him in the dark at the pace she was going.   
 
    She must be part Indian, he chuckled to himself.   Now he was going to have to figure out a way to convince her that she was the woman he wanted in his life.  He wished her to know he wanted to call her sweetheart.  He would at least have to wait until she turned eighteen though, he decided.  He just didn’t know how he was going to hold out, not coming near her or talking to her for that long.  At least, she was going to stay and that was all that really mattered right now, he told himself.  But his heart felt like it had been ripped from his chest when she had told him to go to hell. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Daniel stood staring at his son.  They were in his office and the door was closed.  
 
    “How do you know he’s a girl?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “I kissed her, and well, I started to touch her,” he admitted. 
 
    “Let me get this straight.  You kissed her, while you thought she was a boy?” 
 
    “It was just a feeling.  She was too pretty for a boy.  Her name is Matilda, by the way.” 
 
    “So why are you telling me all this?” 
 
    “It’s like this, dad.  I love her.  I swear I love that little girl, but she won’t be eighteen for a couple of months yet.  Besides, she is so spitting mad at me, she won’t have anything to do with me.” 
 
    “For kissing her?” 
 
    “No, for not having sex with her.  Or at least, I think that is the reason.  She seems pretty confused.  You know her Daddy tried stuff with her,” he said.  “That is why she is out here posing as a boy.” 
 
    “Hmmm, things are starting to come together now,” Daniel said, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “Anyway, she doesn’t want me to blow her cover and I don’t blame her.  Only I want to marry her, eventually, but she refuses to talk to me or let me talk to her.  I don’t want her taking off in a huff.  I just figured you needed to know.” 
 
    “That little girl can sure handle horses,” Daniel said, shaking his head.  “So what about this abusive father.  You think he is looking for her?” 
 
    “I don’t’ know, but when she turns eighteen, even if I have to tie her up, I am going to get her to marry me.  Then he won’t have a say in anything.” 
 
    “Don’t think that is going to work.  Tying her up, I mean, to get her to marry you,” Daniel chuckled.  “She seems to like me though,” he grinned. 
 
    “Well, you sure as heck are not going to ask her to marry you,” Matthew teased. 
 
    “If I were twenty years younger…” 
 
    “So what should I do?” 
 
    “Nothing.  If she is staying, then you don’t have to worry.  Just keep tabs on her.  Make sure she doesn’t get hurt either physically or emotionally.” 
 
    “You should have seen her with that horse of hers, dad.  No saddle, no bridle.  She just swung up, as pretty as you please, and guided that horse with her legs.  That horse is not only something, but it loves her more than I do.  The way it responds to her and the things she has taught it must have taken a lot of patience on her part, and trust on her horse’s part.   I just got to get her to trust me that way.” 
 
    “If you marry her, you are going to have one handful of a woman, you know that.  She will probably train you the same way she’s trained her horse.” 
 
    “Never thought of that,” Matthew chuckled.  “She already has me tied in knots.” 
 
    “You have only known her a couple of days.  Maybe all that love you think you are feeling may wear off.” 
 
    “Dad, I have been wanting a woman like this for as long as I knew I wanted a woman.  I don’t think it is just going to wear off.” 
 
    “Well, she would make a good horse rancher’s wife, that is for sure,” Daniel commented. 
 
    “At least, now you know what I am thinking and that she is actually a girl.  Just don’t let her know you know or I will be in hot water forever.” 
 
    “She’ll get over her anger.  Women are fickle that way.” 
 
    “She’s not like any other woman I have ever met,” Matthew pointed out.  “So I wouldn’t count on it.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Sleeping.  I wouldn’t let the boys wake her up.  She had a hard night of it.  Turns out I am the one who made her take off, and I was supposed to be the one to watch over her.” 
 
    “This should be a good lesson about kissing pretty boys,” Daniel laughed. 
 
    “Don’t rub it in, dad.  She already told me to go to hell.” 
 
    “Sometimes hell seems like a good escape from an angry woman,” Daniel grinned. 
 
    “I can’t understand how she can make me so happy and angry at the same time,” Matthew marveled. 
 
    “The powers of love,” Daniel said simply.  “The powers of love.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door and Matthew unfolded his tall frame from the chair and pulled the door open.  Mattie was standing there. 
 
    “Everyone is out doing something.  Why didn’t anyone wake me up?” 
 
    Matthew just shrugged. Daniel smiled.  
 
    “How are you feeling this morning, Mattie?” Daniel asked. “Heard you got lost out on the back forty, last night.” 
 
    “You might say that,” she said, looking over to Matthew. 
 
    “Next time take someone with you if you plan to go riding very far.  Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.  You’re a darn good horseman, and I want to keep you around for awhile.  In fact, you are welcome to remain here for as long as you want.” 
 
    “Thank you.” she gave a quick glance at Matthew.  “I would like that.” 
 
    “Well, I am glad we agree on that point,” Daniel said, smiling kindly at her.  “You getting along with the boys okay?  They haven’t been teasing you too much have they.” 
 
    “Oh, the boys and I see eye to eye.  We get along just fine,” she said. 
 
    “Glad to hear that.  You can start working with that little filly if you want.  Do whatever you think she needs to turn her into a good saddle horse.  That should take up most of your time, I figure.” 
 
    “Depends on how much you want to teach her,” Mattie said. 
 
    “Just the regular stuff for starters.  When we see how she takes to that…” 
 
    “Most horses can be taught just about anything,” Mattie told him. 
 
    “But some are better at some things than others.  We try to find the horse’s real talent and then expand on it.” 
 
    “Good idea,” she said and turned towards the door.  “Sorry I interrupted you,” she mumbled and then went out. 
 
    Daniel shook his head.  
 
    “That’s going to be one valuable horse rancher,” he said.  
 
    “Speaking of the boys, I didn’t tell you what went on in the bunkhouse yesterday.  That is why Dusty was so upset when Mattie took off.  He thought it was his fault.” 
 
    “So what went on in the bunkhouse?” 
 
    “Well, Dusty was messing around and wanted Mattie to measure his dick.  By the time I arrived, it looked like they were taking advantage of her innocence.  I told them to cut it out.  Only Mattie stood her ground and asked me if I wanted to watch.  She was trying to fit in, I think,” Matthew ended. 
 
    “The girl has guts, that’s for sure.  But she is going to get herself into trouble if she keeps playing those kind of pranks with the boys.  When they catch on she is a girl, all hell is gonna to break lose.” 
 
    “That’s what I am afraid of, and if it happens before she turns eighteen, then what are we going to do about her?” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, son.  You have already created a big problem with that kiss.  It’s probably gonna take some time to work that out of her system.  The way she was looking at you a few minutes ago, I would bet my last dollar she likes you.  You hurt her pride and now she is going to make you suffer for it.” 
 
    “As long as I know she likes me, I am willing to suffer for a time,” Matthew admitted. 
 
    “I’ll find out, soon enough.  But just give her time to cool down.  I don’t think she is going anywhere real soon.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not.  But she seems to have a temper and her little excursion last night proved that she can bolt at the least little reason.” 
 
    “Just don’t go kissing her again, son.” 
 
    “Man, that is not going to be an easy promise to keep,” Matthew said shaking his head. 
 
    “You just wait until she kisses you first,” Daniel laughed.  “If that look in her eye meant anything, she’ll get around to cornering you and then you had better watch out.  She’s already proven that she can handle a stud,” he laughed even harder. 
 
    “That’s the problem, Dad.  She doesn’t just want kisses, she wants it all and she is under-age.” 
 
    Matthew left the office, feeling more confused than ever, but at least, his dad would back him up when the time came.  For now, he had two miserable months to look forward to, with Mattie under his nose, while he had to try and ignore her.  A feat he felt was near impossible.  He just hoped his dad was right about how Mattie felt.  She sure acted like she hated the very sight of him, he bemoaned.  Before he hurt her pride, she was all over him. 
 
    His long legs strode across the yard in the direction of the stables to get his own horse and go out to help the boys round up the horses that had managed to break through a weak fence the week before.  They were still enclosed in the ranch property and he had noticed some of them when he had been out looking for Mattie the night before.  He knew there were several mares that were getting ready to drop a foal in the bunch, so they needed to get them back to the smaller pasture. 
 
     As he crossed the yard, he looked over to the paddock where Mattie was working Patches.  She had a feed sack full of cans and was shaking it at the filly, who was on the end of a rope.  Patches was going crazy at the sound and strange appearance of the sack.  Then Mattie would pull Patches to her and rub the noisy sack over Patches back and withers.  Patches eyes were wide and round, as she shivered in fright, but Mattie held the horse still, while she made Patches accept the sack against her skin.  
 
    Matthew got so caught up in watching Mattie with Patches, that he forgot what he was about to do.  He laid his arms across the top of the fence rail and rested his chin on them as he watched Mattie working the filly.  He liked to watch the way she moved, and each time Patches performed well, Mattie would give the horse a kiss on its nose and hug its neck.  She wasn’t only training the horse, she was loving it in the process and getting the horse to trust her.  No wonder Apache loved the girl so much.  She had a close bond with horses.  He remembered how she said that horses were the only things worth loving and it made him feel awed and sad at the same time.  He was awed at the kind of love she showed the horse, yet was sad that it wasn’t him receiving that kind of love from her.  Boy, he just blew his chance of ever having her give him that kind of look she reserved for horses.  He shook his head.  He yearned for the kind of look she reserved for only her horse, and that little filly she was training, but not for him.  However, the way she had been kissing him the other night, was just too damn dangerous.  What else was he supposed to do, he asked himself?  Had he given into her, the way she wanted, it would have been hell to pay, had he ever got caught. 
 
    Mattie suddenly looked up and saw him watching her.  Their eyes locked and that look of love she had just given to Patches turned into a stormy glare.  Then she looked back to the horse, petting its neck and giving it a kiss under its ear.  Matthew straightened up and pushed himself away from the fence, continuing towards the stable again.  That look was like a shot in the heart.  This wasn’t going to be easy, he thought. 
 
    Mattie was leading Patches around the paddock, stopping and lifting her foot, then leading her again and stopping to lift yet another foot.  Every time she passed the feed sack hanging on the fence, she gave it a vicious shake, making the cans clank inside. Now, Patches hardly even blinked at it. 
 
    “Looks like you know what you’re doing there, kid.” 
 
     Mattie turned and saw Dusty watching her.  He had his horse, a bay gelding, by the reins standing beside him. 
 
    “Just part of getting ‘em used to stuff,” Mattie said, sort of shrugging. 
 
    “Hey, I just came over to tell you I’m sorry about last night, and what I tried to make you do.  You’re a pretty good sport though.  Matthew said you were upset about something and took off.  He thought you got lost and went out looking for you.  I hope it wasn’t me who upset you,” he said, looking shamefaced. 
 
    Mattie came to where he was standing.  
 
    “I wasn’t mad at you,” she told him.  “It was something else.” 
 
    “Anything I can do?” 
 
    “Nope, it’s over now.  Just a misunderstanding between me and Matthew.” 
 
    “That is why he is ignoring you, huh.” 
 
    “I told him to stay clear of me.  He keeps calling me sweetcakes.” 
 
    Dusty threw his head back and laughed.  
 
    “The way he keeps looking at you, one would think he had a crush on you.  Only I know that Matthew is not attracted to boys.” 
 
    “He sort of feels he needs to protect me or something cause he thinks I’m so dang innocent.  I told him to fuck off.  Guess that pissed him off.  He wants to be my big brother or something.” 
 
    “Well that explains it,” Dusty grinned.  “Matthew has his strange ways.  He jumped all over us, about what we had been doing in the bunkhouse after you took off.  Said if it ever happened again, he was going to start laying people off.” 
 
    “Guess I kind of made a stir around here,” Mattie said, realizing her being there was making it hard for everyone. 
 
    Maybe Matthew was right.  Having a woman was just a big bother! 
 
    “Oh, he’ll get over it.  And anyway, we won’t tease you no more.  We’re gonna to be too busy trying to outdo you in training horses and playing chess,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Not to mention arm wrestling,” she teased. 
 
    “Are you saying you could beat us in arm wrestling?” Dusty grinned, raising his eyebrows at her. 
 
    “You heard me,” she smirked.  
 
    “You are just full of surprises, aren’t you?  Ok, sweetcakes, you can prove it tonight after dinner.” 
 
    “Didn’t Matthew tell you what would happen if anyone called me sweetcakes, or cutie pie, or any other name related to those names?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  I forgot.” he winked.  “But you are a cutie pie,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Well, this cutie pie is going to beat you in arm wrestling, after I beat you in chess,” she predicted.  “Then you’ll think twice before you call me sweetcakes again!” she warned and then turned away and started waking Patches again. 
 
    The dinner table was unusually quiet.  Ordinarily, there was a ruckus of noise, talking and joking and grabbing for food.  Daniel looked out over his adopted family, as he always called them, and smiled inwardly.  That little snip of a girl was creating a real predicament.  Matthew sat like a bump on a log, trying not to look at Mattie, but stealing a glance every chance he got, and none of the boys missed it.  Dusty, just kept looking at his plate and shoveling food in his mouth.  McCloud and Clyde were talking softly between themselves about some disagreement they had been having when they first came into the room, and Buck just sat grinning at everyone like there was some big joke going on.  Mattie was looking from one to the other, but never at Matthew, and Daniel just shook his head and occupied himself with his own dinner. 
 
    As the plates emptied, Dusty stood up.  
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you in the bunkhouse, Mattie,” he said grinning. 
 
    “You and who else?” she asked, grinning back. 
 
    Matthew looked up suddenly, wondering what he had missed. 
 
    “After me, there won’t be any more contest,” Dusty said. 
 
    “That’s what you think,” Mattie returned. 
 
    “Face it, Mattie.  You might be able to wrangle a horse, but other than that you are just a pretty face.” 
 
    “Yeah, my face is a lot prettier than yours,” she heckled. 
 
    “How long do you think you’ll last?” Dusty asked. 
 
    “Longer than you,” she predicted. 
 
    By this time, everyone was staring at the two. 
 
    “You can stop talking and start showing,” Dusty insisted.  “So get your little butt up off that chair and come with me.” 
 
    “You just can’t wait to be humiliated, can you?” Mattie laughed, as she stood up to follow him out the door. 
 
    Matthew looked at the others at the table.  
 
    “What’s going on that I don’t know about?” he asked. 
 
    “Beats me,” Buck said. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I’m gonna go find out,” Clyde drawled, and scooted his chair back. 
 
    “Wait for me,” McCloud followed. 
 
    Matthew looked at Daniel.  
 
    “I have a feeling that little minx is getting ready to start something,” he hissed. 
 
    “Only way to find out is to go see,” Daniel, insisted, standing up and heading after McCloud, and Matthew was close on his tail. 
 
    When Matthew opened the door to the bunkhouse, he saw Clyde, McCloud, and Buck all surrounding the table where Dusty and Mattie were facing each other, their elbows on the table, their hands getting ready to chinch. 
 
    “On your mark, get set, go,” Buck yelled and then Dusty and Mattie grasped hands, as Matthew drew closer and looked in wonder, while the two began to arm wrestle.  
 
    What was Mattie trying to prove, he thought?  She couldn’t possibly…and then he heard Dusty groan as Mattie slammed his hand down on the table.  
 
    “You cheated!” 
 
    “Did not!  Who’s next?” she called. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding,” Buck laughed. 
 
    “Something your Daddy taught you?” Matthew asked as he came up beside her. 
 
    Mattie looked up at him and smiled.  
 
    “You wanna be next, sweetcakes?” 
 
    Matthew grinned.  
 
    “Sure, why not,” he accepted and took Dusty’s place. 
 
    “Don’t get all cocksure of yourself,” Mattie warned.  “I may look soft, but it’s not like arm wrestling a girl.” 
 
    Matthew swallowed.  The little twerp!  She was egging him on, just like she had in the barn.  Daring him… He put his elbow on the table. 
 
    “Look into my pretty eyes,” Mattie jeered as she put her small hand in his large one. 
 
    Buck called the start again and then Mattie gripped against Matthew’s hand.  Her eyes smiled at him and then she let the tip of her tongue peek out of her mouth, and sort of lick against her lip.  He looked away. 
 
    “Losing concentration there, big boy?” she asked, and he jerked his eyes back at her. 
 
    “You’re pretty wiry for a little kid,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “I’ve beat better men than you at this,” she informed him. 
 
    “Have you now?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said as she moved her foot under the table and rubbed it against his ankle. 
 
    His expression darkened and the next thing he knew she was slamming his hand down on the table. 
 
    “Do you think I cheated too?” she asked innocently. 
 
    “There is cheating, and then there is cheating.” he breathed almost under his breath.  “Just depends on how you want to look at it.  Guess your daddy taught you good,” he said as he leaned across the table and patted her on the cheek.  “All your’s boys,” he said, as he sauntered from the room.  Mattie watched him with smoldering eyes, while Daniel smiled to himself.  She not only knew how to handle horses, he thought, but she had a really subtle way with men as well.  He turned and followed his son from the bunkhouse.  He could see why Matthew loved her, poor boy.  She just might be one hell of a filly to handle, though.  He shook his head, feeling sorry for his son and kind of wishing he was twenty years younger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Mattie stumbled in and flopped on the bottom bunk of her own bunk bed.  It had been a long hard day, but the filly was coming along good and she had already gotten a saddle on her back and got her lunging well.  Next, she would work on reining, she thought. 
 
    “Come on, Mattie,” Dusty called.  “You are coming into town with us tonight, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Why?  What’s in town?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s Friday, and I know you can’t go to the bars, but there is a country dance going on, that you can attend.  No use laying around this place.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.” 
 
    Dusty hunkered down beside the bed and looked into her face.  
 
    “You know, you are filthy!  I don’t think I’ve seen you take a shower all week.  You’re starting to smell pretty rank, too,”  
 
    Dusty held his nose.  
 
    “Get your butt in there and take a shower.” 
 
    “Oh, I was going to do it tomorrow,” she said, thinking they would all be gone over the weekend. 
 
    “Nah, you are coming into town with us, isn’t he boys?” Dusty insisted.  “So you gotta get cleaned up right now.” 
 
    “Don’t be shy.  We won’t tease you about your little dick,” Dusty teased. 
 
    “I don’t think…” 
 
    “He’s right, Mattie.  Your modesty is getting a little ridicules, don’t you think?” Buck put in. 
 
    “You’ve gotten used to us by now,” McCloud added.  “Come on, boys, let’s give this kid a shower.”  
 
    He came over to the bunk and took an arm.  The others came and each took an arm or leg and picked Mattie up off the bed before she realized what was happening. 
 
    “Get your hands off of me,” she shrieked. 
 
    “Stop acting like a girl,” Clyde insisted, as he turned on a shower and adjusted the water, while the others held her from wriggling out of their hands.  “Water’s ready,” Clyde announced and the four put Mattie under the shower, clothes and all. 
 
    “See, that’s not so bad, is it?” Dusty asked and then he reached in and pulled Mattie’s tee shirt over her head, getting his fingers tangled in the ace bandage and causing it to spring loose, unraveling as it slid down around Mattie’s waist, revealing her firm breasts. 
 
    Dusty stepped back.  
 
    “Well, lookie here, boys.  Pretty-face is more than just a pretty face.”  
 
    Mattie turned her back on them. 
 
    “Think you had better go get Matthew,” Buck said to Dusty, but Dusty did not move. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Clyde said and left the room. 
 
    “Are you guys just going to stand there and gawk at me?” Mattie asked. 
 
    “Sweetcakes, I believe you gawked at me once,” Dusty said.  “In fact, you even got to measure me, if I recall right.  Maybe all’s fair…” his hand touched her shoulder. 
 
    “Guess you are right,” Mattie said, suddenly turning around.  “Hell, it’s not like you’ve never seen a naked girl before, and I’ve certainly seen all of you naked at one time or another.  But you just better keep your hands to yourself,” she warned, and then she amazed them by pulling off her jeans.  “You gonna hand me the shampoo, or what?” she asked, as the three stood with their mouths open. 
 
    “Sure thing, sugar,” Dusty said, grabbing a bottle from the next stall and handing it to her.  
 
    “Hated wearing that ace bandage anyway,” she said, as she lathered her head, while the men watched on. 
 
    “Okay, what is this all about?” Matthew said as he entered the shower room.   
 
    Then he stood stock still.  
 
    “What is going on here?” He bellowed. 
 
    “You come to watch too?” Mattie asked.  “Seems the boys got tired of smelling my stinky body and insisted I take a shower.” 
 
    “You boys get out of here,” Matthew growled and everyone scattered.  “What are you trying to prove, Mattie?  You’re under-age, for Christ sake.” 
 
    “I’m not having sex with them, if that is what is worrying you,” she spat, as she continued to wash her hair, tantalizing him as she faced him without flinching. 
 
    “Get out of there and cover yourself up,” Matthew demanded. 
 
    “When I’m through,” she said. “They’ve seen me, you’ve seen me.  There is no more of me to see, so what’s the big deal?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want my horse wranglers, gawking at the woman I am going to marry,” he said. 
 
    Mattie stopped and glared at him.  
 
    “I don’t recall you asking me,” she hissed, “And I don’t remember me agreeing to it, even if you did.” 
 
    “Mattie, listen….” 
 
    “Dusty?” Mattie called. 
 
    Dusty poked his head in the door.  
 
    “Someone call me?” he asked. 
 
    “You know, I was thinking about when I was measuring you?” she asked.  “Maybe you were right.  That wasn’t very fair, was it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You want at wash my hair or don’t you?” she asked. 
 
    Dusty looked at Matthew’s angry face. 
 
    “Sure thing, only I don’t want to get fired,” he said hesitantly.  
 
    “You won’t get fired because if they fire you, I’ll be leaving as well,” she promised him.  “So why don’t you take those duds off, and come do it?” 
 
    “Mattie,” Matthew said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Come on in boys, Dusty and I have another little show for you,” she called, but no one dared step foot in the showers while Matthew stood there with murder in his eyes. 
 
    “Do not do it, Dusty,” Matthew growled. 
 
    Dusty stood still and shrugged. 
 
    “Fine, then, Matthew you do it!  But you gotta take your clothes off first.” 
 
    Matthew glared at her. 
 
    “I’m standing here all dripping wet and naked while you are looking at me.  I should be able to look at you as well, so if you don’t take your clothes off, maybe I will do it for you.” 
 
    She took a step towards Matthew, and he put his hand out and grabbed her shoulder.  
 
    “That is enough, Mattie.” 
 
    “You don’t own me, Matthew Douglas, even if you got it in your mind I am going to marry you. You’re dreaming, so if you want to touch me naked, this is your only chance.  Otherwise, Dusty is going to do it.  And everyone else will be coming in here too, so nothing funny goes on.” 
 
    “Then let Dusty do it!” Matthew seethed, “but I’m not staying to watch.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” she said. “Come on Dusty, looks like Matthew is going to lose out here.” 
 
    “Damn it, Mattie!” Matthew said, as he turned back and glared at her.  
 
    He stepped into the shower, picked her up, slung her over his shoulder, and stormed out of the bunkhouse with her. 
 
    “You put me down!” Mattie, screamed, as she kicked and clawed at him. 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    Daniel came to the front door, as Matthew came stomping up onto the porch. 
 
    “Matthew, what the…” 
 
    “Here you go, dad.  You do something with her.  She won’t listen to me,” he seethed, dumping Mattie in front of his father. 
 
     He took his shirt off and put it around her shoulders and then stormed past both of them and slammed the front door behind him. 
 
    Daniel shook his head, as he looked down at Mattie who was still shooting bullets with her eyes. 
 
    “I can do what I want.  If you don’t want me here, I will leave, but no one is telling me what I can do with my own body!” 
 
    “Just what were you planning to do with your body?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Nothing!  That’s the point.  You’re swelled headed son thinks that because he wants to marry me, that I will just do whatever he tells me.  He don’t want the boys looking at me.  Hell, it’s not like they never seen a woman naked before.  I have certainly had an eye full of them since I’ve been here.” 
 
    “Yeah, Matthew told me about you and Dusty.” 
 
    “They made me shower and discovered I was a girl.  So all’s fair, right?  I had been gawking at them in the nude and then I am expected to be all prude and not let them have an eye-full? That’s all I was giving them, until Matthew showed up, and tried to take over, saying he didn’t want anyone looking at the woman he was going to marry.   
 
    “That’s bull shit!  I never said I was going to marry him and he never asked me anyway.  So if I want Dusty to wash my hair, he hasn’t got any say in the matter.  Heck, I offered to let him do it if it bothered him so much for Dusty to touch me, but he just picks me up and brings me here.” 
 
    Daniel laughed.  
 
    “What makes you think Dusty would stop at just washing your hair?” he asked. 
 
    “I beat him in arm wrestling, or hadn’t you noticed?  I’ve wrangled down more horses than I can count.  I think I could keep Dusty in his place if I wanted to.  Hell, he was so afraid of getting fired, he wouldn’t do it anyway.” 
 
    “You are only seventeen,” Daniel said. 
 
    “That didn’t seem to bother my daddy none,” she hissed. 
 
    “Your daddy could be put in jail for what he was doing,” 
 
    “I’ll be eighteen at the end of next month, so what difference does it make?  A few weeks is not going to make that much difference.  I will still be the same girl, and only a month or so wiser,” she laughed. 
 
    “It’s the law, Mattie” he insisted. 
 
    “It’s only the law that you can’t have sex with a minor.  I wasn’t going to have sex with anyone.  And I know they value their job here, so they sure as heck was not going to force me.  At the end of next month, I will have sex with whoever I damn please, though.  So now I am going back to the bunkhouse and finish my shower.  Then I am going to town with the boys, and if Matthew wants to brood over that, then let him, cause I wouldn’t marry him in a million years.” 
 
    “You should probably move into the house…” 
 
    “Hell no!  I’ve been sleeping out in that bunkhouse all week.  Everyone has seen me nude.  I have seen everyone else nude.  If anyone tries to touch my pretty ass before I turn eighteen, I will turn them in.  So neither you or your son is going to stop me unless you kick me off of your ranch.” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t drive your daddy to drink?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “He was drinking long before I was born.  His drinking is what made me learn to fend for myself.  He was mean, and I got tough.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mattie, you deserved better than that.” 
 
    “Well, here I am now.  I can wrangle horses as good as any of your boys and I can take care of myself.  So you keeping me on, or should I go pack my stuff up?” 
 
    “Go take your shower.  A night in town should probably improve your disposition,” Daniel laughed, “but like it or not, I’m sending Matthew with you, to keep an eye on your wild heart.  You need to get things straight with him, Mattie.  He loves you, and I think you are breaking his heart.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask him to,” she said quietly.  “He can just go love someone else.” 
 
    “Don’t think it is that easy.  Give him time to prove himself, at least.” 
 
    “He can’t just have me because he wants me.” 
 
    “That’s true.  You have to want him too, but don’t make any rash decisions about anything.  Just give it time.  You’re young yet.  You have your whole life in front of you to decide what you want and don’t want.  I’ll talk to Matthew and tell him to go easy on you.” 
 
    “I don’t need you fighting my battles, for me.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m doing it more for Matthew’s sake than for yours.  After all, he is my son, and I don’t want to see him get hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt him.  I just don’t want him loving me.” 
 
    “Why, Mattie?” 
 
    She didn’t answer because she could feel tears coming to her eyes.  She just turned and headed back to the bunkhouse. 
 
     “Come on, Dusty,” she said grabbing his hand as she passed.  “You still want to wash my hair?” 
 
    Dusty saw the tears running down her face and didn’t say anything, but followed her into the showers.  The others stayed in the bunkhouse, realizing that the mood had suddenly changed. 
 
    Dusty just stood there, looking at her, as she flung the shirt from her shoulders.  
 
    “Wash my hair, Dusty,” she said as her body started to shake with the tears that were spilling over her lids.  “Please wash my hair,” she pleaded and Dusty stepped to her and she put her arms around his neck and sobbed into his shoulder.  Then she was unbuttoning his shirt and unsnapping his jeans, pushing them off of him.  
 
    “That’s better,” she whispered.  “Now it is fair.” 
 
    There was a knock on the bunkhouse door and Mattie, wrapped in a towel, looked up, as Daniel came into the room.  He walked over to Mattie and handed her a bag.  
 
    “Since we all know you are a girl, and you plan to go into that country dance, I thought maybe you might like wearing a dress.  You are about the same size as my wife was before she died.  I never got rid of her clothes, so I picked out something that isn’t too much out of style.  The old styles are all coming back, I noticed.” 
 
    Mattie looked up into Daniel’s eyes.  
 
    “You know, if I could have picked my father, I think I would have picked you,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. 
 
    “And if I could have had a daughter, you would have made a perfect one.  Even if you never marry my son, I hope you will stick around for a long time.” 
 
    “If you were twenty years younger, I think I would marry you,” she smiled. 
 
    Daniel laughed.  
 
    “Don’t tell Matthew that.  He’s jealous of how much you like me, as it is.  But just remember, I’ve tried to raise him to grow up into a man I can be proud of.  He’s got to end up a little bit like me.  Just give it a few years, and he’ll be filling my boots.” 
 
     Daniel turned and left her holding the bag up to her chest.  Mattie looked into the bag and pulled out a soft flowing blue skirt and white lacy blouse.  She stepped into the skirt and pulled the blouse on.  “Hey, Dusty, think you can button this for me?” she called.  
 
    Dusty walked over, and did up the buttons at the back of the blouse and then turned her, to look at her.  
 
    “Mattie, you aren’t just a pretty face anymore.  You are one damn good looking woman!”  
 
    He kissed her forehead.  
 
    “And a horse wrangling woman to boot!” 
 
    At that moment, Matthew came through the door.  He stopped short when he saw Mattie.  Then he walked over to her. 
 
    “You boys take your trucks, Mattie is going to ride with me,” he informed them and took Mattie’s elbow in his hand and steered her out of the bunkhouse and to his truck. 
 
    Before he opened the door, he paused.  
 
    “I want to apologize for what I did in the barn and in the shower,” he said.  “I was out of place both times.  I hope you can forgive me, Mattie.  Please tell me you forgive me.” 
 
    “I’ll forgive you for everything, except for one thing,” she said. 
 
    “What one thing?” 
 
    “Not staying and washing my hair,” she said.  
 
    And then she climbed up into the truck, as Matthew’s heart flipped over in his chest at her remark. 
 
    Matthew let the other two trucks drive out towards town before him.  He drove through the open gate and then got out of the truck and shut it.  When he got back in the truck, he just sat and looked at Mattie as the sun began sinking low, giving enough light to make out her features. 
 
    “Damn, Mattie.  When I thought you were a boy, I couldn’t understand why I was so attracted to you.  But I figured something out.  It’s not just how a woman looks but what she does that attracts a man.  I liked you the moment I saw you sitting up on that big horse of yours, looking all sure of yourself like you knew something that I didn’t know.  Well, now I realize what that something was, but don’t just shut me out, Mattie.  If nothing else, I want to at least be your friend.” 
 
    “You know, the boys are my friends,” Mattie explained.  “They’re my friends because they accept me as one of them, even though now they know I am a girl.  They don’t treat me any differently than they did when they thought I was just a kid.  They don’t tell me what to do and act like they own me.  You got it all in your mind you were going to have me, and in the barn, I wanted you too.  But in the barn, I realized it all had to be on your terms.  You wouldn’t let me have you.  Instead, you were going to have me when you were all good and ready to do things the way you figured they should be done.  Well, that’s not how it works with me, Matthew.  I’ve been calling the shots for myself for a long time now while dodging my daddy.  I’m not going to let a man just come along and take up where my daddy left off, saying what I can do and can’t do, and then me having to go around it.” 
 
    Matthew gave a low laugh.  
 
    “I guess I know what you mean.  I wouldn’t want you telling me what to do either.  Maybe that is what scared me in the barn.  You were egging me on, forcing my hand, and then in the middle of it, you started taking over the situation.  I was used to being the seducer, not becoming the seduced.  And then, of course, you were under-aged, and that was scaring me as well.  I wasn’t trying to push you away, Mattie.  You know I wanted it as much as you did.  I was just trying to be mature about it.” 
 
    “Sometimes you just have to go with the flow,” Mattie said.  “But I’ll tell you how you can make it up to me,” she said, as she leaned in towards him.  “The next time I am in the Shower, I’m sending Dusty after you, and you can come wash my hair.” 
 
    “I think I will look forward to that,” Matthew breathed. 
 
    “Of course, you know all the boys will be watching, so no hanky panky will be going on.” 
 
    “You just want to humiliate me, seeing me all turned on, and not being able to do anything about it,” he smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, we could put on a real good show for the boys, if you want.” 
 
    He frowned.  
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You know, I might want to measure you too.  Dusty says it’s the size that counts.  I bet they would like to see me do that to you.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not going to do it, Mattie.  You’re pressing it here!” 
 
    “I guess Dusty was right.  You’re just a stick in the mud.” 
 
    “You know, I’m beginning to think you are just a fist full of dynamite, that needs some dampening down!” 
 
    “Yeah, you are a wet towel, always wanting to put out a fire somewhere.  Fires can warm you up sometimes,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “You’re not just a warm fire, Mattie.  You’re a blazing flame, and anyone trying to get next to you would be risking getting burned to a cinder.” 
 
    “I guess you don’t’ want to take that risk after all then?” she asked. 
 
    He turned and looked at her upturned face, noticing the long lashes that were half covering her eyes, and the full mouth that was in a half smile as she spoke. 
 
    “My father said that sometimes going to hell to get away from an angry woman could be a relief, compared to sticking around, but if you are my hell, Mattie, then I’m about to get burned.”  
 
    With those words, he pulled her head towards him, burying his fingers in the curls of her hair, and smothering her lips under his.  He drew back and looked at her hypnotic eyes. 
 
     “Heaven help me, Mattie, your fire is going to consume me someday.”  
 
    Then he turned and put his foot on the gas peddle and eased the truck down the road.  Any more of that, and he would be dragging her to the barn again, he thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    They could hear the music clear out in the parking lot, when Matthew’s truck drove up.  The boys were all impatiently hovering around the two trucks they had arrived in, waiting for Matthew and Mattie to show up. 
 
    “You guys take a detour or something?” Dusty asked as he grabbed Mattie’s arm.  “I’m getting the first dance with this filly,” he grinned.  “We all know she hates you, Matthew,” he ribbed as he poked Matthew in the side with his elbow. 
 
    The others followed close behind. 
 
    “I thought you boys were heading to the bars.  You know, where you can pick up women?” Matthew called as he followed them into the blaring din, where dancers were out on the floor doing a line dance. 
 
    “We already got ourselves a woman,” Dusty said, and winked at Matthew.  
 
    “And you had better share her with us,” Buck, insisted, slugging Dusty’s arm. 
 
    “I get the next dance,” McCloud informed them. 
 
    “Maybe I should get a dance card, and write all your names down in order,” Mattie laughed, “so you all get your fair share of me.” 
 
    Matthew wasn’t smiling.  Things were not turning out the way he had planned.  He watched as Dusty pulled Mattie out on the floor when the next dance started up, which was a slow dance.  His eyes narrowed as Dusty pulled her close into him, while he maneuvered her across the floor. 
 
    “Man, Mattie,” Dusty whispered in her ear, “ever since you took that shower, I can’t get enough of the smell of you.” 
 
    “That’s all you’re getting,” Mattie informed him. 
 
    “A man can dream, can’t he?” Dusty laughed. 
 
    “Well, just remember three things, I’m under-aged, I beat you in arm wrestling and Matthew there will kill anyone who lays a finger on me,” 
 
    Dusty turned to see Matthew throwing sparks in their direction with his eyes. 
 
    “He sure don’t like anyone coming near you, that’s for sure,” Dusty surmised. 
 
    “He think’s he owns me, but he’s got another think coming,” she said and turned her head against Dusty’s shoulder and kissed his cheek.  “You want a real kiss, just turn your head a bit,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    Dusty turned his head to stare at her.  
 
    “You are trying to make him jealous, aren’t you?” he grinned. 
 
    “I don’t have to try,” she said.  “However, he needs to realize it is my choice, not his, who puts their hands on me.” 
 
    “You like my hands, Mattie?” 
 
    “Well, they sure know how to wash hair,” she giggled. 
 
    “You know they could do a lot more.  You’ve got pretty talented hands yourself.  You sure know how to measure a dick, anyway” 
 
    “In your dreams, Dusty, but I’m not against fun and games,” she whispered. 
 
    Mattie raised her lips up to his, pulling his head down with her hand to her level.  When they broke apart, Dusty feeling breathless and her just smiling sweetly, she winked.  
 
    “That should give him an eye-full,” she predicted. 
 
    “From where I stand, his eyes look like he’s about ready to kill one of us.  I’m not sure if it is you or me,” Dusty said, turning his back to Matthew and then lowering his head and kissing her again, without her initiating it. 
 
    “Well, Dusty,” Mattie breathed, when she could get a breath,  “I think your kissing is just about as good as your hair washing.” 
 
    “Glad you like it.  When did you say you turn eighteen?  We could give old Matthew there a run for his money if you want.” 
 
    Mattie smiled.  
 
    “You know Dusty, I’m beginning to like you more and more,” she said truthfully. 
 
    The song ended and McCloud was tapping Dusty on the shoulder.  
 
    “My turn, pal,” he said and took Mattie into a swing dance that was just starting up.  McCloud was a very good dancer and showed Mattie all sorts of new steps she hadn’t tried before.  She was laughing and giggling at her mistakes and McCloud was picking her up off the floor a few times when she got tripped up on a complicated move.  Nonetheless, she was willing to try it again until she got it down perfect.  
 
    “Mattie, you dance about as good as you wrangle horses.  Is there anything you can’t handle?” 
 
    Mattie glanced over to where Matthew was still glaring at her.  
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” she told him. 
 
    Buck grabbed her for the next dance, which was a swing dance as well, and this time she didn’t make any mistakes.  She noticed that Dusty had found a cute little blond to dance with and it kind of made her heart fall.  She realized she considered the boys as part of her family, someone she felt close to, and up until now, she had been the center of their attention.  She couldn’t have them all, she realized, but Dusty was her favorite of the group.  She did not consider Matthew as part of that group because he wasn’t one of the boys in her mind.  He was the one standing on the outside, being friends, but making sure they toed the line. 
 
    Clyde had her for a slow dance.  He was kind of shy, compared to the others, and he had never teased her as much as the others had. 
 
    “You know, you guys don’t have to stay here and entertain me,” Mattie told him.  “I know you would rather be drinking and I am sure there are plenty of boys here that would keep me dancing all night.” 
 
    “We ain’t staying to entertain you, Mattie,” he said.  “Me and the boys are entertaining ourselves by being with you.  We like you.  We just discovered you are a girl and this is something we are trying to get used to.  You going to move into the house now?” 
 
    “Nope.  I’ve been stomaching you boys for a week now.  I guess you can start stomaching me.  I know you like looking at me.  As long as it’s just looks, I got nothing against it.  I’m staying in the bunkhouse, mainly, because Matthew doesn’t want me to.” 
 
    “I see how things are,” he grinned.  “You’re one rebellious little hellion, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Even my daddy could not handle me,” she admitted.  “He practically made me into a boy and then regretted it when I wouldn’t act like a girl.” 
 
    “Well, you sure look like a girl and that is really all that counts to me,” he chuckled. 
 
    The song was winding down and a new slow dance started up.  
 
    “Looks like Matthew is about ready to claim me,” Mattie laughed up at Clyde.  “I think he wants to paddle my behind, instead of dance with me, though,” she said truthfully. 
 
    “You could always dance with me again,” Clyde offered. 
 
    “Not with the look that Matthew is giving us.  I don’t want to start a fist fight here.” 
 
    “You may be right,” he said as he handed her over to Matthew. 
 
    “Having fun?” Matthew asked, putting a more pleasant expression on his face. 
 
    “What were you stewing all about?  Couldn’t you find any pretty girls to dance with?  Dusty didn’t have any trouble doing it,” Mattie taunted. 
 
    “Speaking of Dusty, what was that all about?  Why were you kissing him?  Are you two going to be an item now?”  
 
    He jerked her up close to him and she could hardly breathe. 
 
    “I can kiss who I want.  There is no law against under-aged girls kissing someone.  Especially in public,” she informed him. 
 
    “But I just want to know why you were kissing him?” he prodded. 
 
    “I like Dusty.  You know I’ve been with him naked before.   He came and washed my hair when you wouldn’t.  We are close friends.” 
 
    “You can’t go around being with the boys naked anymore, Mattie.  Even if they don’t touch you.  And having them washing your hair, while you are naked, is just asking for trouble.” 
 
    “I can handle the boys.  It’s you I’m not sure of.” 
 
    “What?  You worried you can’t handle me, the way you do them?  You got them all wrapped around your little finger and you are loving it.” 
 
    “You’re damn right, I’m loving it.  They like who I am and they let me be who I am, something I can’t say for you.” 
 
    “I like who you are, Mattie,” he whispered in her ear.  “The problem is, sometimes I don’t think you make very wise choices.” 
 
    “So now you are the choice police?  You gonna tell me what choices I can make?  Who can be my friends?  Who I can kiss and who I can’t?” 
 
    “I didn’t’ mean that, Mattie, and you know it.” 
 
    “Well, it sure sounded like you meant it. Giving me the third degree about kissing Dusty, and being around him while he’s naked.  Your problem is, you want me all to yourself, don‘t you, Matthew?” 
 
    Matthew looked at her sternly. 
 
    “You might be right about that, Mattie, but even if I didn’t, what you are doing is playing with fire.  You need to be reasonable, here.  You know that is considered sexual teasing.” 
 
    “You may think it is sexual teasing, but that’s all it is.  It’s not going to go anywhere.  I wouldn’t do that kind of thing with a stranger.  However, the boys understand me.  They are out to protect me like you are.  They were all over Dusty when he was first teasing me about measuring his dick.  They’re not going to try anything with me, no matter  how much I tease them.” 
 
    “Why do you like playing with fire like that?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “For the same reason, I like wrangling horses.  It’s a challenge to test my power.  I understand horses, and after living with my daddy, I understand most men.  Except maybe you.  You just plumb confuse me, Matthew.” 
 
    “I could say the same for you.  As long as you are passing out kisses on the dance floor, I think I will take my share,” he told her and bent his head down to her’s taking her mouth against his, as he pressed her soft body even closer to his strong hard one. 
 
    “Guess that’s fair,” she breathed, as he broke away.  “Wouldn’t want to give the boys any more than what I give you.” 
 
    “One of these days, you are going to give me a lot more than you ever dreamed of giving them,” he informed her. 
 
    “Just keep holding your breath, Matthew.  Just keep holding your breath.” 
 
    The dance had ended and before Matthew could say anything, Dusty had grabbed Mattie’s hand.  
 
    “They’re getting ready for a line dance.  All the boys want to dance alongside you.  You gonna join us, Matthew?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?”  
 
    Matthew stood on one side of Mattie and Dusty stood on the other side of her.  Buck, McCloud, and Clyde decided to take the line behind Mattie so they could watch her butt move, they told her with broad grins and winks. 
 
    Throughout the night, Mattie was whirled from one to the other of the boys and Matthew, feeling disgruntled, took his turn as well.  Besides the boys, Mattie was starting to get attention from other men in the room and shared her time dancing with them as well. 
 
    “To look at her dancing out there, you would never guess she was a horse wrangler,” Dusty said, as he stood next to Matthew, watching her.  “She’s one of the prettiest girls here and I don’t know why I never guessed she was a girl before?  It just boggles the mind.” 
 
    “That girl has more talent in her little finger than others have in their whole body,’ Matthew replied.  “You know I got dibs on her, though” he warned, eyeing Dusty with his blue gaze. 
 
    “I think it is usually up to the girl to choose, Matthew.  You can’t just claim her and expect her to go along.  Can’t you see she is like a wild mustang?  Just cause you think a wild horse is beautiful, doesn’t mean you can just go out and jump on its back and ride it.  There’s a certain amount of taming that has to come first.  You have been spooking her from the get-go.  When you spook a filly, they keep jumping away.” 
 
    “Since when were you an expert on women?  You’re no older than I am.” 
 
    “Difference is, I had a mama that raised me.  She told me what women liked and how not to spook them.  You just had your daddy giving you his version of how to treat a woman, and seeing as how Mattie sidles up to your daddy easier than she does to you, I don’t think you learned anything from him.” 
 
    Matthew just stared at Dusty and wondered if he was right?  Mattie seemed to take to Dusty and his father more than she took to him, it seemed.  And the reality of it was killing him. 
 
    “Well, it might take some time to convince her, but she’ll end up eating out of my hand eventually.” 
 
    “Think I already got her eating out of mine,” Dusty said.  “On top of that, she likes me more than she likes you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet on that.  You know how women just don’t know their own mind sometimes.  She’s playing hard to get cause she knows it pisses me off.” 
 
    “Doesn’t really matter.  I am the one who gets to shower with her, along with the rest of the boys.” 
 
    Matthew’s eyes narrowed and the look he gave Dusty would have frightened someone who didn’t know him as well as Dusty did.  
 
    “You just make sure you keep your hands off of her,” Matthew warned. 
 
    “I don’t touch her, unless she asks me,” Dusty informed him. 
 
    “And you had better not have her touching you either like you got her to do that first day.  What kind of respect is that?” 
 
    “I respect her.  I thought she was a boy back then.  My opinion of her has changed quite a bit since then.” 
 
    They were interrupted by Mattie and the other boys joining them. 
 
    “This is the last dance,” Mattie told Matthew.  “I told the boys I had promised it to you.” 
 
    Matthew’s heart took a leap since she had not promised the last dance to him, that he knew of.  He took her out on the floor and put his arms around her as the music started to flow over them in a slow-moving rhythm. 
 
    “See, a social life isn’t all that bad,” he whispered in her ear, as he pulled her closer to him.  “It looks like you have been having your share of fun.” 
 
    “I never had time for dances before, but I still practiced the steps in my spare time.  Don’t know why I bothered, though.  Daddy never let me go to dances.” 
 
    “Well, you got to put them to the test and it looks like you learned them pretty good if you ask me.” 
 
    “Matthew, do you still think women are a bother?” 
 
    “Some women are, but you don’t bother me much.” 
 
    “Like hell, I don’t.  Everything I do bothers you!” 
 
    “I mean it is not a bother to hold you like this and to dance with you.  I even like having you around the ranch.  Other things you do bothers the hell out of me.  Don’t think that will ever change, though.” 
 
    “You just love me for all the wrong reasons,” she said. 
 
    “Who said I loved you?” he asked. 
 
    “Your daddy did.  Said I shouldn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “My daddy should have let me tell you that I love you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know, Matthew.  I told your daddy I didn’t want you to love me.” 
 
    “Why not, Mattie?  I can’t help it if I love you.” 
 
    “It’s just that you will only get hurt.  Nothing I do makes you happy, Matthew.  You hate everything I do.  You want to change who I am.  You just like the idea of loving me, but I don’t think you even know why you love me.  On top of that, you don’t even how to love me.” 
 
    “Well, that was a nice slap in the face,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Sorry, Matthew.  I just don’t want you to get all anxious and then hurt if things don’t go your way.” 
 
    “Why don’t you like me?” Matthew said. 
 
    “I didn’t say I didn’t like you, Matthew.  Only it doesn’t matter, cause it would never work between us.” 
 
    “Why not?  Couldn’t you give it a try?” 
 
    “I can never be pinned down, Matthew.  I think you want to pin me down and train me like one of your wild horses.  You love what’s wild in me, but you really don’t want me wild.  Once you get that wild streak out of me, I won’t be the same girl anymore.  Then what are you gonna love about me, Matthew?” 
 
    Matthew didn’t say anything.  In a way, she had been right.  He knew why he loved her, but at the same time, the things he loved about her scared the hell out of him.  While he didn’t mind her acting wild towards him, he didn’t want her being wild with anyone else.  He even hated the way she took risks on horseback.  He wanted her safe, where he didn’t have to worry about her, and yet at the same time, he knew that wasn’t what she was all about.  Like a wild mustang, she had to have a certain freedom, or it would just take all the spirit out of her, and that is what he loved most about her.  That free-flying spirit, that put sparkle in her eyes and mischief in her smile, was something that drew him to her.  It also drew the other boys as well, he realized. 
 
    Mattie was too much of her own person to let anyone change her and if she thought he was going to try to change her, she would never let him get near enough to her to let him love her.  He would be loving her from a distance, in the same way, he loved watching the wild Mustang on the range.  A beautiful sight to behold, but you just couldn’t hold them in your hand, and in some cases, not even make them stay in a corral.  The really wild ones would sometimes jump the fence and vanish.  He just hoped she did not jump the fence and vanish from him. 
 
    Just as they walked off the dance floor, Dusty came up and grabbed Mattie by the arm.  
 
    “Come on, Mattie, the boys are staying in town over the weekend.  I’m taking one of the trucks back to the ranch.  Since you promised to play chess with me last night, and never got around to it, you owe me a game.  So you can ride with me, instead of that stick in the mud Matthew.” 
 
    Mattie gave a fleeting glance at Matthew.  She could tell he had expected to take her back himself, but Matthew needed to learn that it was not up to him who she rode with or what she did, for that matter.” 
 
    “You’re on,” Mattie said.  “Thanks for the last dance, Matthew.  You sure you want to miss a weekend in town just to play chess with me?” she asked Dusty. 
 
    “If I get bored, I can always come back,” he told her. 
 
    “Are you telling me I am boring?” Mattie asked, slapping him on the side of the head. 
 
    “Depends,” he smiled, “on how the game goes.” 
 
    Matthew watched the two walking off arm in arm and his heart sunk to the bottom of his stomach.  Dusty sure had a way with women, he had to admit, but hell if he was going to let him take Mattie right out from under his nose.  He saw Mattie look back over her shoulder at him.  He wished he could read the expression on her face, but he hadn’t been able to figure her out from the very beginning.  All he knew was that he was so in love with that girl it hurt, and seeing her walking off with Dusty, was a bitter pill to take. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
     
 
    “Hey, you want to go get something to eat first?” Dusty asked Mattie after they climbed up in the truck. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starved.  All that dancing pretty much wore me out.” 
 
    “There’s a really good hamburger place around the corner and then I know a great place to eat our meal,” he told her. 
 
    “Lead on,” she said, laughing. 
 
    He turned into the hamburger place, drove up to the drive up window and they ordered the food.  Then Dusty headed down the highway and soon turned off on a dirt road. 
 
    “Where we going?” Mattie asked. 
 
    “Out to my old man’s, old place.  We had a little ranch until he got cancer and we had to sell off all the stock to pay the hospital bills.  That’s why I’m working for the Double D.  Once I save enough money, I am going to restock my dad’s old ranch and go into business for myself.  That’ll take a few years yet, but it’s a dream of mine.  There’s a real pretty pond on the place and there is a full moon tonight, so I thought we could put a blanket down by the pond and eat. 
 
    “I think I would like that,” Mattie said.  “Then maybe after we eat you could show me your place.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I could.  It’s not much right now and it has been closed up for a year, but I come and check on it when I can.” 
 
    He turned off the dirt road and was following a track through the grass, that wasn’t really a road but had been traveled over before.  The grass grew high between the tire tracks though.  The windows in the truck were rolled down because it was a warm night.  The warm air brushed over Mattie’s arm as she rested her elbow on the window seal.  She could smell the fresh grass and wildflowers in the air, as the tires crushed the stems and caused the fragrance to burst forth. 
 
    The headlights caught a clump of trees in the distance and the moonlight reflected on the still water of the pond, that the trees sheltered and fed from.  Dusty pulled up under one of the threes.  
 
    “Here we are, sugar,” he said.  “I’ll get the blanket.”  
 
    He reached behind the seat and pulled out a blanket and a couple of towels. 
 
    “What are the towels for?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a warm night.  I thought if you wanted, after we ate, we could go swimming.” 
 
    “You mean skinny dipping,” she corrected. 
 
    Dusty grinned.  
 
    “No worse than seeing each other in the shower,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Is the water very cold?” 
 
    “Nope, the sun warms it up pretty well during the day, so by night time, it is nice and warm.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I will try it, but right now, I am starved.” 
 
    Dusty spread the blanket out and got the food from the truck.  Mattie sat crossed legged on the blanket with her bag of food in her lap and pulled a hamburger from the bag, while Dusty handed her a drink. 
 
    “It is really nice out here, Dusty.  How many acres do you have?” 
 
    “A couple hundred.  Not as big as the Double D, but it is plenty big for me.” 
 
    “What happened to your mom?” 
 
    “When dad died, she went to live with her sister.  I see her once in a while, but it’s quite a ways from here.  She never liked the country.  She was a city girl before she married my dad.  But she loved him enough to live his kind of life until he died.  My sisters were married, by the time Dad died, and no one wanted the ranch, so I got it.” 
 
    “How many sisters do you have?” 
 
    “Two, they are older than me.  They were married by the time I turned ten.  I was sort of a change of life baby.  I just snuck up on my mom by surprise.” 
 
    “You must have been a pleasant surprise, though,” Mattie smiled, reaching up and pushing a lock of hair out of Dusty’s eyes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was a pretty cute baby, all right.  My sisters spoiled me rotten, seeing as how my dad always wanted a son.” 
 
    “I bet you were a pretty baby.  You turned out to be a pretty good-looking guy, as well.” 
 
    “Glad you think so,” he grinned.  “You about ready for that swim?” 
 
    “Think I want to rest a bit first.”  
 
    Mattie laid back with her hands under her head.  
 
    “When the moon is full like this, the stars aren’t quite as bright,” she pointed out, “but there sure are a lot of them out there.” 
 
    Dusty laid down beside her.  
 
    “I always liked looking at the stars.  Thought I saw a U.F.O. once.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Scared the hell out of me.  I was out on my horse riding at night and this light comes overhead and just sits there.  I know it is not a plane cause I can’t hear an engine or anything, and besides, it is hovering anyway.  And then these little red lights come out from the bottom of it and one red light goes one way and the other red light goes the other.  Then all of a sudden, the big white light just zips off so fast, it’s like I never saw it there at all.” 
 
    “You sure they didn’t abduct you or something?” 
 
    “If they did, I didn’t remember it and I don’t think I lost any time, so I guess not.” 
 
    Mattie turned her head towards him and laughed.  
 
    “No little green or grey people, then?” 
 
    “Nope,” he said, as he raised up on his elbow and looked down at her.  “You know, Mattie, you are one fine looking girl, not to mention the fact that you can arm wrestle a man, wrangle a horse and dance better than any girl I danced with tonight.  And on top of that, you sure know how to kiss.” 
 
    “You wanting to kiss me, Dusty?” she asked. 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    “Well, what’s stopping you?” 
 
    “Just didn’t want to get in trouble.” 
 
    “How could you get in trouble?  There is no one out here to see you kiss me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t get all mad?” 
 
    “Why should I?  I kissed you on the dance floor, didn’t I?” 
 
    “But that was to make Matthew mad.” 
 
    “Who says so?” 
 
    “I thought…” 
 
    “You think too much.  You gonna kiss me or not?” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking about it.” 
 
    “Stop thinking, Dusty…” 
 
    Dusty grinned and lowered his head to her, letting his lips brush against hers. 
 
    “I know you can do better than that, Dusty,” she whispered.  “It’s not like you have never kissed a girl before, and on the dance floor, you did more than just brush my lips.” 
 
    “I’ve just never kissed a girl like you before,” he admitted.  “I don’t want to spook you none.” 
 
    “How can a kiss spook me?  Heck, I’ve seen you naked before and that didn’t spook me.” 
 
    “I sure liked the way you were looking at me, too.” he told her, as he lowered his head again and captured her lips, sucking against her bottom lip and running his tongue over it.” 
 
    “I think I’m about ready for that swim,” she breathed against his mouth. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Sure as I’m ever going to be.” 
 
    “You want me to help you with your clothes?  I believe you once took my clothes off.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t mind if you did,” she smiled 
 
    Dusty pulled her to a sitting position and undid the buttons on her blouse and then pulled it from her arms. 
 
    “When I took your tee shirt off today in the shower, I couldn’t believe how beautiful your body looked.  You just threw me for a loop, Mattie.” 
 
    “You like my body?” 
 
    “Matthew told me to keep my hands off of it.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “That I would never touch you unless you asked me to,” he informed her, as he looked over her upturned breasts with the moonlight glowing against them.” 
 
    “Matthew started to touch me once and then got all spooked and stopped because I was under-age.  Only when I tried to show him I wanted him to touch me he got all uptight, and made me stop.” 
 
    “Well, you are under-age.  That probably scared him more than his desire to touch you.” 
 
    “We were alone.  No one would have ever known, seeing as how everyone thought I was a boy back then.” 
 
    “The night you took off on your horse, huh?  That is what you were all upset about.” 
 
    “Yeah.  He told me all this stuff about how I had all the qualities he was looking for in a woman and it was too bad I was a boy, so I let him find out I was a girl, and suddenly all those things he told me didn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    “He told me he had dibs on you,” Dusty told her, as he placed a hand on her shoulder.  “Do you have dibs on him as well?” 
 
    “I like him, but he doesn’t understand me.  I don’t think he ever will.” 
 
    “What about me, Mattie?  Do you like me?” 
 
    “I think you understand me better than Matthew does,” 
 
    “Really?  I told him he was spooking you.” 
 
    “You don’t spook me Dusty, but I’m not choosing anyone.  I just want to live my life and have fun until I know what I really want from a man.” 
 
    “You want to have fun now?” Dusty asked. 
 
    “I’m getting ready to go skinny dipping with you, what do you think?” she laughed. 
 
    “I won’t touch you,” he informed her, but just playing around can’t hurt anything can it?” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” she asked.  “I’m still half dressed.” 
 
    “Just wanted to enjoy the view for a while before we got all wet.” 
 
    Mattie reached out and started to undo Dusty’s buttons on his shirt.  
 
    “You’re wasting time, Dusty,” she told him. 
 
    Dusty bent forward and pulled off her boots, then he stood up and brought her to her feet as well.  
 
    “Okay, darlin’.  Then let’s get this show on the road.”  
 
    He undid her skirt, pulled it free, along with her panties, and then carried her to the edge of the pond and tossed her in, as she squealed in surprise.  As soon as she hit the water, Dusty peeled off his jeans and boots and jumped in after her.  
 
    Soon they were frolicking in the water, splashing each other and dunking each other as they shrieked with pleasure and delight.  When Mattie came up out of the water in front of Dusty, he grabbed her around the waist and pulled her against him.  For a moment they stood there, as he looked down into her eyes, while his hair dripped over her.  She tilted her head back and laughed at him. 
 
    “I can feel you getting hard, Dusty.  But you’ll never be as long as my horse is,” she teased. 
 
    “Don’t need to be as long as your horse.  I’m long enough.” he chuckled back.  “Matthew told me not to be asking you to touch me, so I won’t.  Only I’m not like Matthew, Mattie.  I’ll let you make up your own mind about what you want.” 
 
    “Matthew said I was playing with fire, teasing you boys by showering with you and wanting to remain in the bunkhouse.” 
 
    “He might be right.  The way I’m feeling right now is on the verge of indecent.” 
 
    “Can you show me, Dusty? Can you show me what a man likes?” 
 
    “That might be a little too dangerous,” he warned.  “Maybe that is why Matthew wouldn’t touch you when you wanted him to.” 
 
    “How else am I going to learn?  I certainly would not let my daddy do it, even though he tried once.  
 
    “Well, I’m not your daddy, but maybe you should wait until someone who you love is willing to show you…after you turn eighteen.” 
 
    “You’re as bad as Matthew,” she murmured. 
 
    “It’s just that if I did that, I might just get carried away.  If that happened, Matthew would have my hide, not to mention the law prosecuting me.” 
 
    “I kind of liked that time you asked me to measure you, but everyone was watching then.  I couldn’t act like I enjoyed it.  And besides everyone thought I was a boy.” 
 
    “I couldn’t understand why I was doing that.  There was something about you and I was trying to put my finger on it…  Now I know why I was attracted to your pretty face.”  
 
    He stopped talking because her hand was touching him as he spoke. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to show me?” she asked. 
 
    “Darlin’, you know I do, but this is getting a little too crazy,” he breathed. 
 
    “I’m touching you.  You want to touch me?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you know I won’t.  Not until you are of age.” 
 
    “But I’m asking you.  You told Matthew you wouldn’t touch me unless I asked you.” 
 
    Dusty swallowed hard. 
 
    “Listen, Mattie.  It’s not that I don’t want to touch you.  You know I would be willing, only…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked you if I didn’t want it,” she responded. 
 
    Dusty stepped back away from Mattie.  
 
    “I know you are curious.  I know you just can’t wait to be treated like a woman.  Only this is not the way it should be done, Mattie.  I’m not going to try and give you lessons, the way you say your daddy tried to do.  You need to learn all that stuff with the man you are in love with.  Someone you want to spend your future with.” 
 
    “I never thought you would be lecturing me, Dusty.  I told Matthew that you didn’t try to make me be someone I wasn’t, and here you are, telling me what’s best for me.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, Darlin’, you keep this up, and we would both end up being sorry.  I know I may sound like a hypocrite, cause I like the ladies, only you are not one of those kind of ladies.  You are something special.  If I ever did that with you, it would be because I loved you and you loved me.”  
 
    “How am I going to know if I love you or Matthew or anyone if I don’t get any experience?” she pouted. 
 
    “It’s only two months for you to wait, Mattie.  But even then, you shouldn’t just jump in blind, thinking it is all fun and games.  That is how people end up getting hurt. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it like that,” she admitted. 
 
    “Guess you’re gonna learn pretty darn quick here if you keep this up,” he informed her.  “I think its time we get out of the water.  Come up on the blanket with me.” 
 
    Mattie followed him to the blanket, feeling disappointed. 
 
    “Let’s just lay here for a bit, while I catch my breath.  Just thinking about what you suggest is going to give me a heart attack.” 
 
    Mattie laughed.  
 
    “You can’t always have just what you want, Mattie.  I’m not refusing you because I am not attracted to you, or that I don’t want you to experience something great.  But like Matthew said,  you would be playing with fire, and the thing is, I may just cross over the line against my better judgment.  
 
    “You know when you breed horses, the end result is a foal. 
 
     He paused, and then rushed on.  
 
    “Having sex could make that happen.  If I started touching you, my natural instincts would take over my senses.  Didn’t you ever take sex education in school?” 
 
    “I never went to school much.  Just enough to get the grades I needed to pass.  Things come easy to me, so I never had to study much to pass the tests.” 
 
    “So what’d you do?  Skip sex education?” 
 
    “Sorta.  Didn’t think I had any use for it.  I knew how to breed horses, and that was about the same thing.” 
 
    Dusty laughed.  
 
    “So I guess you do know the mechanics of it a little, then.” 
 
    “It’s not the sex I am curious about, Dusty.  It is all the other stuff about how it feels when a man touches me,” she admitted, as she snuggled closer to him. 
 
    “It’s pretty darn tempting, Mattie, only I just keep thinking about Matthew beating the crap out of me if I dare touch you.  Even if you do ask me.” 
 
    “How am I gonna learn, then?” 
 
    “On your wedding night?” Dusty chuckled. 
 
    “And have it a big surprise?” 
 
    “Sometimes those kind of surprises can be nice if the groom knows what he’s doing,” he told her. 
 
    “I take it, you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    “I’ve had enough experience to know what I am doing, but I don’t want you jumping the gun.  Not until you know how you feel about Matthew or me.” 
 
    Mattie frowned.   
 
    “I thought we were going to have fun?” 
 
    “Sugar, we are having fun.  Didn’t you enjoy the swimming?” 
 
    “Yeah, I really like doing things with you, Dusty.  You are not a stick in the mud like Matthew.  Hell, he wouldn’t even wash my hair, and it’s a sure thing he would never go skinny dipping with me.  It’s just when you were kissing me and I could feel you getting all hard, it did funny things to my insides.  It’s doing that right now.  When I’m next to you like this, I just feel all excited inside. 
 
    “You and me both.  Only you know nothing is going to happen here, no matter how much you want it to.  Just wait until it is legal and you know your own mind.   I’ll kiss you if you want, though.” 
 
    “Oh Dusty, you are driving me crazy.  Now I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    “You are driving me crazy even more.  All you get is kisses, though, so count your blessings.” 
 
    Mattie lifted her lips to Dusty.  She liked the way he kissed, but he was right.  She felt confused and didn’t know if she had agreed to go with Dusty to anger Matthew, or if she was hoping to learn more about what it was like to be with a man?   She knew this wasn’t love.  It was just something new and exciting that brought her closer to the understanding of how kissing could affect her.  
 
    “You are so nice, Dusty.  I hope you don’t think I am just a stupid child.” 
 
    “Oh, no.  You are not a child.  You are two months away from being a woman.  I like this more than you know, sugar. “You’re not gonna try to make one of the other boys do what I refused to do, now, are you?” 
 
    Mattie giggled.  
 
    “Maybe,” she teased, “Only they are probably more afraid of what Matthew might do to them than you are.” 
 
    Later, as he pulled her against him, she sort of chuckled. 
 
     “Was I kissing all right,” she asked, as she saw him smiling at her. 
 
    “You little horse wrangler, seems to me you do just about everything all right.”  
 
    He sat up and placed his mouth over hers.  
 
    “I can tell how you feel about Matthew, though,” he whispered when their lips parted.  “I know it confuses you, cause he’s trying to tame you.  I hope you never let him really tame you the way he wants to, but if Matthew ends up spooking you away, I hope I will be your second choice.” 
 
    “Don’t start getting hooked on me, Dusty,” Mattie warned. “I’m not ready to get roped or branded by anyone.  But this kissing lesson was something I’ll never forget, even if you refused to do anything more.” 
 
    “When you get older, there is plenty more where that came from.  Then, if you are sure what you want and need a lesson from me on any subject you think you are lacking on, I’m your man, Mattie.” 
 
    “I really like you, Dusty.  You know what I need, in a way that Matthew doesn’t.  He’s so tangled up in thinking I am going to marry him someday, he can’t think straight.  Shouldn’t count his chickens before they hatch.  But I don’t have to worry about you getting all hot and bothered over what I do, or don’t do. Makes me feel comfortable around you.” 
 
    “Trouble is, you don’t look at me, the way you look at Matthew, Mattie, and that is why I know I don’t have a ghost of a chance with you.  That’s another reason I’m not going to touch you the way you asked me to.  Until you know where you stand with Matthew, I’m not going to either.” 
 
    “But we sure could keep Matthew guessing,” Mattie grinned. 
 
    “I can’t say it wouldn’t be fun doing it.  I am just afraid Matthew will have my hide, especially if he ever learns what kind of lessons you want me to give you,” Dusty lamented. 
 
    “Well, Ol’ Matthew doesn’t need to know every blinking thing I do, with you or without you.  I bet McCloud might be able to teach me a thing or two as well,” she smiled. 
 
    “I told you.  Don’t get all the boys worked up, Mattie.  Matthew is right.  You’ll be asking for trouble because they will end up fighting over you and not paying attention to business.  Then Daniel will jerk you out of the bunkhouse so fast, it will make your head spin.  He may even send you packing if it gets too serious.  The way Matthew is going around staring everyone down that even takes two looks at you is bound to make things worse.” 
 
    “Yeah, Matthew sure knows how to put a damper on things,” Mattie frowned.  
 
    She started pulling her clothes on as she talked.  
 
    “I want to go see your place, Dusty,” she told him. 
 
    “It’s kinda late, Mattie, you sure you want to?” 
 
    “You got electricity there don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it is pushing one in the morning.” 
 
    “Come on Dusty.  Why don’t we just stay at your place tonight then?” 
 
    “Matthew would have a cow if I don’t bring you back tonight.” 
 
    “So, let him have a cow.  He doesn’t own me.  I’m my own person and I can do what I like.  He lets you boys stay in town all weekend and doesn’t even bat an eye.” 
 
    “Ok, but I’m going to call him so he doesn’t worry about you.  I mean he will worry cause you are with me, but at least he will know you are reasonably safe.” 
 
    “You dial his number and let me talk to him,” Mattie suggested. 
 
    Dusty pulled his cell phone from his pocket and punched in Matthew’s number.  Matthew answered it on the first ring. 
 
    “Dusty, damn it, where in the hell are you?  I thought you were bringing Mattie back here.” 
 
    “Don’t get your britches in a bind, Matthew, Mattie wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “Put her on then,” he growled. 
 
    Before Mattie got more than “Hi Matthew,” out of her mouth he was almost yelling in the phone. 
 
    “What’s going on Mattie?  Why aren’t you back at the ranch, where you belong?” 
 
    “I work there, Matthew.  I don’t ‘belong there’, as you put it.  You let the boys stay in town all weekend, so if I want to…” 
 
    “Listen here, Mattie,” Matthew broke in,  “you are under-age.  You need to get your ass back here right now.” 
 
    “Don’t matter.  Even if you were my daddy, I wouldn’t listen to you telling me where I need to get my ass.  Dusty is here looking out for me so you don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “And just where is Dusty looking out after you?” Matthew wanted to know. 
 
    “We’re at his place.  It’s late and we’re gonna spend the night here.” 
 
    “Mattie!” 
 
    “I called you, Matthew.  I didn’t even have to do that if I didn’t want to.  Then you would be stewing all night and coming out looking for me.  So I just thought I would put your mind at ease.  If you don’t like it, that is just too bad.  And if you threaten to fire me over it, I know a lot of other places that probably need a good horse wrangler.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this, Mattie?” 
 
    “Cause I can.  It is none of your business what I do, so if you want to turn Dusty in or something for hanging out with me, you just go right ahead and do it.  Only Dusty would get into trouble when he hasn’t done anything wrong.   Otherwise, stop your bellyaching and quit worrying about me.  You’d think you don’t trust Dusty.  Hell, he wouldn’t even touch me, even when I asked him to!  You want to talk to Dusty?” 
 
    “You’re damn right I want to talk to that son of a…”  
 
    She handed the phone over to Dusty before he finished his sentence. 
 
    “Dusty, I’m warning you.  You lay a finger on that girl…” 
 
    “I already told you, Matthew, I won’t touch Mattie unless she asks me.  However, I changed my mind when she did ask me because, like you, I know she is under-age.  Still, it’s her life and her body and as long as we don’t have sex, there is nothing illegal in just kissing.” 
 
    “Guess that kiss on the dance floor went to your head, huh Dusty?” Matthew hissed.  “I know you Dusty, women can’t resist your magical hands, as you have informed me many a time.” 
 
    “Like she told you, I haven’t touched her.  You can’t babysit her until she turns eighteen.  You will have her taking off so fast, you won’t know where she is until it is too late.” 
 
    There was a long pause.  
 
    “You are probably right.  Okay.  You called at least.  Just take care of her, Dusty, and I mean take good care of her.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Matthew, I love her the same way you do, but between you and me, she never looks at me the way she looks at you.  If you still want her looking at you that way, I suggest you give her lots of rope before you start pulling her in.  Hell, you probably won’t have to pull her in, she’ll just trot right up to you in her own due time.  It’s up to how you handle her now, Matthew.  Don’t get so anxious about the filly.” 
 
    “Fine, Dusty.  I guess I can trust you since you put it that way.” 
 
    “Thanks for your vote of confidence.  You know I have Mattie’s best interest in mind.  She’s not going to get hurt, but I might get my heart broken a little,” he laughed. 
 
    “You and me both, buddy,” Matthew said, and hung up. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Dusty pushed the door open for Mattie and turned on the light when she entered.  Everything was covered in sheets but he led her around the house because she seemed so curious about everything. 
 
    “You have a piano!” Mattie cried and she ran over, sitting down on the bench and opened the lid of the old upright.  “Do you play?” she asked. 
 
    “A little.  I just sort of plunk around on it.” 
 
    “Come on, sit down by me and I’ll teach you some duets.  You know, like chopsticks and then there is one called Russian chopsticks.  Heart and soul, and a whole bunch of other ones we could do together.” 
 
    “Well at least I know heart and soul,” Dusty told her. 
 
    “You do the top hand or the bottom one?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll take the bottom one, you do the top,” 
 
    Mattie placed her hands on the keys but just as they started playing, there was a banging on the door. 
 
    “Now who do you think that is?” Dusty said winking. 
 
    “It better not be Matthew,” Mattie, frowned. 
 
    Dusty went to the door.  
 
    “What are you guys doing here?” Dusty demanded as Buck, Clyde, and McCloud stepped over the thresh hold. 
 
    “Matthew called.  Said we needed to come out here and keep an eye on you two,” Buck informed him. 
 
    “So Matthew is turning you guys into his babysitters now?  I thought you were just horse wranglers.  I didn’t know the job extended into mine and Mattie’s personal life.” 
 
    “Give it up, Dusty,” McCloud jeered.  “There is plenty of room at your place for all of us.  Besides, I thought I heard piano playing a few minutes ago.  You having a party?” 
 
    “Come in and join us, seeing as how if I kick you out, Matthew will be the next person to show up in the middle of the night.  Mattie and I were just getting ready to play heart and soul.” 
 
    They all crowded behind Dusty and followed him over to the piano, where he sat down beside Mattie again.  
 
    “Okay, Mattie, guess we are going to have to entertain this gang.  There is no getting rid of them.” 
 
    “The more the merrier,” she said and started playing the piano.  Soon Dusty was playing with her. 
 
    Mattie showed Dusty every duet she knew how to play, and then McCloud said he could play the piano a little.  After playing some of the duets with Mattie, he entertained them with some of the songs he said he had learned in his homeland.  Then Mattie took the keys and started playing some old cowboy ballads and they all started singing along with her.  By the time they ran out of songs to sing, it was three in the morning. 
 
    “Guess we had better crash someplace,” Clyde suggested. 
 
    “There are four rooms,” Dusty told them.  “You can each take your pick, but since I am not sleeping with any of you boys, or taking the couch, Mattie and I are taking the main bedroom.  You can go tell Matthew if you want to, but we had planned to sleep here together anyway, so you babysitting us is not going to change that.” 
 
    “She’s under-age,” Clyde reminded him. 
 
    “We aren’t going to do anything.  You guys want to sleep on the floor around us, just to make sure?” Mattie asked. 
 
    Buck shook his head.  
 
    “Well, if you want to sleep with Dusty, I don’t think any of us are going to be able to stop you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, boys, we already went skinny dipping and got it all out of our system,” Mattie informed them. 
 
    “Man, Mattie, you are just full of sweet surprises, aren’t you?” Buck responded. 
 
    “I can pretty much do what I damn well please, but until I turn eighteen, I’m remaining a virgin, so just keep that in mind so your imaginations don’t run away with you.” Mattie spat, with a chuckle.  “Come on, Dusty.  Show me the way,” she demanded, taking Dusty’s hand. 
 
    “Sure thing, sugar,” Dusty said, grinning at the boys, who looked at him with narrow eyes.   
 
    Then he led Mattie upstairs into his parent’s old room.  When Dusty closed the door, Mattie started pulling her boots off, and then she let her skirt drop to the floor.  
 
    “You want to undo these buttons?” she asked. 
 
    Dusty came up behind her and started unbuttoning her blouse.  When it fell to the floor as well, he lowered his head and kissed the back of her neck, as his hands reached around her waist. 
 
    “You sure know how to hug,” Mattie breathed.  
 
    She turned in his arms and gave him a kiss, then unzipped his jeans. 
 
    “This is going to be one enjoyable night,” he whispered, picking her up and putting her on the bed.  Then he finished what she had started with his jeans, kicked off his boots, pulled his shirt off and laid down beside her. 
 
    “Just snuggle up to me, sugar” he murmured.  “I want to feel you close to me.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” she told him. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to get a bit of sleep, with you next to me like this,” he realized. 
 
    “There is all day tomorrow to sleep,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Then I think I am going to start kissing you about now,” he informed her, as his mouth found her lips, tasting her sweetness with his tongue. 
 
    “Suits me fine.  I don’t mind getting another kissing lesson from you,” she whispered, but then he was consuming her mouth again and she couldn’t speak. 
 
    Dusty and Mattie were woken by a banging on the door. 
 
    “Go away,” Dusty called.  “We’re sleeping in late.  Why don’t you guys go into town and have breakfast or something?” 
 
    “I already had breakfast,” Matthew growled, as he stepped through the door. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing, Mattie?” he asked. 
 
    Mattie slowly opened her eyes and looked over the top of the blanket at Matthew.  “I’m sleeping, Matthew, or at least I’m trying to.” 
 
    “Apparently you didn’t get much sleep last night,” Matthew surmised. 
 
    Mattie sat up, the blankets falling from her, exposing her bare breasts, as Matthew stared at her, with angry eyes, taking in what she was flashing at him.  
 
    “Listen here, Matthew.  You are not my daddy, and even if you were, it wouldn’t make a bit of difference!  You sent over the crew last night and we sat around singing all night.  You know Dusty has a piano?  Well anyway, it was early morning before we were able to crawl into bed.” 
 
    “So why are you two sleeping in the nude together?” 
 
    “Cause I like sleeping in the nude.  I can if I want to.  You could always join us, you know, if you want to jump between Dusty and me, just to keep us separated.  Only you would have to take your clothes off too and then I am going right back to sleep.” 
 
    Matthew glared from one to the other.  Dusty just smiled and shrugged.  
 
    “She’s still a virgin if that is what you are worried about,” Dusty said.  “I told you…  I take offense to the fact that you don’t trust me, Matthew.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Matthew said and turned back through the door, slamming it behind him. 
 
    Dusty and Mattie looked at each other and smiled. 
 
    “You think he was a might jealous?” Mattie asked. 
 
    “He was more than jealous.  He was furious!  You might be pushing this too far, Mattie.” 
 
    “Let him stew.  If he wants to sleep nude with me, all he has to do is ask.  He wants to be acting more like a daddy to me, and not even like my own daddy, than anything else.  When he stops trying to control me at every turn, he will find out I lead pretty decent, with not much tug on the rope.” 
 
    Dusty grinned.  
 
    “I sort of feel sorry for him.  If I were in his shoes…” 
 
    “You would never be in his shoes, Dusty, cause you wouldn’t be trying to tell me what-for every time I turn around.   When Matthew gets it into his head that he can’t order me around or give me the third-degree, then maybe I’ll give him the time-of-day.  Until then, its just you and me, Dusty.  It might take time for him to come around and discover how to treat a filly like me.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to lock that door,” Dusty said, as he slipped out of bed.  “Next thing we know, the whole crew will be in here disturbing our sleep.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Mattie said and turned over and closed her eyes.  
 
    The two of them slept until noon, and by the time they got up, there was no one in the house but them. 
 
    “Well, what do you want to do now?” Dusty asked. 
 
    “I guess we could go back to the ranch and play that game of chess or you could just take me back and go back to town if you want.  I know I kept you away from your regular fun last night.” 
 
    “Hell, Mattie, didn’t you think I was having fun all night with you?  In fact, I have had more fun with you than I have ever had, coming into town on my own, looking for a skirt to entertain me.” 
 
    “Speaking of skirts, I am putting this one on and getting dressed.  Maybe we could go into town and get something to eat and then head out to the ranch.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.  I’m right behind you.”  
 
    He leaned over and kissed her cheek.  
 
    “I have really enjoyed being with you, Mattie, and I think I have taught you more about kissing than Matthew ever showed you.  If you don’t want to be kissing me anymore, though, I will understand.” 
 
    “Problem is, all that kissing felt pretty good, even if I couldn’t get you to do more than that,” Mattie laughed.  “I kind of know why you boys like to go to town on the weekends, now.” 
 
    “You catch on pretty fast, Mattie,” he laughed.  “Well, I guess we will have to discover what kind of lectures Matthew has prepared for us when we get back.  He just couldn’t stand staying away, even though he sent the boys to watch over us.” 
 
    “He is worse than a mother hen, with a brood of ducklings that she can’t keep out of the water,” Mattie laughed. 
 
    “Well, little duckling, let’s go get something to eat.  I can’t wait to show you how I can beat you at chess.” 
 
    “You been practicing up for me?” she asked.  “We could always arm wrestle instead if you want.” 
 
    “I think we did our share of wrestling with our lips last night.  And with that kind of wrestling, we both win out.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” 
 
    Dusty locked up the house and they both climbed up into the truck and headed for town, before going back out to the ranch. 
 
    Matthew was sitting on the front porch with his dad, when Dusty and Mattie drove up.  
 
    “Have a nice sleep?” Matthew called out to them. 
 
    “Would have been nicer if you hadn’t come barging in and waking us up.  Maybe you and I need to have a little talk,” Mattie said, climbing down from the truck and then sauntering over to where Matthew was sitting. 
 
    “I was going to suggest the same thing,” he drawled, as he eyed her up and down.  “At least you are wearing clothes now.” 
 
    “I can always take them off if you think you would like it better,” she told him, sticking out her chin. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, as he came down the steps and grabbed her arm.  “We’ll take this out to the barn.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” she said. 
 
    Matthew led the way and closed the door to the barn when she came in behind him.  He turned and looked at her, not saying anything. 
 
    “You want me to start or do you want to?” Mattie asked because Mathew’s silence made her nervous. 
 
    “Think I’m gonna start,” Matthew said, eyeing her, and then stepping a little closer. 
 
    “So, start,” Mattie said, feeling impatient when he still did not say anything. 
 
    “All right then,” he said. 
 
    Matthew put a hand on her upper arm.  Then he took her other arm in his hand.  
 
    “You just need to get a little bit closer first,” he smiled,  then he pulled her to him and brought his mouth up close to hers.  “Maybe I have been going about this all wrong, Mattie,” he said against her mouth.  “Maybe I’m not giving you what you want, or getting what I want either.” 
 
    “What do you want?” she whispered. 
 
    “More than what you are giving Dusty,” he said as his lips touched hers. 
 
    “How much more?” she asked. 
 
    “Depends on what you gave Dusty,” he told her, and pressed his tongue against her lips, as he slowly licked across them.  “You keep telling me all you did was kiss.” 
 
    “I’m still a virgin.  He told you that.  Don’t you believe him?” she asked. 
 
    “You saving that for me then?” he asked as he moved his mouth against her ear, and started to explore it with his tongue. 
 
    “You keep that up and I might not wait until I’m eighteen,” she gasped. 
 
    “I’d make you wait,” he said,  “Not that I would enjoy waiting that long, I just don’t want Dusty to be your first.” 
 
    “Don’t you think he can do it good enough?” she asked as his mouth wandered down her neck. 
 
    “No,” he said flatly.  “And even if he could, I wouldn’t let him.” 
 
    “Is that stall over there still empty?” Mattie asked, nodding her head towards the stall he had taken her to the last time they were in the barn. 
 
    “Yep,” he smiled. 
 
    “You want to try that kissing test again?” she asked. 
 
    “I was thinking about it.” 
 
    “You’re not going to stop me if I feel like touching you, are you?” 
 
    “I suspect you have touched Dusty a few times,” Matthew said, “The thought of it irks me though, you touching Dusty, I mean.” 
 
    Mattie started laughing.   
 
    “Funny, Dusty is more like you than you think.  He wouldn‘t let me touch him either, and I couldn’t talk him into touching me,” she said, letting her hand stray down over him. 
 
    “That makes me feel better,” he told her, “but I want you to know before anything happens.  This is not fun and games, like with Dusty.  I got deep feelings for you, Mattie.  I want it to mean something.” 
 
    “I’m not committing to you, Matthew.  Not till I know for sure you are what I want.” 
 
    “I already know for sure you are what I want,” Matthew insisted. 
 
    “Well, Dusty wants me too, but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna just give into him either.” 
 
    “Are Dusty and I gonna have to duke it out for you?” 
 
    “You might call this duking it out for me,” she smiled. 
 
    “You just want to compare us, is that it?” 
 
    “No, I want to see how I feel when I am with you compared to him.  I want to test your theory that when you have deep feelings for someone, it feels different.  If it feels different with you, maybe I’d know.” 
 
    “So this is sort of a test?  Kinda like that test you yelled at me for?” 
 
    “I yelled at you because you stopped.  You wouldn’t let it flow.  You wouldn’t let me find out how I felt when you touched me.  You wouldn’t let me find out how I felt when I touch you.  I know how I feel when Dusty kisses me, or I kiss him,  so if you want me to…” 
 
    Matthew straightened up and stood there for a moment looking sadly down at her.  
 
    “You know, Mattie, I just realized something.  I don’t want to be pitted against Dusty or compared with him.  You want Dusty?  That’s your choice.  I just want you to know, if we ever do anything together, it is going to be from the heart.  Not some test to see the difference in how you feel when you do it with me or with Dusty.  You gotta feel it before we ever do it, Mattie, and then do it because you feel it.”  
 
    He dropped his hands from her shoulders.  
 
    “I guess this test is pretty much over.  I don’t want to be just some other hands that touch you, so you can chalk up and tally the difference.”  
 
    He took one long look at her and then walked out of the barn. 
 
    Mattie stared after him.  She could feel the tears starting to well up.  He sure knew how to stomp on her heart, she thought.  Only maybe she had done too much stomping on his heart, she chided herself.  She probably deserved it, which made her feel even worse.  She should just stick to loving horses, she told herself, and went into the stall, closed the door and curled up into a ball, letting the tears flow. 
 
    “Hey, Sugar, now what?” Dusty said as he stood looking down at her.  He knelt down beside her and took her into his arms. 
 
    “Leave me alone, Dusty,” Mattie sobbed, as she pushed him away from her. 
 
    “What did he do, Mattie?  What did he say?” 
 
    “Nothing that should concern you,” she said, jumping to her feet. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Mattie?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s not going to include the Double D Ranch,” she hissed. 
 
    “Now hold on, Mattie, don’t make any quick decisions you are going to regret.” 
 
    “I’ve already made plenty of decisions I regret, so what difference would a few more make?” she flung at him as she stormed out of the stall, then through the barn door. 
 
    “Damn it, Mattie…”  
 
    Dusty was on her tail as he followed her into the bunkhouse.  He found her cramming things into her backpack. She took the skirt and blouse off and tossed them on the bed.  
 
    “Do me a favor, Dusty, and give those things back to Daniel for me,” she threw over her shoulder as she pulled on her jeans, and a tee shirt and denim jacket. 
 
    “Don’t do this, Mattie.  I’ll talk to Matthew.” 
 
    “Won’t change anything.”  
 
    She jerked open the door and whistled for Apache, then headed to the tack room for her saddle.  
 
    Dusty left her saddling her horse and headed for the house.  
 
    “Matthew, get your ass out here,” he called.  
 
    Matthew came to the door.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” he asked as he came out on the front porch. 
 
    “Get down here right now!” Dusty demanded. 
 
    “For what?” Matthew said as he came down into the yard. 
 
     He had never seen Dusty as angry as he was at that moment. 
 
    “I may get canned for this,” Dusty said, and then he hauled off and slugged Matthew.  “I don’t know what you said to Mattie,” Dusty said before Matthew had a chance to swing back, “but you just lost yourself the best little horse wrangler, this side of paradise.   
 
    He jerked his head over to where Mattie had saddled up Apache and was mounting up.  
 
    “You sure know how to hurt that girl.  I told you that you would spook her off, so congratulations!” 
 
    “Mattie!” Matthew yelled, but Mattie was galloping past him. 
 
    “Nice knowing you boys,” she called.  “I’ll miss you Dusty.”  
 
    Then she was heading for the gate.  Matthew jumped in his truck and tore after her, getting to the gate before she could open it. 
 
    “Where you going, Mattie?” he asked as he barred her path. 
 
    “Somewhere where you’re not,” she hissed. 
 
    “Mattie, don’t do this on account of me,” he begged. 
 
    “You know, now that I think of it, I made a mess of trying to pass myself off as a boy and even a worse one of pretending I was a girl.  My daddy sure screwed me up, raising me like a boy, and then not clueing me in on what being a girl was all about.   Other than that sex lesson he tried to teach me, I doubt I even knew I was a girl.  Thanks, Matthew, for setting me straight and making me understand what I knew all along.” 
 
    “What Mattie?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Horses are the only things worth loving in this world.  They don’t go around stomping on your heart the way men do.  If a horse is going to stomp on you, he sort of gives you a warning, and you know he’s out to kill you, but a stomped heart seems to come unexpected and makes you die slowly.  Now, are you going to let me through this gate, or am I going to have to make Apache jump it?” 
 
    “I haven’t paid you yet, Mattie.  Don’t go off halfcocked with no money in your pockets.  Here…”  
 
    He reached into his pocket and brought out a wad of bills. 
 
     “At least let me pay you.” 
 
    Mattie reached down and took the money from his hands.  As their fingers touched, he held onto her fingers for a moment before she pulled them free.  She looked at the bills in her hand. “This is too much,” she said. 
 
    “You’re worth three times that amount,” Matthew insisted, “so don’t you dare balk at it, Mattie.” 
 
    Mattie frowned and then stuffed the bills in her pocket. 
 
     “Thanks,” is all she said. 
 
    “Mattie please don’t do this.” 
 
    “You’re through telling me what I should do or not do, Matthew.  Hell, I can’t even love you without you trying to give me permission to!  And then telling me how I’m supposed to go about it.  Good thing I didn’t agree to marry you cause we would just be scratching each other’s eyes out!  Open the gate, Matthew and let me out of here, or I swear…” 
 
    Matthew slowly unlatched the gate.  
 
    “I don’t want you to leave, Mattie.  I love you.” 
 
    “You just loved yourself the wrong girl, Matthew.  You’ll get over it.  I know I will.”  
 
    She gave Apache a nudge with her heels, guided him through the gate, and then spurred him into a gallop.  She couldn’t get away fast enough or far enough, she thought, as she felt Apache rise and fall under her, eating up the road before him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Dusty came up alongside Matthew, as they watched Mattie riding away. “Guess you really blew it,” Dusty said. “You know that girl is so much in love with you, she doesn’t know what to do with herself.  Why do you think she was throwing herself at me, Matthew?” 
 
    “I suppose you are going to clue me in?” 
 
    “She’s so damn scared of not being enough of a woman for you.  I think she was using me, so she would know how to please a man when the right man came along.  I think she had you in mind, Matthew, but you are so blind.  I think this is the shortest lived romance in history!” 
 
    “I don’t think you know what you are talking about, Dusty.  How can her playing around with you, prove she loves me?” 
 
    “Cause she wasn’t making love to me, Matthew.  She was learning the difference between a man and a woman.  It was like we were kissing cousins or something.  It wasn’t anything more than curiosity on her part.” 
 
    “If she loves me so much, then why is she taking off?  I told her I loved her, for Christ’s sake, and that didn’t even faze her.  She told me I was loving the wrong woman.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you said to her in the barn, Matthew, but whatever it was, it made her give up hope.  She didn’t want you lecturing her or telling her that she was going to marry you.  You just let your damn pride get in the way cause she wouldn’t play the game your way.  Maybe you should have played it her way, Matthew.  You should have embraced who she was, let her have her way with you a little, stop trying to make her act like the kind of woman that bores us all.  She’s not like other girls, and that is what attracts us all to her, Matthew.  Her daddy kept her corralled at a horse ranch.  She never had friends or a social life.  She doesn’t even know how to behave around men because she has been treated like a boy all her life, until her daddy suddenly discovered she was a girl and wanted to use her.  So what did you expect, Matthew?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Dusty.  I sure as hell, just don’t know.   Only I wasn’t going to let her try and compare me with you.  You talk about loving her for who she is, however, the shoe fits both ways.  If she really loved me, she wouldn’t have to compare my kisses with your kisses, and then demand more so she could make up her mind!”  
 
    He turned and got in his truck, turned it around and drove it back to the house.  His world was falling apart because of a curly-headed imp of a girl that he knew, despite her claims that he should,  he just would never get over.  He just didn’t know what he was going to do about it at the moment, though? 
 
    When Daniel saw Matthew getting out of his truck he knew something was wrong, the moment he saw the look in his son’s eyes. 
 
    “I take it Mattie did something to get you in this mood?” he guessed. 
 
    “She left, Dad and it’s my fault.  I just don’t know how to handle that girl.  She drives me crazy and then I end up saying something to her to piss her off.” 
 
    “Guess we just lost the best horse wrangler we ever had here,” Daniel said.  “Wonder where she plans to go?” 
 
    “Beats me.  I’m through trying to figure her out.  Dusty knows her better than I do.” 
 
    “Give her time to grow up a little bit.  If she sticks around here any place, she will be easy to track down.  That horse of hers alone is something people won’t forget and you know she will have to try and get work at a ranch.  How is she going to take care of that horse unless she has a place to keep it and food to feed it?  I’ll contact all the ranchers in this area in case she shows up at their place.  Doesn’t matter if she pretends to be a boy again or tries her hand at getting a job as a girl.  The horse will be what to watch out for.” 
 
    “I just hate to think of her trying to make it on her own,” Matthew said. 
 
    “She made it on her own here, didn’t she?  Hell, she could probably put on a one-man horse show and make money doing that if she wanted to.” 
 
    “Yeah, she should run away and join the circus,” Matthew said sarcastically. 
 
    “Dusty could track her down for us.  She likes the boy.” 
 
    “Dusty probably deserves her more than I do.  He really seems to understand her.” 
 
    “You don’t have to understand someone in order to love them, but it sure helps to get along with them,” Daniel grinned.  “Come on in the house, son.  No use pouting about it.  We should just start calling ranchers and ask them to keep an eye out for her and let us know if they see her.” 
 
    “I guess that is the best thing to do for now,” Matthew said, following his father into the house. 
 
    Dusty headed for his truck.  He figured Mattie hadn’t gotten too far down the road and he could catch up with her pretty quick.  Matthew had gone into his house with his father and it was a sure thing, he wasn’t going to chase Mattie down.  No matter how good looking Matthew was, he just didn’t know enough about women to make a dent in anything, Dusty realized about his boss.   
 
    It was going to take time with Mattie and she had a couple of months to go before she was actually free to be her own person.  However, if he could help it, he wasn’t going to let her get too far away.  He saw her up ahead.  She was riding slowly now, so it didn’t take much time to come up alongside her. 
 
    “Hey Mattie,” he called out of his window,  “can we talk?  I got a proposition for you.” 
 
    “Guess I can’t stop you from talking,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    Dusty pulled the truck over and climbed out.  His sandy hair blew across his forehead and he impatiently pushed it out of his face and tucked it under his hat.  
 
    “Come on down, Mattie,” he insisted. 
 
    Mattie looked at him.  He could see she had been crying, but he said nothing.  Finally, she swung down from Apache’s back. 
 
    “Look, Mattie.  I don’t want you getting hurt any more than I can help it, and I know I can’t do much, but you don’t have any place to go.  If you start working on some other ranch you are going to have every yahoo in the country panting after your ass.  I know you can keep them in line, but that takes a lot of energy, Mattie.  And besides that, you are under-age.  So I got this idea…” 
 
    “What Idea?” Mattie wanted to know. 
 
    “Well, remember when I was telling you about wanting to get my dad’s old place back up and running again?” 
 
    “Yeah, you said it was going to take several years.” 
 
    “That’s right, but I was just thinking, I know this little Appaloosa mare that is for sale.   I think I have enough saved up to get her and still have enough to keep her in feed during the winter when there isn’t enough pasture to keep her going.  And you have that big stud there.  I got a house I don’t have time to take care of properly, so I was thinking, we could go in as partners.  You could breed your stud with my mare and keep them both at my place.  You stay there and take care of things for me, and as I can afford it, I’ll add a horse here and there and we can build it up slowly.  I know where I can get some mustangs cheep that you can train and then we can sell them and triple our money.  Once we build up more stock, we could start an Appaloosa ranch. There ain’t any in this neck of the woods yet.  So what do you say, Mattie?” 
 
    Mattie stood staring at him. “You know, Dusty, sometimes I think I love you!” she said, throwing her arms around his neck.  “But I will only do it on one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “That you don’t tell Matthew.  I don’t want him knowing where I am.  If the other boys want to come out to your place to see me, that is okay, but you have to make them promise not to tell Matthew.” 
 
    “Mattie, you know Matthew loves you, and from where I am standing, I know you love him too.  So what is all this cat and mouse game you are playing?” 
 
    “He doesn’t trust me, Dusty.  He thinks I’m trying to compare him with you, and then pick the better man.  I just want to find out how I feel when I am with him.  I know how I feel when I am not with him.  Downright miserable.  But just touching someone naked does not make a person feel love for anyone.  It’s why you are touching them naked that counts.  I made the mistake of telling Matthew I wanted to find out if kissing someone you have deep feelings for, really is different from kissing someone you just like, and he thought I wanted to compare the two of you.” 
 
    “Well, you are teasing the hell out of him, Mattie.  He’s going crazy loving you and you go off and sleep with me naked.  He doesn’t think you are serious about him.” 
 
    “You know it is funny about how men think they have to be all sexually experienced, and then find them some little no account girl that’s never even seen a dick, let alone touched one.   It’s like they have to be all experienced to show the stupid virgin all the wonders of what they can do to her body.  I read all those romance novels where the sweet virgin is swept off her feet because, the experienced man, who has slept around most of his life, knows what he’s doing when he touches her.  Well, that is just plumb unfair.  If a man can go around getting all the experience he wants until he finds that little virgin, why can’t a woman do the same thing?  It is a double standard, and while Matthew admits he’s had a few women under his belt, if he knows I’m doing the same thing, it just infuriates him.  He claims those women don’t mean anything to him, but then accuses me of comparing him with who else I have been with.  Seeing as how it has just been you, Dusty, I don’t have too much to compare him with.  But heck, he is comparing me to all the women he has ever known.  He claims I am not like any of them, and that is why he likes me better.  Well, it can work the other way around as well,” Mattie insisted. 
 
    “I see your point.  I think the same thing about you.  You are different than anyone I ever did anything with.  You are all upfront and not shy about anything.  You want to learn, and not simper around pretending like you didn’t expect that, and shy about even doing it.  I think Matthew likes your boldness too, but at the same times it frightens him cause he thinks you are going to take over and not let him be the man or something.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to tell him about me staying and working for you, are you Dusty?  Cause if you do, I will hightail it out of there.  Don’t even invite him to come to your place.  No reason why he would want to, is there?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.  This morning is the first time he ever came by, and I bet he had to get directions from one of the boys.” 
 
    “Good.  I think I would like being partners with you, Dusty, cause you understand me most and we don’t argue about things.  You just know the right things to say.  So I guess I do love you just a little.  Besides, it’s fun kissing you to boot.  And if you feel like going out and being with other women, that’s your business, not mine.” 
 
    “Mattie you can drive a man to distraction, with one look, and one touch,” he whispered.  
 
    Then he turned his head and kissed her soundly on the mouth.  
 
    “Partners then?” 
 
    “It’s been sealed with a kiss,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Then here is my key.  Just go to my place.  Do you remember how to get there?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Then go there and have free run of the place.  There’s plenty of food there, so you don’t have anything to worry about on that account, except for fresh produce if you want some.  I’ll be back in a few days with that mare in tow, and then I am going to check on the mustangs.” 
 
    “Matthew paid me way too much today.  Take some of my money to spend on the Mustangs,” Mattie insisted, as she dug into her pocket and handed him some bills. 
 
    “The man is hooked on you, Mattie.  He paid you a month’s worth of work for the week you spent there.” 
 
    “I told him it was too much, but I knew he wouldn’t take it back, so I decided to keep it.” 
 
    “Okay.  I will put it in the ‘horse fund’ and while I can’t pay you, I’ll keep you in food and put a roof over your head and all the food your horse needs to eat.” 
 
    “Sounds great, Dusty.  I’m glad I know you.” 
 
    “I’m glad I know you too, sugar.  Now get on your way, before Matthew ends up coming down the road, and spots us.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Dusty.”  
 
    She gave him a quick kiss and climbed up on Apache’s back. 
 
    Dusty sat in his truck and watched Mattie cantering Apache down the road.  Man, he loved that little girl more and more.  But she would never look at him the way she always looked at Matthew, even if she had no qualms about being with him naked.  He shrugged and reminded himself not to get too used to having her around.  Matthew would be showing up one day and claiming what he believed to be his.  Even if he didn’t, it was a sure thing Mattie would end up going to him somehow.  It seemed inevitable, Dusty thought.  
 
    Mattie only looked once over her shoulder at Dusty, sitting in his truck, watching her.  She had never had a close friend before.  This was the first, and her heart swelled when she realized that Dusty was out to protect her in a way that wasn’t aggressive or demanding.  He didn’t tell her what she could or couldn’t do.  He just let her be herself and she liked that about Dusty.  She just couldn’t figure out why she didn’t love him in the same way she loved Matthew?  
 
    Matthew made her feel all weak in the knees and breathless, just standing near him, but the moment he got close to her, he always managed to push her away somehow.  It was just infuriating.  Maybe she loved Matthew too much, and Dusty not enough, she thought, as she tried to untangle her feelings.  Then it dawned on her, the only way she was going to find out just how she felt about Dusty or Matthew was to do the same things with Matthew that she had been with Dusty.  On top of kissing Dusty, she had actually had fun with him.  Maybe the reason she didn’t know how it felt with someone you had deep feelings about, was because she didn’t know what her deep feelings were for Dusty or Matthew.  She sure knew it felt good when Dusty was kissing her, which made her long for more than just kissing.  She never had to worry about him pulling away, or making her do anything she didn’t want to do.  Still, he never said he loved her like Matthew had, and even Dusty claimed he could tell she was in love with Matthew.  She wondered if she even knew her own mind? 
 
    By the time she reached Dusty’s place, she was pretty tired, and all she wanted to do was rest.  It had been a long night, and then she had slept half the day away.  Even though it was still light, it was getting late.  She put Apache away and then headed for the house and put the key in the door.  Mattie brought her backpack in with her and she took it up to the room she and Dusty had spent the night in.  As she pulled out her few belongings, she noticed she had stuffed Matthew’s shirt that he had put around her shoulders when he dragged her from the shower, in her backpack.  She lifted it to her nose and the scent of him was still on it.  
 
    Slowly, she removed her clothes and put on Matthew’s shirt and crawled up on the bed, snuggling into the pillows, as she thought of how Matthew had looked at her when she was trying to explain about seeing how it would feel to be with someone you had deep feelings for.  She didn’t mean it to come out the way it did and he was begging her to have those deep feelings for him, so it would mean something.  Only her independent spirit just jumped in and took over before she knew what was happening.  
 
     Why couldn’t she just give in, she wondered?  Why had she told Matthew that she wasn’t going to choose anyone until she knew how she felt?  She was sure she loved Matthew and he had said he wanted her to marry him, so why couldn’t she tell him that’s what she wanted too?  Then she wondered if she really wanted that?  Maybe she was just too independent for her own good.  Maybe she was too independent for any man. 
 
    Dusty never said anything about marrying him, if she became his partner in his horse ranch.  He never put any conditions on it.  It was just, ‘come be my partner, Mattie’, so she would have something to do with her life.  
 
    She didn’t remember when she fell asleep, but she knew she was dreaming.  She was nestled safely in Dusty’s arms.  It seemed right that she was there, she thought.  He was just holding her and telling her not to worry about anything because he was going to watch over her.  He was kissing her cheek, and when she opened her eyes, Dusty was there, sitting on the bed and he had bent over and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “Hey sugar, I came to see how you were settling in.  I thought you might be lonely.” 
 
    “You planning on staying?” she asked, still trying to wake up from the dream. 
 
    “If you want me to.  Don’t have to be into work until Monday, but that’s not why I came.  I brought you something.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yep.  Hope you like it.  I figured you would be lonely out here with just you and your horse and you couldn’t very well sleep with your horse, so I brought you a sleeping companion.” 
 
     He reached down to the floor and brought up a fluffy ball of fur.  
 
    “He’s not very big now, but he’s got some paws on him, so I think he will grow into them.  He’s just a mutt, but they were giving them away down at the feed store, so I took one.” 
 
    Mattie looked at the pup Dusty was holding out to her.  It was mostly white with black spots. 
 
    “Sort of matches your horse,” he said, waiting for her to respond. 
 
    A tear started rolling down Mattie’s cheek.  
 
    “Oh Dusty…” she couldn’t finish. 
 
    “Why are you crying, Sugar?” he asked as he reached a hand to wipe the tear away. 
 
    “He looks like a dog I used to have, that got killed.  I would never get another dog after that.” 
 
    “Don’t you want the dog?” he asked, taken back a little. 
 
    “Of course I want it, Dusty.  I was just remembering my old dog.”  
 
    The puppy waddled over and licked the other tear away and Mattie giggled. 
 
    “See, he’s all anxious to take care of you, Sugar,” Dusty pointed out. 
 
    “Not as good as you take care of me, Dusty,” she breathed and she reached her arms up around Dusty’s neck and pulled him down beside her, with the puppy in between them.  “You know, before you came in the room, I was dreaming about you, Dusty.  You were holding me and telling me you would watch over me.  Are you going to do that, Dusty?  Was my dream real?” 
 
    “You’re damn right I’m gonna do that for as long as you need it,” he said, kissing her forehead and smoothing back her hair with his hand.   
 
    Dusty noticed that she was wearing Matthew’s shirt, and swallowed hard, trying to hold back the feelings that suddenly were pouring out of him for the girl he didn’t even believe he understood.  
 
    “I see you brought a reminder of Matthew with you,” he said, touching the shirt. 
 
    “But even though I am wearing it, I was dreaming of you, Dusty,” she said a little awed.  “I felt so contented in that dream.  I have never felt contented around Matthew.” 
 
    Dusty didn’t say anything.  The pup was whimpering, so he placed it back down on the floor so it could explore its new surroundings, in order to distract himself.  He started to get up from the bed. 
 
    “Don’t get up, Dusty,” Mattie said.  
 
    She took his hand and pulled him back beside her.  
 
    “I want to touch you, Dusty. I want to touch you in a way I have never touched a man before, so you know how much you mean to me.  And you better not stop me.” 
 
    “I’m not even going to ask why, Mattie.  You are always free to do what you want.” 
 
    “I know, Dusty, that’s why I like you so much.  You let me be me.”  
 
    She started undoing the buttons on his shirt and pushed her hands across his chest.  
 
    “You really have some nice muscles,” she whispered. “they look good on you.”  
 
    She pushed him back against the mattress, as she lay her head against his chest and began kissing him lightly.  
 
    “Your skin feels so taut and smooth and I like the salty taste of it,” she told him, as she licked her tongue over his skin. “Mind if I explore your body with my mouth?” she asked but didn’t wait for an answer as she continued to kiss across his body. The feel of his skin against her mouth excited her and she could tell that Dusty liked what she was doing as well.  She had learned to read some of the signs when he had been kissing her while holding his deeper desires back. 
 
    Dusty tangled his fingers in her hair.  
 
    “You showing me more than I taught you, Sugar?” he breathed. 
 
    “This isn’t a review, Dusty, this is all what I feel,” she said, as she moved her mouth over him.  Dusty took in his breath, and then she took her time kissing up to his neck, taking the skin into her mouth, and sucking it in.  As she reached his lips, she could feel the roughness of his day-old beard and she rubbed her cheek against his, feeling the prickles it caused as it scraped her soft cheek.  
 
    “You have the softest lips,” Mattie whispered as she licked lightly over them.  “I love how they smile, sort of crooked like.  It reminds me of Peter Pan or something, the way you look when you smile.”  
 
    She put her lips against his and moved her tongue between them until her tongue was dancing with his tongue, and they were fighting over who got access to the other’s mouth.  She reveled in the kiss as she hugged her body against him.  Mattie pulled away and planted kisses on his eyes and forehead, then lowered her mouth to his ear, blowing into it, taking a lobe into her mouth, playing with it between her teeth, then tracing his ear with her tongue.  As she was doing that, she could feel his hands coming under Matthew’s shirt, finding her breasts, teasing her nipples with his fingers. 
 
    “You do have magical hands, Dusty.  I know now why I like kissing me.  It’s not because you make me feel so good, it is how you go about doing it.  You never seem to be in a rush.  You let me anticipate every little touch like you want my body to beg for your touch.  Which I did, but you turned down,” she frowned. 
 
    Dusty was trying to get a hold of his senses.  This did not feel like kissing cousins any longer.  There was something subtly different in the way Mattie was touching him and kissing him and talking to him.  There was something in her voice that had not been there the night before when it was all giggles at new surprises.  It seemed like she knew what she was doing and seemed to have a purpose in it, but he hadn’t quite figured out what it was.  Dusty was afraid to hope what he wanted it to mean.  So he just let her continue.  He knew if he started to complain, like with Matthew, she would be stomping out of his life. 
 
    Mattie was unsnapping his jeans and zipping them down, helping him spring from the confines, her touch caused him to catch his breath.  Now she was causing him to gasp, as his body begged for more, dying for her touch, just like she said he made her body beg for his touch, he thought.   He realized no other woman he had tangled with responded to him in this way. 
 
    Now Mattie was pulling away from his embrace,  going to the foot of the bed and removing his boots, then finished removing his jeans.  When his jeans were off, she crawled up the bed, laying her cheek against his skin.  
 
    “You feel so smooth against my cheek,” she told him, while he was trying to control the surging of desire that passed over him as he felt her curls lightly brush against him, as her cheek lay against him against.  Then she turned her mouth to his anxious skin, caressing him in a way that curled his toes.  
 
    “I think you are at least eight inches right now,” she whispered, and he laughed softly. 
 
    “I want to feel you inside of me, Dusty,” she said, and he jerked away. 
 
    “Nothing doing, Mattie.  You’re a minor, you’re a virgin, and I thought you were saving yourself for Matthew anyway.” 
 
    “I thought I was saving myself for Matthew too.  Only something’s changed, Dusty.  Something inside of me has changed.” 
 
    “You’re just doing this cause it feels good, Mattie.  That’s all,” Dusty tried to convince her.  “You are feeling your power as a woman and it is going to your head, not to mention what it is doing to me.” 
 
    Mattie started unbuttoning Matthew’s shirt.  
 
    “Don’t know why I’m wearing this thing,” she said as she threw it on the floor.  “What difference does it make if I wait for a month, or do it now?  And it’s not because I think it feels good, Dusty.  You know what Matthew said to me in the barn?  He said that I shouldn’t want to do anything with him because I wanted to compare him with you.  I should know how I feel about him before I do it, and then do it because of how I feel about him.  I know how I feel about you Dusty.  You are the kindest, sweetest, fairest, person or man, I have ever met.  You don’t want something from me like Matthew does.  You just want to give me something.  You were willing to let me learn about kissing and things I wanted to know about touching.  You wanted me to have a place to stay and something to do with my time.  You didn’t put any conditions on the partnership you offered me.  You let me be who I am, and don’t ask anything from me.  You always ask if I really want to do it or not, and tell me I don’t have to if I don’t want to.  You make me feel good about myself, Dusty, and you even brought me a puppy so I wouldn’t be lonely.   
 
    “That’s real feelings, Dusty.  You are full of real feelings.  Not wanting or needing or demanding, but real feelings for how I feel.  Well, I know how I feel right now.  I want to give you that part of me that no man has had before.  And you are about the only man that I have ever touched, except when I tried to touch Matthew.  But you never drew away, Dusty.  You never told me I had to feel a certain way, in order to touch you.  You don’t have to tell me that, Dusty, because you bring it out in me.  Matthew said he didn’t want you to be my first.  I want you to be my first, Dusty.  I want you to be my first and I want you to be my last.” 
 
    “Giving you a pup brought all this on?” Dusty breathed in unbelief. 
 
    “It wasn’t the pup, Dusty.  It’s you.  All the things we have been doing together.  Playing the piano, dancing, skinny dipping, kissing, its like we know what the other needs and likes without asking.  I just realized it, when you gave me the pup.  You gave me the pup out of love and concern for me for how I was feeling.  You knew I loved Matthew, and still, you were not only trying to make me see reason about Matthew, but you were trying to make up for what Matthew couldn’t make up for.  I want you, Dusty.  I want you to be my first, and if you don’t take me, I will just take you, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “You think so?” Dusty grinned. 
 
    “Don’t mess with me, Dusty.  I beat you in arm wrestling, and I can beat you in this too,” she warned. 
 
    “Sugar, if you have to fight me down in order to have me, I would be a willing victim.” 
 
    “No one will know, Dusty.  No one knows I’m here, and you don’t have to tell them until I turn eighteen.  By then, it will be too late to do anything about it.” 
 
    “You sure you want this?” 
 
    “You know why I want this?” 
 
    “Well you just explained it to me, I think.” 
 
    “But there is another reason, Dusty.  Another reason that is a lot more important than all the rest.” 
 
    “What is it, Sugar?” he asked, almost afraid to hear the answer. 
 
    “I love you, Dusty.  I love you more than I love Matthew, or ever thought I loved Matthew.  I want to do it with you because I know how I feel about you and I want to do it because of how I feel about you.  I don’t want any more lessons, Dusty.  I want you to make love to me.  I want the real thing.” 
 
    Dusty just looked up into Mattie’s eyes as she hovered over him, her breasts barely touching his chest, her hand still resting on him, absently caressing him, her lips smiling in a way he had never seen before, but now he noticed something that he had seen before.  The way she was looking at him, was the way she had looked at Matthew when he thought she would never look at him that way.” 
 
    “Sugar, now you’re gonna make me cry.  I never thought….I never hoped…Do you really love me?  You’re not just saying this so I will let you feel me inside of you, are you?” 
 
    “I’ve never been more serious, and I’m getting impatient here.” 
 
    Dusty grinned, and pulled her head to his, bringing her lips against his, and crushing them under his kiss.  It was like a damn had broken from within him and he didn’t have to hold back.  He didn’t have to just kiss her and try not to think about how his heart was calling out to her.  He could show her how he really felt from the moment he pulled that tee shirt off of her in the shower.  Only it started way before that, he just didn’t know it because he thought she was a boy. 
 
    Dusty had turned her against the mattress, as he began showering kisses on her, in the same way, she had done to him. “It’ll hurt a little, Mattie. You know that, don’t you.” 
 
    “No,” she said honestly. 
 
    “But not for long.  I will try to make it as easy as I can on you.” 
 
    “I trust you,” she told him. 
 
    “After that, it will never hurt again.  Then it will only feel good.” 
 
    “I love that you are so honest with me,” Mattie laughed. 
 
    “And I you, Mattie.  I love you.  I loved you from the beginning, but I knew Matthew wanted you and you seemed to want Matthew as well.” 
 
    “But you never told me, Dusty.  You never insisted I marry you.  You never said I couldn’t love Matthew.  Matthew had a jealous love, but you have a giving love and I was too stupid to see it.” 
 
    “You’re gonna break Matthew’s heart.  You know that, Mattie.” 
 
    “You don’t care if I go to him and break your heart?” 
 
    “Of course I care.  I don’t want it.  But I do want what will make you happy.  I don’t want you doing this or loving me, just because I offered to help you and gave you a pup and a place to stay.  If it is really Matthew you love, then you had better go to him right now because if I start really letting myself love you, Mattie, I won’t know how to stop.” 
 
    “I don’t ever want you to stop, Dusty.” 
 
    “Then, darlin’, its going to take all night to show you how much I love you, and then the rest of my life, to continue to show you.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to marry you, Dusty?” she asked. 
 
    “In so many words, Mattie.  In so many words.  In fact, if you marry me, I don’t think anyone can say anything about you being under-age if we got your father’s consent.” 
 
    “He’d give it or I would threaten to turn him in for trying to have sex with me,” she told him. 
 
    “Ok, then.  I’m not going to take away your virginity tonight.  Tomorrow, we are driving over to where you live, get your daddy’s permission for you to marry me, in writing, and then if anyone even cocks an eyebrow, they won’t be able to do a thing about it.” 
 
    “If you’re not going to do it with me and go all the way, I’ll settle for everything but…” Mattie told him. 
 
    “I’m all yours darlin’,” he said as he pulled her to him. “You are calling all the shots tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Mattie! Where in the hell have you been, girl?  I’ve been worried sick about you!” 
 
    “I went to Montana, Daddy.  This here is Dusty.  He’s a friend of mine.” 
 
    “So what were you doing in Montana?” her daddy questioned, looking worriedly between the two. 
 
    “I was wrangling horses, daddy.” 
 
    “Why’d you leave like that without saying anything to me?  The school called and wanted to know why you weren’t in school.  I told them you were visiting a sick aunt.  I was going to call the police next if you didn’t come back.” 
 
    “You don’t remember anything, do you daddy?” she asked. 
 
    “Remember what, Mattie?  I came home, went to bed and when I woke up the next morning you were gone.  Just left a little note saying not to worry.  What was that all about, Mattie?” 
 
    Dusty watched as the two talked.  They were still standing on the front porch and from the looks of the yard littered with empty bottles and beer cans, he would hate to see what the inside of the house looked like, he thought. 
 
    “Daddy, you never remembered all those times you hurt mama, neither cause you were so drunk, it was wiped from your memory, or you just chose to forget it.” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he gasped. 
 
    “No, but what you did do, was worse than hurting me, daddy.  You were trying to have sex with me.” 
 
    “Mattie!  How can you say that?  I would never touch you like that.  Never!” 
 
    “Well, never happened that night, Daddy, and so I took off.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Mattie.  I would never hurt you.  You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what you told me while you were groping me, and sticking your mouth all over me.  I wasn’t drunk, daddy, you were.  That’s why I remember everything that happened, and you don’t.” 
 
    “Why are you making this up, Mattie?  I love you girl, you must know that.” 
 
    “Well, the way you were showing it to me, wasn’t quite proper, daddy.” 
 
    “If I did anything wrong, I’m sorry, Mattie.  It will never happen again.  You need to finish school.  You only have a couple of months until you graduate.” 
 
    “I don’t want to graduate, Daddy.  I never liked school.  I know horses and I am going to be partners here with Dusty in a horse ranch in Montana.  Dusty wants to marry me, Daddy, but we need your permission first.  Or we will just have to wait until I am eighteen.” 
 
    “You can’t wait that long?” 
 
    “Well, we could wait, but I am staying at Dusty’s ranch, and it would be better if we had a note of permission from you.  I don’t want Dusty getting in trouble because I am under-age and all.  Seeing as how you tried your hand at me, I figured you would be willing to give your permission.” 
 
    “Mattie, whatever I did, I didn’t do it on purpose, or knowingly.  You can’t hold it against me like that.” 
 
    “I’m not holding it against you, daddy.  I am just telling you that I need a note of permission to be with Dusty until we get married.  Even if you hadn’t done anything, I would want that note.” 
 
    “You can’t leave, Mattie.  I need you here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be here, daddy,” she said forcefully. 
 
    “You don’t understand.  I’m dying, Mattie.  My liver is giving out.” 
 
    “You brought it on yourself by drinking so much,” she told him bitterly. 
 
    “But you can’t leave me on my own.  There is no one to take care of me.  I won’t last much longer.  When I am gone, everything will be yours.  You can get the ranch back up if you want.  You don’t have to go with Dusty to have a ranch.  I have a big life insurance policy and it is all your’s when I die.  It will be enough to get the ranch going again.” 
 
    “I don’t want your life insurance policy, daddy,” Mattie said with a stony face, trying to hold back her tears.  “Besides I love Dusty.  I want to be with him.” 
 
    “You can go with him once I am dead.  Sell the ranch, and take the life insurance policy, then you can put it towards the ranch you say you are going in partners with.” 
 
    “You’re making me choose, daddy.  You’re making me choose between you and the man I love.” 
 
    “You haven’t known him long enough to know if you love him, Mattie.  You’ve only been gone for two weeks.” 
 
    “I know how I feel, Daddy,” Mattie insisted. 
 
    “You just going to leave me to die on my own then?  Once I am gone you can spend the rest of your life with Dusty if you want.  And by then, you will know for sure if it is love or just infatuation.” 
 
    Mattie looked from Dusty to her daddy. 
 
    “Maybe he’s right, Mattie,” Dusty whispered.  “If you stay here, at least you will have a roof over your head.  You can finish school.  I won’t worry about you too much and I will come see you when I can.  If you let him die on his own, it will haunt you, Mattie.  No matter what he did, it will still haunt you.” 
 
    “I will only stay if you stop drinking, daddy, cause if you try and touch me, I’m just going to take off again.” 
 
    “I promise, Mattie,” he said. 
 
    “What about Apache, and my pup?” Mattie asked Dusty. 
 
    “I’ll bring them here.  I’ll load up Apache, and bring the pup too.  Next weekend.  I’ll give you my cell phone number so we can keep in touch.  It’s the right thing to do, Mattie, and by the time we can be together again, you won’t be a minor any longer.  Then we won’t need any note from your daddy.”  
 
    He turned towards her daddy.  
 
    “How long does the doctor give you?” he asked. 
 
    “Not long.  Not more than six months, he said.” 
 
    “That’s too long to be away from you,” Mattie told Dusty. 
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised how fast six months can go by.  When you stop to think about it, it is a short time when you are told that is all the time you got to live.” 
 
    “Can’t you afford to give me six months of your time, Mattie?”  
 
    Her father looked pleading at Mattie’s face. 
 
    “You know I love you, daddy.  I don’t want you to die on your own.  It’s just that…” she didn’t finish. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mattie, our plans can wait for a while,” Dusty put in, patting her shoulder.  
 
    He hated to let her go, now that she had convinced him that she loved him.  What if in six months she changed her mind?  However, it would be cruel to ignore her father when he was about to die. 
 
    “All right then, daddy.  You can have your way.  You better be telling me the truth though, cause if you are lying to me, I will leave you flat, and even when you do die, I won’t bother coming to your funeral.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mattie.  I knew I could count on you,” he said, giving her a hug. 
 
    Mattie’s father went back into the house and Mattie followed Dusty to his truck.  
 
    “I don’t want to stay here,” Mattie said, a tear rolling down her cheek.  “He could be lying.  I could never trust him.  He lied when he sold my horse that was Apache’s foal.  Said he was just taking her to the vet to get checked up and then he sold her so he could buy more beer.  I don’t trust him, Dusty.” 
 
    “Then talk to the doctor and find out,” Dusty suggested. “If he is lying, I’ll come and get you.” 
 
    “Okay.  I’ll do that.  Take good care of Apache and that pup for me.” 
 
    “You haven’t even named that pup,” Dusty realized. 
 
    “Call him Hope.  You were giving me hope when you gave me that pup and I will just have to hang onto that hope, I guess.” 
 
    “I love you, Mattie.  Don’t forget that,” Dusty said, bending his head down to hers and capturing her lips with his. 
 
    “I love you too, Dusty.  Tell the boys hi for me, will you?” 
 
    “What about Matthew?  What do you want me to tell him?” 
 
    “That I went back to my daddy, cause he’s dying.” 
 
    “Should I tell him about us?” 
 
    “Maybe we should wait to see what happens first.  Maybe by the time we can get married, he will have gotten over me by then.” 
 
    “You could be right.  I just won’t say anything.  I’ll tell him I gave you a ride home and will take your horse to you next weekend.” 
 
    “See you next weekend then,” she said and hugged his neck. 
 
    Dusty took a piece of paper off of the dash of the truck and scribbled on it with a pen.  
 
    “Here’s my number,” he said, putting the slip of paper in her hand.  “I’ll miss you, Mattie.  I think everyone will.” 
 
    “I’ll miss them all too, and especially you, Dusty.  You taught me what real love is and I’m counting on you to come back and get me as soon as this is all over.” 
 
    “I will darlin’.  I will.”  
 
    Then he was climbing up in his truck driving away, as Mattie stood in the middle of the road that led away from their small ranch, with tears streaking her face.  She stood, clutching the slip of paper in her hand as she watched the brake lights come on, just before he turned off on the main road and disappeared out of sight. 
 
    Mattie spent three days cleaning up the house and then the yard, throwing out all the empty liquor bottles and beer cans.  She hunted down all his bottles that he kept hidden, knowing all the places he liked to hide his poison and threw them out as well.  Then she called the school and told them that her daddy was dying and she couldn’t finish out the year because she had to take care of him.  Next, she made an appointment with the family doctor, to see just how serious her daddy really was. 
 
    Mattie sat patiently in the reception room of the doctor’s office, reading magazines until she was finally told she could go in. 
 
    “What brings you here, Mattie?” Dr. Bell, asked,  “Do you need a checkup for school sports or something?” 
 
    “No, I came to see about my daddy,” she told him. 
 
    “What about your daddy?” he asked, as he looked over at her on the other side of his desk. 
 
    “Well, he told me he was dying of liver disease and said he was given six months to live.  I just wanted to find out how serious it really was.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen your daddy in my office for several months.  The last time I saw him, his liver was weak and I told him he needed to stop drinking, but I never said he was going to die in six months.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose he’s been seeing any other doctor, has he?” 
 
    “If he has, they would be sending to me for his files and I never had a request for his files.” 
 
    “I see.  So how weak is his liver?” she asked.  “I mean, if he didn’t stop drinking, how long would you give him?” 
 
    “More than six months, I think.  A few years at least.  Just depends on how much drinking he does.” 
 
    “Thanks for your time Dr. Bell.  Do I owe you any money for this?” 
 
    “No.  You just wanted to talk to me about your daddy’s health, I can’t charge you for that. 
 
    Mattie left the clinic feeling stunned.  She knew her daddy had been lying to keep her there.  She hadn’t talked to Dusty since he left.  When she called him, he hadn’t picked up.  After leaving him several messages, which he did not return, she figured something must have happened to his cell phone, and she had not thought to give him her own phone number until she left him messages to return her calls.  She tried his number again but was told that his message box was full.  He must have lost his cell phone, she thought and hadn’t got a new one yet.  
 
    He was supposed to come back with her horse and dog, so maybe, if he couldn’t find his phone, he was just going to come out, like he promised.  However, when he did not show up that weekend, Mattie started to worry.  Finally, out of desperation, she decided to look up the number of Double D Ranch and see if Dusty was around anyplace close by, so she could talk to him. 
 
    “Hello, Double D Ranch.”  
 
    It was Daniel answering the phone. 
 
    “Hi, Daniel, this is Mattie.” 
 
    “Mattie!  How are you?  You getting by okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Did Dusty tell you I was back at my daddy’s place?” 
 
    There was a long silence.  
 
    “That’s why he was in Idaho,” Daniel said at last. 
 
    “Yeah, he took me back and was going to bring my horse out this weekend.  Only I haven’t been able to get a hold of him since he left me here.  He never showed up, so I thought I would call you to see if he is anywhere close by, so I can talk to him.  I don’t think he has my phone number, or I’m sure he would have called me by now.” 
 
    “Mattie, I’m sorry, but Dusty was in an automobile accident.  It happened in Idaho.  We couldn’t figure out what he was doing there.” 
 
    “Is he all right?  Is he in the hospital or something?” 
 
     Mattie caught her breath and started shaking. 
 
    “No, Mattie…he was killed.  It was a drunk driver that hit him head-on.” 
 
    “No!” Mattie screamed.  “No, it’s not true!  Tell me it’s not true, Daniel.” 
 
    “The funeral is tomorrow, Mattie, if you want to come.” 
 
    “Has anyone been to his place?  My horse is there and a pup, that we left there.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, I’ll send someone out there right away.  We will bring the horse and pup to the Double D.  Are you going to come out here, Mattie?  You want me to send someone to pick you up?” 
 
    Mattie was crying and she could barely talk.  
 
    “He can’t be dead,” she kept saying. 
 
    “I’ll send Matthew out to get you.  What’s your address?” 
 
    She could barely get the numbers out.  
 
    “What time will he be here?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll send him right now.  He should get there by this evening.  I’m sorry to have to tell you about Dusty.  I know how much you liked Dusty.  We all will miss him.” 
 
    Mattie hung up the phone.  
 
    “Damn you daddy!” she screamed. 
 
    “You calling me?” her father asked as he came through the door. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!  You aren’t going to die anytime soon!  I talked to the doctor, you no good drunk!  But Dusty, the man I loved, was killed on his way home from here.  I’ll never spend the rest of my life with him the way you said, daddy, and you kept me from him!” 
 
    “You could have died with him,” he told her. 
 
    “I don’t care!  I would have rather died with him than have to stay here with a lying, sex offender.  Matthew is coming to pick me up tonight so I can go to the funeral tomorrow.  This is the last you are going to see of my hide, daddy. You hear? I’m never coming back again!  I bet you don’t even have a life insurance policy!  You never had enough money to pay for one!” 
 
    “The ranch will be your’s when I’m gone, though,” her father attempted to say. 
 
    “I don’t want your damn ranch!  There is nothing  but bad memories connected to it!” 
 
    Mattie stormed out and went into her bedroom, and packed a suitcase of everything that meant anything to her, along with the clothes she would need.  Her dreams of owning an Appaloosa ranch with Dusty had been dashed.  Only she knew the pain she felt, had nothing to do with the ranch.  It had everything to do with Dusty.  She would never get to show him how much she loved him, she sobbed. 
 
    Mattie was waiting on her front porch when Matthew drove up.  He got out and took her suitcase, putting it in the back of the truck and then opened the door for her to get in.  He didn’t say anything to her.  He barely looked at her.  She sat staring straight ahead. 
 
    “You all right?” he asked at last.  “I know how you felt about Dusty,” Matthew said. 
 
    “No, you didn’t, Matthew.  You didn’t know how I felt about Dusty.  You didn’t know how I felt about anything!  He offered to let me stay at his ranch and help him get it started again.  I was going to use my stud and he was going to get a mare.   We were going to raise Appaloosas together.  He got me a pup, Matthew.  I realized how much he loved me and he wasn’t even demanding that I love him back.  I realized then that I loved him and I didn’t even know it.  I had been all tangled up about how I thought I loved you.  Dusty and I were going to get married.  He took me to get my daddy’s permission, only my daddy said he was dying of liver disease and wanted me to stay and take care of him before he died.  Turns out my daddy lied and Dusty got killed.  It was my fault for bringing him out here.  We should have just waited until I was eighteen.  I should never have come back!” 
 
    Matthew pulled the truck over to the side of the road.  
 
    “I knew Dusty deserved you more than I did, Mattie.  He understood you.  He tried to explain to me about how you felt and how to let you be who you really were.  I understand what you loved about him.  Everyone liked Dusty.  He always kept everyone happy.  The day you took off, he slugged me for upsetting you.  I knew then that he loved you as much as I did.  We are all going to miss him, Mattie.” 
 
    Mattie started sobbing and Matthew pulled her into his arms.  
 
    “Don’t cry, sweetcakes.  Crying won’t bring him back.  He deserved to have you and you deserved to have him.  I wish you could have married him.  As much as I love you, I would have wished you happiness.” 
 
    “It’s my fault.  I wanted him to have sex with me and he wanted to marry me first, or at least have permission to marry me.  I shouldn’t have asked him to do that, Matthew.  We would never have come here if I hadn’t tried to push him into making love to me.” 
 
    “Mattie, Mattie.  It wasn’t your fault.  It could have happened anytime, anywhere.  Don’t blame yourself.” 
 
    “I named the pup Hope because he gave me hope.  Now there is no more hope, Matthew.  I don’t think I can go on without him.” 
 
    “I’ll help you, Mattie.  I’ll help you get through it.  By the look of your suitcase, I take it you don’t plan to come back here again.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I haven’t thought that far in advance.  I just got to get through one day at a time, right now.” 
 
    “Stay at the Double D. Mattie.  My dad misses you.  He said he wanted you to stay if I could talk you into it and he’s fixing up a room in the house for you.” 
 
    “I really like your Dad,” Mattie said softly. 
 
    “Then you’ll stay?” 
 
    “Until I decide what to do,” she agreed. 
 
    “You know you will always have a job at the Double D. if you want it.  Maybe you could end up getting an Appaloosa horse ranch someday, after all.” 
 
    “I don’t want one without Dusty,” she sobbed. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it then.  You are right.  You should just take it a day at a time.”  
 
    He kissed her cheek and slowly released her, handing her a Kleenex from a container on the dash.  She took it and wiped her eyes and blew her nose, then he steered back out onto the highway again.   
 
    Matthew’s heart went out to her and he realized what it was that Dusty had, which he didn’t, and why Mattie probably would never love him the way she loved Dusty, no matter how much he loved her.  He wondered if he had lost her forever? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Mattie looked out the bedroom window, down upon the pasture where Apache was grazing with other horses from the Double D.  Hope was curled up on the rug.  He seemed to be growing by leaps and bounds and was twice as big as he was when Dusty first gave him to her.  It had been a week since Dusty’s funeral and Mattie had spent most of her time in her room with Hope.  She hadn’t worked any horses or rode Apache.  All she could think about was skinny dipping with Dusty and all the wonderful things he had taught her about what real love was all about.  She savored the way his hands had felt upon her, and the way he always called her Sugar or Darlin’.  If anyone else ever called her by those names, she would just burst out in tears, she thought. 
 
    At first, the boys tried to cheer her up, but they realized she had lost some of her spit and vinegar, along with that self-confident kind of way she had of approaching everything.  She didn’t flirt with the boys or insist on staying in the bunkhouse with them.  She barely talked to Matthew but she knew he was constantly watching her.  She knew he didn’t know what to say to her and she didn’t know what to say to him either.  Her whole life seemed to be consumed with missing Dusty and nothing could bring her out of the fog that fell around her, the moment she discovered he had died.   
 
    “She needs to mourn, Matthew,” Daniel said, as they looked up to see her staring down from the window.  “No telling how long it will take.  She only knew Dusty a week, but whatever she felt for him, it really grabbed her good, so we will just have to wait and see what happens.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do to comfort her,” Matthew said. “She seems to be a stranger to me now.” 
 
    “Give it time.  No use rushing her out of her funk.  She’ll pull herself out when she’s ready to,” Daniel advised. 
 
    “You two can just stop talking about me.”  
 
    They both turned to see Mattie standing on the porch with her pup at her heels.  Neither of them said anything.  
 
    “Anyone been working with Patches?” she asked, after a moment of silence. 
 
    Daniel shook his head.  
 
    “She was your project.  No one wants to touch her.  She don’t take to them kissing her, anyhow,” Daniel grinned. 
 
    “Guess I’ll go give her a kiss then,” Mattie said and they watched her walk out to the paddock where Patches was kept.  
 
    Mattie put the bridle on Patches and then the saddle, leading her into the round pen.  She took two long strips of rawhide and attached them to the bit, ran them through the stirrups of the saddle and then clicked her tongue to make Patches walk the ring, while she followed behind the horse, gently pulling on one long rein, to get Patches to turn her head in that direction and then pulling on the other to get Patches to turn back the other way. 
 
    “Guess she’s out of her funk,” Matthew said quietly. 
 
    “Or she’s working through it, anyway,” Daniel offered. 
 
    “You know, she told me that Dusty was going to get a mare in order for her to breed Apache to and start an Appaloosa ranch.  I remember Dusty talking about this Appaloosa mare that would be perfect to breed Apache to and he was thinking of buying her.  I think I know who has that mare for sale.” 
 
    “You thinking of buying it?” Daniel asked, gazing at his son with a smile on his face. 
 
    “Think it would help?  She needs something more than Patches to keep her from mourning for the rest of her life.” 
 
    “I think you are starting to learn, son,” Daniel said.  “Just figure out what Dusty would do.  When she was all unhappy and took off, Dusty got her that pup.  He seemed to know how to cheer her up.  I guess you could take a couple of lessons from him.” 
 
    “He kept telling me the right way to handle her and I wouldn’t listen,” Matthew said.  “Like he said, my pride just got in the way.  Guess I am going to have to dampen down that stupid pride of mine,” he admitted. 
 
    “Good luck, Matthew.  I don’t know how easy it’s going to be, to get Mattie back to being herself again, but I think getting that Mare for her might help.” 
 
    “If she’ll take her.” 
 
    “Let her know it was the mare Dusty was going to buy. That might help.” 
 
    “Dusty could have made her happy,” Matthew said under his breath. 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s up to you now, if you truly love her, Matthew.  Just take it nice and slow.  Show her how you love her, don’t tell her how much you love her until she is ready to hear it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see what you mean. Dusty loved her, but he never said anything to me about it.  Only when he slugged me, I knew, and I was so jealous that he knew what she needed, while I didn’t, that I didn’t know what to do with my anger.” 
 
    “I guess Dusty has taught us all a good lesson.  God must have thought he was too good for this earth and took him home.” 
 
    “Well, I may not be too good for this earth,” Matthew whispered, trying to hold back the tears that stung his lids,  “But I just want to be good enough to share what time I have on this earth with that little angel over there.” 
 
    A few days later, Mattie was sitting on the front porch in one of the rockers with Daniel.  She liked the fact that he never pressed her for anything.   He didn’t talk much, and when he did, it was mostly about the horses and what his future plans were concerning the ranch. 
 
    “There’s a bunch of Mustangs that need rounding up,” he was telling her.  “If we don’t get to them, the government will just slaughter them and send them to the glue factory.  We plan to go out and get the lot, separate the ones that have the best conformation and train them, then adopt the rest of them out to folks who want a cheap horse to train.  The boys were going to go out next week to do it.  You think you would be up to helping them?” he asked, as he turned towards her. 
 
    “How long do they stay out there rounding them up?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “As long as it takes.  Depends on how far they have to go to find the herd and then how hard it’s gonna be to herd them all back here.” 
 
    “Might be sorta fun,” Mattie said absently.  
 
    She noticed Matthew at the gate pulling a horse trailer.  He had taken off before she had come down, but Daniel never said anything about where he had gone and she hadn’t asked. 
 
    “Looks like Matthew’s back,” Daniel said and got up, walking down the steps of the porch to the yard, where Matthew had pulled up and had shut down the engine of the truck. 
 
    Mattie remained in the rocker, watching the two talking between themselves in low voices. 
 
    “Hey, Mattie, you want to come help me?” Matthew called.  “I got a horse I want you to look at.  You know more about these things than I do.” 
 
    “You’re crazy, Matthew.  I don’t know any more about horses than you do,” she said, but her curiosity had gotten the best of her and she sauntered down the steps to where he was standing by the truck. 
 
    “Well, we aren’t talking about just any horse.  Dusty was telling me about this little Appaloosa mare he wanted to get.  Said she would be perfect to breed with Apache.  Just wanted you to take a look.” 
 
    Mattie stood stalk still, staring at Matthew.  At first, he thought she was going to bolt because he saw the tears starting to brim her eyes.  She blinked and let a tear free.  
 
    “You got the horse Dusty was going to buy?” she asked in a raspy croak. 
 
    “If you don’t want to look at her, I’ll take her back Mattie.  I don’t want to upset you.  Only this was Duty’s dream, Mattie. You know it was his dream to get the mare, so you could breed Apace to her.” 
 
    “It was our dream,” she whispered. 
 
    “Do you want to see her?” he asked gently, searching her eyes. 
 
    She nodded and then followed Matthew around to the back of the trailer, watching while Matthew opened the door, went inside and led the horse out into the yard. 
 
    Mattie just stared.  She looked exactly like Apache, only her spots were red instead of black.  The mare tossed her head and Mattie went up to her, put her arms around the mare’s neck, burying her face against the soft coat.  
 
    “I’m gonna call you Dusty,” she said, “Even if you are a girl.  You were Dusty’s dream and Apache and I are going to make that dream come true,” she whispered. 
 
    Matthew looked at Daniel and they both smiled.  Matthew handed Mattie the lead rope.  
 
    “She’s all your’s Mattie.  And I mean that literally.  I got her for you, no strings attached.  If you leave here tomorrow, you are taking that mare with you.” 
 
    Mattie took the lead rope from Matthew’s hand and as their fingers touched, Mattie looked into his eyes.  They held each other’s gaze and then Mattie leaned forward and kissed Matthew on the cheek.  
 
    “Thank you, Matthew.  I don’t know how to thank you enough.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me, Mattie.  I just want to see you happy.  Anything I can do to make you happy, I don’t do it for you to thank me.  I do it because I want to.  I love your smile, Mattie.  I just want to see it coming back to your face.” 
 
    Mattie swept her eyes over to Daniel and then back to Matthew.  She knew they both had done this to try and help her get over Dusty’s death.  She went over to Daniel and put her arms around his neck and hugged him.  
 
    “I know what you two are doing,” she whispered, “and I love you for it.”  
 
    Then she took the lead rope and took Dusty over to the paddock next to Patches.  
 
    “You two are going to become friends,” she said to the horses as she removed the halter from Dusty and let her free into the paddock. 
 
    Daniel patted Matthew on the back.  
 
    “Just take it a step at a time, son,” he said.  “I think that was a wise move on your part.  Maybe there is hope for you yet,” he grinned and then went back up the porch steps and sat down in one of the rockers. 
 
    Matthew came and sat beside him as they watched Mattie stroking Dusty, who had her head hanging over the railing. 
 
    “Mattie is going to go with you and the boys when you round up the Mustangs.  I think it will be good for her, but just keep a close eye on her, and for God’s sake, don’t do anything to upset her, Matthew.  I mean keep yourself at arm’s length, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I don’t think she will let me any closer than that anyway,” he responded. 
 
    As they sat watching Mattie with Dusty, McCloud strolled up to the porch.  
 
    “Nice looking mare,” he said, nodding towards Mattie and Dusty. 
 
    “She named her Dusty cause that mare is the one Dusty wanted to get to breed with Apache,” Matthew told him. 
 
    “Speaking of Dusty, that’s why I came up here.  When I went to get Mattie’s horse and dog, from Dusty’s place, his mother was there.  She told me they were shutting down the house and selling some of the furniture.  She wanted to know if I knew anyone who wanted a piano.  When we were at Dusty’s place, Mattie and Dusty played the piano together and then she and I played it together.  She loved playing that piano, Matthew.  Thought maybe you had room in your house for a piano,” he winked at Matthew. 
 
    Daniel and Matthew looked at each other and smiled.  
 
    “I got the horse trailer hooked up here,” Matthew said. “You have the phone number to Dusty’s mom?” 
 
    “She’s still in town taking care of things and she gave me her number cause I told her I thought I did know someone who wanted the piano.” 
 
    “Well, come on then,” Matthew said, “call Buck out here.  He can come help as well.” 
 
    McCloud gave a whistle and Buck and Clyde put their heads out the window.  
 
    “Come on, Buck, we need you for something,” McCloud called and Buck came out and climbed into the truck with Matthew and McCloud. 
 
    “Where are they going?” Mattie asked as she joined Daniel on the porch again. 
 
    “Beats me,” Daniel lied, but the smile on his face told Mattie he knew exactly where the boys were going.  “Hope they are back by dinner time,” Daniel said and started to rock evenly as he smiled at Mattie and Mattie smiled back. 
 
    “I just love it when people have secret surprises,” she laughed, as she reached her hand out and pet Hope when the pup put his paws in her lap. 
 
    Mattie was helping to set the table when she heard a commotion in the driveway.  She went up to the porch and watched as Matthew was maneuvering the horse trailer up to the porch steps.  Daniel came out and stood beside her. 
 
    “What’s he doing that for?” Mattie asked.  “He gonna bring a horse into the house?” 
 
    “Don’t think he has a horse in that trailer,” Daniel said, giving her a wink. 
 
    “Then what does he have?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess we will find out when they open the door,” Daniel told her. 
 
    McCloud, who had been directing the trailer up against the porch, jumped up and opened the door, and Matthew and Buck came up behind him. 
 
    Mattie saw them rolling something out of the trailer, and she gasped.  
 
    “It’s Dusty’s piano!” 
 
    “They were selling it, Mattie,” McCloud said.  “I knew how good you played and I knew Dusty would want you to have it.” 
 
    “You arranged this?” she asked. 
 
    “Well sorta.  I just told Matthew about it and then we just went out and got it before anyone else could get it.” 
 
    The three managed to roll the piano dolly, which the piano was on, into the living room. 
 
    “Move that couch,” Matthew directed and Daniel and Buck grabbed either end of the couch and moved it out of the way, so Matthew and McCloud could place the piano there instead. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Clyde asked as he came into the room to see what the ruckus was all about.  “Dusty’s piano!”  
 
    He gave a quick glance at Mattie and then a smile stretched across his face.  
 
    “There’s going to be singing tonight,” he predicted. 
 
    When they had the piano in place, they all watched Mattie as she ran her hand lovingly over the dust cover of the piano.  Buck brought in the bench and set it down in front of the piano. 
 
    “Go ahead and play it,” he encouraged Mattie. 
 
    Mattie sat down and slowly uncovered the keys, then the boys listened in awe as she started to play and softly begin to sing… “When the rains blowing in your face, and the whole world is on your case, I will offer you a warm embrace, to make you feel my love.  When evening shadows and the stars appear and there is no one to dry your tears, I could hold you for a million years, to make you feel my love.  Know you haven’t made your mind up yet.  But I won’t do you wrong.  Known it from the moment that we met, there’s no doubt in my mind where you belong.  I’d go hungry, I’d go black and blue, I’d go crawling down the avenue, there ain’t nothing that I wouldn’t do, to make you feel my love.  Storms are raging on a rolling sea, down the highway of regret.  Winds of change are blowing wild and free, but you ain’t seen nothing like me yet.  There ain’t nothing that I wouldn’t do.  Go to the ends of the earth for you. Make you happy, make your dreams come true, to make you feel my love.” 
 
    It was an old Garth Brooks song which they were all familiar with.  When she was through singing, there wasn’t a dry eye among them because they knew she was singing about Dusty. 
 
    Mattie closed the piano dust cover and the room was silent.  
 
    “We all miss him, Mattie,” Matthew finally said in a low voice.  
 
    He placed his hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “I know you miss him more, but we have to help each other get through it now.  Dusty would want us to be happy and to use his piano to sing happy songs.  Only when you played that song, I could feel Dusty coming back to us through your fingers, and your voice.  He lives through you, Mattie, and that is how it should be.  As long as you are around we will all have a little of Dusty with us.” 
 
    Then they all turned and went into the dining room and sat down at the table.  Mattie sat there, on the piano stool, looking down at her hands, feeling the tears roll down her face and then she felt Matthew’s arms embrace her from behind, as he kissed the back of her neck.  
 
    “Come on, sweetheart, come in and eat with us,” he urged. 
 
    Then pulled her up from the bench and held her to him. 
 
    “Dad tells me you plan to go on that Mustang roundup with us.  We will all be glad to have you along.” 
 
    Mattie tried to smile and Matthew wiped her tears away with his fingers.  
 
    “It should probably be a lot of fun,” she said as she looked up into his eyes.  
 
    Those blue eyes looked troubled.  Finally, she pulled herself from his arms.  
 
    “I guess dinner is going to get cold if we don’t’ hurry up,” she said and headed towards the dining room as Matthew watched her and tried to stop himself from shaking. 
 
    Dinner was silent.  It seemed no one knew just what to say except for a remark here and there, talking a little about the upcoming Mustang roundup.  Mattie went up to her room when the dinner was over and laid down on her bed.   
 
    After a while, she heard piano music drifting up the stairs and she opened her door so she could hear it more clearly.  There was someone singing, but she knew it wasn’t McCloud.  She stepped out into the hall and came to the top of the steps.  Then she sat down, as she recognized Matthew’s voice.  She didn’t know he could play the piano, but when she came down a little lower, where she could look into the room, it was him and McCloud at the piano.  McCloud was playing the song, while Matthew was singing.  She had never heard Matthew sing before and she had never heard the song that he was singing, either, but the words seemed to grab her. 
 
    Matthew’s clear low voice carried straight into her heart when she heard him singing.  
 
    “Chances are you’ll find me somewhere on the road tonight.  Seems I always end up driving high.  Ever since I’ve known, it just seems you’re on my mind, all the rules of logic don’t apply.  I long to see you in the night.  Be with you till morning light.  I remember clearly how you looked the day we met.  I recall your laughter and your smile.  I remember how you made me seem so at ease.  I remember all your grace, your style.  And now you’re all I long to see.  You come to me so blessed to me.   Chances are I’ll see you somewhere in my dreams tonight, you’ll be smiling like the day we met.  Chances are I’ll hope and I’ll hold all I have, you’re the only one I can’t forget.  Baby, you’re the best I’ve ever met.  And I’ll be dreaming of the future.  And hoping you’ll be by my side.  And in the morning I’ll be lonely for the night, for the night.  Chances are I’ll see you somewhere in my dreams tonight.  You’ll be smiling like the day we met.  Chances are I’ll hope and I’ll hold all I have, you’re the only one I can’t forget.  Baby, you’re the best I’ve ever met. 
 
    The piano was silent and Mattie sat at the top of the steps.  The song had touched her in a way she didn’t understand.  She realized that Matthew still loved her, and wasn’t giving up on someday having his dream of a future with her.  Only she felt she would be betraying Dusty if she went to Matthew.  It was going to take some time to get over Dusty, she thought.  If anyone ever touched her intimately the way Dusty had, it would be too painful to deal with.  She never wanted to be touched by a man again, she thought sadly.  Slowly, she stood up, going back to her room and putting her arms around Hope’s neck.  She wondered if there was any hope in her life anymore, now that Dusty was gone?  Now it was just her and her horse and her dog, she thought, but then she remembered she had a mare now.  When she bread her to Apache, her little circle of family would grow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” Matthew asked Mattie as he looked over at her sitting on Apache’s back. 
 
    “As ready as I’m ever going to be, I guess,” she told him. 
 
    Buck, Clyde, and McCloud were all mounted on their horses as well and the group rode out together, going through the back of the property until they came to the fence line.  Then they all followed each other out the back gate. 
 
    “Where are these horses supposed to be?” Mattie asked.  
 
    “One of the ranchers took his plane out,” Matthew told her.  “He said he spotted them about forty or fifty miles from here, but that was yesterday.  They could be farther or closer, by now.  We’re just going to ride out in the general direction and hope we can find tracks to follow.” 
 
    “So it’s going to take a day or two to get to the general area then?” she reasoned. 
 
    “Pretty much, unless they are headed this way, but I don’t see why they would be.  They’re not hungry enough to come close to the ranches this time of year.  All the fields are full of new grass.  We’re hoping there will be several foals.  That way, it will slow them down a bit.” 
 
    “Do you do this every year?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope, only once in a while when the herd starts building up so much that the ranchers start complaining about the wild mustang eating up the grazing land and stallions coaxing away some of their mares.  Then the government thinks they should regulate the horses.  When that happens, ranchers like us will take them under our wing to save them.  If the government had their way, they would just corral them all up and shoot them.  Less trouble than having to transport them to a glue factory, I guess.” 
 
    “I thought there were laws about protecting the wild horses,” Mattie commented. 
 
    “They are always making and changing laws, Mattie, while going against some of them with special permission when they see fit.  So we work to stay on top of things to try and protect the horses.  It’s a lot of work.  We don’t keep that many and have to try to find good homes for most of them.  It’s getting harder and harder because fewer and fewer people have the means or the desire to take them in.” 
 
    “Dusty was talking about getting some mustangs to train in order to sell and make more money for his ranch,” Mattie told him. 
 
    “It’s too bad Dusty couldn’t be here. Then he wouldn’t have to buy them, we could just give him the ones he wanted.  When the government adopts the mustangs out, they brand them and you can’t sell them after that.  You have to give them away if you want to get rid of them.  We only charge what it takes to round them up and feed them when we sell them.” 
 
    “A lot of things are too bad,” Mattie said under her breath and Matthew gave her a steady stare.  He was thinking the same thing.  
 
    “I heard you singing the other night,” Mattie suddenly piped up.  “You have a nice voice.” 
 
    “You have a nice voice too.  I bet we could make a halfway decent sound if we ever tried singing together,” he said, his eyes taking on a soft gentle look. 
 
    “Maybe,” Mattie said.  “Maybe we could go in and do Karaoke together,” she suggested. 
 
    “That sounds like it would be fun,” Matthew said, smiling and thinking that she was starting to come out of her blue mood. 
 
    “When we get back, all of us should go,” she said.  “What do you think McCloud?  You have a good singing voice.  In fact, all you boys sing pretty decently.  You want to go do Karaoke with Matthew and me when the roundup is over?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” McCloud said.  
 
    “I’m in,” Buck replied. 
 
    “Well, I’m not gonna be left out,” Clyde added. 
 
    “Then it’s a date,” Mattie said, smiling at them. 
 
    Buck gave Matthew the thumbs up sign and he grinned and winked.  Mattie was starting to get her spirit back, they all thought. 
 
    By noon, they stopped and ate the sandwiches that the cook had packed for them, while they sat under the shade of a clump of trees they found.  It seemed like it was rolling hills forever, Mattie thought.  She missed the mountains of Eastern Idaho, but they weren’t so far into Montana that there weren’t a few mountains in the distance, that she could look at. 
 
    “You ever been to Bannack Montana?” Matthew asked Mattie. 
 
    “Nope.  This is the first I ever set foot in Montana,” she told him. 
 
    “Well, Bannack is a Ghost town now, but back in the day it was some town, and was the Capital of the Montana territory at the time.  There was a gold mine there and that is what kept the town going.  A man named Hennery Plummer came up from California.  No one actually knew he was a criminal.  He came and settled in Bannack and eventually became the sheriff of the town.  It wasn’t a very big town as towns go, just one street.  But there was a bank, a Saloon, a hotel, general store, a schoolhouse, and Mason’s lodge above it.  There was also a Christian church and houses along the street.  But there was no jail, so Plummer built a little jailhouse with a sod roof.  He put rings on the floor to chain the prisoners so they wouldn’t poke holes in the sod roof to escape. 
 
    “Unbeknown to the decent people of the town, Plummer was running a gang,  or so they thought, that not only stole the shipments of gold but also they stopped stagecoaches and robbed the people riding in them.  Since ol’ Hennery knew when all the stages came in, and when the gold went out, they say he would inform his gang, and there was no one that was safe from getting robbed by the gang. 
 
    “Everyone was trying to figure out who the gang was, and who led it.  They even got a militia up to try and weed the gang out.  They ended up hanging men they believed to be gang members, but the gold still got stolen.  Finally, they caught someone who had a bone to pick with Plummer and accused him of being the gang leader.  Hennery was with his mistress one night and some of the men from town came to the door and told him they needed to see him.  He said he would get his coat, but they said he wasn’t going to need it.  They took him straight to the jail that he built and he found several of his friends there as well.  He and his friends stayed there for as long as it took the town to build a hanging scaffold and then they hung them all together, and buried them next to where the scaffold was built. 
 
    “Funny thing, though.  Even after the hanging, it did not stop the robberies.  Several years later, the mine went bust, and everyone moved from Bannack because Bannack is out in the middle of nowhere, so it was hard to keep the town running.  It sat empty for years, and then during the depression, homeless people moved into the little town and started living there.  They had a regular community but the state did not want them squatting there, so they kicked them all out, and made Bannack into a state park.  They keep the town open for people to go through and have fixed up a couple of the house exactly the way they looked back in the day, so you can look in the windows and see how people used to live back then.  All the other buildings are empty.   
 
    “The Jail has writing all over the walls, where people that visited signed their names.  I think there was already writing on the walls made by the prisoners and the visitors started adding to it.  The jail has a terrible feeling when you go inside.  All the other buildings feel just normal when you go in them, but that jail, it feels like the old prisoners are calling out to you or something.  It gave me the willies when I went inside. 
 
    “You know, though.  A historian finally figured out who the innocence gang was…that’s what they called them… ‘The Innocence’.  It turned out that the members of the militia were actually the gang members and so they were just killing innocent people in the town to keep the suspicion off of them.  So the sheriff wasn’t the leader of the gang after all!  He and his friends were hung for nothing.” 
 
    “I might want to see that someday,” Mattie said. 
 
    “I’ll take you if you want.  We could make a day of it.  It is quite a ways from here.” 
 
    “Yeah, that might be interesting,” Mattie said. 
 
    After the story of Bannack, they all climbed up on their horses and started out again.  Every once in a while, Matthew pulled out his binoculars and scanned the countryside.  
 
    “We should be getting pretty close,” he said.  “Maybe by tomorrow morning, if not tonight.” 
 
    When the sun started sinking and there were still no signs of the horses, Matthew led them off the beaten path, to a shallow river, where he said they should camp the night.  They all got down and Mattie looked around. 
 
    “Think the river is very warm?” she asked. 
 
    “You can go see for yourself,” Matthew said, as he pulled out his tent from the pack he had tied to the back of his saddle. 
 
    “Think I will,” she said and took off her boots. 
 
    “Going wadding?” he asked. 
 
    “Might,” she said.  “It’s been pretty hot all day.  I’m sweating as much as my horse there,” she told him, and he grinned. 
 
    All the boys were setting up camp and Buck was digging a fire pit, while Clyde collected dead wood off of the ground from around the trees and broke off dead branches. 
 
    “Not that cold,” Mattie called.  “It’s a little deeper up the way, I’m going over there.” 
 
    “Fine.  Just don’t wander too far away,” Matthew called. 
 
    A few minutes later, they could hear Mattie singing. 
 
    The four looked at each other and raised their eyebrows. 
 
    “Mattie must be enjoying herself,” Matthew said. 
 
    “Think I’ll go check it out,” Buck insisted and started wandering up the bank in the direction of the singing. 
 
    “Hey, wait for me,” McCloud called and then Matthew and Clyde were following as well. 
 
    When they arrived at where the music was coming from, they were met with the view of Mattie floating on her back in water about four feet deep, as she sang an old cowboy song.  Her clothes lay in a pile on the bank.  Her soft rounded breasts glistened in the light that was starting to dim, and all the boys just stared at her, not saying a word to each other. 
 
    Mattie’s eyes flew open and she righted herself in the water.  
 
    “Well hello, boys, wondered when you were going to come join me,” she smiled. 
 
    They all hesitated. 
 
    “You forget, I’ve seen you all naked before except maybe Matthew there.  You shy, Matthew?  Never took me up on any of my other invitations to take your clothes off, so I was just wondering.” 
 
    The vision of Dusty suddenly flashed through Matthew’s head, smiling and saying, “Let her be herself, give in and do things her way.”   
 
    He started unbuttoning his shirt.  
 
    “I don’t know about you boys,” he said, “but Mattie is right.  I’ve been sweating about as much as my horse has.”  
 
    And he continued to get undressed.  The rest of the crew followed suit as they shucked off their clothes and joined Mattie in the chilly water.  
 
    “Thought you said the water wasn’t too cold,” Matthew said as he came up beside her. 
 
    “Depends on what your definition of cold is,” Mattie smiled.  “Feels fine to me.  You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “Mattie, you must be part polar bear,” Buck said. “This here water is shriveling me up to nothing.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that, Buck,” she laughed. 
 
    McCloud and Clyde were splashing around just to warm themselves up and it wasn’t long before everyone but Matthew and Mattie, were climbing back out onto the bank. 
 
    “We’re going back to the camp,” Buck said.  “Don’t get hypothermia in that river there,” he warned. 
 
    Matthew and Mattie laughed as the boys took off back down the bank.  When they had disappeared, Matthew turned to Mattie.  “All the boys love you.  You know that, don’t you,” he said softly. 
 
    “Can’t marry all of them,” she laughed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t want you to…”  
 
    He paused and looked at her.  
 
    “I just want you to know something, Mattie,” he said in a low voice.  “I like you just the way you are.  I don’t want to change you or make you into something you’re not.” 
 
    “I heard you singing that song the night you brought the piano,” she breathed softly, moving a little closer to him. “Were you singing that song for me?” she asked timidly. 
 
    “Everything I do, Mattie, I’m doing for you,” he said, as he moved a little closer to her as well. 
 
    “I’m afraid, Matthew,” she said. 
 
    “What are you afraid of?” 
 
    “That if ever a man touched me, it would remind me too much of Dusty touching me and I wouldn’t be able to bear it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to scare you, Mattie.  I won’t touch you if the thought of it makes you afraid.” 
 
    “You have been really kind, getting me the mare and Dusty’s piano,” she whispered softly. 
 
    “The piano was McCloud’s idea,” he told her. 
 
    “All you boys have been nice, trying to cheer me up the way you have.”  
 
    She moved even closer to him, almost touching him. 
 
    Matthew looked at her with loving eyes.  They were standing waist deep in the water and the tips of her breasts stood hard and alert.  
 
    “You look kind of cold,” he said, leaning into her a little bit. 
 
    “Are you cold?” she asked. 
 
    “Not enough to move from this position,” he told her truthfully. 
 
    “Maybe if we stood closer,” she suggested. 
 
    “How close do you want to get?  We’re pretty close as it is,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe if our bodies were touching…” she faltered. 
 
    “You sure you want to be that close?” he asked.  “It’s up to you, you know.  You’re calling the shots here.” 
 
    “You’re gonna let me?” 
 
    “Why not?  Every time I try, I screw it up.” 
 
    “Maybe, if I just touch you, and you don’t touch me, it might not make me feel as afraid,” she suggested. 
 
    “Whatever you think will work.  Just let me know if you want me to touch you too,” he agreed.  
 
    Mattie reached out her hand and placed it lightly on Matthew’s shoulder.  He could feel it shaking slightly. 
 
    “Are you shaking cause you are cold or scared?” he asked. 
 
    “Both,” she admitted. 
 
    “I could hold you and warm you up,” he suggested. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said as she put her other hand on his other shoulder, but she did not look at him.  She was looking out past his shoulder.  She took in her breath.  
 
    “Dusty is standing there,” she said so softly, he could barely hear her. 
 
    “What?” he asked, not moving. 
 
    “He’s standing there looking at us and smiling,” she informed him.  “He wants this Matthew.  I think he wants this.” 
 
    “I sure as hell want it,” Matthew whispered, “but I don’t want to spook you none.” 
 
    Mattie tightened her hold as she put her hands around Matthew’s neck.  “He wants me to kiss you, Matthew.” 
 
    Matthew felt Mattie shiver against him and he couldn’t help himself.  He put his arms around her and pulled her against him.  The soft coolness of her body actually warmed him and he could barely contain the feeling of joy that was starting to surge through his body.  Mattie pulled his head down to hers capturing his lips beneath her lips, pushing her tongue against his lips, invading the warm interior of his mouth.  She pulled his breath into her own mouth as she pushed herself against him closer.  Then she slowly pulled away. 
 
    “Did it frighten you, Mattie,” he asked in a husky voice. 
 
    She looked over his shoulder.  
 
    “He’s leaving, Matthew,” she breathed, “he said you could take care of me now.  He’s been watching over me.  You know that Matthew?  Dusty was watching over me and I just now realized it.  He wants you to watch over me now cause he says he can’t stay any longer.” 
 
    Mattie was shaking as she hugged against Matthew’s chest and Matthew could feel the spirit of Dusty there.  He had heard his voice too when Mattie had invited him in the water with her.  He had been watching over both of them, Matthew thought. 
 
    “What now, sweetheart?” he asked. 
 
    “You know something?” she said. “I plumb forgot.  Today is my birthday.” 
 
    Matthew didn’t move.  
 
    “It is?” he swallowed hard.  “You sure you forgot?” 
 
    “I think you can touch me now,” she whispered. 
 
    “I am touching you,” he said and she suddenly realized that his hardness was pressing tightly against her. 
 
    “It’s probably warmer on the bank,” she suggested. 
 
    “Then I guess we could go there,” he agreed. 
 
    “Don’t let go of me Matthew,” she said and he kept his arms around her as they walked up out of the river. 
 
    “I’m gonna let you decide, Mattie,” he told her, “unless you tell me I can take the lead.” 
 
    “I think you probably know what you’re doing,” Mattie pointed out.  “Only I just got to tell you one thing,” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want it to mean something, Matthew.  I know how it feels when you do it with someone you have deep feelings for, so I want it to mean something and I will know if it does.” 
 
    Matthew was almost afraid to touch her.  Almost afraid to break the spell, but then he felt Dusty prodding him on. ‘let her know you love her, Matthew’ he heard Dusty whispering in his ear. 
 
    “Mattie, you do mean something to me.  You mean more than something to me.  Everything I do for you means something too.  I had deep feelings for you the moment I saw you.  Even when I thought you were a boy, but Dusty knew what you wanted from a man, and I didn’t.   I know now, though, sweetcakes.  I know now.”  
 
    He lowered his head and began licking the drops of water from off of her body.  
 
    “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever been this close to,” he breathed.  “I could never get enough of looking at you, Mattie.” 
 
    Matthew’s tongue created hot trails over her body, bringing her breasts to attention and causing the rest of her to shiver in anticipation.  
 
    “You taste better than Sunday dinner,” Matthew breathed and then Mattie felt his mouth warming one breast, and then the other, letting his tongue trace over her, turning it soft and pliable in his mouth. 
 
    Mattie felt more than just Matthew touching her with his mouth.  She felt something growing inside of her.  Not desire, or sexual anticipation, but something different than that.  It was a warmth that flooded through her.  A feeling of pure contentment to be there with Matthew caressing her.  She did not shirk from his touch because it reminded her of Dusty touching her.  His touch was nothing like Dusty’s touch.  There was something subtly different about it.  It was as though he was drawing her out of her body to embrace him on a whole other level where she had never been before and she wanted the feeling to last a lifetime.  She wanted to know that every day of her life, she would be able to feel Matthew touching her the way he was doing now. 
 
    “You can have all of me,” she whispered.  “Dusty told me what to expect, so don’t be afraid of hurting me,” 
 
    “Not until I have touched all of you,” he told her, and his mouth washed down over her stomach, licking against her navel, nibbling over her hips, caressing her thighs. And then she felt his mouth pressing against the center of her being, causing her whole body to tremble beyond control.   
 
    Mattie never thought to compare it with Dusty’s touch because this was something she had not experienced with Dusty.  The kind of deep feelings she had with Dusty were totally different to the feelings that Matthew was pulling from her and maybe it was Dusty too.  Maybe Dusty was there encouraging Matthew, showing him what would bring Mattie’s love bubbling to the surface, so she would always thank Dusty for allowing her to spend the last few days of his life with him, and look forward to spending the rest of the days of her life with Matthew.  
 
    Dusty had taught her that life was fragile.  You never knew when it would be taken from you, and to hold Matthew away from her, would have been a tragedy if anything happened to him as well.  She would never have forgiven herself if that ever happened. 
 
    Matthew felt Mattie shudder, and whimper in pleasure and his mouth found hers again, as he brought himself up until he was pressed against her warm moisture.  He started to press into her slowly. 
 
    Mattie pulled her mouth from his.  
 
    “Wait,” she said. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?  Have you changed your mind?” Matthew asked in a slight panic.  
 
    “I forgot something,” she whispered.  “I forgot to tell you something.” 
 
    “What?  Is something wrong?  Is it really not your birthday?” 
 
    “No, it really is my birthday.  Only I want to tell you something before you make love to me.” 
 
    “Tell me, then Mattie,” Matthew sighed. 
 
    “I love you, Matthew Douglas.  I love you in a way I didn’t love Dusty.  And I loved Dusty in a way I didn’t love you.  Between the two of you, though, I think I’m starting to find out what love really is.  I don’t want you to make love to me until you know I will be loving you back for real.” 
 
    “Mattie, Mattie,” he buried his face against her breasts.  
 
    “You don’t know how happy you have made me by saying that.” 
 
    “I just want you to love me, Matthew, and never stop doing it.  Never leave me the way Dusty did.  Keep me safe and keep yourself safe too.  I couldn’t bear to lose you too.” 
 
    “You won’t lose me, Mattie.  I love you more than you can imagine.  I was just too stupid to know what you really wanted.  If I ever step out of line, Mattie, you let me know.” 
 
    “Are you going to do it, Matthew?  I’m all naked here waiting for you to…” 
 
    “You little imp,” Matthew laughed, as he smothered her with a kiss.  
 
    Then his hand found her, stroking her, preparing her for him to enter, and she reached her hand down to him, impatiently guiding him into her.  Then he was gently pushing for room.  She rose to meet him, as love spilled out over her entire being, spreading around her like a soft blanket and she could hear Dusty laughing softly in the distance, saying “Darlin’, you’re just full of sweet surprises,” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “There they are,” Matthew almost whispered as the five of them sat gazing at the herd off in the distance.  “We need to skirt way around them and then come down on either side of them, to keep them going in the direction we want.  Mattie, you will go with me, Buck will take the center and McCloud and Clyde will take the off side.”  
 
    They all followed Matthew as he headed his horse out away from the herd at a good distance.  Once they had circled the back side of the herd, they started working them back in the other direction.  Mattie could see there were several foals. 
 
    “Don’t push them too hard,” Mattie said.  “We don’t want the foals falling behind.” 
 
    “You’re right, we’ll work them nice and easy, but if they start to take off, we need to keep up with them.” 
 
    They rode the herd straight through both day and night. Matthew had timed the roundup on a full moon so they could see what they were doing, and by the time they got close to the Double D, both the herd and their own horses were tired and had slowed their pace.  The heard seemed to know by instinct that there was no escaping and appeared to be accepting the inevitable as Buck rode ahead and opened the back gate for them to enter the ranch property. 
 
    “Okay, we’re going to leave them here for now.  They can’t go anywhere, and then later, we will bring them up to the corals and separate them out.  Mares and foals, horses we want to keep and break and then the rest we will find homes for.” 
 
      There were about fifty horses in all.  Some of them managed to escape but they got the bulk of the herd, minus the leading Stallion.  Matthew said he wouldn’t capture the Stallion.  It went against his principles, he insisted. 
 
    By the time they dragged up to the ranch, the boys went to the bunkhouse and collapsed on their bunks without even removing their clothes.  Matthew put his arm around Mattie as he ushered her into the house.  Daniel had greeted them on the porch, and when he saw the way Mattie and Matthew were looking at each other, he realized that Matthew hadn’t listened to his advice to stay at arm’s length.  However, he could also tell that Mattie hadn’t been upset about it.  He watched the two climbing the stairs together, with a smile stretching across his face. 
 
    “I’m plumb beat,” Matthew said, “but I would be up for a bath if you want to join me,” he whispered in Mattie’s ear when they reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    “You gonna wash my hair?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m gonna wash more than just your hair,” Matthew smiled and then turned and planted a long kiss on her mouth.  “I plan to pick up where we left off, down by that river, and then some,” he promised. 
 
    Mattie followed him into the bathroom, while he was already pulling away her clothes.  He started the water in the big claw foot tub and poured in bubble-bath, as he grinned at her.  
 
    “We are going to be smelling pretty good by the time this bath is over,” he informed her, with a wink.  Then he began getting undressed, as he watched her step into the water. 
 
     “Seems to me, the best times I’ve seen you, is when you are covered with water,” Matthew informed her and then he stepped in with her and soon had her in his arms, caressing her body with his hands. 
 
    The week was spent with taking care of the Mustangs, finding people who were willing to haul away the extra horses the Double D was not going to work with, and by the weekend, the whole crew was eager to get away from the ranch for awhile. 
 
    “We’re all going in to do Karaoke, Mattie said to Daniel.  Why don’t you come along?  The boys aren’t the only ones that should be blowing off steam in town.” 
 
    “You don’t mind me tagging along?” he asked.  “I thought you young people would rather be on your own.” 
 
    “We’re all family, aren’t we?” she pointed out.  “Besides I heard you singing those cowboy songs when McCloud was playing the piano the other night.  You have a voice as good as your son’s.  No use letting it go to waste.” 
 
    “Well, if you really want me to come…” 
 
    “Of course we do,” Matthew put in, as he came into the room. 
 
    Daniel had not talked to Matthew about Mattie or what had happened out on the roundup.  He was just taking things in his stride, but as he looked from one to the other, he realized he had been thinking of Mattie as his daughter.  The daughter he had never had, and it looked like she was going to end up being that in the end.  At least he hoped so.  He smiled at the two.  
 
    “I would really like that,” he said putting his arms around each of them as they walked out the front door. 
 
    When they got to the bar and climbed out of the truck, Matthew suddenly stopped as he opened the door for Mattie. 
 
     “You can’t come in,” he said.  “You are under-aged, and can’t go into a bar.”  
 
    It hadn’t dawned on him until that moment.  Mattie’s face fell.  She had been looking forward to singing with the gang.  
 
    “Is that the only place where they do Karaoke?” she asked. 
 
    “In this little town, it is,” he informed her. 
 
    The others had come up to the truck.  
 
    “What’s taking you so long?” Buck was insisting. 
 
    “Mattie can’t go into the bar.  She’s too young.” 
 
    “Damn,” McCloud, commented. 
 
    “Guess I will just take her out to eat and then we will be heading back to the ranch,” Matthew decided. 
 
    Daniel gave them a sad look.  He too had looked forward to their night together.  
 
    “Guess we will see you later, then,” Daniel shrugged.  “I was looking forward to you showing the crowd how well you could sing,” Daniel told Mattie. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she gave a half smile, “I guess it will have to wait a few years.” 
 
    Matthew closed the door of the truck and came around on the other side.  
 
    “Well, at least we can get a bite to eat and go home and sing at the piano.”  
 
    He kissed her on the cheek, but he could see the disappointment in her eyes. 
 
    An hour later, they pulled up into the yard.  
 
    “What are all those vehicles doing here?” Matthew wanted to know.   
 
    He saw that his father’s truck and the boy’s trucks were there as well.  When he opened the door to get out, music was drifting from the house and he and Mattie looked at each other. They opened the front door and the music blared even louder.  Daniel turned and saw them coming into the room that was full of people and a karaoke machine where McCloud was doing his thing on the mike. 
 
    “Figured if Mattie couldn’t go to the bar, I would bring the bar to her,” Daniel smiled.  “I told the gang about how much she wanted to do this and we decided to bring the machine and everyone else out to our place.  Come on, Mattie.  We’ve been waiting for you to get here so you could sing.” 
 
    Mattie threw her arms around Daniel’s neck and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    “I love you, Daniel, you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Daniel sort of looked down and then back up into Mattie’s eyes.  
 
    “I’d do anything for you, Mattie.  You’re like the daughter I never had, and I hope you become a permanent part of the family, real soon.” 
 
    “He hasn’t asked me yet,” she whispered in Daniel’s ear, “unless you count the time he told me he didn’t want anyone looking at the woman he was going to marry, while she was in the shower.” 
 
    “I think he is afraid of scaring you away again, if he moves too fast,” Daniel shrugged. 
 
    Matthew had already gone into the room and was talking to the people who had gathered there, and he looked over his shoulder.  
 
    “Are you two just going to gab all night, or you coming in here?” he called to them. 
 
    “Yeah, Mattie,” McCloud called.  “We all had our turn, we’re waiting for you.”  
 
    Mattie came into the room and McCloud handed her the mike.  She told him to put on an old Patsy Cline song, ‘I fall to pieces’.  The room was silent as she sang the song.   
 
    Then she did a couple of the newer Country songs, then said “This one’s for Dusty,” and she began singing, ‘To Make you feel my Love’. 
 
    Later, she and McCloud played the piano, first the crazy duets they had played at Dusty’s and then each played a few of their favorite pieces.  No one seemed to want to leave and it was two in the morning before the crowd started to thin. 
 
    “This has been one of the best nights of my life,” Mattie said to Daniel.  “Thank you so much for doing this for me.” 
 
    “Matthew told me that your birthday came and went and you never told any of us, so consider this a late birthday present,” he told her, as he gave her a hug. 
 
    When they waved goodbye to the last person and all the boys took to the bunkhouse, Matthew pulled Mattie into his arms.  
 
    “You did great, tonight,” he told her.  “Everyone loved you and we could barely push them out the door.” 
 
    “I’ve never had anyone treat me the way you and your dad does,” Mattie said truthfully.  “You make me feel like I belong.” 
 
    “You do belong, Mattie.  I’m never going to let you out of my arms.  This is your home.” 
 
    “But you haven’t asked me,” she said quietly, not meeting his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t you know that every time I touch you, I’ve been asking you?” Matthew said.  “I’m just afraid to say the words in case you just jump on your horse and hightail it out of here.” 
 
    “Do I have to ask you, Matthew Douglas?” she quipped, looking up into his eyes, and narrowing hers. 
 
    “Maybe,” he smiled. “You always did like taking the reins.” 
 
    Daniel came in at that moment.  
 
    “Well, I see nothing is going to get accomplished this way,” he laughed.  “Mattie, you want to marry my son?  Because I can’t wait to have you for a real daughter.”  
 
    Mattie just nodded.  
 
    “Well, then Matthew, you gonna ask the girl or not?”  
 
    He looked sternly at his son. 
 
    “Didn’t think I would have to be browbeaten into it,” he drawled.  
 
    Then he looked down at Mattie’s worried eyes.  
 
    “Seems to me, you are the only woman I ever want in my life, sweetcakes.  I’d be honored if you would become my wife.” 
 
    “Thought you’d never ask,” Mattie whispered.  “I just want to get a couple of things straight, though,” she smiled.  “You know all those qualities you said I had when you thought I was a boy?”  
 
    He nodded, as his grin broadened.  
 
    “Now that you know I’m a girl, do you still think I have them?” 
 
    “Them and more than I expected,” he admitted, as his mouth covered hers. 
 
    She pulled away.  
 
    “Do you think I am just going to be a bother to you?” she asked pinning him with her stare. 
 
    “Sweetcakes, you have been a bother to me from the beginning, only it is the kind of bother that I crave!” 
 
    “Then, in that case, I accept, Matthew Douglas.  I think I would enjoy becoming your wife.” 
 
    “You and me both, darlin’.  You and me both.” 
 
    As he said the words, Mattie could swear it was Dusty’s voice she heard saying them and she knew Dusty was smiling down on the two of them. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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