
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for
 ROBIN LEE HATCHER
 and her novels
 

“This novel embraces complexity rather than eschewing it. A well-paced and genuinely suspenseful plot plus Hatcher’s pleasingly smooth prose make this novel a delight.”

—Publishers Weekly on The Victory Club
 

“Robin Lee Hatcher has again proven why she is a fiction mainstay! A fabulous read that takes you through a roller coaster of emotions! I highly recommend The Victory Club.”

—Kristin Billerbeck, bestselling author of She’s All That
 

“Emotionally wrenching characters and situations drench the pages of this story of bittersweet victory and hope in spite of human failure. Hatcher proves herself among the leading ladies of women’s fiction.”

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews on The Victory Club
 

“For those of us who’ve been mired in the pit, or looked down at a loved one who seems beyond redemption, Beyond the Shadows offers the gift of hope.”

—Liz Curtis Higgs, bestselling author of Thorn in My Heart
 














Dear Reader,
 

I hope you enjoy reading Trouble in Paradise. I’m thankful for the opportunity to revise this previously published novel. As many of you know, I wrote for the general romance market before following God’s call into writing faith-based fiction for the Christian market. Giving some of my former novels a “second chance” has been a real privilege and blessing.
 

While I don’t write Christian mysteries like Shayla Vincent, I do understand the desire to serve the Lord with the gift He gave me. I hope I’ve succeeded within the pages of this book.
 

If you have access to the Internet, I invite you to visit my Web site at www.robinleehatcher.com to read more about my books and the grace the Lord has showered upon my life.
 

In the grip of His grace,
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Trouble in Paradise
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It is pleasant to see dreams come true, 
but fools will not turn from evil to attain them.

—Proverbs 13:19




Take delight in the Lord, 
and he will give you your heart’s desires.

—Psalms 37:4

















To the CdA gals—great friends, great writers, 
great prayer warriors—who know plenty about 
trouble on this earth but who look forward, 
like me, to eternity in Paradise.
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Chapter One
 



Ian knew almost everyone in Rainbow Valley, having lived there all his life, but he hadn’t been introduced to his new neighbor. And as he watched the petite young woman pacing back and forth across the dilapidated deck of the old Erickson cabin, muttering to herself and stabbing the air with a huge butcher knife, he wasn’t sure he wanted to meet her.

Was she rehearsing a murder? That’s what it looked like to him.

Common sense demanded that he turn Blue around and ride back to the ranch house. Curiosity made him stay. Besides, how dangerous could she be? She might be as mad as a March hare, but she couldn’t outrun his horse.

She paused, shouted some words he couldn’t quite make out, then switched the knife to her left hand and thrust it through the air again.

Ian O’Connell had known some screwball people in his life, but this gal beat anything he ever laid eyes on.

Suddenly she turned the blade’s point toward herself, holding the hilt with both hands. Then she yanked it into her chest. With a painful cry, she fell backward onto the porch where she lay perfectly still.

Shocked into action, Ian dug his heels into the gelding’s sides and rode forward at a gallop. He vaulted to the ground even as Blue slid to a halt in front of the cabin.

The woman sat straight up before Ian’s boots hit the first step. Her eyes widened as she squealed in alarm. “Who are you?” She jumped to her feet. The butcher knife clattered to the deck. “What do you want?” Her gaze darted to the knife, then back to him.

Her fearful questions brought Ian to an abrupt halt. He could tell she was weighing the risk of grabbing for the dropped weapon. There was no doubt in his mind that, frightened or not, she would use it if she had to.

“It’s okay.” He raised his hands in a gesture of acquiescence. “I thought you were hurt. I just wanted to help.”

She didn’t look quite as crazy now as she had a few moments before. Odd, maybe, in her oversize, bright purple-and-yellow tie-dyed T-shirt, her cutoff jeans with the frayed hems and her curly brown hair pulled into a bushy ponytail. Odd, but not crazy.

“Are you Miss Vincent? Shayla Vincent?”


Wariness remained in her dark blue eyes as she replied, “Yes. Why do you ask?”

“I saw your notice over at the Rainbow Laundromat. For secretarial or housekeeping work? That’s why I came to see you.”

“You’re looking for an experienced secretary?” She seemed to relax a little.

“No, a housekeeper.” Cautiously he stepped onto the deck and offered his hand. “I’m Ian O’Connell. I own Paradise Ranch.”

She shook his proffered hand. Her grip was firm for such a tiny gal.

“I guess that makes us neighbors.”

He nodded. “That it does.”

She observed him in silence a moment longer, then released his hand. “I must be honest with you, Mr. O’Connell. The only reason I’m looking for work is so I can afford to make repairs to my cabin. Once they’re done, I’ll give my notice. I came from Portland to write a novel, not to clean other people’s houses.”

“You’re a writer?”

She nodded, then smiled wryly. “Well, I hope to be. I’ve just started my first book. It’s a murder mystery.”

Understanding dawned, and Ian chuckled.

“It isn’t that preposterous, Mr. O’Connell.” Her smile turned to a scowl. “I can write, I assure you.”

“I’m sorry.” He tried to look serious. “I wasn’t laughing because I thought you couldn’t be a writer. It was…well…when I saw you stab yourself, I thought you might be…” He tried to think of a polite word for insane—loco, crazy, nuts. Nothing came to him that seemed any better, so he let it drop. “Anyway, now I think I understand what you were doing with that knife.”

Seeing the humor in the scene he described, she smiled again. “I guess it must have looked kind of weird at that. I was trying to figure out the angle of the entry wound. It all depends on how tall my murderer is and how short the victim.” She picked up her weapon. “It’s a trick knife. It’s got a retractable plastic blade. See? It’s harmless.”

Definitely odd, he thought as he watched her demonstrate how the knife worked. But cute, too.

Shayla pointed with the blade toward a wooden bench. “Would you like to sit down while we talk about your job offer?”

“Happy to oblige.” He took a step forward, then stopped and glanced over his shoulder at her. “I just had a thought. Would you be interested in trading services? At least for part of your wages? I’m a good carpenter and plumber, and I guarantee I can get to it quicker than the guys in town. They’re always running behind.”

It would sure help his cash flow if she agreed to this plan. He needed a housekeeper, but ready cash didn’t keep regular company with a rancher.

“In fact,” he continued as he settled onto the bench, “I built those cabinets in the kitchen, and I was going to patch the roof. But then Miss Lauretta moved away. The place has been empty ever since. I didn’t know it was up for sale.”

“It wasn’t for sale. I’m Lauretta Erickson’s niece.”


That explained a lot. Miss Lauretta was also a strange one.

“Her great-niece, actually. Aunt Lauretta was my grandmother’s younger sister.”

“Was?”

“She passed away this spring.”

“I’m sorry. I hadn’t heard. She was a nice old lady. I liked her a lot.”

“She was the best.” Shayla looked up, toward the cedar shake roof of the cabin. “She left me this place in her will. Only, I remembered it as being in a whole lot better shape than it is now. Of course, it’s been twenty-some years since I was here for a visit. I was about seven or eight, so maybe I didn’t notice the things that were wrong.” She shook her head. “I wish I’d come again before she was forced to move away. She loved it here. I wish I’d…” She let her words drift into silence as her eyes filled with tears.

Ian didn’t say anything. He knew firsthand about losing someone you love. The hurt didn’t go away overnight. It took time.

Sometimes it took years.

 
 

Shayla turned her back toward Ian O’Connell, not wanting a stranger to see her tears. She didn’t want him feeling sorry for her or thinking she was weak.

But it was hard not to cry when she thought about Aunt Lauretta being gone for good. Even though they’d never lived in the same state—or seen each other often through the years—she and her great-aunt had shared a special bond, a unique understanding of one another. Aunt Lauretta was the only family member who hadn’t told her she needed to be practical and responsible. Her aunt had encouraged Shayla to follow her dreams, to take chances in life.

Until this spring, she hadn’t tried to follow that advice. It had seemed too impossible, something out of her reach. Moving away from her family. Writing a novel. Crazy ideas that were doomed to fail.

But because of Aunt Lauretta, she’d been given a real chance. She wasn’t going to waste it. If only to honor her aunt’s memory, she wasn’t going to waste it.

Her neighbor cleared his throat. “Maybe I should come back later.”

“No.” She pushed away her sadness. “No, Mr. O’Connell, I’d like to get this settled now if we can. I really do need a job. I’ve got to make repairs to this place before winter rolls around, but my funds are limited.” She waved a hand toward the cabin. “You probably have a good idea why I need the extra cash if you did work for my aunt in the past.”

He smiled. “Yeah, there’s plenty that needs done around here.”

For a moment, Shayla forgot the leaky places in the roof, the plumbing that failed with wretched regularity, the faulty lock on the back door and the woodstove that didn’t draw right. She couldn’t think of anything except Ian’s smile. It was charming, complete with dimples and one slightly crooked tooth.

And the rest of the Ian O’Connell package wasn’t bad, either. He was tall and lean, tanned and muscular. His thick black hair was disheveled from the cowboy hat he’d removed earlier. His brown eyes were the color of strong coffee, almost black, and the outer corners crinkled when he smiled, which he seemed to do often.

“Maybe I should tell you what I need from a housekeeper, Miss Vincent. It won’t be easy work.”

She suddenly remembered her own appearance. Most of her clothes were in the hamper, awaiting a trip to the Rainbow Laundromat. When she’d dressed that morning, she’d laughed about the awful T-shirt she wore, then thought, Who cares? Who will see me? The memory made her want to groan.

Here she was with Mr. Charming Smile himself, and she was dressed like a bag lady, wearing no makeup, her kinky-curly mop of mousy brown hair caught in a clip atop her head, no doubt sticking out in all directions, as usual.

She felt a flush of embarrassment rushing into her cheeks. No wonder he’d thought her crazy.

Ian seemed unaware of her private agony. “I’d need you to come in for a few hours every day at first. I haven’t had a housekeeper in more than a year, and the place is in pretty sad shape.” He paused, grinning sheepishly. “I guess that’s an understatement.” He shrugged. “I’m a cattle rancher, and there’s always plenty going on that needs my attention, always other things to spend my time and money on, if you know what I mean. I never give much thought to the house, living alone like I do.”

He lived alone. That was hard to believe. There must be something wrong with the women in this valley—or something wrong with him. She wondered which it was.

“My mother’s been talking about coming for a visit later this summer,” he continued. “If she sees the house like it is right now, she’ll skin me alive. She always took great pride in a tidy, well-run home.”

Shayla nodded. She’d seen the enormous O’Connell ranch house from the highway. It looked more like a log castle. She knew a place like that had to be spectacular on the inside and, sight unseen, could understand a woman taking pride in it.

“Once the deep down cleaning’s done and things are organized again, I imagine you could keep things up pretty easily. Maybe come over once or twice a week, a few hours each time.”

“You said you live alone. What about the men who work for you?” The last thing she wanted was to be cleaning up after a bunch of cowboys. She’d had enough of housekeeping for a large brood when she lived with her parents and six younger siblings.

“Nope. My ranch hands don’t bunk there. They’ve got their own homes and families to go to. Like I said, it’s just me.”

“No cooking.”

“No cooking.” That charming grin returned. “No windows, either.”

“And this trade in services would mean you’d do what around here?”

He put the Stetson on his head as he stood. “Well, we both know the roof needs patching. Why don’t you show me around so we can figure out what else needs to be done and what needs attention first?”

“Sure. Come on in.”

 
 

Half an hour later, Shayla watched from her deck as Ian mounted his dappled-gray horse. He made it look easy, sliding the toe of his boot into the stirrup, then stepping up and swinging his other leg over the saddle in one fluid movement.

Hmm, she thought, worrying her lower lip with her teeth. Cowboys were popular. Maybe the protagonist in her book should be a rancher. With just a bit of tweaking, it might work. A cowboy sleuth. Had that been done in a mystery novel before? It would make sense.

All the how-to-write books said to write what you know. She was already using this valley and her cabin as the setting for her book. Instead of a small-town sheriff solving the murder, she could have her lead character be a cattle rancher with a charming smile and dark hair and kind brown eyes—

“See you this afternoon,” Ian said as he bent the brim of his hat between index finger and thumb in what must be true cowboy fashion.

Oh, yes. Male readers would like the rough, tough qualities of a cowboy protagonist. And female readers would be drawn to that smile and his lean rugged look.

Absentmindedly, she replied, “I’ll be there around two.”

She turned and hurried inside, making a beeline for the computer. If she could just get down a few of these ideas before they disappeared. It wouldn’t take long at all. After that, she could change her clothes and go over to the O’Connell ranch.

 
 

Ian checked the anniversary clock on the mantel. It was almost three o’clock, and still no sign of Miss Vincent. She couldn’t be lost. Her property bordered Paradise Ranch. All she had to do was take the dirt road to the highway, head south, then turn into the well-marked driveway. True, the driveway was two miles long, but it wasn’t as if she couldn’t see the big house from the road, set as it was on the hillside.

He frowned. Maybe she’d had a flat tire. Or maybe she’d had an accident. There were some bad boards in that deck of hers. If she’d broken through one of them, she could be lying there, helpless. If she had no telephone, as he suspected, she couldn’t call for help if something was wrong.

He’d almost convinced himself to go look for her when he heard the whine of a compact car’s engine as it raced into the yard. A moment later, a cloud of dust whirled past his living room window. Then he heard the slam of a car door.

He stepped onto the porch in time to see Shayla checking her reflection in the side-view mirror. And an attractive reflection it was, too. Unconventional, perhaps, but appealing.

She’d applied some makeup before coming over—shadow and mascara to her eyes, pink lipstick to her mouth—and her wild curls had been tamed a little, though not much. She’d also changed from her extra large T-shirt and frayed cutoffs into a silvery gray blouse and a pair of jeans. Very appealing indeed.

Get a grip, O’Connell. She’s not your type.

She straightened, and that’s when she noticed him watching her. Twin patches of pink dotted her cheeks. “Sorry I’m late.”

“Car trouble?”

“No.” She grew more flushed. “I lost track of the time. That happens to me when I’m writing. I get so involved in the story that I forget to look at the clock.”

At least she hadn’t tried to make up an excuse or sound as if it wasn’t her own fault. He appreciated honesty.

“I would’ve called once I saw the time, but my phone isn’t working yet.” She walked toward him. “The phone company told me it wouldn’t be until week after next. Why it takes so long I’ll never understand. Aunt Lauretta had a phone. The place doesn’t have to be wired or anything.”

“Things move a bit slow around here.”

“Me included.” She revealed an apologetic grin. “I am sorry for making you wait.”

“No problem.” He was the one not being honest. It was a problem. He had a dozen unfinished chores that had to be done yet today. “Come inside and see what you’re getting yourself into.” He held open the door and waited while she passed by him.

She paused in the parquet entry. “Wow!”

He didn’t know if her one-word exclamation referred to the design of the house or the clutter and disorder she saw everywhere. He preferred to think it was the former.

“How long have you lived here?” she asked.

“All my life. I was born in one of the bedrooms upstairs. Doctor got here about ten minutes after I did. Or so my mother likes to tell folks every chance she gets.”

“Really? How interesting. Hmm…”

Ian couldn’t help noticing the way her eyes seemed to glaze over. He had the distinct feeling she was no longer with him. “Miss Vincent?”

“Chet’s mother…” She pursed her lips and nodded as she looked up the staircase. Then she whispered, “Of course. How perfect.”

Oh, brother. Now she was talking to herself.

“Miss Vincent?” he said again, louder this time.

She blinked, shook her head, looked at him. “Yes?”

“Let me show you around. Maybe, after you see what a disaster it is, you’ll decide you don’t want the job.” At this point, he didn’t know if that’s what he hoped for or not. He needed someone he could depend upon. He wasn’t convinced that someone was her.

“Good idea. I’m dying to see it.” She looked toward the room to their right.

A good idea? Maybe. Maybe not. But he had little choice except to follow through with it now. “My mother called this the great room.” He motioned for her to enter ahead of him.

A stone fireplace was the focal point of the oversize room. An oil painting of Rainbow Valley as it looked in the early 1900s hung above the mantel, and like many others before her, Shayla was drawn toward it.

“O’Connell,” she said, reading the signature in the bottom right corner. She glanced over her shoulder. “Did you do this? It’s magnificent.”

“No.” His answer was clipped. “I don’t paint.” Even after ten years, he found it uncomfortable to talk about Joanne and her art.

Shayla continued to look at him. He figured she was the type who would wait as long as it took to get the answer she wanted.

Steeling himself, he said, “My wife painted it.”

“Your wife?” She fully faced him, her eyes wide. “But I thought you said—”

“She’s dead.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t—”

“It happened years ago.” He turned abruptly. “The library is this way.”

Shayla hesitated a moment before following him, wishing she knew what to say. But then, she supposed it was better to say nothing since that’s what he seemed to want.

“Are you coming, Miss Vincent?”

“Yes.” She hurried to catch up, hoping she wouldn’t make any more blunders.

While Ian showed her the library, his office and the sitting room, Shayla confined herself to brief murmurs of appreciation. But when Ian led her into the huge kitchen, she couldn’t stay silent any longer.

“Oh my! This is incredible.”


The room had a bank of windows on two sides. Stainless-steel counters and sinks gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. Pots and pans and other cookware hung from hooks in the high ceiling above a center island. There were six burners on the stove and two ovens, and the refrigerator was large enough to walk into.

“It looks like a restaurant.”

“My grandma cooked for a lot of ranch hands back in the early years, back when Paradise Ranch was all that was in this valley. ’Course, the kitchen didn’t look like it does now. Started out with a woodstove and an icebox and a plain wood floor. It’s been remodeled a time or two since then, but it was always this big.”

Shayla walked around the room, running her fingers over the countertops, admiring the details. Even the need for a thorough cleaning couldn’t diminish the wonder of it.

“What my mother wouldn’t have given for a kitchen like this,” she said. “There were seven of us kids, and we were always underfoot when Mom was trying to cook.”

“Seven kids?”

“Seven. I’ve got three brothers and three sisters.” She pictured them in her mind, playing and fighting the way they’d done throughout the years. She’d come to Idaho, in part, to get away from her large, ofttimes demanding family, and yet she still missed them.

“And which number are you?”

“I’m the oldest.” She turned toward him. “What about you?”


“Just one older sister. Leigh. She and Jim, her husband, live in Florida with their twin daughters. My mother lives near them.” He looked out the windows toward the pine-covered mountains that rose from his backyard. “We’re all that’s left of the O’Connell clan now. My grandparents are gone, and my dad died about eight years ago.”

She thought he looked lonely and wondered if he continued to mourn the wife he’d lost.

Still gazing out the window, he continued. “I always thought this ranch ought to be crawling with kids. But Joanne and I never….” He didn’t finish the sentence.

If Ian O’Connell knew what a big family was like, maybe he wouldn’t be so all-fired eager for a ranch “crawling with kids.” One reason Shayla was eager to leave Portland for her aunt’s remote cabin was to escape the never-ending demands of her younger siblings.

Of course, she’d had to ask God’s and her parents’ forgiveness for the manner in which she left home. She never should have lost her temper, telling her mom and dad that she was sick to death of her brothers and sisters. She wasn’t. Not really. She loved all of them. But none of them understood how important her writing was to her.

For months, she’d felt God calling her to put her faith into words on paper, to tell stories that would exemplify God’s power over evil. Aunt Lauretta’s legacy had given Shayla the open door needed to pursue her dream of becoming a published Christian novelist. One precious year. Twelve precious months.


She had to try. She had to discover if this was the path God wanted her to follow.

Please, God. May it be Your will.

“Let’s move on to the upstairs,” Ian said, interrupting her thoughts. “After you see the mess up there, you still might decide against taking the job.”

He was wrong. She wouldn’t refuse the job. Working for Ian O’Connell would allow her to make the needed repairs to the cabin so it would be livable through the winter. Living in the cabin for the next year would allow her to write her novel. And writing her novel would be an act of obedience to the Lord’s call upon her heart.

“Be strong and courageous, and do the work.” That’s what David had said in the Old Testament.

Shayla meant to “do the work,” whatever it took.

“I’m not going to change my mind, Mr. O’Connell. You can count on that.”














Chapter Two
 



Hunkering down, Chet touched the tire tracks with his fingers. It had rained last night, and the ground was soft and muddy. The grooves were deep, as could be expected from heavy trucks full of cattle.

Trucks full of Eden Ranch cattle.

It had been Neal Goodman’s hard luck to stumble upon the rustlers in action. Now Chet’s good friend and ranch foreman lay on a slab in the morgue, and a hundred head of Morrison cattle were missing. In the meantime, the sheriff was busy playing politics instead of trying to find the men responsible.

He frowned as he stood, sweeping the area with his gaze, looking for clues. Whoever did this had known where the cattle would be yesterday. The rustlers hadn’t chanced to pick Eden Ranch. They’d planned the operation carefully. They’d known about the cattle drive up to the north range.

Whoever killed Neal was someone who knew both the foreman and Chet. Someone Chet might still call a friend.

“Lord, Your word says to ask for wisdom whenever I need it, so I’m askin’. Show me what to do to bring this evildoer to justice.” Chet released a sigh. “And God, if whoever did this is someone I call a friend, let me leave the judgment up to You.”

 
 

Shayla leaned back in her chair and tapped her index finger against her chin while reading the last few paragraphs. Poor Neal. She’d grown rather fond of Chet’s ranch foreman. But somebody from Eden Ranch had to die at this point in the story, and Neal was the logical character to go.

So now what was Chet, her cowboy/amateur detective going to do about it?

She rolled her chair back from her computer desk, rose and walked outside. Through the pines and aspens, she saw Paradise cattle grazing in knee-high grass.

Hmm. Chet’s cattle had been stolen. How hard was it to round up a bunch of them? No, not a bunch. A herd. So how difficult could it be? And how many trucks would be needed to haul out a hundred of them?

She descended the steps and strolled down the short drive, across the dusty country road and up to the barbed-wire fence that marked the border of O’Connell land.

“No gate. They’d have to snip the wire. Then they could back their trucks up to the opening. That would work…but I don’t want more than two or three men involved. Somebody could talk….” She scrunched up her mouth, deep in thought. “Dogs. They could use dogs to help them, I’ll bet. But what breed of dog?” She glanced at the reddish brown-and-white cattle again. “And what kind of cows are those?”

Ian O’Connell could answer her questions.

The image of her handsome neighbor popped into her head. She wondered if he had the same kind of faith as the protagonist of her murder mystery.

She shook her head. She might be modeling the character of Chet after Ian, but she would be wise not to confuse the two. Her interest in Ian was confined to two things—her employment and his expertise as a rancher. Nothing beyond that.

It was the latter of the two that concerned her now. She needed to ask him a few questions about cattle ranching.

She glanced up. Judging by the sun, it was about noon. Maybe Ian would be on his lunch break. It seemed silly to wait until Monday, when she was scheduled to start work at his place. She needed answers now so she could keep writing.

Besides, she could use some exercise. A brisk walk would do her good.

That decided, she held open two strands of barbed wire and managed to slip through without snagging either her shirt or her shorts. Then she headed across the pasture, giving the grazing cattle a wide berth.

The rugged mountains that surrounded this long, wide valley—mountains perfectly described by the words purple majesty—still wore a frosting of snow on their highest peaks, despite the warmth of early June. Here in their shadow, wildflowers blanketed the valley floor, purple and white and yellow amidst a sea of pale green. The long grass whispered as it waved in a gentle breeze. In the distance, she heard the whine of a truck engine, a lonesome sound in the otherwise quiet day.

But Shayla didn’t feel lonely. She liked the solitude. She liked everything about Rainbow Valley. She couldn’t imagine anyone not liking it.

“Thanks, Aunt Lauretta,” she whispered.

If it weren’t for her great-aunt, she would be living in Portland, stuck in another dead-end job, her writing dreams still on hold, unrealized.

She remembered the expression on her sister Anne’s face when she announced her intention of moving to Idaho to write a mystery novel.

“Write a novel?” Anne exclaimed. “Why would you want to do that?”

And Anne wasn’t the only one who reacted that way. It was as if Shayla had never before mentioned her desire to write. All her brothers and sisters thought her crazy for leaving Portland and moving to this remote area. Her parents, too. None of them understood.

“Shouldn’t you just sell that old cabin?” her mother had asked. “It must be worth something. I know you’re discouraged about losing your job. Twelve years is a long time with one employer. But there must be something better for you to do than move to Idaho and fritter away the money Aunt Lauretta left you. You’re an excellent secretary, Shayla. You’ll find another position. You haven’t even tried. You could move home until then. That would save money.”

Shayla stopped walking and, for a moment, stood perfectly still, eyes closed, simply breathing in and out while telling herself not to be frustrated by her family’s lack of understanding. She knew they didn’t mean to be thoughtless or to hurt her feelings. She knew they loved her. Still, it would be nice if, just once, they…

A strange sound intruded on her thoughts.

She opened her eyes—and discovered an enormous bull staring back at her from about twenty-five yards away. The animal was complete with a ring in its nose, wicked-looking horns and eyes that promised physical harm to whatever stood in its path.

She was in its path.

The bull pawed the ground, snorting, nostrils flared, and she knew in that instant that her time on earth was about to end. It was not the entrance into heaven that she’d imagined for herself.

Then she was airborne.

“Shayla!” a male voice shouted above the thunder of galloping hooves.

She would have replied, only she was helpless to do so. Her rescuer’s arm was wrapped tightly around her stomach, making it hard to draw a breath, let alone speak. Bent at the waist, staring at the ground speeding by beneath her, she bounced against the man’s thigh and the side of the horse as they raced across the pasture.

It seemed an eternity before the horse came to a halt, and Shayla was half lowered, half dropped to the ground.

“What were you thinking?”

Breathless, she looked up into Ian’s glowering eyes. “I…I…” she gasped, helpless to say anything else.

He swung down from the saddle. “You’re lucky Samson didn’t kill you.”

Her legs gave out, and she sat down with a soft thud.

“Hey, you okay?” Ian didn’t sound quite as angry as before.

“Yes, I’m okay. Just…just a bit frightened.”

“With good reason. That was a foolish stunt to pull.” He knelt down in front of her. “Don’t you pay attention to No Trespassing signs?”

“I…I didn’t see any signs.”

He raised an eyebrow. “How could you not? They’re all along the fence you climbed over.”

Climbed over?

She glanced behind her. Sure enough, there was a white board fence. She didn’t remember either seeing it or climbing over it, but she must have done so. How else could she have…?

“Hey.” Ian’s fingers squeezed her shoulder. “You’d better put your head between your knees. You look like you’re gonna pass out.”

“Don’t be silly. I’ve never fa—”

Blackness swallowed her whole.


 
 

Ian lifted Shayla into his arms and strode toward the house. His gelding followed behind of his own accord.

“Flatlanders ought to stay in the city where they belong,” Ian muttered. “Right, Blue?”

The horse snorted, as if in agreement.

“Fool female.”

Again a snort of agreement.

She was easy to carry, even in a dead faint. Probably didn’t weigh more than a hundred, maybe a hundred and five pounds. And she fit nicely against him. Between carrying her or stacking hay bales, as he’d been doing all morning, he’d choose carrying Shayla Vincent any day of the week.

He glanced down at the woman in his arms. She was cute, in her own unusual fashion.

Whoa, O’Connell! he thought. Back up the buckboard.

This city gal wasn’t going to make it through one central Idaho winter. By the time the snow was five feet deep outside the front door of that cabin, the little mystery writer would have hightailed it back to Oregon. And that was as it should be.

Besides, he didn’t care how cute his neighbor was. When he got interested in a female again, it was going to be with one who wanted to spend the rest of her days in this valley, living and working right alongside him, one who didn’t mind being snowbound for several months each winter, one who wanted the same things he wanted, one who shared his newfound Christian faith.


The trouble was how to find a woman like that. He’d thought Joanne fit the bill. He’d thought they wanted the same things—this ranch, a houseful of kids, a simple way of life. But he’d been wrong. Painfully wrong.

He shook off the unpleasant memories as he climbed the steps to the veranda.

After entering the house, he carried Shayla into the great room. She started to come to just as he laid her on the couch.

“What happened?” she asked softly, looking up at him with confused eyes.

“You fainted.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“I think those were your exact words before you passed out.”

She pushed herself upright.

“I suppose you don’t remember your close encounter with Samson, either.”

“Samson?” Her eyes widened, then she lay down with a groan. “Oh, yes. I remember.” The color drained from her face a second time. Her eyes fluttered closed.

“Hey. Stay with me.” He took hold of her hand. “Miss Vincent. Look at me.”

She obeyed with obvious effort. “You shouldn’t keep such a dangerous creature. Somebody could get hurt.”

“Seems to me that’s why I put up those signs you didn’t see. Besides, this is a cattle ranch. What did you expect to find? Little lambs?”


“You’re right.” She groaned again. “Guilty as charged.”

He stifled a grin. “You still look a bit green around the gills. Lie quiet while I get you a glass of water. Maybe it’ll help.”

As he walked away, he heard her feeble, “Thanks.”

 
 

Shayla wished she could disappear. She’d never fainted in her life. In her not-so-humble opinion, swooning females were an embarrassment to their gender. She could imagine what her hunk of a cowboy neighbor thought of her now. Not that it should matter to her.

The image of that angry, snorting, pawing bull returned in a rush. She could almost feel its hot breath on her skin. She could almost feel those horns piercing her flesh.

The blood drained from her head, and she closed her eyes again.

“Here you go,” she heard Ian say as he returned to the room.

“He would have killed me, wouldn’t he? That bull.” She opened her eyes.

“He might have tried.” He held out the glass of water. “He’s plenty mean. I probably should haul him off to market, but he’s the best bull Paradise ever had. Just can’t make myself get rid of him now that he’s past his prime.”

Slowly she sat up. When it seemed she was going to stay upright this time, she took the glass from him. “How big is he? He looked enormous.”


“He weighs in at about twenty-two hundred pounds. About the max for a Hereford.”

She gulped, envisioning the bull’s horns and evil eyes.

“Never been on a working ranch before, have you?”

“Not really.” She took a sip of water. “No.”

“Well, then, there’s a few things you probably oughta know.” He sat on a nearby chair. “First lesson, read what’s posted. Think of the signs you find on fences and gates like traffic signs at a busy intersection. Run a stop sign and you’re likely to get hit by something coming the other direction.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Good.” He smiled.

She forgot the old bull. She forgot what she was doing there.

“So tell me a little about your life in the city. Portland, was it?”

“Yes.” She sounded out of breath, even to herself. She took another sip of water, giving herself a moment to regroup. “What would you like to know?”

“Well, start with how long you lived there.”

“All my life. My parents, too.”

“How about your brothers and sisters? Do they live in Portland?”

“Yes, and three of them are still at home. Crystal’s the youngest. She’s thirteen.”

“I always wanted to be part of a big family.”

Shayla shook her head. “Believe me, it isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” She didn’t mean to sound sarcastic, but she knew she did.


He watched her with those intent, dark eyes of his. She wondered if he would ask more about her family and wasn’t sure if she was relieved or not when he didn’t.

“Feeling better?”

She set down the water glass and rose from the sofa. “Yes. I should start for home. By the long route this time.”

He stood, too. “You never told me what you were doing out there in the middle of that paddock. I assume you were on your way to see me about something.”

“It wasn’t important.” To be honest, she couldn’t remember why she’d come. Not with him watching her that way.

“You didn’t change your mind about working for me, did you?” He looked worried.

“No, I definitely am not changing my mind about that. I’m not about to fail this time.”

He didn’t press for further explanation. “I’ll give you a lift home.”

“Thanks, but you don’t need to.”

“I know that. I want to. You still look a tad pale.”

Embarrassed by the reminder, she acquiesced with a nod. “All right.”

He motioned for her to follow him, then headed toward the kitchen, leading her through it and out the back door. A newer-model, teal-colored pickup was parked in the shade of a tall, leafy tree.

Ian let out a sharp, short whistle as he strode toward the vehicle. Seconds later, two black-and-white dogs came racing across the barnyard and jumped into the truck bed. “Hey, girls.” He reached over the side of the truck and patted their heads. To Shayla, he said, “Meet Bonny and Coira.”

“They’re beautiful. What kind are they?”

“Border collies. Smartest cow dog there is, far as I’m concerned.”

Her earlier questions—the ones that had brought her to Paradise Ranch—came rushing back. Ian had answered a couple of them without her even asking. He raised Herefords and his dogs were border collies. Now she wanted to know more.

“So, could a couple of dogs like these two help a man round up a herd of cows?” She stroked Bonny’s head as she spoke. “Even at night in the dark?”

“Piece of cake.”

“I’d love to see them work sometime.”

“You’ll have plenty of opportunity for that this summer.” He moved around the truck to the passenger side and opened the door for her.

When was the last time a man had done something like that? Not counting her dad or her brothers. Not that they did it very often, either. To them, she was the capable, dependable daughter and sister, used to taking care of others rather than being taken care of herself.

As Ian helped her into the pickup, she thought about her last serious relationship. Gordon Sampson was a nice man with pleasant good looks. Gordon, a coworker of her dad’s, and his family had joined the Vincent clan for Fourth of July picnics and Christmas parties often through the years. After Dee Sampson deserted her husband and their two children, running off to Europe with another man, Gordon came to the Vincent house more and more often, talking for hours with Shayla’s mom and dad, seeking advice and comfort.

And then one day he asked Shayla out on a date. At first she’d been flattered. She’d never had an abundance of beaux. Not as a teenager in school nor as an adult. She wasn’t tall or beautiful or any of the other things men seemed to like in a woman. So she agreed to go out with him. But after several months of dating, it became obvious that Gordon wasn’t looking for a woman whom he could love but for a surrogate mother for his children. He needed a nanny, not a life partner.

“I’ve already helped raise six brothers and sisters,” she’d told him the last time they were together. “I’m not taking on any more. I want a life of my own.”

Her mother recently wrote that Gordon had married again, a lovely young woman in her twenties who was already pregnant with their first child.

More power to her.

 
 

After starting the truck, Ian glanced at Shayla. She was deep in thought, and it was apparent those thoughts weren’t pleasant ones. A tiny frown drew her brows together, furrowing her forehead. Her blue eyes were clouded, troubled. She worried her lower lip between her teeth, something he’d seen her do several times since they first met.

She intrigued him, he realized as he drove out of the yard and toward the highway. He supposed that was because she was unlike anyone he’d known before. Most of the folks in this valley had lived there for many years. They were ranchers and cowboys or they worked for the highway department or forest service or they owned small businesses in town. They knew their neighbors’ names and the names of their kids and grandkids. And more often than not, they knew what others liked for breakfast and the last time someone had a cold or the flu. A few lived in remote shacks farther up in the mountains, along old logging roads, their closest neighbors being mule deer, elk, bears, mountain lions and bobcats.

Shayla Vincent, on the other hand, was a city girl. She didn’t have enough sense to know a colt from a filly, let alone enough to recognize the danger of strolling into a paddock with a cantankerous old bull. She didn’t belong here, and she wouldn’t last.

Even folks who did belong didn’t always last.

He’d learned that the hard way.














Chapter Three
 



The redbrick community Christian church at the corner of Main and Second was well attended on this beautiful summer day. Prior to the start of the Sunday service, members of the congregation gathered on the sidewalk, enjoying the fresh morning breeze while visiting with their friends, discussing the price of feed, the new tractor Owen Overstreet bought last week and the gossip saying the youngest Paulson girl had left on the bus for New York City night before last, hoping to make a name for herself on Broadway.

Standing with a group of men on the Main Street side of the church, Ian saw Shayla climbing the steps to the entrance. She wore a sleeveless dress, butter-yellow in color, that whispered in a soft fall of fabric around her calves. Her hair was braided, the end caught with a satin bow. In her arms she carried a Bible.

He was a little surprised to see her at church, perhaps because she hadn’t come to services since moving to the valley.

He watched as she was welcomed by the pastor’s wife, Geneve Barnett. The two women shook hands while exchanging a few words of introduction. Then Shayla moved through the open doorway, disappearing from view.

Ian excused himself from those around him and made his way inside, curious for another glimpse of his neighbor. It took his eyes a few moments to adjust from the bright daylight outside to the softer light of the sanctuary. After they did, he scanned the room until he found her. She’d taken a seat in the back pew beneath the balcony, a spot that blanketed her in shadows.

On purpose, he suspected.

She was an outsider from a big city. She had to feel out of place and maybe even a little bit lonely. Of course it wasn’t his place to worry about her. She was an adult. She could make friends without his help.

And yet something propelled him forward and into that back pew.

“Morning, Shayla,” he said as he removed his hat.

The instant their gazes met, she smiled. “Good morning, Ian.”

“Nice to see you in church.”

“Nice to be here.”

“How are you today?”

“Do you mean, am I going to faint again?” She laughed softly, a pretty, almost musical sound. “I think I’m over that particular malady.”


That wasn’t what he’d meant, but he liked the way she could laugh at herself.

“Good,” he replied. “No more fainting.” He sat down beside her, placing his Stetson on the floor beneath the pew.

Her eyes widened a fraction, revealing her surprise that he was joining her.

He didn’t figure she was any more surprised than he was. He hadn’t sat anyplace in this church except the third row, piano side, since he was knee-high to a grasshopper. That had been the O’Connell pew for more than sixty years, first for his grandparents, then for his parents and finally for Ian.

And Joanne, too, before she died.

It had been ten years since he sat in the O’Connell pew with his wife by his side, many years longer since there were kids there, whispering and getting dirty looks from their mother. That wasn’t how it was supposed to turn out, but that’s the way it was.

“It’s a lovely old church, isn’t it?”

He shook off his unsettling memories and answered, “Yeah. My granddad helped build it after the original wooden building burned down. Hauled the bricks up from Boise in a freight wagon back during the Depression.”

“Your roots go down deep, don’t they?”

He nodded. “Real deep.”

The organist began to play, intruding on their conversation.

Leaning closer, Shayla whispered, “I’d like to hear more sometime. About how your family came to this valley, I mean.” She shrugged. “It’s the writer in me. I’m curious about everything.”

He couldn’t help wondering if he’d want her to be curious about him for some other reason besides her writing.

 
 

Rainbow Community Church had a splendid preacher in Roger Barnett, and Shayla enjoyed the worship service that morning. She particularly liked standing next to Ian and listening to his fine singing voice. There was a richness and depth in it that touched her heart.

It wasn’t until the service concluded and people came over to meet her that she became aware she’d been the subject of much speculation during the previous hour. Then she realized they thought she was with Ian.

The notion was so preposterous, she nearly laughed aloud.

Men who looked like Ian didn’t date women who looked like her. They chose those tall, lithe, gorgeous blondes or brunettes, the ones who resembled models on magazine covers. She hadn’t reached the ripe old age of thirty without learning that lesson, and learning it well.

And it wasn’t as though it mattered to her, she thought a short while later as she drove toward home. She was comfortable enough with her appearance. She didn’t mind as much as she used to that she was short and plump and rather ordinary looking.

Besides, she wasn’t in the market for a man. God had called her to write Christian fiction, not to find a husband. There was no shame in remaining unmarried, despite how her mother might feel about that. The shame would be in knowing what God wanted her to do but not doing it.

However, Ian could become a good friend. She’d like that, especially since she planned to live in these parts a long, long time. They were neighbors, after all. She was going to clean his kitchen and he was going to fix her roof.

At the cabin, she parked her fifteen-year-old car between two tamaracks, then went inside. She put her Bible on the coffee table and switched on the radio to a country-western station before going into the bedroom to change out of her dress and into a T-shirt and pair of shorts. Afterward, she poured herself a glass of iced tea from the pitcher in the refrigerator and went to sit on the deck.

She should work on her book this afternoon. Tomorrow she’d probably be too tired to write after she returned from Paradise Ranch. What a mess she was about to tackle! She hadn’t let on, of course, but it had been awhile since she’d seen so much clutter and disorganization in one house.

If there was anything she’d learned as the oldest of seven children, all residing under one roof, it was how to keep things neat and tidy. Otherwise you lost the things that were yours.

Sipping her tea, she allowed her thoughts to drift to her family. Her parents, Doug and Reba Vincent, hadn’t ever had much money, but they’d had plenty of love, especially for kids. Shayla arrived the year after they married. Eight years separated her and her brother, Dwight, but the rest of the Vincent children followed in rapid succession. Anne, at twenty-one, was one year younger to the day than Dwight. Ken was twenty. Olivia just turned seventeen this month. George would be fifteen in two weeks. Crystal, the “baby” sister, was thirteen.

Shayla couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been helping her mom change diapers or feed one baby or another. In fact, she’d postponed moving out on her own after graduating from high school because she was needed at home. There hadn’t been enough money for full-time college, so she’d settled for taking the occasional night class while working as a secretary during the day.

And all the while, she’d harbored the dream of one day writing great novels. Sometimes, while still living with the family, she’d locked herself in the bathroom with a good book, just for a moment of peace and quiet to herself. She would read and think, I could do this. I want to do this.

She felt the sting of disappointment once again, wondering why no one had tried to understand her dreams and aspirations. Even when she moved into a place of her own, she hadn’t found time to write. At least one of her brothers or sisters, several of them teenagers by that time, had been in the midst of a crisis at any given moment. Whenever that happened, they’d ended up at her apartment, bunking on her couch, turning to their big sister for advice.

Shayla smiled to herself at the memories drifting through her head. As frustrated as she could get about her large, ofttimes demanding family, she loved each one of them dearly. She would even privately admit to missing them…a little. But only a little. There was something to be said for the five hundred or so miles that separated her from them. It guaranteed her solitude on a warm, sunny Sunday afternoon.

Solitude in which to sit on the porch of Aunt Lauretta’s old cabin. Solitude in which to thank God for granting her this opportunity.

“You do open doors for Your children, don’t You, Lord?” she whispered as she lifted her eyes heavenward. “Thanks for letting me walk through this open door. Keep me focused on serving You with the talent You gave me.”

 
 

Ian was napping on the couch, taking advantage of his one day of rest, when the phone rang. It was his sister, Leigh.

“Sleeping, weren’t you?” she said in response to his mumbled greeting.

“Yeah.” He yawned, then asked, “What’s up, sis? How are things in Florida?”

“Everyone here is great. Mom’s having a bit of trouble with her hip again, but she says she can get along fine with a little discomfort.”

“Has she decided when she’s coming to Paradise for a visit?”


“I don’t think so. You’d have to ask her. My guess is, it won’t be until fall. She’s got a pretty full summer planned with all her retiree friends.”

He nodded. Their mother had never been one to sit idle for long with or without a bad hip.

“Listen, Ian. The reason I called is…I need a favor. A big one.”

“I’ll do what I can. You know that.”

“Yes, I know.”

When she didn’t continue right away, he wondered how big—how serious—this favor was going to be. He felt a niggle of worry. Maybe something was wrong that she hadn’t told him. Maybe their mom’s hip problems were more serious than Leigh let on. Maybe…

“Jim’s firm is sending him to Italy,” she offered at last. “He’ll be there from six months to a year.”

“Wow!”

“It’s a big promotion for him. A wonderful opportunity.”

“But?”

“He wants me to go with him…. Only, we aren’t allowed to take the girls.” She paused a moment before saying, “I’d like to have Cathy and Angie stay with you at the ranch.”

“With me?”

“You know how great it was for us, growing up there,” she hurried to add. “And you are their only uncle. Mom couldn’t do it. For a week or two maybe, but not for up to a year. What do you say, Ian? Will you let them come live with you? Jim and I would pay for whatever child care you would need to arrange when you aren’t around.”

“I don’t know, Leigh. I don’t have any experience with—”

“You always said you wanted a large family.”

“Well, yes, but I thought I’d start from the ground up. You know. Get married, then have a baby.”

“Ian, I’m desperate. There isn’t anyone else to ask. I can’t put them in a boarding school. They would be too unhappy there. They’re only six years old. They need to be with family, with someone who will love them. If you turn me down, I won’t be able to go with Jim.”

His sister was right. Paradise was the perfect place for the girls. They should experience living in the mountains. They should see how things worked on a ranch. They ought to live through one Idaho winter with tons of real snow instead of staying in the summerlike conditions of Florida. And how difficult could it be to take care of a couple of six-year-olds?

“Okay, Leigh. I’ll do it. You knew I couldn’t say no to you, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I knew it,” she said with a laugh. “But you had me worried for a second or two.”

“So when should I plan for them to arrive?”

“Not for about a month. We have all sorts of things to work out first. We’ll have to close the house and put things in storage.” She lowered her voice. “Jim and I can’t thank you enough for agreeing to do this. Really.”

“No big deal. I’m glad to do it. And you’re right—it’ll be good practice for when I have kids of my own.”


“I’ll call you again in a few days. As soon as I have more details.”

“Great.”

“I love you, bro.”

“Back atcha, sis.”

“Talk to you soon.”

“Sure thing.”

After Ian placed the receiver in its cradle, he leaned back on the sofa and closed his eyes.

It’ll be good practice for when I have kids of my own.

But when, if ever, was that going to happen?

He was thirty-five years old. Thirty-five, widowed, and not seeing anyone at the present.

Ian had taken his time after Joanne’s death before he tried entering the dating scene, and when he did think he was ready, he’d found there weren’t many women out there who interested him. Mostly that was because of his newfound Christian faith. He wanted a relationship where both man and woman embraced things like chastity, fidelity and the desire to make an until-death-do-you-part commitment. He’d been surprised to find how those requirements severely limited his choices, even in the Christian community.

The image of his slightly odd but definitely cute new neighbor drifted into his thoughts. He’d noticed her Bible when seated beside her in church that morning. The leather-bound book was well-worn, its pages highlighted and underlined with dates and comments written in the margins. He’d also noticed the smile that had curved her rose-tinted lips as she lifted her voice in song.

Most appealing…

He gave his head a quick shake. What was he thinking? Shayla Vincent? She was the last woman he’d want to get involved with. She might be a believer, but she was also a city girl from a place that almost never saw snow. The chances of her sticking it out in Rainbow Valley through a hard winter were slim to none.

No, sir. When the time came, God would bring the right woman into Ian’s life. He would be patient and wait.

 
 

With smoke billowing behind her, Shayla raced through the front door, carrying a charred roast in its pot. Eyes watering and throat smarting, she tossed the ruined meat over the deck railing, dropped the pot and oven mitts onto the deck, then sank onto the top step, fighting the urge to dissolve into tears of frustration.

“Don’t like well-done beef?”

She looked up to find Ian O’Connell leaning his hip against his pickup, his arms crossed over his chest. A half smile curved his mouth, and his eyes twinkled with amusement.

Well, it figured he would be here to see this. He usually showed up during her worst moments, didn’t he?

“The oven overheated,” she explained.

He pushed off the truck and strode toward her. “The whole place isn’t going to burn down while we talk, is it?”

“No.” She glanced over her shoulder. The smoke was beginning to clear. “But maybe it should,” she added with a note of disgust.

“Why don’t I check it out?”

“Be my guest.” She didn’t bother to rise. Merely slid over to one side so he could get past her.

One more thing needing repair. One more drain on the inheritance that had seemed bountiful when she received it but now seemed so inadequate. She could almost hear her mother saying, Come home, dear, where you belong.

She pressed the heels of her hands against her closed eyes, her elbows resting on her thighs.

“I opened the windows,” Ian told her a short while later. He sat down on the step next to her. “It’s the thermostat, I think. Or maybe the element. Shouldn’t be too expensive to replace.”

She straightened and looked toward him. “Even for a stove that old?”

“We’ll get it fixed. Don’t worry.”

Don’t worry. Easy for him to say.

“I’ll run into town as soon as the hardware store opens in the morning. With luck, Ed will have the part in stock. Plenty of old stoves in this valley.”

“You don’t have to do that. If you just tell me what I need—”

“Glad to do it.” He patted her shoulder and smiled. “And since you’ll be busy cleaning my house all this next week, you sure aren’t going to have time for it.”


Her heart started doing a little soft-shoe routine in her chest, then burst into overdrive. Her body felt too warm, the heat radiating from the place where his hand rested on her shoulder.

“Nearly forgot what brought me over.” He straightened, removing his hand. “I was thinking this afternoon about you being in this cabin all by yourself and wondered if you might like some company.”

Was he saying he wanted to be with her? Her pulse quickened even more.

“I’ve got some sheltie pups that are just weaned and thought you might like to have one.”

Of course. He was offering her a pet to be her companion, not himself. How could she have thought otherwise? Even for a millisecond. Worse. Why had she wanted to think otherwise?

“You like dogs, don’t you?” he continued, oblivious to her thoughts.

“Yes, I like dogs.”

“Good.” He stood. “I brought one with me, just in case.” He headed for the truck.

Shayla’s sister Anne was the classic beauty in the family. If it was beautiful Anne living in this cabin, Ian wouldn’t be bringing her a puppy for company. He’d be bringing flowers.

She clenched her teeth. She had to get off this pity-me kick.

Ian opened his truck door and reached inside. A few moments later, he returned to where she sat, carrying with him a little orange-and-white ball of fur with big golden-brown eyes and a shiny black nose. Shayla couldn’t help laughing as she accepted the quivering, tail-wagging, whimpering pup, her disappointment instantly forgotten.

“Oh, she’s adorable.” She met Ian’s gaze. “Is it a she?”

“Yup.”

“What’s her name?” She rubbed her cheek against the puppy’s soft coat.

“That’s up to you. She’s yours if you want her.”

“I probably need my head examined, but yes, I want her. How could I give her up after seeing her?” The puppy licked the tip of Shayla’s nose, and Shayla laughed again. “Is this how you find homes for all your puppies, Mr. O’Connell?”

“Hey, whatever works.”

She looked at him, feeling his warm smile all the way down to her toes. “That’s dirty pool.”

He shrugged even as his grin broadened. “So shoot me.”

“Don’t tempt me.”

But shooting him was the last thing she wanted to do.

 
 

They made a cute picture, the tiny sheltie and the curly-haired woman. Ian liked the way Shayla’s dark blue eyes sparkled with pleasure. He’d bet she was the type to stop and smell the roses.

Although he knew he should head back to the ranch, he settled once again onto the steps. “So what’re you gonna call her?”


“I don’t know.” She held the puppy at arm’s length and studied her. “What are her parents’ names?”

“The mother is Paradise Belle. Her sire, Lakeside’s Shadow Boy, lives up in the Coeur d’Alene area.”

Shayla’s eyes widened. “This isn’t just any puppy, is it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean those are fancy-sounding names for regular pets.” She frowned, her gaze suspicious. “How much are you selling the rest of the litter for?”

He got up. “The usual.” To avoid more questions, he headed for his truck to retrieve a temporary supply of puppy food and dog necessities. “Feel free to bring her with you tomorrow. No point leaving her alone all day.” After leaving the supplies on the deck, he got into the pickup, held his arm out the window, and waved. “See you in the morning.”














Chapter Four
 



Bleary-eyed from a sleepless night—thanks to the cries of a puppy separated from its mama—Shayla followed the two-mile driveway toward the ranch house, a cloud of dust rising in the compact’s wake. Beside her on the car seat, Honey Girl, as the sheltie had been christened, dozed, muzzle on front paws.

“Sure, you can sleep,” Shayla muttered while stroking the pup’s head.

As she drew closer to the house and outbuildings, she caught a glimpse of gray out the corner of her eye. She turned her head and saw Ian cantering his horse toward a small herd of grazing Herefords. She let up on the gas and allowed the car to coast to a stop so she could watch.

It was a beautiful sight, observing the way horse and rider moved as a single unit rather than separate entities. She’d attended a few rodeos in her lifetime, so she wasn’t totally ignorant of the way cutting horses worked. But this was different. This was the real thing, not some show for a stadium full of greenhorns. She was left almost breathless by the sight.

Ian rode with skill and ease, even when the horse set its front legs, then changed directions. He held a lariat in his right hand while holding the reins with his left. His black cowboy hat was pulled low on his forehead, shading his eyes from the bright morning sunshine.

“I think I could watch him all day long.”

As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she felt the heat of embarrassment rush to her cheeks. That sort of thinking had to be driven straight out of her mind. Murder and mayhem, not inspirational romance, should be occupying her thoughts. She was a mystery writer, not a rodeo groupie.

Resolutely she turned her gaze onto the road ahead and pressed on the gas pedal. The car jumped forward, the four-cylinder engine whining its usual tune.

Ian must have heard it, because he rode into the barnyard a minute or two after she arrived at her destination.

“Morning,” he called.

She got out of the car, Honey Girl in her arms.

He reined in his horse, then swung down from the saddle, leaving the reins trailing on the ground as he strode toward her.

“Good morning.” Her mouth felt dry as cotton. She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue.


“How’s the pup?”

“Noisy and messy.”

He grinned. “Yeah, aren’t they though? Did you give her a name yet?”

“Honey Girl.”

“Good choice. It fits her.”

Whimpering, Honey wriggled, trying to get down. Shayla set her on the ground. For a moment, she watched the puppy scampering through the tulips and daffodils that bordered the porch. But eventually her gaze returned to Ian. He was still looking at her, still smiling.

“I’ve got a small kennel off the back porch where you can keep her while you’re working.” He tipped his hat back slightly. “That way you can stop and play with her whenever you like.”

Oh, her reckless heart. Thumping away like a bongo player. This was too incredible for words. And it was unlike her. She wasn’t given to longing after handsome men like Ian—and certainly none had ever given her the time of day.

“Murder and mayhem,” she repeated to herself. She had to think of Ian O’Connell as nothing more than potential research material. Nothing more than a model for Chet Morrison, her protagonist.

“Something wrong?”

She realized she’d stared at him for the longest time. Her cheeks flushed hot for the second time in less than fifteen minutes.

“No. I was just thinking. About my book.” She hurried after Honey Girl, glad for a distraction.


 
 

Ian shook his head in bemusement as he strode toward the barn a few minutes later. Shayla was a strange one, all right. He couldn’t quite get a handle on her. One minute she was all smiles and laughter. The next she was as flustered as a wet hen. One time she’d seem real sure of herself. The next she didn’t have a lick of confidence.

And then there was the way she talked to herself. A hundred years ago, they would’ve locked her up in an asylum. Or at least in the attic of the family home. They’d have thought her loco for certain.

Well, maybe that’s how city folk were nowadays. Living with air pollution from millions of cars probably did something to their brains. All that traffic and all those people everywhere you turned would be enough to drive anyone crazy.

He opened the gate to the kennels to let Bonny and Coira out. Then he fed and watered them, as well as Belle and her pups. When that was done, he entered the barn to saddle a new horse. A glance at his watch told him he’d better hurry. He was supposed to meet Ty out by the irrigation ditch in another half an hour.

Dragging his saddle off the saddle tree, he wondered again why anyone would want to live like people did in the big cities. If it was him, he’d head for the hills as quick as he could. Maybe that’s what Shayla had done. Maybe this was where she’d come running to.

No. That wasn’t likely. It almost always worked the other way around.


If he was smart, he’d quit thinking about the little flatlander and get on with his day. What she did, the reasons that had brought her here, were her own business and no concern of his. Best he remember that.

 
 

Three hours later, Shayla knelt on the kitchen floor, scrubbing for all she was worth. Perspiration beaded her forehead and dampened her underarms. Straggly curls fell forward into her face, refugees from her ponytail, and she constantly had to push them away with the back of her hand.

She was just about finished when she heard the creak of the rear screen door opening, then closing. She sat back on her heels and glanced over her shoulder. But instead of Ian, as she’d expected, there was another cowboy standing there, this one with golden hair, brown eyes and two-day-old stubble on his jaw.

And dirty boots on her clean floor!

“Hey!” she shouted at him. “I just mopped.”

He stepped backward, into the small mudroom adjacent to the kitchen. “Sorry, ma’am.”

“It’s all right,” she mumbled, not meaning it.

He removed his hat. “I forgot the boss said he had someone coming in to do the house cleanin’. I’m real sorry ’bout my boots, ma’am.”

Ma’am? The word made her feel ancient. She wished he would quit using it.

“We’ve been irrigatin’ all mornin’. Again, I’m right sorry about dirtyin’ your floor.” He looked it, too. Then he grinned. “My name’s Ty. Ty Sheffield. What’s yours?”

“Shayla Vincent.”

“Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

She couldn’t stop herself from laughing softly as she rose to her feet. “Shayla will do.” If he called her ma’am again, she was going to throw the scrub brush at him.

“You’re the one living over at the Erickson place.”

“It’s my place now.”

“Well, if you need any help, all you gotta do is ask me.”

“Thanks.”

The screen door creaked again. A moment later, Ian appeared behind Ty. Shayla felt her heart flip in her chest. Like flapjacks on the grill.

Oh my. Now she was starting to think like them.

“Careful, boss.” Ty held out an arm to stop Ian from going around him. “She’s likely to wallop you if you track mud all over the place. You know how women are about their clean floors.”

Shayla supposed a true feminist would be offended by his remarks, but try as she might, she couldn’t summon indignation.

“The kitchen hasn’t looked this good in years,” Ian said in agreement, drawing her gaze to him. “I didn’t expect you to get so much done in one morning.”

“I come from a big family,” she answered, hoping to shake off the spell he seemed to cast over her. “You learn how to clean things fast.”

“We were coming in for a bite to eat.” Before she could reply, Ian added, “We’ll use the bootjack first so we don’t track up the floor.”

Shayla envisioned how she must look, standing there with her messy hair, sweaty shirt and soapy-water-dampened Levi’s. So what was new? She always looked dreadful when he was around. It was preordained or something.

“Care to join us for lunch?” he asked as he entered the kitchen in his stocking feet.

She ran a hand over her hair. “Well, I hadn’t—”

“No point you driving back to your place. There’s plenty to eat here.” He headed for the large refrigerator. “You like tuna salad sandwiches? It’s all ready except for spreading it on the bread.”

“Tuna salad?”

“Bet you thought us cowpokes only ate beef and beans,” Ty said as he came to stand beside her.

“Yes, I suppose I did.”

Ty pointed toward Ian. “The boss here’s somewhat of a gourmet cook.” He winked at her. “Comes from livin’ in this big ol’ house all by his lonesome for so many years, I reckon. Nothin’ else to do but learn to cook.”

She wanted to ask how many years he’d been alone. Instead she bent over and lifted the bucket of soapy water. “I’ll get rid of this, then freshen up a bit.”

“You’ll find whatever you need in that first bathroom at the top of the stairs,” Ian told her.

She carried the bucket into the mudroom, dumped its contents into the extradeep sink, then beat a hasty retreat to the second-floor bathroom.


 
 

A few minutes after Shayla disappeared, Ty leaned a hip against the counter, watching as Ian prepared a plateful of sandwiches. “She’s cute.”

“Is she?”

His young friend chuckled. “As if you haven’t noticed.”

He ignored that.

“Well, then, I guess that means she’s fair game. Always did like tiny gals with curly hair.”

Ian shrugged, at the same time pressing his lips together.

“What d’ya know about her?”

“Not much.”

“C’mon, Ian. Spill, will you?”

“Okay. Okay.” He snapped the plastic lid onto the container and shoved it into the leftover-crowded refrigerator. “She’s a writer. Came here from Portland to write a novel. A Christian murder mystery, she says. Got a passel of brothers and sisters.” He carried the platter of sandwiches to the oak table against the wall opposite the windows. “That’s it. That’s all I know.”

“And no steady boyfriend?”

He felt unreasonably irritable. “I guess not, given she’s here alone.”

“Couples have been known to keep those long-distance relationships. Silly notion, if you ask me. When you love each other, you stay together.”

Ty’s words sent Ian’s thoughts speeding back in time, back to the day Joanne packed her suitcase to leave….


 
 

“It doesn’t mean the marriage is over, Ian.” His wife turned toward him. “I just need…some time away. That’s all. Some time to myself. I’ll spend a few months at the artists’ colony, and then I’ll come back.”

She was lying—and they both knew it.

“We’ve been married eight years, Joanne. Don’t you think—”

“That’s just it!” Her voice rose in frustration. “We’ve been married eight years and we’ve never done anything but raise Herefords and quarter horses and collies. We never go anywhere, except down to the café for breakfast and an occasional movie in McCall. I need more than that!”

Ian raked his fingers through his hair. He wanted to tell her they should be raising kids by now, but he resisted the impulse.

“Jo, you know how hard it is for a rancher to take time off.”

“Yes, I do know. That’s the problem.” Her words came out like a sigh. Her green eyes were filled with unspeakable sadness, disillusionment, heartache. Then she turned toward the bed and snapped closed her suitcase.

“Jo…” He reached out, placed his hands on her shoulders. “Honey…”

She slipped from beneath his touch. “I want things you don’t want,” she whispered, “and the same goes for you.”

The words cut him like a knife. Because they were true.


He’d known they were drifting apart, known she didn’t want the ranch or children, known she might not even want him. He’d known all of that for a long time. He just hadn’t wanted to face it.

His wife was unhappy. For that matter, so was he. They fought more often than they kissed, and sometimes the words they flung at each other were downright cruel.

But he’d meant his wedding vows. There’d never been a divorce in the O’Connell family, and he didn’t want to be the first. Marriages were supposed to be worked at, to be made to last, no matter what. You hung on, and eventually things got better again.

Joanne and he had been happy once. They’d fallen in love in high school and married right after graduation. Her family had been in the valley almost as long as the O’Connells. She knew this place and she knew him. Nobody knew him better.

At least that’s what he’d believed all these years.

Until now.

“Just let me go, Ian. If you ever loved me, let me go.”

 
 

Shayla splashed her face with cold water, then used the washcloth to freshen the rest of her. She found a small bottle of musk-scented cologne in the medicine cabinet and sprayed some on her wrists. She was thankful that she’d had the foresight to bring a clean top and a pair of shorts to change into when it got warmer. She quickly donned them before attempting to put her bird’s-nest hairdo in order. When she’d done the best she could with what she had, she turned off the light and left the bathroom.

She paused a moment in the hallway, her gaze alighting on an oil painting at the head of the stairs. She knew without looking for the signature that it must have been painted by Ian’s late wife. Shayla didn’t have to be an art critic to recognize the similarities between this smaller landscape and the much larger one in the great room. Or to recognize the woman’s extraordinary talent.

“How long since she died?” she whispered as she reached out to touch the picture frame. “How long has he been alone in this house?”

Years, he had said. But how many years? Enough to put the pain to rest? Or was he still in love with his wife’s memory?

She glanced toward the open doorway of his bedroom. She wondered if she would find a photograph of the late Mrs. Ian O’Connell in there. Perhaps on his nightstand or on the fireplace mantel.

Well, she’d know soon enough. She would tackle the clutter in these upstairs rooms before the end of the week.

And what possible difference could it make to her, one way or the other?

Taking a deep breath, she turned from the bedroom and walked down the stairs, determined to put a stop to her wayward thoughts. Her determination lasted a good thirty seconds, and then was obliterated by the sound of Ian’s hearty laughter coming from the kitchen. Ty laughed, too, but it was only Ian’s that made her pulse race.

She stopped dead still, willing herself to breathe slowly. It would be nothing short of insane if she allowed these reactions to continue. She had to control both her thoughts and her feelings. After all, she’d never been successful in the romance department.

She swallowed hard, then moved forward, stopping again when she reached the kitchen doorway. Ian and Ty sat at a large table, a platter of sandwiches and a large pitcher of iced tea in its center. Ian’s chair was turned with its back to the wall. He sat in it, slightly slouched, his long legs stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles. He held a tall glass in one hand, ice cubes clinking against the sides. His black hair bore the stamp of his cowboy hat, and her fingers itched to smooth it.

Ty noticed her and rose from his chair. “Ma’am,” he said with a broad smile. He pulled out the chair next to him. “Sit yourself down.”

“Thanks.” She allowed herself a quick glance toward Ian. “Sorry it took me so long.”

“Wasn’t all that long,” Ty answered. “And the wait was worth it, if you don’t mind me sayin’ so. You look prettier’n a blue jay in a ponderosa pine.”

She hoped she wasn’t blushing. She didn’t want either of them to guess how seldom she received compliments. Besides, Ty was simply being polite.

“The boss and I were talkin’ about the potluck over at the Grange Hall next Saturday night. I was hopin’ you might go with me.”


She couldn’t help herself. She looked toward Ian. Had he thought to ask her? Had Ty beat him to it?

“You ought to go, Shayla.” Ian held out the platter of sandwiches. “You’d meet plenty of your neighbors. Even more than you did on Sunday. Folks always have a good time at the Grange. Good food. Great music. Chad Friday plays a mean fiddle, and Pastor Barnett on the drums is something nobody should miss.”

His words told her he didn’t mind that Ty had asked her to the potluck. The knowledge caused sharp disappointment to pierce through her.

“What d’ya say?” Ty persisted. “Will you go with me, Shayla?”

“Yes,” she answered, turning toward the blond-haired cowboy. “I’d like to go. Thanks for asking.”

 
 

Since Ian was a small boy, he’d liked sitting on the wide, wraparound porch on summer evenings, watching as sunset settled over the earth, the sinking sun gilding the grasslands in shades of gold and orange before giving over to the pewter tones of nightfall. This hour of the day, more often than not, brought with it a breeze to sway the tall pines that towered above the house, a hundred feet and more, rolling them in huge arcs, enough to make a man dizzy if he stared upward for too long.

It was a silent part of Ian’s day. His year-round ranch hands, Ty Sheffield and Mick Janssen, had returned to their homes to be with their families. The livestock had been fed and watered, and those animals that required it were in stalls in the barn. Dinner was over, the dishes washed and put away.

Now it was just him and his dogs, the sunset and the evening breeze. Bonny lay beside his wooden rocking chair. Coira sat closer to him, her muzzle resting on his thigh. Belle was down on the lawn with her remaining three pups.

Ian wondered if Shayla would get more sleep tonight or if Honey Girl would continue to cry for her lost mama. He had a feeling she’d take that puppy into her bed before the week was out. She seemed the sort.

He turned his eyes to the west, toward the Erickson cabin. Or should he call it the Vincent cabin now?

“Nothing ever happens here!” Joanne’s complaint rang in his ears, as strong now as it had been when she first said it. “We might as well be living in a cave. I’m tired of being snowbound in the winter. I want to do something! I want to go somewhere!”

He’d be wise to go on thinking of that place as the Erickson cabin. When the heavy snows came and the temperature plummeted to below zero and the power lines snapped or the phones went dead, Shayla would pack her clothes and computer into that noisy little car of hers and hightail it back to Portland.

“Best place for her, too. Flatlanders ought to stay where they belong.”

Coira slapped a paw onto his thigh, drawing his gaze. The dog watched him with big, sad eyes.

“She won’t last,” he told the collie. “She seems real nice, and I hope she has a good time at the Grange with Ty. But I also hope that boy doesn’t get his tail in a knot over her, ’cause she won’t stay.” He stroked the dog’s head. “You and I both know that, don’t we, girl?”

And yet, even as he spoke, there was a part of him, deep in a corner of his heart, that wished he’d asked her to the potluck before Ty, because…

Because what if she did last through the winter?














Chapter Five
 



Shayla didn’t see much of Ian over the next three days. Although he greeted her warmly enough when she arrived each morning he would then head for the barn, saddle up one of his horses and ride off, not to be seen again for the remainder of the day.

Ty Sheffield was another story. The young cowboy found a reason at least once each day to return to the ranch house, and when he did, he took a few minutes to visit with Shayla. She discovered she enjoyed his company. Besides being charming and well mannered, he had a fun sense of humor and an easygoing nature. Like her, he was the eldest child of a large family, giving them an immediate connection and understanding. It wasn’t long before she felt as if she knew him as well as she knew one of her own brothers.

She recognized when she was being given the rush, even when it was done cowboy-style, and she was a little flattered by it, especially after learning she was six years his senior. After all, being pursued wasn’t a common occurrence in her life. She even wished she could return his apparent affection.

But when she went home each afternoon and sat staring at the blinking cursor on her computer screen, it wasn’t Ty she thought about. It was Ian’s image—with his inky black hair and coffee-colored eyes—that drifted through her mind.

On Friday morning at the end of that first week, Shayla and Honey were greeted by the two black-and-white border collies as they drove up to the ranch house. Ian stood on the porch, drinking coffee from a large mug, dressed in his usual boots, jeans, Western shirt and black Stetson.

“Morning,” he called to her as she climbed out of her car.

“Good morning.”

“Better close your windows. We’re in for some thundershowers later on.”

She glanced upward. Except for a smattering of pristine white clouds on the horizon, all she saw was blue. “Rain?” She frowned. “Doesn’t look like it to me.”

“That can change quick enough.”

“You sound awfully sure of yourself.” She set Honey on the ground and watched her scamper after the older dogs.

“Yup.”

She walked toward the house while keeping an eye on the puppy. “Do you have a bad knee that warns you when the weather’s about to change?”


“Nope. Something even better than that. I’ve got a satellite dish and The Weather Channel.”

She stopped at the base of the steps and looked at him. He wore a teasing grin that caused her heart to begin that wretched erratic thumping.

“How’s your oven working?”

“Fine. No more trouble since you put in the new element.”

“Good.”

There wasn’t any doubt about it. He was the most handsome man she’d ever laid eyes on, and she was much too attracted to him for her own good.

“Come on in. We can talk over a cup of coffee before we both get to work.”

She nodded, not certain what this change in routine meant.

She glanced behind her, then clucked her tongue at Honey who came running toward her in response, tripping over her own paws and somersaulting to a halt a few feet away from her mistress. Shayla laughed as she bent to pick up the puppy.

“Clumsy, aren’t you?”

And she felt just as clumsy as she followed Ian into the house, her heart tripping over itself.

As soon as they were both seated at the kitchen table, large mugs of strong coffee in front of them, Ian said, “I wanted to tell you what a great job you’ve been doing. My mom couldn’t make it look better, and she’s a real stickler for details.”

“Thanks.”


“Are you an equally good secretary?” He tipped his chair back on its hind legs until the high back touched the wall behind him.

“I like to think so. I enjoy it more than cleaning house. That’s for sure.”

He grinned. “Tell me how you got started.”

“Nothing special. I thought it would be a summer job. I answered an ad right after graduation from high school, started at minimum wage since I had no decipherable skills to begin with and ended up working for the company for the next twelve years. I took night classes in computers and bookkeeping and such. Those classes helped earn me a few promotions.”

“So why’d you leave?”

“The business folded. It was sudden. Nobody saw it coming, except the CEO and a few higher-up executives, and they never let on to the rest of us.”

She sipped her coffee, thinking back over the events of this past spring.

“My boss gave me a glowing letter of recommendation, and my folks invited me to live at home again while I hunted for a new job.” She met his gaze. “But then I realized this was my chance to do what I’ve wanted to do for years. I believe God opened this door so I could walk through it.” Softly she added, “My parents think I’m crazy.”

“It takes a lot of guts to do what you did.”

“Do you think so?”

“Yes.” He stared into space, a far-off look in his eyes, as if he could see something she couldn’t. “Yes, I do think so.”


She almost reached out to touch him, to comfort him somehow.

“Following a dream takes courage,” he said, his voice sounding as far away as his gaze. “Because it changes everything. Not just for yourself but for those who love you.”

He let his chair rock forward, put down the mug, then rose to his feet.

“I’d better get busy. We’ll have a short working day with those storms blowing in.”

And with that, he strode from the kitchen, leaving Shayla wondering what it was she’d seen in his eyes and heard in his voice.

 
 

Ian had thought a lot about Joanne in the last week. More than he’d thought about her in years. And he couldn’t say he cared much for it. He’d thought that was all behind him, that he’d laid it to rest long ago.

Apparently he’d been wrong.

As Blue picked the way up a shale-covered trail, Ian remembered again those last years of his marriage, remembered the way it had felt, seeing his wife changing before his eyes. She had discovered oil painting quite by accident, and once she’d begun, nothing else had been as important to her.

Not even him.

She’d turned one of the upstairs bedrooms into her studio—a bedroom that he’d thought would be the nursery. She’d spent hours poring over books about the great masters, about different painting techniques. That first summer, she’d driven down to Boise twice each week to take lessons from some teacher who was supposed to be one of the best instructors in the Northwest. Everybody had said Joanne possessed an extraordinary talent that should be developed.

But Ian had wanted a wife who was involved in the everyday workings of a thriving cattle ranch. He’d wanted children—a houseful of them—not more oil paintings on his walls.

At the top of the ridge, he stopped his horse and dismounted. Then he stood there, staring down at the crystal clear mountain lake below.

Joanne had loved him once, but she’d needed something he hadn’t been able to give her. It wasn’t pleasant, admitting the part he’d played in the disintegration of his marriage. Their love had died by inches; it had been painful, watching it deteriorate and crumble before his eyes. Joanne had had a dream to follow, and she’d had the courage to follow it. But he’d tried to stop her. He’d tried to make her want only what he wanted. He’d been immature, stubborn, selfish.

Maybe if he hadn’t been all those things, Joanne would be alive today. Maybe they would still be married. Maybe they would have the children he’d wanted. And maybe his childhood sweetheart would be famous, her paintings hanging in galleries from New York City to Los Angeles.

Only God knew what might have been if she hadn’t died while running away…from him.


“I’m sorry, Jo. I should’ve understood. I should’ve tried harder.”

Shayla Vincent also had a dream to pursue. And although she hadn’t said it in so many words, he suspected nobody close to her understood that dream or how important it was. He hoped they wouldn’t try to take it away from her.

For some crazy, inexplicable reason, he was determined to help make sure they didn’t.

 
 

Clasping a caddy full of cleaning products, rags and brushes, Shayla opened the door to the first bedroom on the second floor. But what she discovered was an artist’s studio instead of a bedroom.

His wife’s studio.

There was a faint odor of oil paint and turpentine in the closed room. A disturbing odor. It made Shayla feel like an intruder.

Which was ridiculous. She wasn’t an intruder. She was supposed to be there.

She set the caddy on a small folding table, then crossed the room. She turned the latches and lifted each of the three windows, letting in a rush of fresh air. Afterward she turned to survey her surroundings.

A thick layer of dust covered all surfaces, but the room wasn’t as cluttered as the rest of the house. There was a bookcase containing how-to-paint books, books on the history of art and others whose contents couldn’t be easily discerned by their titles alone. Art magazines were neatly stored in plastic magazine racks in one corner. Blank canvases were stacked against the far wall. An empty easel stood in the center of the room, turned toward the windows, she supposed for the best light. An organizer cart on casters had been placed near the easel. She suspected the five drawers of the cart were filled with paintbrushes, tubes of oil paint and other supplies. She wondered how long it had been since any of them were used.

Turning around, she spied a grouping of three portraits on the same wall as the door: portraits of Ian O’Connell.

She walked toward them, feeling the quickening of her heart as she did so. The largest of the three paintings showed the cowboy on horseback. Pine-covered mountains served as a backdrop, and Hereford cattle grazed nearby. Dressed in his usual Western attire, he sat on the horse with ease, a half smile lifting one corner of his mouth. His eyes were shaded by the brim of his hat, and yet she felt as if he were staring—and smiling—right at her.

She shifted her gaze to the second painting. This one showed Ian sitting in the tall grass, his head bare, hat on the ground beside him. He was surrounded by several border collies, although their markings were different from either Bonny or Coira. He was laughing as one of the dogs licked his chin, his head thrown back, his face bathed in sunshine. She could almost hear his laughter, it seemed so real.

The third painting was much darker than the other two, in both mood and colors. The setting was nightfall, the color scheme predominately shades of blue, gray and black. Ian stood at a corral fence, one boot resting on the lower rail, his arms crossed on the top one. He stared into the distance; his expression was one of longing and great loss.

She felt an unreasonable urge to weep for him.

“She was good, wasn’t she?”

Shayla whirled toward the doorway.

Ian stood there, hat in hand. “Better than I wanted her to be.”

It seemed an odd thing to say.

“She would’ve gone far, probably been famous.” He stepped into the room.

“How long has she been…gone?”

“Ten years.”

“Ten?”

“Long time, isn’t it? I know I should’ve gotten rid of all this. It’s just going to waste. But I…” He shrugged, then came to stand beside her, his gaze now on the portraits. “She did those two—” he motioned toward the one with him on horseback and the one with the dogs “—that first year after she took arts lessons in Boise.” He pointed to the darker one. “This one was the last she painted before she died.”

“How…” She closed her mouth before the rest of the question came out.

But he understood. “How did she die? Car accident. She was driving south of here on the highway, on her way to stay at an artists’ colony. A logging truck overturned right in front of her. The logs broke loose and rolled over the top of her car, crushing it. She was killed instantly.” He paused a moment, then said, “She wasn’t quite twenty-six.”

“How tragic.”

“Joanne never got the chance to do what she wanted before she died.” He looked at her. “Don’t let anything or anyone stop you, Shayla. No one but God knows how long we’ll live. Life can be cut short in an instant. You may not get another chance to write that book of yours if you put it off.”

“That’s why I came here.”

He slapped his Stetson onto his head. “I’m taking the truck into town to order the supplies we’ll need to repair your roof. I ought to be back in an hour or so.” He strode out of the studio.

For a moment, Shayla stared after him. Then she turned toward the paintings again, her gaze drawn to that third, darker portrait.

She had a feeling the canvas told a lot more about him than she understood as yet.

 
 

The usual group of men were hanging around the hardware store that afternoon. Ian nodded to them before walking to the counter.

“How’s it going, Ed?” he said to the owner.

Ed Clark was an obese man in his early sixties with three chins and a head as bald as a bowling ball. Years ago, liquored up on a cold Saturday night, he’d put gasoline into his stove to help the wood catch fire. He was lucky all he’d lost in the resulting explosion were his eyebrows. He hadn’t tasted a drop of whisky since—nor had his eyebrows grown back, which accounted for the surprised expression he always seemed to wear.

“You back so soon, O’Connell? That gal’s oven didn’t go out again, did it?”

“No. She says it’s working fine. It’s roofing supplies I’m after this time.”

“Sure thing. Gonna be fixing your roof this summer, huh?”

There was no point in trying to keep one’s business to oneself in a town this size. Ian learned that long ago. It was easier to answer folks’ questions from the get-go. Caused a man less grief in the long run.

“Not mine. I’m making repairs to Miss Vincent’s roof. On the old Erickson cabin. We’re working an exchange. She’s giving my house a good scouring, and I’m going to make a few repairs to hers.”

“Cedar shake, isn’t it? Her roof?”

“Yes.”

“Leaking when it rains?”

“Yes.”

“Well, let’s see what we can do about that.”

For the next hour, the two men talked roofing supplies and techniques. Ed might be a man too large to move quickly and too heavy to climb a tall ladder, but he had a sharp mind and he knew about construction, lumber and hardware. He was a virtual font of information.

By the time the order was written up and they’d exchanged a bit of town gossip, Ian noticed the store growing dark. He turned toward the storefront windows, only to discover roiling black clouds had arrived while he was inside.

“I’d better get a move on. Don’t like the looks of that sky.”

“Sure thing. I’ll have all these items you ordered by Monday.”

“Thanks.” He said his farewells to the other men in the hardware store, then hurried to his pickup.

He was driving out of town when the first bolt of lightning flashed toward the ground, followed by a deafening crash of thunder. It was too early in the season for any real danger of forest or grass fires, but all the same, he preferred to be at home and watchful when a storm like this blew into the valley. Better safe than sorry.

He pressed down on the gas pedal.

 
 

When what sounded like an explosion right above her head shook the big house to its foundations, Shayla let out a shriek, then rushed to the nearby window to look outside.

She’d never seen such an ugly, angry sky before. Clouds as black as night swept over the mountain peaks, churning like a storm-tossed sea. A fork of lightning lit up the valley, connecting sky to earth. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as a loud crack assaulted her ears.

“Honey Girl!” she cried, remembering the puppy in the kennel.

She raced from the guest room, down the stairs, through the kitchen and out the back door. The sheltie cowered in a corner, whimpering in fear.

“It’s okay, girl,” she said as she opened the gate. “It’s okay.” She picked up the quivering puppy. “Oh, you poor thing. You poor little thing.”

Another flash of lightning. Another crack of thunder. Shayla squealed again, then hightailed it back into the house, feeling as frightened as the young dog in her arms.

She hated thunderstorms.

She took shelter in an overstuffed chair in the great room, as far from the window as she could get. She cuddled Honey Girl close to her chest, pressed her face against the puppy’s soft coat and closed her eyes, dreading the next crash that would shake the house.

And it did.

Again and again and again.

To Shayla, it seemed like the coming of Armageddon. The end of the world could be no more terrifying than this. Not to her anyway.

The wind began to howl, stirring up dust and pebbles from the barnyard, pelting the sides of the house.

Rat-a-tat-tat.

Rat-a-tat-tat.

It sounded like a machine gun. Even knowing what it was didn’t help. It was still a frightening sound, especially with her eyes squeezed shut.

That’s how Ian found her.

“Hey, what’s this?” he asked gently. “Afraid of a bit of lightning?”


She felt his arms go around her, and she allowed it. He was big and strong and safe, and she could hide her face against his broad chest instead of against the small, quivering puppy. His large, callused hand stroked her hair with surprising gentleness. He murmured comforting words while the storm raged overhead, and little by little, her terror lessened.

Except for the soft patter of raindrops upon the porch roof and the faint ticking of the clock on the mantel, all became quiet. The storm moved across the valley and beyond the eastern mountains. And yet Ian continued to hold her, his arms warm around her, his heartbeat melding with her own.

She felt her cheeks grow warm with embarrassment. Or maybe it was the flush of pleasure. Regardless, she straightened, then stood. She didn’t want to look at him, but she knew she must.

“I…I’m sorry.”

He stood, too. “No reason to be sorry.” His gaze was compassionate, understanding.

“You must think me a terrible baby.” She brushed the tearstains from her cheeks.

“We’ve all got our private fears.”

She had the insane desire to return to the warmth of his embrace. Instead she took a step backward. “I’ve always been terrified by lightning and thunder. I don’t know why.”

“How about a cup of something hot to soothe the nerves?” He held out his hand, as if to take her arm.

She nodded in acquiescence. “I’ll put Honey in the kennel.” Then she led the way to the kitchen, thinking it better if she didn’t allow him to touch her again.


 
 

Ian had liked holding Shayla. Liked it more than caution said he should have. She’d seemed fragile and feminine in the circle of his arms, and he’d felt a strong desire to protect her and drive away her fears.

As he placed the teakettle on the burner, he recalled how her hair smelled of wildflowers. When was the last time he noticed the scent of a woman’s hair? A long, long while. That it should happen with his temporary neighbor was of some concern.

He heard footsteps and turned to see Shayla entering the kitchen.

Ian would be plumb loco if he allowed his unexpected attraction to this little, artistic-minded city gal to go any further. He needed a woman who was comfortable in Levi’s, boots and cowboy hats, a woman who could talk horses and cattle as easily as she could talk kids and cooking, a woman who knew a half-diamond hitch from a granny knot.

Shayla Vincent wouldn’t know a granny knot from a hole in the ground. He’d wager his best heifer on it.

So why didn’t that seem to matter anymore?














Chapter Six
 



“I never should have agreed to go,” Shayla said as she glared at her reflection in the mirror.

She hadn’t a clue what to wear to a Grange potluck. She didn’t even know what a Grange was, for pity’s sake. Regardless, she shouldn’t have chosen this dress from the clothes in her closet. It made her look short and frumpy.

Of course, she was short and frumpy. There’d never been a time when those adjectives hadn’t described her.

A glance at her wristwatch told her it was too late to change into something else. Ty was due any moment. In fact, there was the sound of a vehicle pulling into her drive right now.

Releasing a sigh of frustration, she grabbed her purse and a sweater and headed for the door, opening it as Ty reached the deck.

He had traded his faded work denims for a pair of slim-cut black jeans. His snakeskin boots, peeking from beneath his pant legs, were polished to a high sheen. His Western shirt was similar to the ones he’d worn all week, but this one was newer, its colors—white, red and black—still bright. And he was obviously wearing a “dress Stetson,” a hat kept for Sundays and other special occasions.

Pure cowboy, she thought as she smiled at him.

“Evenin’, ma’am.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I thought we’d agreed to forgo that ma’am stuff. It makes me feel old.”

“Right you are. Evenin’, Shayla.”

She stepped onto the deck, closing the door behind her. Ty came forward, took the sweater from her hand, and draped it over her shoulders.

“You look prettier’n a heifer in clover.”

“Do you always talk like that?”

“Like what?”

“Never mind.” She laughed softly.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow, then took hold of his proffered arm and allowed him to escort her down the steps and out to his Jeep.

“I asked Ian to ride with us,” he said as he opened the passenger door, “but he said he’d take his own truck.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “Who is he bringing with him?”

“You mean as a date?” He laughed. “Nobody. He hasn’t had a girlfriend for quite a spell. Not that there aren’t some who’d give their eyeteeth for a chance with him. But Ian’s been feeling a bit wary ever since Sally Pruitt turned out to be a gold digger.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. More than a year. People are still talkin’ about it like it was yesterday. Lucky for Ian, she moved up to Spokane not long after he quit seeing her. Had to make it easier for him, her being gone.” He closed the door, then strode around to the driver’s side, got in and started the engine.

“Was he in love with her?”

“Naw. Don’t think so.” He gave her a quick glance as he put the car in gear. “You buckled up?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s get a move on.”

They were silent as the Jeep bumped and bounced its way down the dusty road toward the highway.

Shayla couldn’t help looking out the window toward the big house at Paradise Ranch, wondering if Ian was there or if he’d left for the Grange Hall already.

 
 

Ian had been watching the entrance for fifteen minutes. He’d managed to carry on a reasonably intelligent conversation with Ed Clark and the Barnetts without looking too distracted. At least he thought he’d carried it off.

He felt a jolt of relief when Shayla finally walked through the door with Ty, glad to see they’d arrived safely. Ty’s twenty-year-old Jeep wasn’t the most reliable vehicle in the valley.

Or maybe it wasn’t relief he felt when he saw them together. Maybe it was something more akin to jealousy.

“Look, Roger,” Geneve Barnett said to her husband. “There’s Miss Vincent. Thank goodness someone invited her. It was thoughtless of me not to do so on Sunday. We must go welcome her.”

I should have asked her to come with me, Ian thought as he followed the Barnetts with his gaze. Why didn’t I? Why’d I let Ty beat me to it?

He turned toward Ed. “Think I’ll get me something cool to drink,” he said, then walked toward the back of the hall, far away from the front door, Shayla and Ty.

For the next half hour, he succeeded in keeping his mind off the couple by involving himself in a conversation with several friends and neighbors. First they talked about the upcoming school board election. Then the topic turned to the price of beef, and from there it drifted to yesterday’s storm.

The storm.

Lightning and thunder.

Shayla, frightened and teary-eyed, cowering in a chair in the great room.

Shayla, nestled in his arms, feeling as if she belonged there.

He wished he could hold her again.

 
 

Shayla was having a wonderful time. Everyone she’d met made her feel welcome and a part of the community. With Ty standing at her side, she answered questions about herself, her hometown, her writing.


“Portland, huh?” This from Walt North, a grizzled cowboy in his early fifties. “I worked there one year. Long time ago. Rains too much. Damp gets in your bones and never goes away.” He shook his head, the action clearly saying, Can’t imagine why anyone would want to live there.

“Who’s your favorite writer?” Nat Briscoe, next year’s Rainbow High senior class president, asked before Walt could start talking again.

“Oh, I have lots of favorites.” She took a sip of red fruit punch from the tall plastic tumbler in her hand. After a moment, she said, “Mary Higgins Clark was the first writer to make me think I’d like to write a novel. And there are a number of wonderful Christian suspense novelists who inspire me.”

“You ever come visit Lauretta when you were a youngster?” asked Hydrangea Zimmerman, a woman in her early seventies with sun-leathered skin and watery blue eyes.

“Yes, I did.”

“Well, girl, I think I met you back then. Freckle faced, with your nose peeling from a sunburn. Just knee-high to a grasshopper, you were.” She chuckled. “Not much different from what you are now.”

“That was me.”

The wizened old woman, a good two inches shorter than Shayla, leaned forward and, in a conspiratorial whisper, added, “Don’t envy them tall folk. They’re always hitting their heads on one thing or another.”


“I’ll remember that.”

“Is this your first book you’re working on?” Geneve Barnett inquired.

“Yes. But I’ve wanted to try my hand at it for many years.”

And so the evening went. Only one thing kept it from being perfect—it wasn’t Ian standing at her side.

 
 

From the darkened balcony at the north end of the Grange Hall, Ian watched as Shayla mingled, talked, laughed. That lilting laughter that made him smile whenever he heard it. And it wasn’t only a smile it brought him. It also lightened his heart, made his insides feel airy, weightless as a cloud.

So that was the way it was going to be, he thought as he stared down from his lofty sanctuary. He wasn’t going to listen to his own good sense. He wasn’t going to heed the voice of wisdom that told him he would be better off pursuing someone else.

Anybody else.

No, he was going to obey the urging of his heart instead. Maybe it wouldn’t lead anywhere. Then again, maybe it would. He might as well find out, one way or the other.

“Sorry, Ty,” he whispered, “but I’m not honoring any claims you might’ve made on our little mystery writer. All’s fair from this point on.”

Thirty minutes later, on the drive home to Paradise, Ian hummed softly to himself. But it wasn’t until he pulled into the barnyard, cut the engine and turned off the headlights that he recognized the song running through his head. The lyrics included something about taking a chance on love.

He remained in the cab as he silently repeated those words: Taking a chance on love.

He’d loved Joanne with everything in him.

Then he’d let love die.

And then he’d let Joanne die—or so it seemed to him at the time.

Could he love a woman that way again? Could that woman be Shayla? And if he did fall for her, would he live to regret it?

He didn’t know, but it was time to find out.

 
 

“Thank you, Ty. It was a lovely evening.”

“For me, too. Maybe we can do it again.”

“Maybe.”

She avoided him trying to kiss her on the mouth by placing a hand on his shoulder, then rising on tiptoe to lightly brush his cheek with her lips.

“Good night,” she said as she opened the door and slipped inside. The moment she flicked on the light, Honey Girl whimpered an excited greeting and scratched at the door of her crate.

“Ready to go outside, little one?”

Shayla opened the door to release the puppy. Honey Girl ran circles around her legs.

“Let’s get you outside.” She patted her thigh. “Come on, Honey.”

A full moon floated above the mountains in the east, seemingly perched on their craggy peaks, bathing the valley in a blanket of white. The light undulated atop the field grasses, rising and swelling with the whims of the midnight breeze.

In the city, she wouldn’t have dared wander outside alone at this time of night. Here, she felt safe doing so.

Here, everything was different.

“Even I’m different.”

She couldn’t explain it, not even to herself, but she felt more alive, more confident, than she’d felt in a long, long while. Maybe because she was following the path she believed God wanted her to take.

The image of Ian O’Connell drifted into her mind. There was no denying that she was attracted to him. Almost from day one there’d been something that drew her to him. While she knew she and Ty Sheffield—despite how much she enjoyed this evening—would never be more than friends, Ian could pose a serious distraction. That wouldn’t be a good thing.

Shayla stopped and stared at the starry heavens. “Lord, I’m grateful for all You’ve done for me. I’m thankful for this chance to write, to see if I really have what it takes. Help me to be obedient to Your calling. Help me not to get distracted by anything—” or anyone “—else.”














Chapter Seven
 



Chet eyed the dark-haired woman behind the lunch counter. Her name was True, but the whole town knew that wasn’t a description of her personality. True Barry could spin a lie faster than anybody in the county and usually did.

The tall brunette had legs up to there and was movie-star gorgeous.

Made a guy wonder what brought her to this remote valley in central Idaho. Was she on the run? Hiding out? Or had she come here because the male-female ratio in these parts ran in her favor?

Not that she needed that advantage. There were plenty of men in Eden Valley interested in True. Chet wasn’t one of them. He wouldn’t even be in the diner, enduring her come-hither stare, except True knew something about Neal’s death. Chet meant to find out what it was.

“What can I get for you, cowboy?”


She set the coffeepot on the counter near his plate and leaned toward him. So close, he could see the tiny gold flecks in her eyes. Hazel eyes framed with long lashes.

“You look troubled, Chet,” she said, loud enough for everyone in the diner to hear. “Maybe I can help somehow.” She lowered her voice to a nearly inaudible whisper. “Meet me behind the diner in ten minutes.”

“Not interested, True,” he said—and meant it.

“It’s about Neal, you idiot. Be there.”

Flashing him another of her smiles, she straightened and walked off to pour coffee for some other customer, leaving Chet to wonder what he would find behind the diner.

 
 

The cabin door was open. As Ian approached the deck, he heard music coming from inside. George Strait was singing that same tune from last night. The one they’d played during the Grange potluck.

He couldn’t help smiling as he realized the melody had been haunting her, too. Enough that she’d put it on the stereo.

Ian climbed the steps, careful not to make any sound. At the screen door, he stopped and looked in. Shayla sat in front of her computer, her back toward the door, her fingers tapping away on the keyboard. Clickity-clickity-clickity. She was a fast typist.

He’d seen her in church this morning, but she’d arrived before him and was already seated with the Sheffield family—Ty, his parents and the rest of their children. The most Ian had been able to do was give Shayla a quick greeting.

And so here he was, coming to her place on this Sunday afternoon. Last week he’d brought her a puppy. Today he’d brought a saddle horse.

He rapped on the door. She typed a few more words, probably finishing an idea, then swiveled her chair. A look of surprise—or was it something else?—filled her eyes an instant before she rose to her feet.

“Ian.”

“Sorry for interrupting your work.”

“It’s all right.” She crossed the room. “I was ready for a break. I’ve been at it ever since I got home from church. Something the pastor said in his sermon gave me an idea for my character.” She opened the screen door. “Would you like a glass of iced tea?”

“Actually, I came over to see if you’d like to go for a ride.” He motioned behind him. “I brought a horse for you. Just in case.”

“A horse?” She looked beyond him.

She’d probably never been on horseback. She was a greenhorn about most ranching matters, and he had to assume that included horses. But he didn’t care, one way or the other. Riding was only an excuse to be with her again.

Shayla stepped onto the deck, careful to make certain Honey Girl made it through before letting the screen door swing shut.

“Oh, Ian, what a beautiful animal. But I don’t know anything about horses or riding.”

“Well, then, I’ll have to teach you.”


“You’d do that?”

“Be glad to, if you’re willing.”

“Oh, I’m willing. I’ve always wanted to learn to ride.” Her eyes twinkled with excitement. “I’ve just never had the opportunity.”

“Then I’m happy to oblige. Come with me. I’ll introduce you to Pumpkin. She’s as gentle as a lamb. Easiest goin’ saddle horse on the place. Perfect for someone’s first ride.”

“Pumpkin?”

“Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t name her.” He chuckled as they descended the steps, side by side.

“Who did?”

“Joanne.”

“Oh. I’m sorry” She looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s all right, Shayla. I can talk about Jo.”

They arrived at the spot where he had tethered the two horses. Ian took hold of the buckskin’s bridle and stroked her muzzle while looking into her intelligent dark brown eyes.

“Pumpkin here was born in the middle of the night during one of the worst spring blizzards this valley’s seen. It was a difficult birth. We thought we were gonna lose the broodmare. Joanne and I were out in the barn the whole time.”

He saw it all in his mind as clearly as if it had happened yesterday instead of over eleven years ago.

“Then the storm snapped some power lines. We scrambled to light several lanterns just before Pumpkin arrived.”


He remembered Joanne, kneeling on the stall floor, the collar of her coat turned up, her gloved hands resting on her thighs.

“I guess it was the lantern light, but the filly was the brightest orange color we’d ever seen. Joanne said she looked like a pumpkin in a pumpkin patch. The name stuck.”

“And her mother? The broodmare? Was she all right?”

He smiled, liking the tenderheartedness he heard in her voice. “She pulled through. Gave birth to another half-dozen foals before she was put out to pasture.”

“Thank goodness.”

“Come over here,” he said, reaching for her arm and drawing her closer. Then he took her hand and placed it on Pumpkin’s neck. “Talk to her. Get acquainted.”

“Hello, Pumpkin.” Shayla cautiously stroked the mare’s neck.

“She’s a quarter horse. Eleven years old now. Fourteen hands tall.”

“Fourteen hands?”

“A hand is about four inches, and a horse’s height is measured from the withers.” He touched the ridge between the shoulder bones at the base of the mare’s neck. “From right here.”

“How tall is your horse?”

“Blue? He’s over sixteen hands.”

Her gaze moved back and forth between the horses, comparing the two.

For the next fifteen minutes or so, Ian continued his impromptu teaching session, acquainting her with the conformation of the horse.

He was learning, too. Learning what an apt student Shayla was. Green, maybe, but bright. And particularly pretty in the golden afternoon sunlight that filtered through the treetops. Today, she smelled of vanilla rather than flowers. Like cookies baking in a warm kitchen.

 
 

A shiver of awareness ran through Shayla. Her mouth dry, her heartbeat erratic, she turned to face Ian. For the briefest of moments, she saw the flicker of emotion in his eyes. Then it was gone.

Much to her relief. Remember? She wasn’t interested in romance. Not with Ian or anyone else.

“Ready to give it a try?” he asked.

“Sure. I’m ready.”

He glanced at her bare legs. “You’ll need to change out of those shorts and into some jeans. And some boots, too.”

“I don’t own any boots. At least, not the cowboy variety.”

“Well, then, the ride’ll have to wait. Not safe to ride in a saddle without shoes that have a good heel.”

It’s for the best, she told herself. But what she felt was disappointment.

“Tell you what,” Ian said. “You shop for those boots tomorrow when the store opens, and we’ll take a ride in the afternoon before you leave the ranch.”

His smile, the look in his eyes, everything about him kept her from refusing. “Okay.”


I’ve got no backbone, she decided after he’d bid her good day and mounted his gelding. No backbone at all.

She lifted Honey into her arms before the puppy could follow the departing horses.

“So much for my resolve. I didn’t make it twenty-four hours. Not a measly twenty-four hours.”

She walked toward the cabin, her thoughts still on the tall, dark-haired man astride the gray horse. What she wouldn’t give to own a pair of Western boots. Why on earth hadn’t she bought herself a pair before now? She should have known she would need them. This was cowboy country.

And oh, what a cowboy Ian was.

She tried, unsuccessfully, to stop thinking of him, to chase his image from her mind.

“Why did this happen to me now? I go for months and months, years even, without noticing a guy. Then I come up here to write and wham!”

Honey whimpered, wriggling madly, trying to get free.

“Big help you are.” She set the puppy down and watched her scamper through the underbrush, chasing a chipmunk.

“Murder and mayhem,” she muttered. “I’ve got to remember why I’m here. I’ve got a novel to write.”

She whistled for Honey, then took the puppy inside, returning to the computer, to Chet Morrison and his problems with True Barry.

 
 

The next morning found Ian eager to get his chores done so he could give Shayla her next lesson. It was all he’d thought about last night before going to bed, and it was the first thought he’d had upon awakening.

“Ty, I want you and Mick to ride over to Silver Ridge this morning.” Ian flipped the left stirrup over the saddle and tightened the cinch. “I need to know how the water’s holding up over there.”

“The water? What makes you think there’d be a problem at Silver Ridge? Those water holes haven’t run dry in all the years you been running cattle there. Not even in the worst drought years.”

He didn’t look up. “Something’s been nagging at me. Don’t know what exactly. Call it a hunch.” Call it your interest in Shayla Vincent would have been a more honest response. “Better safe than sorry.”

Ty grunted. “Whatever you say. You’re the boss.”

True. He was the boss. But more important, the ride to Silver Ridge would keep Ty out until after six o’clock.

Okay, he thought as he mounted a palomino gelding. So maybe it wasn’t fair, getting Ty as far away from Shayla as possible. But all was fair in love and war. Right?

He whistled for his trusty collies, then rode south, following the trail between rolling pastureland and pine-covered mountainside. He would have preferred to remain at the house until Shayla arrived, but he had to locate and drive in some strays before he took the rest of the day off to spend with her.

He grinned, imagining Shayla in a pair of Levi’s and a sleeveless Western shirt, the type the women’s shop on Main Street kept in stock. She would look real cute in those clothes. Come to think of it, she looked cute in those old cutoffs and baggy T-shirts of hers.

His grin broadened. Exactly when was it, he wondered, that she’d gone from being odd to adorable?

He laughed aloud before nudging his horse into a canter.

 
 

The worst of the cleanup was behind Shayla. Once she got the master bedroom uncluttered, dusted and vacuumed and the master bath scoured, it wouldn’t be all that hard to keep the house tidy from week to week. Even cleaning only on Mondays and Thursdays, as was her plan. From here on out, Ian’s mother could come for that visit, and he wouldn’t have to be afraid of disappointing her.

Shayla set her cleaning supplies on the floor and made a quick survey of the bedroom. As with most of the other rooms in the house, she found an abundance of magazines, some several years old.

“Doesn’t he throw anything away?”

In addition to magazines, she discovered about a dozen volumes on animal husbandry. Books on cattle breeding, horse training, wildlife management, farming procedures. But what surprised her most was the oversize copy of the complete works of Shakespeare. She wouldn’t have thought Ian interested in the Bard.

Maybe the book had belonged to Joanne.


She turned and looked for a photograph of Ian’s wife. She wanted to see the woman he’d married. She wasn’t disappointed. A collection of framed photos were on the bureau. There was one of his parents; she could tell it was them because of the man’s striking resemblance to Ian. There was another of his parents with him and his sister when the children were small. There was a large photo of his sister and her family at the ocean. There was another of Ian on horseback.

But it was the photograph of Joanne and Ian on their wedding day that Shayla reached for, her gaze fastened on the bride.

Joanne looked young, her eyes full of excitement, innocence, anticipation and hope. She was tall and slender, beautiful with high cheekbones and delicately chiseled features. She was the type of woman who grew prettier with every passing year.

In the photo, Ian stared at his bride with a look of love so profound, so intense, it made Shayla’s heart ache.

No wonder he’d never married again. A love that strong must last forever.

Suddenly she felt intrusive. It was wrong to look at this photo and wish for…

Wish for what? That she was as tall and slender and beautiful as Joanne O’Connell? Well, that would never happen. Nor was it possible Joanne’s husband would one day look at Shayla in that same way.

And that was really what she’d wished for, way down deep in the most secret corner of her heart.


She set the photo with the others, wanting to forget she’d allowed such thoughts to surface.

“Get your work done and go home,” she said aloud. “You don’t belong here. You’re the housekeeper and will never be anything more. You don’t even want to be anything more.”

A new pair of boots, plus an older, well-worn, comfortable pair of jeans, were out in her car. She was supposed to have a riding lesson this afternoon. She mustn’t do it. She must leave before he returned. It would be crazy for her to stay. Because falling in love wasn’t why she came to Idaho.

If only she could remember that when Ian was around.

 
 

It was a hot June day, the absence of a breeze intensifying the strength of the sun.

Ian knew it would be more humane, both for the animals and for himself, to slow down a bit, but he didn’t. He drove his horse and the cattle relentlessly.

By the time he herded the strays into the corral and closed the gate, sweat streamed down his spine. Ian tasted grime on his tongue, and he figured he didn’t smell much better than his horse.

But all that was important to him was that Shayla’s car was parked in front of his house.

He dismounted and looped the reins around a post, then strode toward the front door. He arrived on the porch as the door opened. There she was, car keys in hand, trying to make her getaway, as he’d suspected she might.


“Hi.” He casually blocked her way while giving her a warm smile.

“Hello.”

“You aren’t leaving. You didn’t forget your riding lesson, did you?”

She glanced toward the car, and he could tell she was warring within herself, trying to decide what to do, how to answer.

He took another step toward her. “I’ve been looking forward to this all morning.”

“You have?” Surprise leaped into her eyes.

“Yes.” He paused, then asked, “Did you buy some boots?”

She nodded.

“Great.” His grin broadened. “If you don’t mind, I’ll take a quick shower, grab a bite to eat and then we can begin. Sound like a plan?”

Once more she glanced toward her car. Once more she nodded. “All right. I…I’ll fix sandwiches while you wash up.”

The desire to kiss her came suddenly. It would be easy to do. One long step would take him to her. His hands could close around her arms, below her shoulders, and he could draw her up onto her tiptoes while he leaned down.

Would she taste of vanilla? Like cookies baking in a warm kitchen on a summer day? Or was that merely the illusion her cologne cast over him?

Abruptly she turned and walked into the house, hurrying to the kitchen. Hiding from him, he realized. Afraid of what she’d seen in his eyes.


She was as skittish as a colt. He wanted to know why. He wanted to understand lots of things about her.

Beginning today.














Chapter Eight
 



She was in trouble. Big trouble.

Shayla stood in the center of the large kitchen, her heart hammering, her body quivering. She wasn’t mistaken. He’d thought about kissing her. If she hadn’t turned away, he might have done it.

And then what?

Heartbreak, that’s what.

Letting herself care for this hunk of a cowboy had heartbreak written all over it. She’d been taking care of the needs of others for most of her life. Now it was her time. Hers!

Oh, but she’d wanted his kisses. She’d wanted to step up close and melt into his embrace.

She heard water running upstairs and knew he was in the shower.

Leave now! her mind screamed. Get out while you can.


But her feet felt as if they’d been nailed to the floor. She couldn’t move, couldn’t run.

She breathed deeply, then released it, reminding herself it was only a riding lesson she waited for. Just a lesson. Nothing more.

The telephone rang. Ian had told her to answer it whenever she was in the house alone. On the fourth ring, she decided to pick it up.

“Hello?”

There was a lengthy hesitation before a woman said, “I’m sorry. I must have dialed the wrong number.”

“Wait. Were you calling the O’Connell ranch?”

“Yes.” Another pause. “Is Ian there?”

“Yes, he is. I’ll see if he’s available.” She laid the handset on the kitchen counter, then returned to the front of the house, pausing at the base of the stairs. “Ian?” She thought the water had stopped running. “Ian?”

A few moments later, she heard the creak of an opening door. “Yeah?”

“Telephone for you.”

“Thanks. I’ll get it up here.”

She hurried back to the kitchen and discreetly hung up the telephone, resisting the temptation to listen and perhaps discover the woman’s identity. It wasn’t any of her business. And she would rather eat crushed glass than admit she felt a twinge of jealousy.

As if she had any right to feel such a thing.

“He is only a friend,” she reminded herself. “And there is nothing wrong with having a male friend. I am perfectly capable of setting boundaries and sticking to them. Besides, I’m not his type, and he certainly isn’t mine.”

She crossed the room to look out the window toward the barn, thinking how pleasant it would be to spend the afternoon with him. Just the two of them. Alone.

“But I am not lonely. I like being on my own. I like having a place all to myself. I want to write my stories. That’s what’s important to me now.”

She drew in a deep breath, then let it out. There. That was better. She was her calm, collected self again. No more wild thoughts.

Her newfound composure lasted about fifteen seconds.

“That was my sister.”

She jumped at the sound of Ian’s voice, whirling around to face him as he entered the kitchen. His hair was damp, his jaw freshly shaved. He looked relaxed and handsome. Much too handsome. Her rebellious heart quickened at the mere sight of him.

“Your sister?”

“On the phone. Leigh. My sister in Florida. I told you about her.”

“Oh. Yes.”

“Did you make the sandwiches?” He glanced at the kitchen counter, then back to her.

Had he guessed she’d felt jealous at the possibility of another woman in his life? Oh, how she hoped not.

He raised an eyebrow as he met her gaze. “The sandwiches?”


“No.” She shook her head. “No, I didn’t make them yet. I was just about to start.”

“Well, I’d better help you. We need to eat something before we go. We might be out for two or three hours.”

“Two or three hours?” She sounded like a parrot, the way she repeated everything he said. What was the matter with her?

He opened the refrigerator. “Yeah. I thought I’d take you over to Elk Flat. It’s an easy trail, and it’s got mighty pretty scenery. We won’t want to rush.”

“I hadn’t planned to be out that long. I need to write this afternoon.”

It was the truth. It was also an excuse.

“You creative types need to refill the well every so often.” He straightened, lunch meat and sandwich spread in his hands. “This’ll do you good. I promise.”

I doubt that, she thought as she returned his gaze.

But she stayed, just as she’d known all along she would.

 
 

Shayla was a natural with horses. She showed no fear once she was in the saddle. Of course it helped that Pumpkin was a docile horse.

After giving Shayla a brief refresher, Ian had enough confidence in both her and the mare to leave the ranch house behind and head up the trail.

They rode in companionable silence, Shayla observing the scenery and Ian observing Shayla.

Her new duds—felt cowboy hat, shiny black boots and a shirt the same dark blue as her eyes—almost shouted, Greenhorn! Especially the shirt that was trimmed with long, white fringe, both front and back. Patsy Whitehall, who owned the women’s clothing shop in town, must have seen her coming from a mile away.

But Ian thought she looked mighty cute in it all the same.

“It’s the shirt, isn’t it?”

He grinned but didn’t answer.

“I knew it was a bad choice.” She glanced at him. “The fringe, right?”

He shrugged, trying not to laugh.

“I thought so. I looked at myself in the mirror and thought, this is only for rodeo queens and country-western bars. Don’t buy it.”

Now he laughed.

“I knew it, but I couldn’t help myself.” She returned his smile, then joined his laughter with her own. “I guess I wanted to be Dale Evans,” she added after she caught her breath again.

“You wouldn’t be the first.”

“I suppose not.” Her smile faded as their gazes held.

The impulse to kiss her returned. If he reached for Pumpkin’s reins, he could draw both horses to a halt and then…

Shayla glanced away.

“Tell me about the book you’re writing,” he said, hoping to make her look at him again.

She didn’t.

“Have you killed anyone this week?”

That did the trick.


Mischief sparked in her eyes as their gazes met. “As a matter of fact, I’m about ready for my third corpse.”

“Male or female?”

“Definitely male. A clothing critic, I think.”

“Knife?”

“Pistol. Easier to ambush someone. Especially if he’s riding alone out on some trail…like this one, for instance.”

“Did I mention how much I like your shirt, Miss Vincent? Especially that fancy white fringe. Real attractive, if you ask me.”

She laughed again.

It was the prettiest sound he’d heard.

“You are an extremely wise man, Mr. O’Connell. Extremely wise.”

“Thanks, ma’am. I do what I can.” He winked at her, then turned serious. “Now, tell me more about your writing.”

“Are you really interested?”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t.”

A flicker of a smile curved her mouth as she turned her gaze up the trail. “I’ve been in love with books since I was a kid. I always loved to read. And to write, too. My favorite kind of books were mystery novels where I had to solve the clues along with the characters. Stories that captured my imagination and had characters who were honest and moral.” Her smiled faded. “But as an adult, it became more and more difficult to find the kind of books I liked that didn’t have things in them I didn’t want to read.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”


“I wanted stories that would build me up in my Christian faith. Like in the Bible where it says to fix our thoughts on what’s true, honorable and right and to think about things that are admirable, excellent and worthy of praise. I wanted stories that showed life as it is, not some make-believe world, but that also had protagonists who looked at life from a Christian worldview and then solved their problems because of their faith.”

Ian couldn’t help but notice the sparkle in her eyes, the passion in her voice as she spoke.

“I’d almost given up hope of finding what I was looking for.” She met his gaze. “But then I began to find just the sort of books I wanted to read—mystery and suspense novels that were grounded in the characters’ Christian faith. That’s when I first knew, deep in my heart, what I wanted to do with my life. What I was born to do. I wanted to write novels that glorify God.”

“Something tells me you’re going to do just that.”

Her whole face lit up with a smile. “Thank you, Ian. You may be the first who believes it. You and the Lord.”

In that moment, Ian realized what attracted him so much to his neighbor. It wasn’t because she was cute or because she was a little different—although she was both of those things. No, what attracted him was the depth of faith he perceived in her. He wanted his own faith in Christ to go as deep as hers.

Could God have more than one purpose for bringing her to Rainbow Valley? Was it possible Ian was also part of God’s plan for Shayla Vincent?


 
 

By the time the two of them reached Elk Flat, Shayla had told Ian more about her book than she’d imagined she could share with someone. It took her by surprise, how easy it was to tell him her ideas, to talk about her characters and her plot. He made her forget her usual reticence. With his carefully interspersed questions, he also made her forget her fears of having to return to Portland a failure, proving all the doubters right. Instead, his interest made her feel as if she had already succeeded.

As the trail came out of the dense forest, opening into a huge meadow, Ian drew back on the reins and softly announced, “This is what I hoped you’d get to see. It’s why I left the dogs in their kennels.”

A herd of elk raised their heads in unison, watchful of the human trespassers but not frightened away. A stag with an enormous rack stared directly at Shayla.

She drew an awestruck breath. “Oh my.”

“That’s how I feel when I see them,” Ian whispered.

“What a beautiful sight.”

“They feed here the better part of the summer.”

“I’ve never seen elk outside of a zoo.”

“This is how they ought to be seen. Wild and free.”

She looked at him. “You love it here. This land. Nature. Everything. It’s a part of you, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” He met her gaze. “The way you know God has called you to write? That’s the same way I feel about this ranch. God’s called me to be here. He prepared me long before I came to know the Lord. He gave me a love for the business of ranching, for working outdoors and tending the animals. It’s hard work, but I’m where I’m supposed to be.”

“That’s easy to understand.” She motioned with her hand. “Look at the beauty God has surrounded you with.”

The way he studied her made her stomach flutter. There seemed to be a question written in his eyes, something she couldn’t quite understand.

He glanced away. “Let’s walk awhile. My legs could use a stretch before we start back.” He dismounted, then waited for her to do the same.

Remembering his earlier instructions, Shayla gripped the saddle horn with her left hand, swung her right leg over Pumpkin’s rump and eased herself to the ground. She felt a bit of pride in her ability to do it without any help or additional tutoring. The feeling disappeared the moment her right knee started to buckle beneath her.

“Easy there.” Ian’s hand gripped her arm, keeping her upright while she steadied herself.

Heat rose in her cheeks. She hadn’t wanted to look like an amateur in front of him. He did everything so easily, so perfectly. So…

She looked up, found him watching her, felt her insides twist into a knot.

Before she knew what was happening, he leaned down and his mouth captured hers. What strength the ride on horseback hadn’t sapped from her legs, his kiss did.

He straightened and took a step backward, but his eyes remained locked with hers and his hand still gripped her arm.

“Why did you do that?” she whispered, touching her lips with her fingertips.

“Why do you think?”

“I…I don’t know.”

He drew close, cupping her chin with the callused fingers of one hand, forcing her to continue to meet his intense gaze. “Because I wondered if you would taste as sweet as you look.” He lowered his voice. “And you do.”

 
 

Had Ian lost his mind? Everything in him wanted to do something stupid.

Like ask her to stay in Rainbow Valley forever, to put up with the long winters and the hot summers. Like ask her to never return to Portland and her parents and brothers and sisters. Like ask her to marry him and share his home. Like ask her to be the mother of his children.

Not just stupid. Insane! A sane man didn’t think about proposing to a woman he’d known such a short time. A sane man took his time, made sure he’d found the right woman. A sane man didn’t rush in where angels feared to tread.

God, You said that if a believer needs wisdom, all he has to do is ask You in faith. Well, I’m asking. Give me wisdom where Shayla is concerned.

He waited a few moments, hoping this would be one of those prayers that was answered instantaneously. It wasn’t.


Ian took a step back from her, allowing his hand to drop to his side at the same time. “I guess we’d better start back.”

“Yes.” She turned her back toward him, once again gripping the saddle horn. “Let’s go.”

“Shayla—”

“Don’t say anything. Let’s pretend this never happened.”

“But—”

“Please, Ian.”

He’d hurt her feelings. Hurting her was the last thing he’d meant to do. Was it the kiss? Was it the reason he’d said he kissed her? Or was it because he withdrew when he should have pressed forward? “I’d like to go, Ian. I need to get home to my writing.”

Everything in him wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her again. Everything except the instinct that said, if he rushed her now, he would lose all hope of winning later.

Ian didn’t want to lose all hope of that. Wise or not, he knew he’d begun falling in love.

 
 

The telephone company installed Shayla’s phone the next afternoon. Needing to get her thoughts off of Ian and onto something else, she dialed Portland, certain her family could be counted on to succeed where she had failed.

“Oh, honey,” her mother said, “it’s good to hear your voice. You didn’t call last week, and we were getting worried.”


“Sorry, Mom. I’ve been busy. But my phone’s in now. Let me give you my number.”

Reba Vincent repeated the number as she wrote it down. When she finished, she said, “Now tell me what’s kept you so busy you couldn’t call home sooner.”

“My writing mostly.”

“And what else?”

Shayla felt a sting of disappointment. She’d harbored a secret hope that her mother would ask how the book was going, that she would express interest—as Ian did yesterday.

Heat rushed through her as she recalled for about the hundredth time the tender way he’d kissed her, the way standing so close to him had caused her heart to thrum. How it had weakened her knees…not to mention her brain.

“Shayla dear, are you still there?”

She gave her head a quick shake. “Yes, Mom, I’m here. What did you say?”

“I asked what you’ve been doing with all your free time. There’s nothing to do in Rainbow Valley, as I remember. Not even a movie theater.”

“Well, for one thing, I’ve got a job.”

“A job? Doing what?”

“I’m working part-time as a housekeeper for a neighbor. And he’s going to make some repairs to the cabin.”

“A housekeeper?” Reba let out a long sigh. “That’s a horrible waste of your skills. I do wish you’d come back to Portland. I know you could find decent employment if you would only try. Besides, I can’t bear to think of you living in that horrible cabin.”

“But it isn’t horrible, Mom. It’s wonderful. And yesterday, I went for a horseback ride with a neighbor and saw a herd of elk and—”

“Sis!” an excited voice interrupted. Olivia had picked up the extension. “Is that you?”

“It’s me.”

“You’ll never guess who asked me out on a date. Go on. Try. You’ll never guess.”

By the time Shayla hung up the phone twenty minutes later, she’d learned the answer to Olivia’s question—she’d been asked out by the high school’s star quarterback. She’d also learned that her youngest sister, Crystal, had garnered a spot on the junior high swim team, her brother Dwight had been promoted at work, her sister Anne had been asked to oversee a church fund-raiser, her brother Ken had moved into an apartment with one of his college buddies, and her youngest brother, George, was now bagging groceries at the nearby supermarket.

But no one asked Shayla about her novel.

She sat on the sofa, staring at the telephone in its cradle, resentment flooding her chest. She knew they missed her. Everyone said so. Yet not one of them seemed to care about what mattered so very much to her.

Ian cared enough to ask.

She groaned. Yes, Ian cared. Perhaps too much. And after that kiss yesterday, she realized he was also the greatest threat to her realizing her dream of becoming a published novelist. Falling in love would be a great distraction from her purpose. And marriage? She didn’t see that in her immediate future, either.

Wasn’t it the Apostle Paul who wrote that extra problems came with marriage, that when a woman was single she could be more devoted to the Lord? Yes, Shayla was certain the Bible said that. Of course, it also said that marriage was a good thing and that children were a blessing.

Releasing another groan, she rose from the sofa and walked to the mirror at the end of the hall. “You need to focus,” she told her reflection. “Ian O’Connell is a kind and caring individual. God didn’t bring you here for romance. Remember that. Forget Ian and think about your writing.”

Much easier said than done.














Chapter Nine
 



Leigh called again the following Sunday.

“Mom said to tell you she’ll come and stay at the ranch for the month of October. Do you think you can get along with the girls on your own until then?”

“Of course.” He sounded more confident than he felt. “How hard can it be?”

Her soft laughter didn’t do much to reassure him.

“Listen, there are plenty of folks around the valley who’ll be glad to give me advice if I need it.” He thought of Shayla. “My neighbor, the one living in the old Erickson place, is the oldest of seven kids. I can always ask her what to do if I don’t know.”

“Is that the woman who answered your phone last week when I called?”

“Yes, that’s her.”

“Hmm.”

He could almost see the wheels turning in his sister’s head.


“Anything I should know about her?” she asked, sounding both curious and amused.

“Not at the moment. No.” But he hoped there would be.

Not that he was having a great deal of luck in that department. Ever since the day he kissed her, Shayla had avoided him like the plague. It was obvious that she didn’t want to be alone with him. It would have been plenty easy to assume she disliked him.

Only he hadn’t imagined her response to his kisses. Whatever the reason was that she wanted to avoid him, it wasn’t because she wasn’t attracted to him.

Now all he had to do was figure out what obstacle he had to overcome, and then overcome it. And he would succeed.

“Hello? Ian? Jim, I think I’ve been disconnected. Ian, are you there?”

“I’m here, Leigh,” he answered. “Sorry. I got distracted by something. Tell me again what you were saying.”

“Well, please listen this time.”

“I’m listening. You’ve got my full attention. Honest.”

“Write this down so you don’t forget. We’ll be arriving in Boise on the twenty-ninth. That’s a Tuesday.” She gave him the airline, flight number and arrival time. “Jim and I won’t be able to go up to the ranch with you and the girls like we’d planned. We have to fly over to Seattle the next morning. The company has accelerated everything. We’ll ship most of the girls’ things to the ranch, but we’ll pack enough for them to get by until the rest is delivered.”

“Won’t need much until school starts. Boots, jeans, shorts, swimsuits. It’s summer, Leigh. You know what summers are like up here. Lazy, hazy, crazy, like the song says.”

“Oh, I do wish we could stay with you for a few days. At least until they settle in and begin to feel comfortable. It’s going to be such a change for them, and they barely remember you from your last visit to Florida.”

He tipped his chair back on its hind legs until his shoulders touched the wall. “You gotta quit worrying. Cathy and Angie and I will get along fine. They’ll miss you, but I won’t let them have much time to stew over it.”

“They’re only six years old.”

“When you and I were six, we helped Dad round up cattle. You could catch and clean a brook trout all by yourself.”

“They’re city kids, Ian.”

“That’ll change.”

There was a slightly choked sound in her voice as she said, “I’m going to miss them. They grow up so fast. Maybe I shouldn’t go. Maybe I should stay in the States and—”

“Leigh, you know you want to be with Jim. This will be an experience of a lifetime for you both. Will you just trust me to keep those kids safe and happy? They’ll be loved and cared for. You’ve got my word on it.”

Somehow, by the time they rang off, he managed to convince his sister everything would be okay. Now if only he was as confident as he’d sounded.

Things would be plenty different at the ranch once the twins came to stay. He’d been living alone a long time now. He was settled in his ways, used to fending for himself. He couldn’t say he knew much about raising little girls. Maybe he shouldn’t have—

Shayla knows.

A smile curved the corners of his mouth as he pictured her in his mind. Yes, Shayla knew plenty about raising little girls. She was the eldest in a large family. She could give him a few pointers on how to care for his nieces.

Ian’s thoughts shifted and his smile faded. He’d allowed her to avoid him in the days since their ride to Elk Flat. He thought he was doing the right thing, giving her time and space to get used to the idea of him caring for her. Then again, maybe it was the wrong thing to do. It felt wrong. He missed her. He missed seeing her wild curls and the sparkle in her eyes. He missed the sound of her voice. He wanted to see more of her, not less.

“I’m not falling in love with her. I’ve already fallen.” He closed his eyes. Lord, is Shayla part of the plan You’ve got for me? If not, I sure hope You’ll let me know before I make a fool of myself.

 
 

“You might as well be straight with me.” Ty tipped his hat back on his head and stared at Shayla with a piercing gaze. “Won’t go no further than here.”

She looked down at the glass of lemonade in her hand. “Of course I like Ian. He’s been a great neighbor. Very helpful.” She motioned toward the cabin. “Look at all he’s accomplished.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

She gave a helpless shrug.

“Look, I don’t reckon there’s any man I like and respect more’n Ian. He’s my friend. And I know he’s got a hankerin’ for you—”

“A hankerin’?” she interrupted, amused by his word choice but not the meaning.

“Unless I miss my guess, you’re feeling the same way about him. So I want to know if I need to clear out. No point standin’ in the way of two folks who want the same thing. Now is there?”

“No, I don’t suppose there is.” She met his gaze again. “But you’re wrong about it being more than friendship between Ian and me.”

He glanced down the road leading from the highway. “Am I?” A grin curved his mouth.

She followed his gaze and saw the teal pickup, followed by a rising cloud of dust.

“Looks like Ian wouldn’t agree with you.”

Conflicting emotions—joy, despair, hope, disappointment—raged in her chest. She’d evaded him all week just so she wouldn’t have to feel these things. And now he’d come to see her.

Ty set aside the glass of lemonade she’d given him a few minutes before. “I think I’ll be heading into town.” He bent his hat brim in her direction. “You take care, Shayla. You hear?”

He went to his Jeep, waiting beside it until Ian pulled into the drive and brought his rig to a halt. Then Ty called out a greeting to his friend before getting into his own vehicle and driving away.

With her heart tattooing in her chest, Shayla watched as Ian strode toward the cabin, his expression grim.

When their gazes met, he asked, “Did I interrupt something?”

“No.”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Ty’s got too much free time.”

He almost sounded jealous—which was about the most ridiculous notion she’d ever had.

“Shayla, we need to talk.” He came up the steps. “About what happened last week. Up at Elk Flat.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Well, I think we should.”

With a sigh escaping her lips, she crossed to the opposite side of the deck.

He wasn’t deterred. “Look, we’re both adults. Why are we acting like a couple of teenagers with their first crush?”

Good question.

“I like you, Shayla. More than like you, as a matter of fact.”

That caused her to turn around.

He took a step toward her. He held his hat in his hands. “I’d just like to know if you might feel a bit of the same way about me. If not, then we’ll forget I kissed you. But if you do, then I’d like to see where this thing might lead.”


What did she feel? Where could this lead? She didn’t know. It was all too confusing. Her heart. Her head. They seemed to war within her. Nothing made sense, the way it had before he rode into her life.

“I’d like to take you to supper tomorrow night, if you’d be kind enough to accept my invitation. There’s a nice Italian restaurant in McCall. We can dine on the deck overlooking the lake. It’s nice this time of year. Not too hot and still early in the season for the mosquitoes to be bothersome. I reckon I’ll have you home by eleven.”

How did words like reckon and dine fit in the same guy’s vocabulary? One minute he sounded as if he was straight out of some old dime novel and the next he sounded as cosmopolitan as any man she’d met in a corporate setting.

So who was Ian O’Connell anyway, and why was he attracted to her? She wanted to know. More than anything, she wanted to know.

“Is that a yes, Miss Vincent?”

Helplessly she nodded.

“I’ll come for you at five o’clock.”

Another nod.

“Evening, Shayla.” He brushed her cheek with a chaste kiss, then strode away.

 
 

“You’ve got it bad for her,” Ty said the next morning as he and Ian stretched a new section of barbed wire between the fence posts.

Ian didn’t deny it.


“I’d about given up hope you’d find somebody who made you feel this way.”

“Me, too. It seems the good Lord had other plans.”

He sure hoped he was hearing God right. Shayla didn’t know squat about ranch work or cattle or horses. Oh, sure, she could learn. She was nobody’s fool. But she’d spent her whole life in a big city and was like a fish out of water in Rainbow Valley. Let that first hard winter roll around when they wouldn’t be able to get out of the ranch for weeks at time. Let her get fed up with the limited selection of items at the small grocery store in town. Let her want to go back to Portland for a visit with her family and have to endure the long drive to Boise, just to catch a plane, a plane that could be grounded for any number of reasons. Let her be dying to see the hot new movie and have to wait for weeks or months before it made it to the nearest theater where movies were only shown on Fridays and Saturdays for most of the year.

Those things drove the flatlanders crazy. They might drive Shayla crazy, too.

That didn’t seem to matter to him. He’d lost his heart to her, and there was no going back now. Come to think of it, he’d probably started falling in love the first time he saw her, marching around on the cabin deck with that trick knife in her hand.

If he was wrong, if she wasn’t the woman God wanted for him, it was going to hurt and hurt plenty when he found out. But it was too late to change how he felt now. He’d have to ride it out.

A sense of peace and certainty stole over him. He wasn’t wrong to love her. He wasn’t wrong to try to win her heart.

“So what’re you gonna do about it?” Ty asked, dragging Ian from his private thoughts. “About how you feel about her.”

He straightened, met the younger cowboy’s gaze and grinned. “Everything I can.”

“I got a feelin’ it won’t take much.”

“Sure hope you’re right, Ty.”

“Believe me, if she’d given me the time of day, I wouldn’t’ve given up so easy. There’s something special about that one.”

Ian laughed as he pulled off his work gloves. “Don’t I know it.”

“Reckon you do.” Ty swept off his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow with his shirtsleeve. “It’s gonna be a scorcher today. Let’s get that next section done before it gets any hotter.”

 
 

The words hadn’t come right all day long. Crinkled paper surrounded Shayla’s chair. Sheets and sheets of twenty-pound bond. The printer spewed them forth, then Shayla decided they weren’t good enough to line the bottom of a birdcage.

The problem was with True Barry. She was supposed to be the next murder victim, but suddenly, Chet had developed more than a passing interest in the woman. Maybe True wasn’t such a liar. Maybe she wasn’t deserving of death. Maybe she should have the chance to fall in love with a good and decent guy like Chet Morrison.


Shayla pressed her forehead against the computer screen and released a groan. “I’m not writing a romance. This is a mystery, for crying out loud.”

But who said there couldn’t be love in a mystery novel?

“Focus,” she muttered. “I’ve got to focus.”

She should concentrate on red herrings, believable motivations and hidden clues. Instead, she had written about how pretty True looked in that little red number and how much Chet wanted to kiss her.

“Oh, for pity’s sake!” She rolled her chair back from her desk and got up, kicking at the pile of papers around her feet. “At this rate I’ll never get the book written.”

Still muttering to herself, she walked toward the kitchen, thinking it might help if she fixed herself a sandwich. Her stomach had been growling for at least half an hour. She’d better have some lunch.

Then her gaze fell on the clock above the stove, and she nearly had heart failure—4:50 p.m.? But it couldn’t be! The last time she’d checked it hadn’t even been noon.

“No, no, no!”

She rushed to the bedroom. She didn’t dare glance at the mirror as she whisked her T-shirt over her head and dropped it, alongside her cutoffs, onto the floor. She wished there was time to take a shower and do something special with her hair, but it was too late for that.

Oh, how had she let this happen to her? She’d wanted to look her best for this date.

Although why it should matter so much, she couldn’t say. She wasn’t fooling herself. Ian’s attraction for her was a temporary thing. He might not realize it yet, but she did. He was lonely. Ty had as much as told her so. Lonely men were willing to spend time with women like Shayla until someone prettier or smarter or more successful came along. Then they weren’t lonely anymore.

But still… What if this was God’s will? What if Ian was different? What if…

She dressed in a loose-flowing, sleeveless summer dress. Then she ran a quick brush through her hair before twisting it into a roll and catching it with a hair claw at the back of her head. Finally she applied a bit of makeup, despairing that it would not make one shred of difference.

She wished she was tall and beautiful like True Barry. But True was a fictional character and could be changed with a bit of typing on the keyboard. Shayla was stuck with who and what she was.

A knock sounded at her open front door.

“Just a moment!” She took one last look at herself in the mirror, sighed and hurried out of the bathroom.

Ian smiled when he saw her.

Shayla’s stomach did a cartwheel.

“Hi.” His voice was low, his eyes appreciative.

“Hi.” She felt like a teenager about to go to her first prom.

“You ready?”

“Yes.” She reached for her purse.

He motioned for her to come outside. After she did so, he closed the door behind her.


“Hope you’re hungry.” He took hold of her arm and guided her down the steps. “The restaurant I’m taking you to has great food. Italian. Seafood. Steaks. Salads.”

Only ten minutes before, she’d thought she was ravenous. Now she didn’t think she could eat a bite.

He helped her into the pickup, but before he closed the door he said, “You look pretty as a picture, Shayla.”

The way he said it, she almost believed him.

 
 

“Thanks,” Ian whispered several hours later as they stood on her deck in the pale light of the last quarter moon. “I had a great time.”

“So did I,” she confessed, knowing she’d never spoken truer words to anyone.

“I enjoyed hearing more about your family. I’ll bet they’re fun to be around.”

“They’d like you, too.”

“I wish Leigh and Jim could meet you before they leave for Italy.” He leaned closer.

She smelled his aftershave, a musky scent that made her go all soft and fluttery inside. “Italy?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” His breath was warm on her forehead. “I thought I did. Jim’s job is taking him overseas for a year.”

“Oh.” She sighed as her eyes drifted closed, knowing he was about to kiss her.

And he did, tenderly plying her mouth with his. She’d never been kissed the way Ian kissed her now. As if she was precious, fragile, beautiful.

She wished the evening would never end.


It seemed a wonderful lifetime later that he raised his head, ending the sweet agony. She opened her eyes, gazed up at him. “Would you like to come in for a while? I could make some decaf.”

“Well…maybe for just one cup.” He kissed her again, a soft brush of his lips upon hers.

A few minutes later, Shayla lifted the lid off the can of decaffeinated coffee with shaking fingertips. She wondered if Ian had any idea what he did to her.

The telephone’s sharp peal jerked her from her pleasantly tortured reverie. It was almost midnight. Alarm darted through her as she reached to answer it.

“Hello?”

“Shayla!”

“Anne? What’s wrong?”

“Shayla, I need to come stay with you. Oh, please don’t say no. Please.”

Her sister was crying, making it difficult to understand what she said. “Calm down, Anne.”

“I can’t bear to stay here. Not another minute.”

“What happened?”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ian rise from the sofa and move toward her.

“I…I can’t talk about it right now. I need to get away from Portland. Please let me come to stay with you. I promise I won’t get in the way.”

It must have something to do with her latest boyfriend. Anne always overreacted when something went awry in her love life.

“Anne, there isn’t a lot of room in the cabin. My computer is in the living room and I—”


“I don’t know what I’ll do if you don’t let me come. I don’t have anywhere else to go, and I can’t bear to stay here. Not another minute. Shayla, I’m desperate. Please. Please let me come.”

It would be useless to try to explain her need for privacy, for some time to herself. She knew that as well as she knew her own name.

Ian’s hand alighted on her arm. She glanced over at him, saw the concern in his gaze, gave her head a slight shake, then closed her eyes. Fear nearly strangled her. What about Ian? They were just beginning to—

“Shayla, are you listening to me? I’m desperate. Please. You’ve got to let me come.”

“All right, Anne,” she answered at last. “You can come, if you really need to. Think about it overnight and call me again in the morning.”

“Thanks. I knew I could count on you. And I won’t change my mind, but I’ll call you in the morning like you want.”

They each said goodbye, then Shayla hung up the phone.

“What is it?” Ian asked gently.

“Nothing. One of my sisters is coming for a visit. That’s all.”

He pulled her into his arms, pressing her cheek against his chest. “I’m here for you, Shayla,” he whispered.

She swallowed the tears that burned the back of her throat and wondered how long he would be there for her once he laid eyes on her beautiful sister Anne.














Chapter Ten
 



Frustration was building inside Ian so fast, he thought he might explode from it.

His dinner date with Shayla had gone well. He’d expected things would get better between them afterward. He was certain she felt something for him. The way she’d returned his kisses should’ve been proof enough of that.

But things had sure gone awry. She’d been avoiding him again, using one excuse after another all week, whether he called or dropped by. She had to work on her book or she had to run errands or she had to take her clothes to the Laundromat. She might as well have said she would rather wash her hair than go out with him again.

Now she’d driven to Boise in that clunker of a car to pick up her sister, and she hadn’t bothered to inform him of her plans. He’d learned about it from Ty as they rode out that morning to drive cattle from the south range up to Sundance Meadows.

About the tenth time Ian snarled an order, the young cowboy had had enough.

“If you’ve got a burr under your saddle ’cause of that gal, Ian, that’s your own problem. But I’m not gonna suffer for it.”

Ian scowled. What he wouldn’t give to punch something! And he just might start with Ty, good friend or no.

“Man alive,” the ranch hand continued, “I’ve never seen a fella whose saddle was slippin’ as fast as yours.”

Ian reined in his gelding while muttering a few choice words under his breath.

Ty had the audacity to chuckle. “Why don’t you just ask her to marry you and be done with it?”

“We haven’t known each other all that long. We’ve only had one date.”

“And that has much to do with anything?” Ty slapped his lariat against his thigh, then whistled for Coira to head off a heifer determined to go back the way they’d come. “My folks were married one month to the day after they met. Been together nearly thirty years now.”

“It doesn’t always work out that way.”

“As many marriages end in divorce as make it, and I bet plenty of those divorces were between people who knew each other for years before they tied the knot.”

Ian remembered Joanne the day she’d driven away from the ranch. He and Joanne had grown up together, but their marriage had been failing. If she hadn’t died in that accident, he believed she would have divorced him.

“You gonna let Shayla get away from you, boss? You’re a fool if you do.”

He clenched his jaw, gritting his teeth, refusing to answer.

“Sometimes you’re dumber’n a stump, O’Connell.”

 
 

Despite her misgivings, Shayla had to admit it was wonderful to see her sister.

After meeting Anne at the Boise airport, the two had lunch together. Anne quickly brought Shayla up to date on all the family news, but she circumvented Shayla’s inquiries into what horrible thing had sent her running from Portland.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” was all she would say.

By two o’clock, they were driving north on Highway 55, headed for Rainbow Valley. Anne kept up a steady stream of family gossip until they were past the tiny town of Horseshoe Bend. Then she said, “Now tell me about you, sister dear. What have you been doing with all your leisure time? Imagine, not having to have a job at your age.”

Shayla winced. It took enormous control not to reply in anger.

“I haven’t had any leisure time. I’ve been working hard ever since I got here.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Anne stared out the car window at the passing scenery. “Mom said you were cleaning houses. Why would you want to do that?”

“I meant my writing. And I’m not cleaning houses. Just one house. A neighboring rancher.” She pictured Ian in her mind, sitting astride his dappled-gray horse, looking so handsome. “And I’m doing it because I need the money. I must get the cabin in better shape before winter comes. I don’t want to freeze to death while I’m writing my book.” My book. Remember, my book, Anne?

“But I thought Aunt Lauretta left you money as well as the cabin. Isn’t that what Mom and Dad told us?”

“She did, but not enough to see me through.”

Anne sighed dramatically. “There’s never enough money, is there? Thank goodness Mom was willing to buy me an airline ticket or I never could have come to stay with you.”

Thanks a lot, Mom.

“Well, you can’t be cleaning houses all the time. What about men? Are there any great-looking guys around?”

Again Shayla imagined Ian. “Yes,” she answered softly. “There are.”

“Good. It’ll serve Wes right if I find somebody else while I’m here.”

So. It was a man who’d sent Anne running to Idaho. Shayla had suspected as much. Her sister changed her boyfriends almost as often as she changed her clothes. Their dad had once suggested installing a revolving front door to make it easier for the boys to come and go in a hurry.


Anne was sure to zero in on Ian the second she saw him. Who could blame her? There were a hundred—no, a thousand!—reasons why any woman would be attracted to Ian O’Connell.

She glanced quickly toward her sister, and her heart sank. Then, as her gaze returned to the road, she scolded herself. What would it matter if Ian turned his attentions to Anne? She hadn’t been seriously interested in him anyway.

Perhaps this was God’s way of reminding Shayla why He had brought her to Idaho. Didn’t the Bible say that the Lord directs the steps of the godly and that He delights in every detail of their lives? She’d heard her pastor say that not only did God direct the steps of the godly, He also directed the stops. Perhaps Anne’s arrival was God’s way of stopping Shayla from making a mistake, from forgetting her mission.

Yes, that must be the reason Anne was here. It made perfect sense.

So why didn’t Shayla’s foolish heart agree with her head?

 
 

The gelding shifted beneath Ian as he maintained vigil from a clearing on the mountainside.

“Easy, Blue,” he murmured. “There’s her car now.”

He watched as Shayla turned off the dirt road and into her drive, disappearing from view behind the trees.

Sounds carried easily through the forest so Ian knew the instant the engine died. Moments later, the car doors closed, first one, then another. Next he heard Shayla’s laughter, a sound that wrapped itself around his heart, followed by their voices, both women talking at once. But he was too far away to hear what they said.

Impatiently he waited what he hoped was an appropriate amount of time, then he nudged Blue with his heels and started down the trail toward the cabin. He rode up the driveway just as a young woman—she had to be Shayla’s sister—closed the trunk, then picked up two suitcases, one in each hand. She turned and saw him as he reined in. Her eyes widened a fraction, then she smiled.

“Afternoon.” He bent his hat brim. “You must be Anne.”

Her smile brightened even more. “Yes. And who are you?”

“Ian O’Connell.” He glanced toward the cabin in time to see Shayla step onto the deck. “Glad to see you made it back all right.” He swung down from the saddle. Leaving the reins trailing on the ground, he walked over to Anne. “Let me carry those for you.”

“Thanks. That’s very kind.” She handed him the baggage.

With his head, he motioned for her to proceed, then he followed behind her.

Anne Vincent was beautiful, tall and slender with a glorious head of straight, dark hair. She moved with a kind of assurance that was rare in a woman so young. But as attractive as she was, Ian only had eyes for her older sister.

His gaze met with Shayla’s. He smiled at her, thinking how glad he was that she was back, safe and sound, wishing he could take her in his arms and keep her there forever.

She didn’t return the smile.

Anne stopped beside Shayla, forcing Ian to stop, as well. He was tempted to lean forward and kiss Shayla’s cheek.

Before he could act on that impulse, she said, “Anne, this is my neighbor, Ian O’Connell. Ian, my sister, Anne.”

“We introduced ourselves already,” Anne said, smiling at him again.

Shayla turned and led the way inside. “Anne will be sleeping in the loft. Would you mind carrying her things upstairs?”

“Glad to,” he answered.

Anne followed him up the stairs. “So which place is yours, Mr. O’Connell?”

“Just call me Ian.” He set the suitcases on the foot of the bed. “I own the ranch across the road.” He pointed in the general direction of Paradise.

Her eyes widened. “That huge log house is yours? The one I could see from the highway?”

He nodded.

“I’m impressed.”

Anne was pretty, and she knew it, too. Ian could tell by the way she looked at him through thick eyelashes; the way she stood just so, as if posing for a camera; the way she gestured dramatically with her hands. She was used to getting her way with men, to having them fall at her feet in adoration.


Ian had no intention of becoming one of the masses. He’d already found the woman he wanted. With a polite nod toward Anne, he exited the loft bedroom and descended the stairs. He found Shayla standing near her computer, staring at the blank screen, her expression wistful.

“Shayla,” Anne said from behind Ian. “Shouldn’t we ask Mr. O’Connell to stay for supper? He’s been so thoughtful to carry in my heavy bags.”

Shayla looked up, met his gaze. After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “Of course. If he wants to join us.”

“I’d love to. But I have a better idea.” He smiled at her. “How about if I take the two of you into town. The diner’s not fancy, but it’s got decent food.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps we’d better—”

“You spent almost all day driving to and from Boise,” he interrupted. “You shouldn’t have to cook, too.”

At last Shayla’s mouth curved with a hint of a smile. “If you’re sure, Ian, I guess we—”

Anne interrupted this time. “He’s sure.” She stepped up beside him. “We’d love to go eat with you. Just give me a few minutes to freshen up.” She looked at Shayla. “Which way to the bathroom?”

“First door.” Shayla pointed toward the short hallway.

As soon as Anne disappeared, Ian moved toward Shayla. “Your sister seems nice.”

“She is.”

“Mighty young.”

“She’s twenty-one.”


He chuckled. “Like I said, she’s mighty young.”

“Young, pretty and between boyfriends.”

With sudden insight, he realized she expected him to redirect his attentions toward her sister. “Listen, I’ve got to get Blue back to the ranch. I’ll come for you and Anne in about thirty, maybe forty-five minutes. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Again he thought about kissing her, and again decided to wait. He didn’t want to be interrupted by Anne’s reappearance. Besides, he had a plan.

 
 

“This is it?” Anne leaned forward on the truck seat. “This is the whole town?”

“Yup,” Ian answered. “Quaint, isn’t it?”

Shayla stared out the window, feeling miserable and out of place. When Ian came for them a short while before, Anne had finessed her way into the pickup first, putting herself between Ian and Shayla. She’d done it in such a way that it hadn’t looked intentional, but Shayla knew otherwise. Still, Ian hadn’t seemed to mind. He’d smiled and chatted with Anne all the way into town.

Shayla felt invisible.

“Here we are.” Ian turned his truck into the diner’s parking lot. “It doesn’t look like much, but you’ll get plenty to eat.” He parked the truck, opened his door and stepped out.

“Wait,” Anne said before he could close the door. “I’ll just slide out your side.” She held out her hand in an invitation for him to take hold and assist her out of the vehicle.


Which is what he did.

Shayla wished for a hole in the ground that she could drop through. Or maybe she wanted her sister to fall through that proverbial hole instead.

Ian came around to the passenger side and opened the door for her, offering her a hand down. Reluctantly she accepted the offer, feeling awkward and unattractive.

She was a bit surprised when he didn’t release her hand. Instead, he tucked it into the crook of his arm and kept it there by placing his other hand over the top of it. She glanced up and found him smiling at her, a tender smile that took her breath away.

She wished…

If wishes were horses, she could almost hear her mother saying, then beggars would ride.

Another vehicle pulled into the parking lot. Ian looked away from Shayla, and his smile broadened. “Ah, good. Ty’s right on time.”

How like Ian to make it a foursome. He’d provided someone for her to talk with while he and Anne…

She swallowed hard, feeling close to tears. By the time she’d blinked them away and was in control of her emotions again, Ty had joined them. Ian made the necessary introductions. Then they went inside the diner.

Somehow she endured the next hour and a half. She participated little in the conversation, only partially aware of the stories Anne, Ty and Ian shared, never quite joining in their frequent laughter. It was so obvious to her that both men were smitten with Anne. And why wouldn’t they be? She was everything Shayla was not.

She reminded herself that she should be thankful. Anne would undoubtedly get the full court press from both Ty and Ian now. Which would mean Anne would be gone even more of the time. Shayla would have the solitude to write that she craved. Only a few hours before, she’d fretted about losing her privacy while Anne stayed with her. Now she would have plenty of it.

Yes, she should be thankful rather than miserable. She should be thankful rather than feeling sorry for herself. A disgusting trait, self-pity, she thought as the four of them left the diner.

She was halfway to Ian’s truck before she realized Anne wasn’t with them. She stopped and looked behind her in time to see her sister sliding into Ty’s Jeep, her pretty face wreathed in a smile.

“Don’t worry,” Ian said near her ear. “I told him to have her home no later than eleven.”

“But—”

“I was sort of hoping we’d have some time to ourselves. Just you and me. I figure those moments will be harder to come by while Anne’s here.”

“You—”

“She’s a nice girl, Shayla. But she isn’t you.”

 
 

She’s a nice girl, Shayla. But she isn’t you.

Lying in bed the next morning, Shayla replayed Ian’s words over and over again in her head.

Maybe…just maybe…


Pulling the blankets up to her chin, she wondered what she meant by maybe. What was it she wanted from Ian? What was it she wanted for herself?

“What do I want?” she whispered.

She wanted to serve God with her writing. She wanted to be a published mystery novelist.

But did that mean she couldn’t fall in love? Did it mean she couldn’t have a man in her life, too? Did it mean she couldn’t have Ian? Weren’t many successful writers happily married?

Married?

She groaned as she pulled the blankets over her face.

She was jumping the gun. So okay, Ian was attracted to her, but that didn’t mean this relationship was headed to the altar. She was blowing it all out of proportion. Certainly he hadn’t mentioned the word marriage. Good grief! She’d suspected Ian was still mourning the death of his wife.

She heard a door close, followed moments later by the sound of running water. Anne was up, and now Shayla would have to wait a good hour for her chance to use the shower. Of all her sisters, Anne was the worst at hogging the bathroom.

She tossed off the blankets and looked up at the ceiling. “When will I ever learn?”

She got out of bed, pulled on her robe and walked out to the kitchen to put the coffee on. Several cups would be needed if she hoped to stay awake during this Sunday morning’s sermon. She hadn’t enjoyed a restful night.


 
 

Ian stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror, his vision blurred, his muscles aching. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had so much trouble falling asleep.

Leaving Shayla the previous evening had been almost an impossibility. He would have willingly spent the night on the swing, holding her, kissing her, loving her.

Yeah, it was true. He loved her. He loved those baggy T-shirts and old cutoffs she wore. He loved her unruly curls. He loved her slightly turned-up button nose and her soft, pliant lips. He loved the way she laughed, loved how she talked about her brothers and sisters, even when she was confessing her irritation with them, loved her dedication, her stubbornness, her willingness to try new things.

So what was he going to do about it?

There was only one thing he could do: Pray! Pray as he’d never prayed before.

Following Christ, trusting in the Lord in every area of his life—it was something he was still learning to do. When he’d fallen in love with Joanne, he’d asked her to marry him because it was what he wanted. This time around, he needed to know marriage was what God wanted for him.

He glanced down at the bathroom counter. A can of shaving cream and his razor. Toothpaste and toothbrush. An empty dispenser for three-ounce paper cups. That was it. That was everything on the counter.


Marriage…

He’d seen Shayla’s bathroom. Stuff everywhere.

He chuckled. “Lord, I’d give her all the space she’d need, if she was my wife. I wouldn’t mind the clutter. I love her more than I thought possible. If she’s to be my wife, please help me know when and how I’m to do the asking.” He drew a deep breath. “And please tell her to say yes.”














Chapter Eleven
 



Chet looked around the room, desperation welling in his chest. The killer had been there. He’d taken True.

First Neal.

Then the sheriff.

And now True.

If she was dead…

No, he wouldn’t let himself think that way. She meant too much to him now. In recent weeks he’d discovered there was lots more to True Barry than most people realized. Her tough-gal persona was just that. A persona. Beneath that crusty shell beat a sentimental heart of pure gold.

“If you harm one hair on her head,” he muttered, “you won’t live long enough to regret it.” Trouble was, he didn’t know who he threatened.

But True was no dumb bimbo, as he used to think. If she’d had any time at all before she was taken, she would have left him a clue as to the killer’s identity or where he had taken her.

“Lord, please show me,” he whispered. “Help me find True. Direct my steps and stop the man who’d do her harm.”

His breathing slowed as calm washed over him.

It was here, the clue to her whereabouts. He knew it as surely as he knew his own name.

“Hang on, True. Don’t give up. Keep trusting God. I’ll get there as fast as I can.”

 
 

Peals of laughter broke into Shayla’s concentration. Which was just as well, she thought as she rolled her chair backward. She’d written nothing but tripe.

“Would you like some lunch?” she heard Anne ask.

But her sister wasn’t speaking to her. Ty had dropped by. Again.

Shayla rose from her chair and walked toward the front door. The couple sat on the top step of the deck. Ty’s horse grazed in the shade of a nearby aspen.

“How soon do you have to get back to work?” Anne asked him. “It’ll only take me a few minutes to whip up a couple of sandwiches and heat some soup.”

“I reckon I got time enough.”

Shayla pushed open the screen door. “Ty’s always got enough time to eat. Don’t you, Ty?”

He looked over his shoulder. A sheepish grin served as his reply.

Before Shayla could say anything else, she heard the sound of cantering hooves and looked to see Ian riding Blue up the drive. Her heart did its usual flutter at the sight of him.

“Oh, good.” Anne rose from the step. “It’s a foursome. I’ll make extra sandwiches.” She hurried inside.

Ty stood. “I’ll give her a hand.” He followed Anne into the cabin.

Ian brought Blue to a halt. “I thought I’d find Ty over here.” He dismounted, then looked up at her from beneath the brim of his hat. “Glad he is. Gave me an excuse to come see you in the middle of a workday.”

Her pulse tripped, then speeded up.

“How’s the writing going?” he asked as he climbed the steps toward her.

She shrugged. “So-so.”

“Must be tough with people around all the time.”

“A little.”

“Sorry for intruding.”

Her mouth was dry, her head in a dither. She wondered if this was how True felt whenever Chet was around. And would Ian be as upset if she were suddenly missing?

“Want me to tell Ty to steer clear of here on weekdays?”

She gave her head a slight shake. “No. Anne likes his company. Besides, it gives her something to do.” She smiled faintly. “I don’t think she expected Rainbow to have so few diversions.”

“How about if I ask her to do my housekeeping? You could write while she’s over at Paradise.”


A stinging suspicion pierced her thoughts. Was he looking for a way to be alone with Anne?

“Come sit with me on the swing,” he said, intruding on her unhappy thoughts. “I need to ask you something.”

She could have told him he’d be wasting his time, asking her anything. She hadn’t thought straight for two days. Not since she’d lain awake the better share of the night and found herself thinking words like love and marriage.

“I’ve got to drive down to Boise tomorrow,” he said as they settled onto the swing. “Leigh and Jim are flying in with the twins. I’ll stay overnight, then come back the next day after they fly out again. I thought you might like to come along. You could meet my sister and her husband.”

He wanted her to meet his family? That sounded serious.

“’Course, I don’t know how much fun it’ll be driving back with two six-year-old girls. I’m no expert with kids like you are. Guess that’d be another good reason for you to come along, wouldn’t it?”

It took a few seconds for that comment to sink in. When it did, she asked, “The twins are coming back with you?”

“I thought I already told you.” He pushed his hat back on his head, then scratched his temple. “But I’m not surprised if I forgot to mention it. Whenever I’m with you, I’m lucky if I can remember my own name.” He gave her a slow, lazy kind of smile before continuing. “Leigh and Jim are going overseas for his job, and they’re leaving their girls in my care.”

He wanted help with his nieces. He thought her an expert with kids. It wasn’t that he was interested in her. Not really.

“How about it, Shayla?”

She felt stiff and cold inside. “I don’t think so. Anne’s here and—”

“Ty’ll keep your sister busy while you’re gone. She’ll never even—”

“No.” She stood up. “I prefer not to go. But thanks for asking. Excuse me. I…I’ve got something I must do inside.” She hurried away before she burst into tears of disappointment in front of him.

She’d thought…

She’d hoped…

But she should have known better.

 
 

“What did I say?” Ian asked himself as the screen door swung closed behind Shayla. He’d upset her, but for the life of him, he didn’t know why.

Just as he stood up, Anne came through the doorway. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, you must have done something. Shayla never cries. She’s the strongest one in the family.”

“She’s crying?” He moved forward. “I’d better apologize.”

Anne blocked the entrance with her body. “She said she was going to lie down.” She stared at him with a suspicious gaze.


“All I did was ask her to go with me to Boise. I wanted her to meet my sister and her husband.”

“I guess she doesn’t want to go.”

“Anne, listen. I—”

She put her hand on his chest, keeping him outside. “Nobody hurts my big sister, Mr. O’Connell.”

“But I didn’t mean to.”

“I think you’d better go.”

He wanted to argue. He wanted to push his way past her and go after Shayla. But he had the feeling Anne would light into him like an angry cat, claws bared, if he tried.

He took a step away from the door. “All right. Tell her I’ll come see her as soon as I get back. Tell her that I’m sorry for…for whatever I said wrong.”

Anne remained dubious, judging by her expression and the set of her shoulders.

Women!

 
 

“Women,” Ian muttered the next day as he waited for the airplane carrying the Parker family. Why were females so hard to understand?

He’d offered to let Anne work for him so Shayla would have time alone to write. He’d invited Shayla to come to Boise to meet Leigh and Jim. He’d admitted that being around her made him forget his own name. None of those things should have upset her. So what had? What had he done or said to make her cry, to make her hide from him?

Passengers began to pour out of the Arrivals doorway, intruding on his troubled musings. For now, he’d have to pay attention to his sister and her family. But as soon as he got back to Rainbow Valley, he was going to get some answers.

“Ian!”

He grinned as his gaze met with his sister’s over the heads of other passengers. “Hey, Leigh!” He waved. “Jim!”

Moments later, he hugged Leigh and shook his brother-in-law’s hand. Then he was reintroduced to Cathy and Angie, a pair of dark-haired angels if ever he’d seen any.

“Hi, Uncle Ian,” they said in unison, their smiles shy, their eyes slightly downcast.

“Hi, yourself. Wow! I’d forgotten how identical you are. How can I tell you apart?”

Their smiles grew.

“Nobody can,” one of them said.

“Except Mommy and Daddy,” the other added.

A smart man would have known right then that he was in trouble.

Ian put his arm around Leigh’s shoulders. “It’s great to see you, sis. How’s Mom?” They started toward the escalator that led to the baggage claim.

“She’s fine. The new medication she’s on has helped ease that pain in her hip.” She glanced at him as they walked. “She’s got a steady beau.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. I think it’s getting serious.”

Ian released a soft whistle. “Mom with a boyfriend. Isn’t that something?”


“How about you?” She gently jabbed him in the ribs. “Anybody special in your life?”

He hesitated, then answered, “As a matter of fact, yes.”

It must have been something in his voice that caused Leigh to stop, forcing him to do the same. She looked up at him for several moments. “Well, I’ll be. Ian, you’re in love, aren’t you?”

After drawing a deep breath, he nodded. “Yes.”

“And is she in love with you?”

“That I can’t say for certain. I’m trying not to rush things. To wait for the Lord to say what and when.” He remembered the scene yesterday on Shayla’s deck and wondered if he should ask his sister for some advice.

“Who is she? Do I know her?”

“No.” They started walking again. “She’s fairly new to the valley.”

“Your neighbor. The housekeeper. I knew it!”

“She’s not a housekeeper. She’s a writer. She’s working on a mystery novel right now. Her name’s Shayla Vincent. She’s old Mrs. Erickson’s great-niece.”

“I’m happy for you, Ian. I hope it works out.” Leigh tightened her arm around his waist. “I’m sorry I won’t meet her before leaving the country.”

“Me, too.”

 
 

True could escape from the murderous Mitchell Jones, Shayla thought as she stared at the manuscript pages on her lap. Then she could sneak up on Chet and strangle him while he slept. Or maybe she could put some horrible drug in his coffee when he came in to eat at the diner. She could watch him die a miserable, painful death, writhing in agony on the floor, begging for mercy, which she most certainly would not give. Or there was always Chinese water torture or bamboo shoots beneath the fingernails.

There had to be a hundred different ways True Barry could make Chet Morrison suffer.

“I wish you’d tell me what it was Ian did,” Anne said, her voice laced with concern.

Shayla looked up. “What?”

“What did he do?”

She shook her head. “It isn’t important.”

“It must be or you wouldn’t be moping.”

“I’m not moping. I’m trying—” she gave her sister a pointed look “—to get some work done.”

“Well, I like Ian, and so do you, whether you want to admit it or not.” Anne flopped onto the sofa across from Shayla and stretched out her long legs, crossing one ankle over the other. She tucked her hands behind her head. “You should have seen his face. He couldn’t imagine what he’d said to upset you. Whatever it was, he regrets it. You ought to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

Shayla released a deep sigh. “Leave it alone, Anne.”

“You don’t just like him, you know. You’re in love with him.”

“I most certainly am not.” She dropped the manuscript onto the rickety coffee table and rose from her chair. “Now let’s change the subject.”

“To what?” Anne raised one leg and stared at her toenails. “I need to fix my polish. Do you have any polish remover down here?”

“No!”

“Well, you don’t have to bite my head off. I didn’t do anything.”

“Ooh!” Shayla headed out of the cabin, letting the screen door slam behind her. She almost flew down the steps, then headed up the hillside that rose behind the cabin. She needed to get far away so she could scream without anybody hearing her.

She walked for a good five minutes before she realized that the sound she heard was Honey Girl’s familiar yap. She stopped and turned. Sure enough, there was the puppy, struggling to catch up with her.

“How did you get out of the house?” she asked as she knelt down.

Honey Girl scampered through the underbrush, undaunted and determined to reach her mistress.

“Anne let you out, didn’t she?”

The puppy barked, as if saying, “Yes!”

“That was a rotten thing for her to do.”

As she lifted Honey Girl into her arms, she looked down the mountain toward the cabin. Anne stood at the corner of the deck, staring up the hillside, shading her eyes with one hand.

“That was a rotten thing to do!” Shayla shouted.

Her sister simply raised a hand in a wave before retreating indoors.

“I don’t love him.” Shayla held Honey Girl against her chest as she resumed her climb up the hillside. “I don’t, and I don’t care what Anne or you or anybody else says. I don’t love him.”

Dried leaves and old pine needles crunched beneath her feet.

“All right. He’s a nice man, and it was kind of him to give you to me. But thinking a man is nice isn’t the same thing as being in love.”

The sun beat warm upon her back.

“I’m not interested in being in love. I don’t want any more family than the one I already have. God has called me to write. Why did I even consider wanting more?”

Honey Girl wiggled and whined, begging down.

Tears, unexpected and unwelcome, filled her eyes. “He only wanted an expert with kids. He just wanted me to help him with his nieces.” She set the puppy on the ground. “I hope those girls drive him crazy. I do. I really do.”

Guilt pricked her conscience over her unkind words. She should forgive, turn the other cheek, be long-suffering. But what she wanted was for God to heap burning coals on Ian O’Connell’s head.

Because Ian had carelessly broken her heart.

 
 

Angie started crying at the airport the next morning. Or was it Cathy who was in tears? Ian didn’t know. He couldn’t tell them apart, even when Leigh dressed them differently.

“I don’t wanna stay with Uncle Ian. I wanna go with you and Daddy.”

“You can’t, sweetheart,” Leigh said, smoothing back her daughter’s hair. “We’ve talked about this.”


The other twin started crying, too. “Why couldn’t we stay with Gramma? I want my own room.”

“Your grandmother doesn’t have the energy to keep you for so long.” Leigh glanced at Jim for help.

“Listen,” their dad offered. “Remember how we told you your uncle Ian has horses and dogs and cows and all sorts of neat things on the ranch. You’ll get to go swimming and riding. It’ll be like going to camp.”

“I’m afraid of horses,” one of the girls cried.

“We’ve got to get through security or we’ll miss our flight.” Leigh gave each of her daughters a tight hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Be good for your uncle Ian. We’ll call as soon as we can.” She was crying now, too.

“Mommy, don’t go. Daddy!”

Leigh and Jim disengaged themselves as gently as they could, but Ian still had to hold the twins to keep them from following their parents into the security queue.

The crying and wailing kept up long after their parents disappeared from view. In fact, Ian was beginning to believe the two girls would never stop crying.

Give him a bucking bronco any day of the week, he thought as he stared helplessly at the whimpering children who were now clinging to each other as if their lives depended upon it. He sure could have used Shayla right about now. She would have known how to talk to the twins, how to make them feel better.

He cleared his throat. “It’s time we head for the ranch. It’s getting late and we’ve got a long drive.”


“I don’t want to go with you,” one of them answered, stomping her foot and glaring at him with defiant eyes.

“You don’t have any choice.” He forced himself to be calm.

“You can’t make us go,” the other one retorted.

His temper had begun to fray. “I’m afraid you’re wrong about that, little girl.”

“I’m Cathy. You don’t even know my name.”

“Sorry. Like I said yesterday, I can’t tell you apart.”

“Mommy can,” Angie cried.

“She never mixes us up,” Cathy interjected.

He wondered what the penalty was for deserting two six-year-olds in an airport.

Help, Lord!

“I wanna go home. I want my mommy.”

He grabbed the twins, each by a hand, and headed out of the terminal, all the time expecting someone to have him arrested for abducting children.

 
 

That’s almost what happened.

Ian was awakened at three in the morning by loud knocking on his front door. He hadn’t fallen asleep until well after midnight, so it took him a few moments to orient himself. Then he stumbled his way downstairs.

This had better be important, he silently groused. If not, he’d strangle whoever was on the other side of that door. Especially if the twins woke up because of it.

He stubbed his toe on the door as he yanked it open, serving to increase his foul mood.


“What is it?” He blinked against the bright headlights shining in his face. “Sheriff?” Anger was replaced by alarm. The last time an officer of the law arrived on his front porch, it was with the news of Joanne’s death.

Sheriff Paul Adamson pushed his hat up his forehead with his thumb. “Sorry to bother you in the middle of the night, Ian, but we got a call.”

“A call?” He glanced toward the car again. A deputy stood beside the open passenger door. “What call?”

“You got some little girls here. Maybe five or six years old?”

Alarm turned to outright fear. Had the plane gone down? Were Jim and Leigh—

“You mind if I come in?” the sheriff asked, his voice gruff.

He didn’t move. “Is it Jim and Leigh? Was there a plane crash?”

“Just answer my question, Ian. You got two little girls inside your house?”

“Yes. My nieces. Is this about their parents? If something’s happened to my sister, tell me now.”

Paul removed his hat. “Maybe you’d better let me come inside. And nothing’s happened to Leigh that I’m aware of.”

Ian opened the door wider with one hand while running the fingers of his other through his hair. He was confused, tired and cranky. If it wasn’t because of bad news, what had brought Sheriff Adamson to his doorstep at 3:00 a.m.?


“About your nieces…” Paul began after stepping into the entry. “I need to see them.”

“What for? It’s the middle of the night. They’re asleep.”

“Well, seems they called 9-1-1. Something about being taken from their parents.”

Ian’s gaze darted toward the stairs. “Why those little…” He couldn’t finish the sentence. He could hardly think straight. They’d called the cops on him!

“That’s sorta what I figured,” Paul said, the gruffness absent now, replaced by a hint of amusement. “But I still need to see them.”

Without a word, Ian headed up the stairs and down the hall to the guest bedroom. He pushed open the door and flicked on the light switch. Cathy and Angie sat in the middle of the bed, hugging one another and starting at him, wide-eyed and innocent looking.

Innocent? Ha! A more terrible twosome he’d never encountered.

“Here they are, Sheriff.”

Paul followed him into the bedroom, removing his hat as he did so. “Did one of you little ladies dial 9-1-1?”

They both started to cry at once. Whatever reply they tried to make was garbled with tears of woe.

Thirty minutes later, with matters straightened out, Ian saw the sheriff to the front door.

“Don’t be too hard on ’em,” Paul said with a chuckle. “They’re homesick for their mom and dad.”

Ian nodded but didn’t speak. He was kind of sick himself. Taking care of the twins wasn’t going to be the fun and games he’d hoped it would be.

He was in trouble.

Big trouble.














Chapter Twelve
 



By Friday, Shayla knew she couldn’t avoid her duties at Paradise another day. She’d made an agreement with Ian. He’d kept his part of the bargain, making repairs to her roof and other things around the cabin. She had to make certain his house was kept clean. With two children living there now, it must be somewhat chaotic.

Besides, curiosity was getting the better of her. She hadn’t seen him since before his return two days ago with his nieces. Anne was no help; she hadn’t mentioned Ian’s name all week, although Shayla was certain her sister and the almost-ever-present Ty discussed him when they were out of her hearing.

Of course, nothing would compel her to ask Anne what she knew.

As Shayla drove up to the ranch house shortly after one o’clock in the afternoon, she saw Ty and Mick riding away from the barn at a full gallop. She pulled the car into her now-customary spot in the shade of a tree outside the back entrance to the house. When she shut off the engine, she knew why the cowboys had been in full retreat. It sounded like a reenactment of the Battle of the Little Big Horn taking place inside.

“I won’t! I won’t!” two voices shrieked in unison.

“Yes, you will!” That was Ian shouting.

She entered through the open doorway, pausing in the mudroom to view the scene beyond.

Two little girls, dark hair in uneven ponytails, sat at the table. Plates of untouched food were in front of them. Ian stood in the center of the kitchen, glaring at the children, his backside against the island, his arms crossed over his chest.

“You are going to eat your vegetables,” he said, speaking slowly and deliberately.

“You can’t make us,” one of the girls retorted.

Ian’s neck and the tops of his ears turned bright red, and for a moment, Shayla thought his eyes might bulge right out of their sockets.

Poor man. He held on to his temper by a thread. Despite herself, she felt sorry for him.

“Excuse me,” she interjected into the tense silence. “Have I come at a bad time?”

He turned toward her with a look of desperation. “Shayla!”

“Who’re you?” one of the twins demanded.

“I’m Shayla Vincent, your uncle’s neighbor. I do some housecleaning for him.” As she spoke, she moved toward the table. “Let’s see. Your uncle told me your names once. Is it Carolyn and Abigail?” Her error was intentional, and it brought the desired results.

“No!” one exclaimed.

“I’m Cathy,” the other said. “And she’s Angie.”

“Ah, yes. Cathy and Angie. Very pretty names.”

Shayla studied their faces. Cathy had more freckles across the bridge of her nose. Angie had a cowlick in the center of her dark bangs. And unless she’d totally lost her knack for reading children, these two were trouble with a capital T when they weren’t getting their way. She also knew they had to be homesick and lonely for their parents.

“They’re supposed to be eating their lunch,” Ian volunteered from behind her.

Shayla glanced over her shoulder. He didn’t look as though he’d had much sleep. His eyes were bloodshot.

“They don’t like peas,” he added.

She turned back to the girls and checked their untouched plates. “Lasagna is my favorite. Don’t you like that, either?”

“It won’t be as good as Mommy’s,” Cathy said.

It was obvious which twin was the ringleader.

“But you can’t know that until you try it.” Shayla leaned forward, speaking softly. “Let’s find a compromise, shall we? You eat at least some of your lasagna, and I’ll talk to your uncle about the peas.”

Cathy and Angie exchanged looks, then Cathy answered, “Okay. We’ll try it.”

“Can you tell me what vegetables you do like? Then maybe you and your uncle won’t have to go through this again.”


“Corn.”

“Potatoes.”

“And carrots.”

“Green beans are okay. Mommy fixes them with bacon.”

Shayla nodded as she straightened. “Do you want me to warm up your lasagna in the microwave?”

“Yes, please,” they said at the same time.

She took their plates and put them in the microwave. After returning the reheated food to the table, she motioned for Ian to follow her outside, moving away from the door and out of hearing distance.

“Has it been that rough?” she asked.

“You must have heard. It’s all over town.”

“What’s all over town?”

Ian raised an eyebrow. “Anne hasn’t told you?”

She shook her head.

“Then you’re the only person in Rainbow Valley who doesn’t know about it.” He frowned. “The boys at the hardware store are having a grand old time at my expense.”

“About what?”

“The girls called the sheriff to have me arrested. In the middle of the night, they dialed 9-1-1 and asked for help. They said they’d been kidnapped or something. Can you believe that?” He shook his head. “And that’s only the first thing they’ve done since we got here. It hasn’t gotten much better.”

She couldn’t stop herself from laughing.

“It isn’t funny, Shayla. I thought I’d be this great uncle, and instead they hate me.”


Her laughter died instantly. “They don’t hate you.” She had to resist the urge to hug him. “They just don’t know you well enough yet. They’re little girls who’ve been taken from their home and their parents and everything that’s familiar. They’re lonely and homesick.”

“I know. But what do I do about it?”

“For starters, be patient with them.” She supposed it wasn’t necessary to tell him it could get worse before it got better. She glanced toward the house. “Who’s staying with them during the day while you’re working?”

“I’m not working. I’ve been here all the time. Twenty-four hours a day.” His frustration was obvious in his tone of voice. “I’d planned to teach them how to ride so they could go with me during the day, but they don’t want to learn.”

Now wasn’t that just like a man? “They’re children, Ian. Not ranch hands.”

“I figured it would be fun for them.”

“You can’t tell me that Leigh expected you to keep them with you all day long every day. She grew up here. She knows how much work it is.”

“Well, no. Of course she didn’t.” He raked the fingers of one hand through his hair. “She said she would pay for whatever child care was necessary.”

“Then it’s time you hired someone.”

“Would you help me?” he asked softly. “I don’t know anything about hiring a sitter for kids. Especially not these little spitfires. If you’d just help me with the interviews. Make sure I ask the right questions.”

A wave of relief washed over her. She’d been afraid he would ask her to be their sitter. She’d been afraid he wouldn’t give a thought to how important her writing was to her, just as Anne hadn’t when she came to stay.

“Would you?”

“Of course.” She smiled up at him. “I’d be happy to help.”

Maybe her sister was right. Maybe she was falling in love with Ian.

Maybe she already had.

 
 

Ian invited Shayla to stay and eat with the family, and she accepted. With her present, suppertime went better than it had the previous two nights.

After they were done eating, she suggested a game of Chinese checkers. The four of them gathered around the big coffee table in the great room and played for more than an hour. Around eight o’clock, she offered to see to the children’s bath and get them ready for bed.

Ian stayed downstairs and did the dishes.

This evening had been perfect, he thought. Exactly what he’d imagined it would be like, having Leigh’s twins with him. And it was all because of Shayla. She was wonderful with the girls. She knew how to put them at ease, how to make them feel more at home and less lonely for their parents. She had a way of speaking to them that had them eating out of her hand.

And she could tell them apart. How did she do that?


She was amazing, his Shayla.

His Shayla.

He stopped scrubbing the skillet and glanced toward the hall. He heard her speaking softly, followed by children’s laughter.

His Shayla.

“Ian.” As if summoned by his thoughts, Shayla appeared in the kitchen doorway. “They’re ready for you to tell them good-night.”

Tossing the dish towel aside, he followed her out of the kitchen, down the hall, up the stairs and into the bedroom where Cathy and Angie were tucked into bed. Their hair had been washed, dried and neatly combed. Their faces were scrubbed and shining. They looked almost angelic. It was easy to forget their behavior of the past two days.

He sat on the edge of the bed, leaned over and kissed them each on the cheek. “Good night, Cathy. Good night, Angie.”

“I’m Angie. She’s Cathy.”

“Oh. Sorry.” He glanced toward the doorway where Shayla waited. “I’ll get it right eventually.”

She smiled. “Sure you will.”

Looking at the girls again, he said, “How’d you like to go swimming at the lake tomorrow? We’ll make a day of it.”

“Yes!”

Cathy said, “Can Shayla come, too?”

“Sure. If she wants.” He stood. “Good night. See you in the morning.”

Shayla flicked off the light switch.


“Good night, Uncle Ian.”

“Good night, Shayla.”

“Good night, you two.”

As he stepped out of the darkened bedroom, Ian was awash in good feeling. This was how it was supposed to be.

He and Shayla were silent as they went down the stairs, returning to the kitchen where she retrieved her purse from the counter.

“Leaving already?” He was disappointed. He didn’t want the evening to end.

“It’s time. I hadn’t meant to spend the day here.” She started toward the back door.

He followed. “Will you join us at the lake tomorrow? The girls want you to come.”

“I really shouldn’t. I’m so far behind.”

“You worked some wonders here today. It’s the first time they’ve gone to bed without tears.”

They walked to her car. She stopped and turned toward him. “It wasn’t anything special.”

“You’re wrong about that.” He drew closer to her. “It was special. You’re special.”

Dusk made it difficult to read what was in her eyes as he caressed her cheek with one hand.

“Shayla, I…I want to apologize for Monday. Whatever I said to hurt you, I didn’t mean to.”

“I know.”

“I guess I’ve been on my own for too long. Me, the dogs, horses and cattle. A man tends to forget how to word things right. Especially to a woman.”

“I overreacted.”


“No. Let me say this.” Silently he prayed, And let me say it right. “You’ve come to mean a lot to me. I think I’ve made that pretty clear, the times we’ve been together. But I don’t think you know how much. I don’t think I knew how much until this past week.”

“Ian—”

He rushed to say it before he lost his nerve. “I love you, Shayla.”

“What?”

“I suppose it seems a bit soon, but it’s how I feel. Since the first day I saw you, stabbing the air with that silly trick knife, I was a goner.”

“I came here to write a book,” she whispered. “Not to fall in love.”

He wanted to kiss her but resisted the temptation. “At least you didn’t say you couldn’t love me.”

“Oh, Ian. It isn’t—”

Whatever she was about to say was interrupted by a panicked cry. “Uncle Ian!”

They broke apart and raised their eyes to an open second-story window.

“Uncle Ian!”

He raced toward the house, Shayla right behind him. They found the two girls in Joanne’s studio. A bookcase had toppled over. Beside it, surrounded by books, sat Angie, blood running from a wound on her head.

“What happened?” Ian shouted above the girl’s cried.

“She got hit on the head,” Cathy answered.

Ian had to pry Angie’s fingers out of the way to get a look. While he was doing so, Shayla retrieved a towel from the bathroom.

“This needs stitches,” he said as he lifted the girl in his arms. “Can you drive?”

“Of course.” Shayla held the towel toward Angie. “Hold this against your head, sweetheart. Go on. Take it. It’ll help.” She turned toward Angie’s frightened twin. “Come on, Cathy. Let’s go. It’ll be okay.”

With hurried steps, they raced outside, Ian carrying the injured child. They piled into Ian’s truck. Gravel sprayed up behind the tires as Shayla gunned the engine and peeled out of the drive.

 
 

Ian paced the doctor’s waiting room. What was taking so long? Dr. Dobbins had said it wasn’t serious.

He glanced over his shoulder. Shayla sat on a padded office chair, Cathy in her lap. She stroked the child’s back, all the time speaking words of reassurance near her ear. He wouldn’t mind a few words of reassurance himself.

She looked up, found him watching her and offered a gentle smile. “She’s okay.”

“You read my mind.”

“It isn’t hard to do.” She patted the seat of the chair next to her. “Come over here and sit down.”

He glanced at the doctor’s office door, then did as she’d told him.

“Head wounds bleed more than any others,” Shayla said. “Just a scratch and it looks like a person will bleed to death before it stops.”

“I should have been watching them.”


“You can’t watch them every minute.”

He groaned as he leaned the back of his head against the wall. He stared at the ceiling. “I don’t know what I’d’ve done if you weren’t there. I’ll never survive these two without you.” He released another groan as he closed his eyes.

The office door opened. “Ian,” the doctor said.

He was on his feet. “Yes.”

“Come inside, please.”

“Is she—”

“Angie is fine. Come in, and we’ll talk about it.”

 
 

“Shayla,” Cathy whispered as the door swung closed behind her uncle and the doctor. “Is Angie really gonna be okay?”

Shayla swallowed the lump in her throat, blinked away the hot tears that burned her eyes. “Of course she is. She’s going to be fine.”

I’ll never survive these two without you.

“It’s my fault Angie’s hurt.” Cathy started to cry again. “I knocked it down. Angie wasn’t doin’ anything.” She buried her face against Shayla’s T-shirt. “I wanted to see that doll on the top shelf, but when I started to climb, it all fell down and—”

“It was an accident, sweetheart. And your sister will be fine in no time.”

I’ll never survive these two without you.

He hadn’t meant it the way it sounded. Deep in her heart, she knew he hadn’t meant it that way. But there it was anyway. It stood between them like a yawning canyon.


 
 

“I told her I love her.”

Ty let the latigo drop and looked over the top of the saddle at Ian. “What?”

“I shouldn’t’ve done it. It’s too soon.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. I’m sure.”

Ty resumed saddling his horse. “She’s got a hankerin’ for you. I’m sure of it. Truth is, I told her so to her face a while back.” He chuckled softly. “’Course, who knows why she’d fall for the likes of you? No sane gal would.”

Ian knew his friend was joking, trying to improve his spirits, but he feared Ty might be close to the truth.

“Never can figure a woman,” the younger man continued. “Contrary creatures. Every last one of ’em.”

With a shrug, Ian turned and left the barn.

Was Shayla just being contrary? Did she care for him or had he misread her? Was it too soon for her to fall in love or was it impossible for her to ever return his feelings?

“Can we go now, Uncle Ian?”

He glanced toward the truck. The twins were already in the cab. And today he knew who asked the question. Cathy. The one without a bandage on her head.

“One minute,” he called to them, then spun on his heel and strode back to the barn. “Ty? You really think all she’s being is contrary? You think she cares for me?”

His friend chuckled before answering. “Pretty sure, boss.” He swung into the saddle, and then saluted Ian. “You and the gals have a good time over in McCall. I’ll see what I can find out from Anne.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“Glad to help. Besides, if Shayla leaves Rainbow Valley, what’s gonna bring her pretty sister back for visits every now and again?”

Ian grinned, feeling a bit more lighthearted than moments before. “Maybe you’ll be proposing marriage before I do.”

“Not this cowboy. I’m not ready to shorten my stirrups, and neither is Anne. But that doesn’t mean we aren’t enjoyin’ being together now.” Ty clucked to his horse and rode off with a wave of farewell.

A short while later, Ian and the girls drove down the highway on their way to McCall and a day at the beach. Traffic was crazy. Every flatlander with a camp trailer seemed to be on the road in front of him, most of them slowing down to ten miles per hour at every curve in the road. This being Idaho, there were plenty of curves.

“How come Shayla didn’t join us?” Cathy asked.

“She had other things to do.”

“I like her. She’s nice.”

He glanced to his right, then back at the road. “Yeah. I think so, too.”

“You and her gonna get married?”

“To tell you the truth, I was hoping we might someday. But I’m not sure how she feels about me.”

Cathy leaned forward on the seat. “We could help. Couldn’t we, Angie?”

“Sure!” her twin replied.


Flicking on his left turn signal in preparation of passing another slow-moving vehicle, he muttered, “I could use all the help I can get.”














Chapter Thirteen
 



“I’m not taking no for an answer.” Anne stood with her feet slightly apart, her knuckles resting on her hips in a superhero stance. She looked as determined and invincible as that mythical character, too. “You are going with us to the picnic and fireworks.”

“I don’t feel like going,” Shayla protested.

“Well, tough cookies. You’re going whether you feel like it or not. I’ve listened to all the sighs I can tolerate for one day.”

“I’ve done no such thing.”

“Oh no? If your face gets any longer, you’re going to have to throw it over your shoulder like the ears of a basset hound.”

Shayla swiveled her chair toward her computer screen. “I’m going to stay home and write.”

“You are a coward, Shayla Vincent. Have some backbone. Show what you’re made of. If you don’t want anything to do with Ian, then fine. That’s your own business. But don’t hide out like some old hermit.”

“Go away.”

Anne laughed. Wickedly. “Sister dear, I’m not going anywhere. As Ty would say, ‘I’m gonna stick to you like a burr under a saddle.’”

“Oh, ple-e-e-z-e.”

“So give up and agree to go with us.”

“All right. All right. I’ll go. Just leave me alone for the afternoon.”

Laughing again, Anne sauntered out of the cabin. A few minutes later, Ty’s Jeep engine revved to life, a door closed, and Shayla heard them drive away.

At last. Peace and quiet. Now she could get back to her story.

I love you, Shayla.

No, she wasn’t going to think about Ian. She wasn’t going to replay it all again. She’d done little else for the past forty-two hours.

I love you, Shayla.

How she wished Ian had never spoken those words. She had her writing to think about. Would she put a man before her dedication to God? No. She wouldn’t allow herself to stray off the path she was to follow.

Only…was it possible the Lord meant for love to be part of her future? Was it possible—

Giggles and whispers intruded on her confused thoughts. She turned toward the sounds to find two little girls peering at her through the screen door. Cathy and Angie.


Her heart skipped a beat. Ian! He’d come to see her.

“Hi,” the girls said.

“What cha doin’?” Cathy asked.

“Can we come in?” Angie inquired.

Shayla stood and walked to the door.

“You weren’t in church this morning.” Cathy pulled open the screen door. “Uncle Ian was lookin’ for you there. He says you don’t miss church for no reason.”

“I didn’t miss church.” Shayla braced herself for the moment Ian would step into view. “I went to the early service.”

“Oh. That explains it.” Angie stepped past her sister and into the cabin.

Shayla took a step back but kept her gaze on the open doorway.

“If you’re looking for Uncle Ian,” Cathy said as the screen door closed behind her, “he’s not here. He fell asleep on the couch after lunch. He was real tired.”

That brought Shayla around. “What? You mean he doesn’t know you’re here?”

Wide-eyed with innocence, Angie answered, “We didn’t wanna wake him. He was snoring.”

“You walked over here by yourselves?”

A vision of her near encounter with Samson, the cantankerous old bull, flashed in Shayla’s mind. The alternative, that they’d come by way of the highway, wasn’t any more comforting. She felt sick to her stomach.

“You two sit down on the sofa while I call your uncle. He’ll be worried about you.”


“He won’t be worried. He’s asleep. Remember?”

Shayla ignored whichever twin had spoken and hurried toward the telephone. She dialed the number and waited through several rings before she heard Ian’s drowsy answer.

“Ian. It’s Shayla. Cathy and Angie are at my place.”

“The twins? Where?”

“They walked over here. By themselves!”

That seemed to bring him fully awake.

“I’ll be right there.” He hung up without another word.

Shayla turned toward the girls, now seated side by side on the sofa, as she’d instructed. “It was a naughty thing you did. You can’t leave the ranch without getting permission from an adult. I think you already know that.”

The twins turned toward one another, exchanged glances, then looked at Shayla again. Their eyes glittered with real tears.

“We didn’t mean to do anything wrong,” Angie whispered. “We just wanted to see you again.”

“Don’t you want to see us anymore?” Cathy added, followed by a tiny sob.

She couldn’t resist their tears. She went to sit between them on the couch. Placing an arm around each one, she hugged them to her sides.

“Of course I want to see you. But you have to understand. You could have been hurt, coming all this way by yourselves. What if you’d gotten lost on your way? Your uncle wouldn’t have known where to look for you or how to find you.”


“We didn’t mean to be bad.”

“Is Uncle Ian gonna hate us?”

“You aren’t bad, but you did make a bad choice. And no, your uncle isn’t going to hate you. He loves you very, very much.”

Angie buried her face against Shayla’s side. “I wish Mommy and Daddy were here.”

“Me, too,” Cathy choked out between sobs.

Me, too, Shayla thought while giving them each a kiss on the top of their heads.

 
 

That’s how Ian found them, bunched together on the sofa, the two girls crying and Shayla trying to comfort them. He didn’t bother to knock. He just opened the screen door and went in. Shayla heard him and glanced up.

Like a dying man in the desert, he drank in the sight of her, momentarily forgetting why he was there.

“Here’s your uncle,” she said to the children.

They pulled away from her, then stood, looking guilty and remorseful. They expected a scolding. They deserved one, too. All the way over here, he’d practiced the tongue-lashing he would give them.

But instead he said, “It’s a good thing Shayla called me before I found you were gone. I would have had a heart attack.”

“Are you mad at us?” Cathy asked in a tiny voice.

“A little.” He glanced toward Shayla, adding, “But the main thing is you’re both all right.”

Shayla gave the girls a tiny push from behind, and they started across the room.


“When we get home, we’re going to have a long talk about rules and the consequences of breaking them. Deal?”

They nodded.

He gave them each a tight hug.

As he released them, Angie tugged on his shirtsleeve, then crooked her finger at him. He leaned down, and she whispered in his ear, “We were just tryin’ to help.”

For a moment, he didn’t understand. Once he did, he couldn’t help smiling. Well, the little imps. Six years old and already playing matchmaker. Now how did a fella stay angry when their motive was such a good one?

He straightened, wiping the grin off his face as he did so. “You two go get in the truck. Don’t dawdle. Hear me?”

“Yes, Uncle Ian.”

He waited until they were off the deck. “I’m sorry they bothered you.”

“They weren’t a bother.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t be too hard on them. They didn’t mean any harm. It’s just—” She stopped.

“I appreciate your advice, Shayla. You know that.”

She shook her head. “It isn’t my place.”

It could be, he thought, but he managed not to say it. He’d rushed her before. He wouldn’t do it again.

“Tell the girls I’ll see them at the fireworks tonight,” she said.

It was obvious Cathy and Angie were her weak spot. It might not be fair, but he intended to use this newfound knowledge for all it was worth.

“You are taking them, aren’t you?” she added. “To the fireworks?”

He frowned. “I probably shouldn’t allow them to go. After all, they ought to be punished for running off the way they did.”

“Oh, no. It’s the Fourth. You mustn’t keep them home.”

“Too harsh?”

“Well, maybe a little bit. They miss their parents, and they’re just starting to settle in to their unfamiliar surroundings. They should have this chance to meet other children. Perhaps you could make them…” Again she let her words drift into silence. A blush brightened her cheeks.

“Go ahead. Tell me your suggestions.”

“You need to do whatever you think’s right. You’re their uncle.” She glanced over her shoulder at her computer.

He decided not to press his luck. “Thanks again for calling me. See you tonight.” He turned and left.

 
 

Picnic tables at the town park were covered with a vast array of foods—ham and fried chicken, baked beans and potato salad, Jell-O and sliced fruits, chips and dips, pies and cakes and cookies galore, and much, much more.

Families and friends gathered in the shade of old, misshapen trees, seated on folding chairs and blankets. The air was resplendent with conversations and laughter as longtime residents shared stories with relative newcomers, stories—nearly as old as the valley itself—that had been repeated time and time again through the years.

Cathy and Angie had no trouble making friends. It didn’t hurt that they were the only twins in Rainbow Valley. Add to that Angie’s bandaged head and the “war stories” of how it happened, and they quickly became the center of attention of the younger set.

With his plate piled high with food, Ian watched the twins interacting with the other children. If he hadn’t seen the transformation himself, he wouldn’t have believed these were the same two girls who returned with him to the ranch after their parents’ departure. Those kids had done nothing but cry and wail and make mischief. These two were all smiles. Not that he didn’t think there would be more homesick scenes ahead, but the worst seemed to be behind them.

He had Shayla to thank for that.

With his gaze, he sought her out, finding her on a blanket with Ty and Anne on the opposite side of the park. She watched the children as he had done a moment before.

“What is it you’re so afraid of?” he whispered.

As if she’d heard him, she looked in his direction. Their gazes met for a fraction of a second, and then she glanced away. But the brief exchange was enough to keep hope alive in his heart, for he was certain he saw his own feelings mirrored in her eyes. She cared for him much more than she would admit.


I’m not giving up, Shayla. He’d spent many hours in prayer over his feelings for this woman. He’d failed in his marriage, and he hadn’t done much better with relationships since the death of his wife. He didn’t want to fail with Shayla, and he would need help for that.

What is it, Lord, that causes her to resist?

His gaze slid to Anne. He hadn’t cared much for Shayla’s sister when she first arrived. He’d thought her vain and spoiled. But Anne loved and admired her older sister and was protective of her. She would want made Shayla happy.

Anne Vincent would be a good person to have in his corner, and he thought she might already be there.

He grinned. That made it five against one—the twins, Anne, Ty and Ian. No, wait. Make that six against one. He believed with all his heart that God wanted Shayla in his life.

How could she resist them all?

 
 

“Don’t you think Ian must be lonely over there?” Anne asked.

Despite herself, Shayla glanced in his direction. He looked different in his T-shirt, Bermuda shorts and sandals. Very unlike the cowboy she was used to seeing, but still handsome.

“Maybe we should invite him to join us,” her sister added.

She returned her gaze to Anne. “He isn’t lonely. He knows everybody in the valley.”

“Hmm.” Anne rose from the blanket.


“Where are you going?”

“For more dessert.” Anne smiled. “Want some?”

She shook her head.

“How about you, Ty?” her sister continued.

“No thanks.” He patted his stomach as he leaned back on his arms, his legs stretched before him. “I’m too full to eat another bite.”

Anne strolled toward the food tables. More than a few heads turned as she walked by.

“Your sister must have a hollow leg. Never seen a gal put away as much grub as she can and stay so skinny.”

“That’s what our mother says.”

Ty removed his hat and set it on the blanket beside him, then lay flat on his back and stared at the cloudless blue sky, his hands now cradling his head. “So how’s that book comin’?”

“Okay.”

“Been kinda hard with Anne here, I take it.”

She shrugged. “A little.”

“Plenty of excitement over at Paradise, now that the twins have come for a spell.”

She glanced across the park, but Ian was no longer where he’d been. Disappointment stung her heart.

“Don’t know how Ian’s coping so good. Last thing I’d want, if I was in his place, would be to get saddled with a couple of youngsters for a year. He’s got plenty to do as it is, running the ranch. Now he says he’s gotta find somebody to watch ’em during the day while he’s working. What’s he know about hiring a babysitter? Will you tell me that?”


She wished Ty would change the subject. She didn’t want to talk about Ian. She didn’t want to think about him. But she continued to scan the park anyway.

She looked in vain.

 
 

Ian leaned against a large tree, glad for the shade and surprised no one else had claimed this spot before him. The melody of Rainbow Brook, shallow and lined with smooth stones, sang softly as it cut through the northwest corner of the town park.

From this vantage point, he could observe Cathy and Angie on the playground equipment while maintaining an unobstructed view of Shayla and Ty.

“Pretty, isn’t she?”

He turned to find Anne standing beside him. “Yes.”

“She likes you, you know. A lot. More than she’ll admit, even to herself.”

“Then why does she resist me? I don’t want to hurt her. I want to be with her.”

Anne settled onto the shaded grass. “Has she told you any of our family history?”

“A little.” His gaze returned to Shayla.

“Then let me fill in the spaces. Our parents didn’t have anything when they got married, and never had much since, either. Shayla was a honeymoon baby. Arrived nine months to the day after the wedding ceremony. Dad loves to tell everybody that. Mom lost a couple of babies after Shayla, and they thought they might never have more children. When Shayla was eight, my brother Dwight was born. The rest of us followed at pretty regular intervals after that.”


He nodded. “Seven of you in all.”

“Shayla was always the babysitter and the diaper changer. Money was scarce and Mom had to have help with the kids and the laundry and the housework. So it fell to Shayla because she was older than the rest of us. And we just kept on expecting her to look after us once she was an adult.”

Ian felt a twinge of sorrow, wishing Shayla had a carefree childhood like his own.

Anne continued, “She never could get away from us. Not even after she moved into a place of her own. We were always crashing at her apartment for one reason or another, and she let us because she loves us.”

They were silent for several minutes, each lost in private thoughts.

Anne was the first to speak again. “Have you read any of her stuff?”

“No.”

“I didn’t have a clue that she wanted to write a book before she came here, and when she told me, I brushed it off as unimportant.” She lowered her voice. “I’m ashamed of myself.”

Ian glanced at Anne. There were tears clinging to her lower lashes.

“She’s good, Ian. When she was over cleaning your house the other day, I read her manuscript. I’m no expert, but I read a lot, and I think she’s got talent. She could sell this thing. She could really go places.”

To be honest, that’s what Ian was afraid of. That Shayla could really go places…

Like right out of this valley and out of his life.


 
 

Shayla helped clear the tables of leftovers, putting food away in coolers and picnic baskets. By the time she returned to the blanket, Anne was back and deep in conversation with Ty. Cathy and Angie were there, as well.

“Where’s your uncle?” The question slipped out before Shayla could stop herself from asking it.

“Over at the truck, I think,” Cathy answered, waving her hand toward the parking area. “He said we needed to find a spot to watch the fireworks from, and we told him we wanted to sit with you.”

“You did?”

“Yeah, and he said that was okay with him.”

She didn’t know whether to be dismayed or relieved by the news. She’d spent the better part of the afternoon wishing she was with Ian, feeling alone and lonely. But how would she feel once he was nearby?

“Shayla?” Angie took hold of her hand.

Distracted, her eyes searching the parking lot for some sign of Ian, she replied, “Hmm?”

“You’ll let us come to see you sometimes, won’t you? Uncle Ian says we can’t come over to your place again without asking first.”

That got her attention. She knelt on the blanket. “Of course you can come over. But your uncle is right. You must call first, and an adult must bring you.”

“Uncle Ian’ll bring us any time we ask,” Cathy piped in. “I know he will because he wants to see you, too.”


Shayla felt equal parts pleasure and despair. It would be better if she didn’t see him, but she longed to all the same.

“We can’t go visit until we’re through being grounded.” Angie nudged her twin. “Remember?”

“Grounded, huh?”

“Yes.” With wide eyes and pure drama in her voice, Cathy said, “And if he ever catches us near that old bull or the highway, he says he’ll skin us alive and tan our hides on the side of the barn.”

Shayla laughed aloud. “Is that what he told you?”

“That’s exactly what I told them.”

Her heart caught as she glanced over her shoulder.

“And as you can see,” Ian continued, “it scared ’em plumb to death. For about fifteen seconds.”

The twins giggled. Apparently, conditions between the three of them had improved.

Ian rounded the blanket, then sat beside Angie. “How’s your head?”

“Fine.”

“Doesn’t hurt?” He touched the edge of the bandage.

“Nope.”

He looked up, meeting Shayla’s gaze. “She’s played pretty hard this afternoon. Guess it didn’t hurt her.”

“Kids are resilient.”

“I’m glad you decided to come.” He gave her one of those slow smiles.

Pleasure rushed through her, pooling in the pit of her stomach. “So am I.”


For several heartbeats, they stared into each other’s eyes. Then Ian looked away, returning his attention to the twins.

“Either of you think you’ll need your sweaters after it gets dark?” he asked. “If so, we’d better get them before the fireworks begin.”

“We’ll be fine.”

“No way. It’s not cold.”

He’ll make a wonderful father someday.

She suddenly wished she’d stayed at the cabin. Things were clearer to her there; she knew what she wanted and where she was going.

 
 

Ian didn’t watch the fireworks that night. His gaze remained locked on Shayla.

She lay on her back, her arms serving as a pillow beneath her head. The twins lay on either side of her, mirroring her position. With each successive explosion of light and color, they oohed and aahed. Shayla saw all sorts of images in the glittering night sky, and she soon had the two girls playing with her.

“Look, there’s an elephant!”

“There’s a snake!”

“I see a mountain. See? Do you see it, too?”

But no matter what imaginary animal or scene the three of them discovered, no matter how many times they encouraged him to look up, Ian had eyes only for Shayla.

He watched her turn to the right and whisper something in Angie’s ear. The little girl laughed, then nodded.


“What?” Cathy asked as she sat up, not wanting to be left out.

Shayla crooked an index finger, indicating for Cathy to lean down. Then she whispered in her ear. Cathy grinned and nodded before lying back down.

Ian wondered what the secret was, but he didn’t ask.

Shayla was a natural with kids. It was easy to see why her siblings took her for granted.

A succession of bright fireworks lit up the sky. Shayla clapped her hands.

Resist me all you want, Shayla Vincent. I’m not ready to give up yet.














Chapter Fourteen
 



Shayla cracked one eye open, saw the light of day streaming through the bedroom curtains and muttered, “Did anyone get the license number of that semi?” Then she rolled onto her other side and covered her head with the blanket.

What a horrible night!

She’d been tortured by dreams. Strange, disjointed dreams of flying horses and charging bulls, puppies and calves and colts, crying children and tall dark-haired cowboys bathed in the light of fireworks. She remembered running, as if being chased, but never knowing who or what pursued her.

Strangest of all, she had dreamed she was in the huge kitchen at Paradise, preparing Thanksgiving dinner—roast turkey, baked yams, peas with pearl onions, hand-mashed potatoes with gravy, and several kinds of pie. She’d looked like a 1950s housewife, complete with a shirtwaist dress and petticoats and a string of faux pearls around her neck. Whatever had she eaten to cause such silliness?

Then she remembered dreaming that her computer was missing, her entire manuscript lost. She groaned as she tossed off the blanket. She wouldn’t know a moment’s peace until she went to the living room and made certain everything was where it was supposed to be.

She yanked on her bathrobe, slid her feet into her house slippers, and opened her bedroom door. The wonderful aroma of coffee met her. Anne was up. Was it that late in the morning?

“Hey, sleepyhead,” her sister greeted as Shayla shuffled down the hall.

Before she answered, she glanced toward her desk, verifying her computer had not been stolen while she slept. That confirmed, she mumbled, “Morning,” and made a beeline for the kitchen and a cup of java.

“I was beginning to wonder about you.”

“What time is it?” She filled a large mug with coffee.

“Almost nine.”

“Nine?” Shayla turned toward the clock on the wall.

Anne laughed. “That’s what I thought. You never sleep this late.”

“I had a rough night.”

Thankfully Anne didn’t inquire what had made it so. “Ty is driving me down to Boise. He’s got the day off. We plan to do some shopping at the mall and who knows what else. Maybe see a show at the movie complex they’ve got there. Twenty-one theaters. Lots of choices. Want to come along?”


“No, thanks.”

“Didn’t think you would. Just as well anyway. I’ve got a bad crush on this cowboy, and I don’t need a big sister acting as chaperone when I want to be alone with him. If you know what I mean, and I think you do.”

Shayla looked at Anne over the top of her mug as she took a sip of coffee. Yes, she knew what her sister meant.

Anne laughed again. “Don’t worry. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

“Sure you will.” As she turned away, she whispered, “Everybody’s on their best behavior when they’re twenty-one.”

“I heard that,” Anne called in a singsong voice as she ran up the stairs.

An hour later, with her sister off to Boise with Ty and her morning devotions completed, Shayla sat at the computer, clad in one of her baggy T-shirts and a loose-fitting pair of shorts, her coffee mug close at hand. She worked furiously, trying to immerse herself in her story, determined to think of nothing else.

Especially not of Ian.

Except she did think of him. Because the hero of her novel, Chet Morrison, was a dead ringer for Ian O’Connell. So every time she typed Chet’s name, it was Ian whom she pictured in her mind.

All of a sudden, she wondered who would cook Thanksgiving dinner for Ian, Cathy and Angie, come the fourth Thursday in November.

“Oh, brother. This has got to stop.”


She tried to concentrate on her book again…and failed.

Ty had the day off. So what were Ian and the twins doing? Maybe they’d gone to the lake again. Maybe they’d gone for a horseback ride.

“What happened to my riding lessons?”

Her eyes widened. She couldn’t believe she’d said that.

“This is getting ridiculous. I have completely lost my mind. It’s impractical and destined for disaster.”

She pressed Save, then closed out of her program, done writing for the day.

Calling herself every name for a fool that she could think of, she grabbed her purse, went out to the car and drove to Paradise Ranch.

 
 

If he was lucky, he would die before noon.

Ian lay on the cool tile of the bathroom floor, too weak to crawl to his bed, too sick to go far from the toilet. He didn’t know if it was something he’d eaten or the stomach flu. Whatever it was, he hoped it was over soon. Death didn’t seem a bad option at the moment.

Through the heating vent, he heard Cathy and Angie talking to each other. He wondered where they were, what they were doing, if they were okay.

He should call someone. The girls were too young to be alone. And if he did die—which seemed a real possibility—someone would have to look after them until their parents could get back to the States.


He didn’t know how long it was before he heard the uncertain voice from nearby.

“Uncle Ian?”

He started to open his eyes, then thought better of it the minute the room began to spin.

“Would you like some chicken soup? That’s what Mommy gives us when we’re sick.”

He moaned in answer. The very idea of food made him want to upchuck again.

They must have understood, for they left.

He should have told them to call Shayla. Why hadn’t he thought of it before it was too late? Who knew what they might do while he lay there, unable to move? What if they toppled something else over on top of themselves? What if this time the injury was more serious than what happened last week?

The phone. He needed to reach the bedside phone.

Squeezing his eyes tight against the weaving and swirling, he struggled to rise. He managed to get to his feet while gripping the open shower door.

He made it a distance of about four feet. Then the floor seemed to disappear from beneath him. He felt himself tumbling, falling, pitching toward some dark, bottomless pit.

“Ian!”

 
 

Shayla tried to reach him in time to break his fall. She wasn’t fast enough. He hit the floor with a frightening thud.

She turned toward the twins, feigning a calm she didn’t feel. “Girls, I need a large glass of ice water. Do you think you can get it for me? There’s ice and water in the refrigerator door, and those large plastic glasses in the cupboard next to the sink. Like the ones you had for the picnic yesterday? Can you do that for me?”

“Sure. We can get it.”

“Is Uncle Ian gonna be okay?”

“Yes. Now go on, and be careful getting that glass out of the cupboard. One of you hold the step stool while the other climbs to get the glass.”

“Okay.”

She waited until they were out of sight, then returned to Ian’s side. He was pale as a sheet. Her palm on his forehead confirmed her suspicions. He burned with a fever.

“Ian? It’s Shayla. Ian, can you hear me?”

His eyelids fluttered, but he didn’t open them.

“Ian, try to look at me. Wake up and look at me.”

He seemed to be coming around.

She stood and went into the bathroom. She held a washcloth under cold running water, then wrung it out before returning to kneel next to him.

“Ian, look at me.” She laid the folded cloth on his forehead. “Come on. Wake up.”

Finally he opened his eyes. They were glazed, glassy, unfocused.

“Can you see me?”

“Sort of.” His voice was hoarse and nearly inaudible.

“The twins said you’ve been in here forever.”

He groaned. “Not all that long…I don’t think. Just since…early this morning.”


“Can we get you onto the bed?”

“I don’t know.” He moistened his fever-chapped lips with the tip of his tongue. “Let’s find out.”

She scooted across the floor to position herself at his head. Then she placed her knees against his shoulders and leaned forward, sliding her hands beneath him. “I’ll lift you. Don’t try to hurry. Just get your bearings. Okay?”

“Okay.”

They seemed to be doing fine. At least until it was time to help him stand. Then Shayla wondered if her plan was such a good one. He was heavier than he looked. But somehow they managed to keep him upright long enough to reach the bed, a thankfully short distance from where he’d fallen.

The girls returned a moment after Ian’s head hit the pillow, his eyes closed again, a clammy sweat beading his forehead.

“Here’s the water,” Cathy said, holding the glass toward Shayla. “We put in lots of ice.”

“Thanks.” She took it from the girl, then leaned over the bed. “Cathy and Angie brought you some cold water. Can you take a sip?”

“I think I’d rather just…lie here…for a while,” he whispered. “Nice and still.”

“Okay. I’ll be back in a little bit to check on you.” She straightened. “Come on, girls. Let’s let your uncle get some rest, shall we?”

“Are you sure he’s gonna be okay?” Angie asked as they left the bedroom and descended the stairs.


“I’m sure.” She wasn’t sure at all. She planned to call the doctor as soon as she had the children fed.

From the condition of the kitchen, it was obvious the twins had fixed their own breakfast that morning. Dry cereal was scattered on the floor, and the milk carton sat on the counter next to the refrigerator, tiny white puddles pooling nearby.

“Help me tidy up,” she told them, “and then I’ll make some grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch.”

“Good. I’m hungry.”

“Me, too.”

“Me, three.” Shayla forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Cathy, you get a dishcloth and wipe off the table. Angie, you grab the broom and sweep up the cereal. I’ll clean the counter and stovetop.”

It didn’t take them long to put things right. The twins were more help than she expected them to be. Within fifteen minutes, Shayla had the girls seated at the kitchen table, eating their sandwiches. Then she slipped away to use the phone in Ian’s office. The doctor’s receptionist put her right through to Dr. Dobbins, and Shayla explained to him what she had found when she arrived at Paradise.

“I’ll be out that way later this afternoon,” Dr. Dobbins told her. “But I wouldn’t worry. Give him aspirin for the fever and plenty of fluids so he doesn’t get dehydrated.”

“I will.”

“I should be there about two. Three o’clock at the latest.”

“Thank you, Dr. Dobbins. I appreciate it.”


“No problem. And don’t worry, Miss Vincent.”

After placing the receiver in its cradle, Shayla returned to the kitchen. The twins were polishing off the last of their grilled cheese sandwiches. She joined them at the table and took a bite of her own sandwich, now cold and soggy, but she scarcely noticed. She was too deep in thought.

Ian had said he couldn’t get along without her. Seems it was true. Did she mind all that much? Not really. He wasn’t imposing upon her. He wasn’t even well enough to ask for anything.

She frowned. It was her own fault, she realized, the way her siblings had taken advantage of her caring. But that didn’t mean she should expect Ian to do the same, and it didn’t mean she wanted to live her life alone, either. Having healthy boundaries didn’t mean closing out the entire world. Writing for the Lord didn’t mean she couldn’t have…

Couldn’t have what?

Father-God, I’m so confused. I don’t know what I want or what I’m supposed to want. Help me, please.

Shayla straightened in her chair, lifting her gaze toward the girls seated across from her. “My sister told me Ty and Mick have the day off, so it’s up to us to get the chores done.” Not that she knew the first thing about ranch chores.

The twins looked at her in expectation.

“I guess the first thing we’d better do is check on the animals. Have you helped your uncle in the barn?”

They shook their heads.


She’d hoped for a different answer.

“Well, we’d better see what we can do.” She took one more bite, then rose from her chair. “Come on.”

Shayla led the way out of the house. The first thing she heard was barking. When the kennels came into view, the dogs went wild, whining and jumping in excitement.

“You poor things,” Shayla crooned. “Closed up for so long. Good Coira. Good Bonny. Good Belle.” As she spoke, she opened the gates to each pen and let them out.

Cathy and Angie joined Shayla in petting the dogs and reassuring them.

“Let’s find the dog food, shall we? They must be starved by now.” She patted Belle’s head again. “Good thing your puppies are all in new homes. Huh, girl?”

After finding where the dog food was stored, Shayla filled the dogs’ water and food dishes, then went into the barn. She hadn’t been worried about messing up when it came to feeding the dogs, but the livestock were another matter. She was relieved to find only one stall occupied. Better yet, the horse in it was the ever-gentle Pumpkin.

Water, she told herself. Water was the first priority.

She found a pump with a hose attached outside the south door of the barn. The other end of the hose had a spray nozzle so she assumed it was safe to raise the lever on the pump.

So far, so good.


Speaking softly to Pumpkin, she opened the gate and went in. It took only a moment to refill the reservoir in the corner. The mare nickered, as if in appreciation.

“You’re hungry, too. Aren’t you, Pumpkin?”

Another nicker, accompanied by a bob of the head.

By this time, Cathy and Angie had climbed up on the side of the stall and were observing from above the top rail.

“Do you have any idea how much hay a horse needs?” She stroked the mare’s muzzle.

“Nope.”

“Neither do I. I suppose I’d better ask your uncle. I don’t need a sick horse on my hands.”

She exited the stall and went to shut off the water pump. When she returned, she called for the twins to join her outside the barn.

Once there, she placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “You two stay put. Right here. Throw a stick for the dogs or something. I’m going inside to ask your uncle a few questions. I want to find you here when I get back. Understood?”

They answered in the affirmative.

“Good. I’ll be back in a jiff.”

 
 

Ian wished somebody would stop the world so he could get off. The room was spinning like a top.

“Ian?”

Reluctantly he opened his eyes. He hadn’t dreamed Shayla’s voice. She stood beside his bed. Prettiest thing he’d seen in a month of Sundays.


She offered a tentative smile. “How are you feeling? Any better?”

She placed her hand on his forehead; her fingers felt cool against his feverish skin. Her touch was comforting.

“Any better?” she asked again.

“You don’t want to know.”

Her smile grew a fraction.

“The girls?”

“They’re fine. We’re seeing to the animals now. I fed the dogs and let them out for a run. And I put water in Pumpkin’s stall.” A tiny frown furrowed her forehead. “But I don’t know how much hay to feed her.”

“A couple of flakes.” He had to close his eyes again. The spinning was getting worse, and the last thing he wanted was to empty his stomach in front of Shayla.

“Flakes?” She touched his shoulder. “How much is that, Ian? What’s a flake of hay?”

Somehow he managed to lift his arms, placing his hands an appropriate distance apart. At least, he hoped it was an accurate measurement. With his eyes closed and everything tilting and whirling, it was hard to tell.

“About this much off the bale,” he whispered.

She must have understood him for she slipped away without another word.

He would have to thank her later. Much later.














Chapter Fifteen
 



Ian would live after all.

When he awakened early the next morning, he discovered his bedroom had ceased to behave like a carousel and was once again stationary. A good sign. But his mouth tasted as if a herd of cattle had been driven through it. He needed a toothbrush and toothpaste. Bad!

He shoved aside the sheet, slid his legs over the edge of the mattress and sat up. So far, so good. He let his feet touch the floor, then took a deep breath before standing. The room lurched a bit, then righted itself. He took another deep breath.

He was rarely sick—maybe a cold every year or two, if that—and he resented the weakness he felt after this bout with the flu. He hated knowing Shayla had seen him like this. Not the best way to impress a woman. But he would be eternally grateful for the help she’d rendered.


At least, he thought she’d rendered it. Things were a bit fuzzy in his head yet. Maybe he’d imagined her cool hand on his hot forehead. Maybe he’d dreamed her gentle smile as she leaned over him.

On shaky legs, he made his way to the bathroom. One glance in the mirror, and he was sorry he looked. “Death warmed over” was an apt description.

He leaned his thighs against the bathroom counter for support, then proceeded to brush his teeth, mentally thanking the guy who invented mint-flavored toothpaste. Next, he shaved the stubble off his face. Afterward he combed his hair.

The results weren’t great, but he was at least presentable.

He remembered the doctor helping him out of the clothes he’d put on yesterday morning and into the pajama bottoms he wore now. He considered getting dressed, then rejected the idea. Ty and Mick would arrive in another hour or two. They could handle whatever chores needed doing.

With his strength draining, he finished up in the bathroom and returned to his bed, dropping onto it with a sigh of relief. He felt as if he’d put in a full day on the range.

A soft rap sounded at his door. He turned his head on the pillow and looked in that direction as Shayla entered, carrying a tray.

“I heard you get up. I thought you might want some toast and juice.”

“You stayed the night?” It didn’t surprise him. As sick as he’d been, she wouldn’t have left the twins alone.

“Anne and I stayed in the guest room.” She set the tray on his nightstand, then leaned over to feel his forehead. “A bit clammy. No fever. That’s a good sign.” She smiled.

That smile. It was worth being sick to see it. Man, how he loved her.

“Do you think you can eat something?”

He’d do anything she asked. “I’ll give it a try.”

“Let me help you sit up.”

He’d made it to the bathroom and back by himself. He was pretty certain he could sit up by himself. But he didn’t try. Not when Shayla was such a good nurse, fluffing the pillow behind his back, making sure the tray was just so on his lap, asking him if there was anything else he needed.

“No,” he answered. “But stay and tell me what all happened yesterday. Did the girls think to call you? Is that why you showed up here?”

She sat on the side of the mattress, not too close to him. “No.” She glanced toward the window. “I happened to come over.” She paused again, then met his gaze. “They were two frightened little girls. They thought you were dying.”

“So did I for a while.”

“Dr. Dobbins said you had a temp of a hundred and three.”

“You were in here most of the night. Weren’t you? Bathing my forehead, giving me sips of water.”

Her smile was shy, and a blush tinted her cheeks.


“I thought I was dreaming.”

She looked away a second time. “You needed help.” She shrugged. “And the girls couldn’t be left alone. Anne’s with them now. Working on a jigsaw puzzle in the great room.”

He reached over and took hold of her hand. “You’re always helping somebody, aren’t you, Shayla?”

Her blush brightened; she avoided his eyes.

“Me. Cathy and Angie. Anne. Always somebody else.” He lowered his voice. “No wonder you feel like it’s time to take care of yourself for a change.” He tightened his fingers. “I’d like to help take care of you, too. If you’d give me a chance.”

She stood. “I think I heard the girls. They’ll need their breakfast. I’ll be back for the tray.”

He’d struck a nerve, he realized as he watched her leave the room.

And maybe he’d knocked a small hole in the wall of her resistance.

 
 

At the top of the stairs, Shayla stopped and leaned her back against the wall. Her heart raced, and her stomach was all aflutter.

Maybe she had the flu now. She pressed the palms of her hands against her abdomen.

But she wasn’t sick. She was in love. Horribly, wonderfully, completely and helplessly in love.

The question was, what was she going to do about it?

That question repeated itself in her head throughout the morning as she fed the children, did several loads of laundry, cleaned the kitchen and dusted and vacuumed the entire downstairs. What was she going to do about loving Ian?

He said he wanted to take care of her. He loved her.

So if she was sure he loved her, and she knew she loved him, what was the problem?

Sitting beside his bed last night, watching him sleep, listening to his feverish murmurings, she’d wondered what it would be like to be his wife, to be something more than a neighbor doing her Christian duty for a friend.

And if he loved her and she loved him, why couldn’t she be something more?

 
 

For the next two days she wrestled with her thoughts and emotions. For the next two days she tried to understand what loving Ian might mean for her writing, for her future.

Please, God, she prayed. Show me Your will and Your way.

Early on Friday evening, after spending several hours at the cabin, trying to work on her manuscript—a futile attempt, as it turned out—Shayla returned to Paradise Ranch.

“What are you doing back so soon?” Anne asked when Shayla entered through the back door. “I thought you’d be writing until after dark.”

Shayla shook her head. “I couldn’t concentrate. I might has well be here.”

“She wants to be with Uncle Ian,” Cathy said with a note of authority.


Anne grinned. “I think you’re right, half-pint.”

“I have work to do,” Shayla pointed out. “I am the housekeeper.”

Her sister rolled her eyes.

“Oh, brother,” Shayla muttered as she headed for the closet in the front hall.

She retrieved the vacuum and carried it up the stairs into the studio. The bookcase that Cathy had knocked over the night Angie was hurt had been righted the next day and all the books long since put back in place. Since the room was never used, there was little cleaning to be done.

Leaving the vacuum near the door, she walked to the paintings of Ian. He’d been much younger when Joanne painted him, but his wife had foreseen the man he would become.

There was strength and determination in his unlined, youthful face. There was integrity in his eyes. This was a man who knew how to take life as it came. This was a man as strong and unshakable as the mountains that cradled this valley. This was a man who took pleasure in the green of the grass, the blue of the sky, the song of a meadowlark, the nobility of an elk. A man who could hold a child in his arms and wipe away tears with gentle fingertips. A man who could kiss a woman until he’d stolen the very breath from her. This was a man with a heart as big as all outdoors, a man capable of so much love.

She reached out, touching his image on the canvas.

This was a man who loved God, a man who would never keep the woman he loved from serving the Lord.

In that moment, hope blossomed in her heart.

 
 

Something was different about Shayla.

Ian sensed it the instant he saw her standing in the studio, staring at the portraits. It wasn’t anything he could define. It wasn’t the way she looked or moved or anything she did. But something was different.

He cleared his throat. She turned toward him.

“I thought you went home to write.”

She shrugged.

“You and Anne staying the night again?”

She nodded.

“You don’t need to, you know. I’m almost a hundred percent.”

“You’ll rest better if you don’t have to concern yourself with the children.”

He lifted an eyebrow but didn’t argue with her reasoning.

“You are looking much better.”

“Like I said, I’m nearly one hundred percent.”

She gave him a hesitant smile, then turned away and walked to the window. “There’s a nice breeze this evening. Is it all right if I open this?”

“Sure.” He took a step into the studio. What was going on in that pretty head of hers?

Shayla opened the window as wide as it would go. She remained there, staring at the mountainside as the day began to wane. “It’s beautiful here. The trees. The mountains. It always smells so good. I wonder how your mother and sister could leave it.”

For a split second, Ian thought his fever had returned. Was he hallucinating or did she mean what he thought she meant?

“I don’t reckon it was easy for either of them, but they had their reasons.” He took another step into the room. “Dad’s health wasn’t good, so he and Mom moved to a warmer climate. As for Leigh, she met and fell in love with Jim. His work was elsewhere, and she chose to be with him.”

“That’s what I would do. Choose to be with the man I love.”

“Shayla? What is it you’re saying?”

“I want to be a writer, Ian. I believe that’s what God wants, too.” She turned to face him. “I’ve got all these characters in my head, and all these stories demanding to be told. Sometimes I think I’ll go crazy from the need to get it all onto paper. I’ve waited so long for the opportunity to try.” She waved her hand in a gesture of frustration. “No one’s believed I could do it except me.”

“And me. I believe in you.”

She continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Thanks to Aunt Lauretta, it’s here now, my chance to prove myself, and I’ve been working hard to take advantage of it. I think I can do it, too. I think I can write good books. Maybe great books. I love writing. I do. I love it so very much. More than I thought I would.”

He watched her, holding his breath, waiting for her to go on.


Tears began to trace her cheeks. “But I think I love you even more.”

He had her in his arms in a heartbeat. He kissed her before she could take the words back. Even when he stopped kissing her, he didn’t let her go. Instead he kissed the tear tracks on her cheeks and whispered, “Say it again.”

“Say what?” She clung to him.

“Say you love me.”

“I love you.”

Indescribable emotions washed over him. If it were possible, he would have stayed like that, holding her in his arms, forever. That might not be possible, but it seemed the next best thing was.

“Shayla Vincent, will you marry me?”

Her eyes widened.

Had he moved too fast again? “I’ll always support you in the things you want to do. I’ll help you however I can to see that your dream of being a writer comes true.”

“Ian, I—”

“No, let me finish.” He drew a deep breath. “I won’t be a perfect husband. I know I’ll mess up again. But my mistakes won’t be because I don’t love you.”

“I know.”

He covered her lips with his index finger to keep her silent. “I’ll do my level best to make you happy.” He brought his face closer to hers, drowning himself in the deep blue of her eyes. “So will you marry me, Shayla?”


“Yes.”

He blinked, afraid to believe it. Afraid he might be dreaming the whole thing.

“Yes, Ian O’Connell, I’ll marry you.”

Once again, he pulled her close for a long, deep kiss. Lord, if I’m dreaming, don’t let me ever wake up.

It was the sound of whooping and hollering that broke them apart. They turned toward the window. Ian was certain the commotion must mean trouble of some sort. Instead, what he found was Ty, Anne and the twins standing below the window, watching him and Shayla.

Ty tossed his hat into the air and let loose with an earsplitting “Yee-ha!”

Grinning from ear to ear, Anne applauded as she shouted, “About time, you two.”

Cathy and Angie broke into giggles.

“She said yes!” Ian yelled down at them.

“We heard,” Ty answered.

“Wait there!” Anne called. “I’ve got to give you both a hug of congrats.” She disappeared, followed by the twins and Ty.

Ian turned Shayla toward him. “Looks like it’ll be a while before we have another moment alone to do this.”

He kissed her, savoring the sweetness of her mouth while thanking God for bringing her to Rainbow Valley.














Chapter Sixteen
 



The old MacGregor house had been deserted almost fifteen years, the windows boarded over. Keep Out signs were posted on the front and back doors. The interior was dark, dank and filled with cobwebs. They caught at Chet’s hat, at his face, at his hands.

A floorboard creaked beneath his foot as he stepped into the parlor. He froze, listening. If the killer was in the house, he now knew Chet was there, as well.

Nothing. No sound except the wind whistling around the corner of the house.

He moved forward, his flashlight illuminating the way.

Deputy Caldwell had told Chet to stay out of this. Now that he was acting sheriff, in the wake of Sheriff Tuttle’s murder, Caldwell was determined to proceed by the book.

But the deputy was too slow and methodical for Chet. He wasn’t going to wait around until they found another body. True’s body. She meant too much to him. He wouldn’t leave any stone unturned until he found her, until he made certain she was safe.

He opened a door and discovered the stairway to the cellar. Caldwell had said they searched the place from top to bottom. Maybe. But something in Chet’s gut told him she was in this house.

“Hang on, True,” he whispered under his breath. “Please, God. Help her hang on a bit longer.”

He descended the steps into the dirt-floor cellar, pushing aside more cobwebs as he went. If Caldwell and the others had searched down here, he couldn’t see signs of it by his flashlight. It didn’t look as if anyone had been in this cellar in the past fifty years. Which meant True wasn’t down here, either.

He almost turned to leave, almost decided he was looking in the wrong place, almost gave up.

Then something caught his eye. He wasn’t sure what. He wasn’t sure why. But his pulse quickened and the hair on the back of his neck stood on end.

He trained his flashlight on the farthest corner. A section of the wall was a darker, richer brown than the rest.

His heart nearly stopped.

Freshly turned dirt.

He was down the remaining steps and across the cellar in no time.

“True!” He began digging and clawing at the wall with his bare hands. “True, hang on! I’m coming!”

Please, God, he prayed silently. Let me be in time.


 
 

“I know it’s traditional to have the wedding in the bride’s hometown,” Shayla told her mother. “But Ian and I want to have the ceremony at the ranch.”

“But, darling, all your friends are in Portland.”

There was no point in trying to explain that her real friends were right here in this valley. “If you’re worried about the cost of the airplane tickets for the whole family, Mom, I can chip in with the money Aunt Lauretta left me.”

After a lengthy silence on the other end of the line, Reba said, “I hope you know what you’re doing. First this notion to be a novelist instead of finding another job, and now you’re rushing into marriage with a man you’ve known less than two months.”

“This is not some sort of emotional crisis.” Shayla tried to keep the frustration out of her voice. “I love Ian, and he loves me.”

“Oh, honey, I’m sure you do. It’s only…I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

Some of the tension drained from her. “I know that, Mom. But I’m thirty years old. I know what I’m doing. We aren’t rushing into this blind. We’ve both prayed about it. We feel certain it’s what God wants.”

“All right, Shayla. I won’t say anything more.” A pause. “Here’s your father.”

“Hi, sweetheart.”

“Hi, Dad.”

“I take it we’re coming to Idaho for the wedding?”

“Yes. Ian and I want an outdoor ceremony here at the ranch. I told Mom I could help pay for the tickets to fly all of you over.”

“No need for that. You hang on to your money. I can afford to do this. It isn’t every day my firstborn gets married.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Hey, sweetheart.”

“Yes?”

“We’re happy for you. We’re glad you’ve found the right guy. Anne says he’s terrific.”

“Yes, he is.”

“You tell him I said he’d better be good to you.”

“He is.” She laughed. “But I’ll tell him.”

“We’ll call you in a few days. Just as soon as we know everybody’s schedules.”

“Okay.”

“We love you, babe. Give Anne our love, too.”

“I will. Bye, Dad. I love you.”

Shayla hung up the telephone, feeling better after talking to her father. He might agree with her mother that Shayla was rushing into marriage, but at least he hadn’t said so.

 
 

Ian and the twins drove to Shayla’s cabin at noon. “So, what did your folks say?” he asked, immediately after kissing her.

“They were surprised, but happy for me. What about your mother?”

“Over the moon.” He nibbled on her earlobe, ignoring Angie’s and Cathy’s snickers. “She can’t wait to meet you.”


“We talked to Mommy and Daddy last night,” Cathy volunteered.

“We told Mommy we’re gonna be your flower girls,” Angie continued, “and she said we had to take lots and lots of pictures and send them to her.”

Ian tightened his arms around Shayla. “I thought we’d better go talk to Pastor Barnett, make sure he’s available to perform the ceremony on the eighth of next month.”

“We should have done that before calling our parents.”

“Minor details.”

“When are we gonna get our dresses, Shayla?” one of the twins asked.

She turned toward the girls. “Later this week we’ll drive down to Boise, you and me and Anne.”

“Can’t I go, too?” Ian asked.

“No,” the three females answered in unison, then giggled.

“Hmm. So that’s how it’s going to be. Three against one.”

Shayla slipped her arm around his waist. “Stop pouting, and let’s go see Pastor Barnett.”

“I’m not pouting.”

“Ha!” Mischief twinkled in her eyes.

“You were, Uncle Ian. We saw you.”

“I’m outnumbered,” he grumbled, trying—and failing—to hide his grin.

He wondered if it was legal for a man to be this happy.


 
 

That evening, with the twins in bed and Ty and Anne off on a date, Ian and Shayla snuggled together on the front porch swing, his arm around her back, her head resting on his shoulder. A nearly full moon bathed the valley in a blanket of white light. Crickets serenaded from the pasture, accompanied by the ribbitt, ribbitt of frogs.

“Mmm,” Shayla murmured. “What a perfect ending to a perfect day.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“We may not have many evenings like this for a while. There’s so much to be done to get ready for the wedding.”

“We should have eloped.”

She laughed. “That’s about the tenth time you’ve said that today.”

“Is it?” He kissed the top of her head. “Must be because I mean it.” His breath was warm on her hair.

Tiny shivers ran up and down her spine, and gooseflesh formed on her arms.

“Mmm,” she murmured again.

“I never expected this.”

“What?”

“You. Being in love again. I hoped it would happen, but I didn’t believe it would. I didn’t think I’d ever meet the right woman. I’ve been alone a long time.”

She shifted in his arms, looking up at him. “Tell me about Joanne.”

“What would you like to know?”

“Do you still love her?” The question slipped out before she could think better of it. Once it was spoken, the only thing she could do was hold her breath and wait for his answer.

Ian was silent for a long time, all the while staring down into her eyes.

At last he spoke, his voice low and filled with regret. “I loved Joanne. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. We were just kids when we got married, but we were happy for the most part. We were selfish in our own ways, too, like many young people who still think the universe revolves around them. We wanted different things, and neither of us knew how to compromise.”

He looked in the direction of the highway, but judging by his expression, his mind was even farther away than that.

“I don’t know what would’ve happened to our marriage if she’d lived. I don’t think we would’ve made it. Neither of us knew the Lord back then.” He paused, then shook his head. “No, we would’ve divorced. Neither one of us knew how to compromise.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Yes, you should have.” His gaze returned to her. “I don’t want there to be any secrets between us, Shayla. No unspoken questions. We should talk about things.”

She nodded, then returned her head to his shoulder.

They were silent for another long spell. A companionable silence, neither of them feeling compelled to speak, content to simply be together. He stroked her hair with the fingers of one hand. She circled her fingers on his chest, feeling the beat of his heart beneath her hand.

Finally he said, “You don’t mind that it won’t be just the two of us here after we’re married, do you?”

“You mean, Cathy and Angie? No, I don’t mind.” She closed her eyes. “You’re a wonderful uncle. At least, now that you’re over that rocky start.”

“I’ve always sort of hoped for kids of my own.” There was an unspoken question in his words.

Shayla didn’t know what to say. A few months ago—a few weeks ago—she hadn’t known where children would fit in with her new purpose. But now? She wasn’t sure. What would it be like to carry Ian’s baby?

“I love you,” he whispered.

And what she thought he might be saying was, It’s okay. We don’t have to decide about children now. We have time. We have the rest of our lives.

 
 

A half an hour later, Ian watched the taillights of Shayla’s car grow dimmer as she drove away from the house. When he knew she’d safely reached the highway, he turned and went inside. Once upstairs, he checked on the girls. They were sound asleep.

He stood at the side of the double bed, soft light from the hallway illuminating their faces. Angie’s bandage was gone now, and it took him a moment to be sure who was who. He was kind of proud of himself that he was beginning to see the slight differences in their faces. Shayla noticed them right off, but it took him a bit longer.


He remembered that first twenty-four-hour period with these two little girls. He’d dubbed them the twin terrors. They’d scared him half to death with their tantrums and their tears. But they hadn’t scared Shayla. She’d seen right through them. She’d known the exact mix of love and discipline that was needed.

She would make a wonderful mother.

He recalled the tension he’d felt in her tonight when he told her he wanted kids of his own. She hadn’t looked up at him, but her fingers had grown still.

It hurt him a little, knowing she didn’t yet trust him not to crush her hopes and dreams, but he could understand it, too.

He drew the sheet over the twins’ shoulders, then left the room, wandering into the studio.

Even after all these years, the faint scent of oil paints and turpentine lingered in the air. He wondered if the odor would disappear once the room held a desk, computer and printer, once the walls were lined with books instead of canvasses.

Do you still love her?

Remembering Shayla’s question, Ian shook his head. He wished he could explain it better. At one time he loved Joanne with all his heart, but that was long ago. Things were different then. He was different then. While he could remember that he once loved Joanne, he didn’t feel the emotion.

Now when he thought of love, he thought of Shayla—of her laughter, of the way she talked to herself, of the sweet taste of her mouth and the perfect way she fit within his arms. She filled his thoughts—morning, noon and night. There was no room in his mind or his heart for another woman, whether real or a memory.

His gaze moved around the room, over the things that had been Joanne’s.

“I won’t make the same mistakes again,” he pledged to the silence around him. “I won’t crush your dreams, Shayla. I won’t insist on my own way. Whatever it takes, this marriage is for a lifetime.”

He flicked off the lights and headed for his room.

 
 

Shayla couldn’t sleep. So many things kept racing through her mind, and her heart was torn with conflicting emotions. She hadn’t known love was like this, a sweet torment. Joys were greater. Fears were deeper.

She loved Ian with her entire being. She didn’t doubt that for an instant. Ian loved her just as deeply. He seemed to understand her as no one else ever had. And still…

She remembered Ian telling her, weeks ago, not to let anything or anyone get in the way of her dreams. Was she doing that? Once they were married, would her own desire to please him get in the way?

With a groan, she tossed off the blankets and got out of bed. Her head ached with all her whirling thoughts and questions, but she was unable to shut them off.

She didn’t turn on the light. A full moon provided enough illumination for her to see her way out to the living room.

Silently Shayla walked to her desk, drawn there like metal to a magnet. She lifted her manuscript from the stationery box. What she held in her hands represented many weeks of work. Hard work. Hopefully, good work.

But how did she know if it was really good?

Oh, Lord. I want this. I want this so much. Sometimes I know without question that it’s what You want for me, too, and other times I’m afraid it’s only my own wishes. But if it is Your will, how does writing fit with marriage and a home and a family?

She closed her eyes, holding the manuscript pages against her chest, waiting for an answer to her prayer, hoping to hear that small voice of assurance in her heart. All she heard was the silence of the cabin.

With a sigh, she opened her eyes and looked at the manuscript a second time. There was only one way she knew to find out if her book was good enough to be published. She had to show it to someone who could tell her the truth. Up to this point, Chet Morrison and True Barry and all the other characters of Eden Valley belonged only to her. It was time to learn if someone else might like them, too.

She took another breath—a long, deep one this time—let it out, then laid the manuscript back in its box, her decision made.














Chapter Seventeen
 



Shayla tried not to let her uncertainties color her joy. This was supposed to be the happiest time of a woman’s life, and she was determined it would be so for her.

On Tuesday, she and Anne drove to the ranch early in the morning to pick up the twins. Then the four of them headed down the highway toward Boise. It didn’t take them long to start singing camp songs. Cathy and Angie quickly learned the words to those they hadn’t heard before. All mistakes were followed by riotous laughter. More than they deserved.

An hour into their journey, they saw a doe and her fawn along the river’s edge. Shayla slowed so they could get a better look. The doe, ever alert for danger to her baby, lifted her head and watched the car go by, ready to dart away if necessary. Another fifteen minutes down the road, they stopped to watch a helicopter as it hauled a log out of the forest, the chopper following the river’s winding path for a while, then disappearing over a ridge.

As they got closer to Boise, the temperature began to rise. The sun glared down from a cloudless blue sky, and the air conditioner in the compact car couldn’t spit out enough cold air to keep the inhabitants comfortable.

It was nearly eleven o’clock before they arrived at their destination. The bridal shop had been recommended by Geneve Barnett, the pastor’s wife. Shayla prayed it would be the only stop they would have to make. She hated clothes shopping almost as much as going to the dentist.

“You start looking at bridal gowns,” Anne suggested as they walked toward the shop’s door, “and the girls and I will check out the bridesmaid and flower girl dresses. That way we can be done in half the time.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Half an hour later, Shayla stood in a fitting room with an overly cheerful saleswoman and a selection of gowns. As soon as the first one—hooped skirt, huge puffy sleeves, and all—was zipped up the back, she knew why she hated shopping so much.

“I thought all brides were supposed to be beautiful,” she muttered at her reflection. “I look like a cream puff about to explode.”

Anne—beautiful, model-like Anne, who looked gorgeous in anything—chose that precise moment to poke her head through the curtains.

“Shayla, I think we found the perfect—” She stopped and stared. “Oh, it’s definitely not you, my dear, sweet sister.” She entered the fitting room and began to poke through the other gowns. When she was done, she rolled her eyes at Shayla. “You are hopeless. None of these are right for you.”

“Tell me about it. Maybe I should get married in shorts and a T-shirt. It’s more my style.”

Anne grinned. “I don’t think you have to resort to that. I saw something I think would be perfect. Get out of that Scarlett O’Hara thing. I’ll be right back.”

Without a word, the saleswoman stepped toward Shayla and unzipped the back of the gown, then helped her out of the yards of satin, beads and lace and the voluminous underskirt beneath it all. Anne returned a moment later.

“Don’t look until it’s on.” Glancing at the saleswoman, Anne said, “Would you mind helping the flower girls with their dresses? They’re anxious to try them on. I left them in the next room over.”

A look of horror crossed the woman’s face, obviously realizing what havoc two unchaperoned six-year-old girls could create in her shop. She hurried out of the fitting room.

“Anne, really,” Shayla whispered, fighting a smile.

Her sister chuckled. “Sorry.” She didn’t sound the least bit repentant. “Turn around and lift your arms over your head. And remember. Don’t look until I say so.”

“Yes, sir, General, sir.”

They laughed together.


But Anne quickly sobered. “Shayla, I’ve been meaning to say something to you for days, and I can’t wait another minute. I want you to know how blessed I am to have you for my big sister. I know I haven’t shown it often, but you’ve always been there for me, no matter what. Just like letting me come to stay with you for a while. I know I’m in the way—”

“Oh, Anne. That’s not true. I never thought—”

“It is true. I took advantage of your generous spirit. I knew you wouldn’t turn me down.”

Shayla shook her head.

“There’s something else. I have a confession to make.” Anne dropped her gaze. “I read your manuscript while you were gone the other day.”

What did you think? Did you like it? The questions echoed in her heart, but she was too afraid to speak them aloud.

Anne looked up again. “It’s wonderful. Truly, it is. I love the mystery and the characters. But most of all, I love the way Chet lives his faith and shares it with True. It made me…it made me wonder a little about my own Christianity. It made me hope I can have that same kind of trust in God, no matter what happens in my life.”

Joyful tears threatened in Shayla’s eyes.

“I’m so proud of you. The Lord’s truly given you a gift.” Anne gave her sister a tight hug, then turned her toward the mirror. “Now, take a look.”

Shayla sucked in a breath of surprise. “Oh, Anne. Is that me?”

“It’s you. You look beautiful. Absolutely stunning.”


The gown of silk and tulle was understated with simple, flowing lines. It had an old-fashioned look that made it perfect for the outdoor ceremony she and Ian planned.

“I can’t believe it’s me. Ian won’t recognize me.”

“How can you say that? He thinks you’re beautiful all the time.”

She met her sister’s gaze in the mirror. “Do you really think so?”

“Of course I do.”

“His first wife was gorgeous,” she said, more to herself than to Anne. “You know. You saw her photograph.”

“But he loves you, Shayla.”

“I know. I know he does. And I love him. More than I thought possible.” She turned to face her sister. “What if I’m not the sort of wife he needs? What if I make him unhappy? We’re so different, he and I.”

Anne shook her head. “Not as different as you think.”

“But I’m serious. What if I—”

“I know you’re serious. You are also suffering from a raging case of prewedding jitters. That’s normal. Get over it. You two are perfect for each other.”

“But what if—”

“Miss Vincent?” the saleswoman called from the next room.

“Yes,” Shayla and Anne answered in unison. As they looked at each other, they laughed and the tension was broken.

“Could you come here a moment?”


Anne went to see what the saleswoman needed, and Shayla turned back to the mirror.

Please, God. Let Anne be right. Let me be the right wife for Ian.

 
 

“Wait till you see ’em, Uncle Ian,” Cathy said as she tumbled out of Shayla’s car.

“They’re the prettiest dresses ever!” Angie added, eyes aglow.

Ian ruffled their hair with his hands. “Sounds like you had a great time.” He looked at Shayla, who was now standing beside her car.

“We did.” She smiled.

There was a glow about her. He hoped he was the cause of it.

To the twins, he said, “You’d better go wash up. Supper’s almost ready.” Then he moved toward Shayla, eager to hold her in his arms. “I missed you all day long,” he whispered before he kissed her.

“I missed you, too.”

“Oh, brother!” That came from Anne as she got out of the car. “Is this mushy behavior going to go on for long?” She sounded disgusted, but there was a definite sparkle of amusement in her eyes.

He winked at Anne, then looked down at Shayla. “Not for as long as I’d like.” He brushed his lips across her forehead. “Not nearly for as long as I’d like.”

“Is Ty in the barn?” Anne started walking in that direction even as she spoke. “Maybe I can hitch a ride to the cabin instead of having to suffer you two lovebirds.”

“Yeah, he’s in there.” To Shayla, Ian said, “Will you stay for supper?”

“I should go home. There’s a million and one things I’ve got to do.”

“Don’t I know it. But another hour won’t make that big of a difference. Will it?”

Her arms tightened around his torso. “You’re much too tempting for my own good, cowboy.”

“I do my best, ma’am.”

She laughed softly. “I know you do.”

Putting his arm around her shoulders, he walked her toward the house. “I accomplished something today myself. I found a sitter to stay with the girls while I’m working. I decided it wasn’t fair of me to ask for your help with the hiring. You have enough to do. Like you said.”

“Who is it?”

“Nat’s sister. Vicky Briscoe. The little blonde who sits next to Hydrangea Zimmerman in the church choir.”

Shayla hesitated, drawing them to a halt outside the back door to the house. “How old is she?”

“Fifteen, I think. Maybe sixteen.”

“Are you sure she can handle those two? They’re a handful sometimes.”

“I’m sure.” He gave her a squeeze. “’Course, she’ll only be available until school starts, but that’ll give us plenty of time to find someone more permanent.” He grinned. “We can do that after the honeymoon.” As far as Ian was concerned, the wedding and subsequent honeymoon couldn’t get here fast enough.

“The eighth of August will arrive before we know it,” Shayla whispered, as if reading his mind.

“Not fast enough to suit me.” He drew her back into his embrace and kissed her, slow and sweet.

 
 

The days that followed were among the happiest of Shayla’s life. Full from dawn to dusk, but happy all the same.

There never was a free moment—or so it seemed—to turn on the computer, let alone hours when she was alone so she could write. She would have felt guilty, only she hadn’t time for that, either.

She talked to her parents several times by phone and made more plans for their arrival in August. She cleaned the house at Paradise and found herself thinking of it as their home—Ian’s and hers—instead of his home. When she saw that Joanne’s photograph was gone from his bedroom, she was touched by his thoughtfulness.

She and Ian went horseback riding some evenings, just the two of them, while Anne stayed with the children. Blue and Pumpkin carried them high into the mountains, following narrow tracks that normally saw only deer and elk. Most days they ate supper together, and often they sat on the porch swing until after midnight, listening to the sounds of the night, enjoying the feel of holding one another.

One day, just over two weeks before the wedding, Shayla arrived at the ranch to find the art studio emptied of everything except the bookshelves and the three portraits of Ian. He asked her if she wanted those paintings taken down, too.

“No,” she told him, touching the side of his face with her fingertips. “I learned a lot about the man you are from those paintings.”

He seemed about to ask her what she meant, but she stopped him with a slight shake of her head. She wasn’t sure she could explain it and didn’t want to try.

The next day, a surprise arrived for Cathy and Angie—their own Shetland ponies. Shayla would never forget the looks on their faces when they saw the ponies for the first time. Nor would she forget the expression on Ian’s face. Joyful. Excited. Eager.

He was the most wonderful man she’d ever known, she thought as she watched him instructing the twins on how to properly saddle and bridle their ponies. He was so much more than just a good-looking cowboy with a heart-stopping grin. He had a big heart, a big heart full of love that he showered on those around him. Especially on her.

And she loved him so much, it almost hurt. Sometimes the intensity of her feelings for him frightened her. She’d heard it said it was better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.

She wondered if that was true.

But then, there was no reason to worry, for she was never going to lose Ian O’Connell. God had brought them together. Ian would be her husband, as amazing as that seemed to her, and she would be his wife.

And so the days of July sped into August, rushing toward their wedding day and a bright new future for the two of them.

 
 

Shayla knelt on the floor of her bedroom and stared into the box she was packing.

With the rest of the Vincent family arriving from Oregon the next day and only four days remaining until the wedding, she was moving to the ranch house. They’d already taken her office equipment and her clothing over there. This second trip was to pack all the miscellaneous items.

“I don’t remember bringing so much with me,” she muttered. “Where did it all come from?”

“You’re asking me a question like that?” Ian laughed as he came to stand behind her. “You already saw how things multiply around my place.”

She glanced up. “Your house needs another good cleaning before your mother arrives on Friday. What will she think—”

“Sweetheart…you’re fired.”

“What?”

“I said you’re fired.” He took hold of her arm and drew her to her feet. “You are not my housekeeper any longer. You’re going to be my wife.”

“A wife who is still needed to clean your house.”

“Hey, I—”

She kissed him, stopping his words. “Get busy, cowboy. I need you to carry those boxes to the truck.”


“Happy to oblige, Miss Vincent.” He moved to draw her back into his embrace. “But you’re a mighty tempting distraction.”

She put a hand flat on his chest, stopping him. “Likewise, Mr. O’Connell, but I’m more self-disciplined than you are.” She gave him a tiny shove. “Back to work.”

“Shucks.” His grin was teasing. “Thought I was more irresistible than that.”

“Ian, my family arrives tomorrow, and your mother the day after that. We have so much to accomplish and too little time to do it in.”

He released a deep sigh. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

“Oh, but I can. I do.” Despite her words, she was tempted to forget herself and all the work yet to do in the wonderful circle of his arms.

The phone rang. She groaned as she hurried out of the bedroom to answer it.

“Hello?”

“Hello. May I speak to Shayla Vincent, please?”

“This is she.”

“Ms. Vincent, this is Bradley Karnes of Masterson Publishing House.”

Her heart stopped. “Yes?” There was a strange buzzing in her ears.

“I’m an acquiring editor for Masterson. I’ve read your submission, Ms. Vincent, and…”

 
 

From the doorway of the bedroom, Ian watched and listened, a sense of doom perched on his shoulder.


“Three weeks?”

He couldn’t be certain from her expression or the tone of her voice what she felt. It didn’t seem to be bad news on the other end of the line, and yet…

“Well, I suppose…” Her brows drew together in a frown. “But you see, in a few days, I’ll be getting…” A lengthy silence as she listened, then, “Yes, I understand.”

She glanced toward the bedroom, saw Ian standing there, turned away.

His sense of doom darkened, grew heavier. He took a step forward.

“By the end of August. Yes, I believe I can do that. I’ll do my best. Thank you, Mr. Karnes.” She reached for a pad of paper and a pencil and began scribbling notes on it. “Yes, I will… No, I don’t think so… Of course… Yes, and thank you again, Mr. Karnes. Goodbye.”

Ian took another couple of steps toward the kitchen.

“They’re interested in my book,” Shayla said. She turned toward him, her eyes wide with surprise. “They might want to buy it.”














Chapter Eighteen
 



“Buy your book?” Ian strode toward her, trying to ignore his growing apprehension. “But, honey, that’s wonderful.” He embraced her, squeezing tightly.

“I sent him the first three chapters,” Shayla said, her voice muffled against his chest. “The editor wants the completed book by the end of August.”

Ian drew back. “And?”

“And I don’t have it finished. I need at least another hundred and fifty pages. Maybe more.”

His mouth was dry. His heart was pounding.

“There’s no way I can get it finished between now and the end of August. Not with the wedding and the honeymoon and everything else.”

“Then we’ll postpone the honeymoon.”

“You would do that for me?”

“No. I would do it for us.”

Tears sprang into her eyes. “He didn’t guarantee they would buy it. We might be putting off the honeymoon for no reason.”

“But it wouldn’t be for no reason.”

“Thank you.” She placed the palm of her right hand against his left cheek. “Thank you for understanding.”

Why now, God? I’m not as understanding as I sound. I want this for her, but did it have to be now? Is this some sort of test? If it is, I’m not likin’ it much.

Shayla stepped out of his arms. “It will mean long hours in my office. I’m not a fast writer, and my outline is still a bit sketchy.” She turned away. “Maybe I should have told Mr. Karnes there was no way I could do it.”

“You’ll do it, sweetheart.” He laid his hands on her shoulders. “I have faith in you.”

A tiny shudder passed through her.

“Let’s get to work,” he said, turning her toward him again. “We’ve got to finish packing and get you over to the ranch. You have words to write.”

“But I—”

“No buts.” He gave her a smile he didn’t feel. “This’ll all work out. You’ll see.”

 
 

Shayla closed her eyes as she leaned back in her office chair. “Done,” she whispered.

Despite the time it took to get her office equipment up and running, she had managed to write ten pages today. It was a momentum she hoped to continue. It wouldn’t be easy. Especially once her family arrived.

She glanced at the clock. After midnight.

The house was silent, everyone else asleep by this time. The twins had gone to bed at nine, and about an hour ago, she’d heard Ian and Anne bid each other good-night in the hallway.

She smiled to herself, remembering her sister’s excitement when she learned of the publisher’s phone call.

“Oh, Shayla. It’s wonderful. You’re going to be published.”

“Not yet. Nothing’s for certain.”

“Yes, it is. I can feel it. It’s going to happen. What can I do to help?”

I’m blessed, she thought as she closed out of her word processing program and shut down the computer. Both Ian and Anne were being so understanding. Not all that along ago, she’d felt alone in her writing pursuits. Now she felt lifted by the support of her fiancé and sister.

At the doorway to her new office, she paused and glanced down the hallway toward Ian’s bedroom. No light came from beneath the closed door.

Father-God, thank You. Thank You for bringing me to this valley and into Ian’s life. Help me to be a good wife and help me to be a good writer.

After putting on a nightshirt and following her normal bedtime routine of washing her face and brushing her teeth, Shayla tiptoed into the guest bedroom she would share with Anne until Ian’s mother arrived from Florida. Guided by the soft glow of a night-light, she slipped beneath the sheet and blanket, rolled onto her side, and tucked her arm beneath the pillow. Sleep overtook her in an instant.

It was the calm before the storm.


 
 

The Vincent family arrived in their rented van at eleven o’clock the next morning. Ian was at the ranch house to greet them, along with Shayla, Anne and the twins.

Ian was aware of several things as Shayla introduced him to her parents, Reba and Doug; her brothers, Dwight, Ken and George; and her younger two sisters, Olivia and Crystal. First, that they were a noisy bunch; there was lots of talking and laughing. Second, that they were a genuinely loving family; the kissing and hugging was done in earnest and not out of obligation. And third, that their presence had an immediate somewhat negative effect on Shayla.

It took him a while to figure out what it was. That she loved them was obvious. Her delight in catching up on what had been happening to each of them since she left Oregon was real. So what was it that bothered him?

Shayla invited everyone inside for a tour of the house. Her mother was as impressed by the large kitchen as Shayla had said she would be. Her father asked Ian lots of questions about the age of the house and how it had been built and when the O’Connells came to the valley.

The tour moved outside. Crystal, at thirteen, was delighted by the dogs and asked her parents if she could have a pup from the next litter. Olivia took more notice of the two ranch hands who were doctoring an injured heifer in the barn; Anne made certain her younger sister understood that Ty was off-limits. The three brothers seemed most interested in the news that Shayla had taken up horseback riding, expressing their disbelief.

Ian put a possessive arm around Shayla’s back and gave her a squeeze. “I think you’d be surprised by a lot of the things your sister can do.” He would have continued, might have blurted out the news about her book, but she stopped him with a slight shake of her head.

They all returned to the house where Shayla served a lunch of grilled hamburgers and tossed salad.

Ian learned more about the Vincent family over the course of that meal, and toward the end, he realized what it was about Shayla that was different. She had become the caretaker of them all, while at the same time becoming almost invisible to everyone in the room.

Ian couldn’t claim to be an expert in pop psychology, but even a cowboy from Idaho could see what was happening before his eyes. He didn’t like it much. He remembered the animated young woman he’d first seen on the deck of her cabin. That wasn’t who he saw before him now.

His gaze met with Anne’s, and her eyes seemed to say to him, You see it, too?

Yeah, he saw.

 
 

Shayla stared at the computer monitor, watching the cursor blink on an otherwise blank screen. It was nearly five in the morning. She’d been at her desk all night, and she’d written nothing. Absolutely nothing.

Of course, she hadn’t been able to get to her office until almost midnight. Even after taking her family to the cabin and getting them settled in, it hadn’t quieted down. There were several phone calls from her siblings, asking where this or that was. Then Cathy and Angie got into an argument about whose turn it was to feed the dogs for Uncle Ian. He wasn’t present, of course. He’d driven to the cabin with extra blankets. The twins’ argument turned to spiteful, hurtful words, followed by buckets of tears. It took Shayla fifteen minutes to comfort both girls and get them settled in for the night.

Elbows on the desk, she rested her forehead against the heels of her hands. “I’m so tired, I can’t think.” She wanted to weep.

She straightened, rose from her chair and walked to the window. The horizon was beginning to show the first traces of dawn. She could make out the shadowy forms of horses grazing in the paddock. Not even a breeze stirred the trees. It was a beautiful scene, seductively tranquil. But that was deceiving.

It wouldn’t be tranquil later today or the day after that.

Or the week after that.

Or the month after that.

Ian’s mother would arrive this afternoon. All of the Vincents would be in and out of the ranch house until after the wedding. The twins would be here until at least next spring.


How could she be a good wife to Ian and serve the Lord with her writing at the same time? It was an impossible dream. She would only make him unhappy in the end. She would hurt him less if she broke off things now. Once they made the marriage commitment before God, there would be no going back. Not for either of them.

No, she must have been mistaken, thinking the Lord wanted her to marry Ian. The call from the publisher should have been a sign to her. Shouldn’t it?

Oh, God. Here I am again. So confused. I want to do what You want me to do. What is it? Show me the way.

She heard the door open behind her and knew it was Ian.

“I can’t marry you,” she said over the lump in her throat and the ache in her chest.

She heard the door close and turned around.

Ian’s expression was grim as he stared at her.

“I can’t marry you,” she repeated.

“Why not?”

“I just can’t.”

He didn’t cross the room, didn’t try to change her mind by taking her into his arms. He simply watched her.

“It costs too much.” She dropped her gaze to the floor. “I’ll fail the Lord if I stay. I’ll give up on my writing.”

He remained silent.

That made her angry. “I want to be a writer. I need to finish this book, and I can’t the way things are. It was you who told me not to let anything get in the way of my dreams.” She cast a challenging glance in his direction.

“I remember.” His voice was flat, emotionless.

“Then you should understand.”

“I understand better than you think.” He released a sigh as he raked his fingers through his hair. “I understand all too well.”

“I’m sorry. I should have realized before now that I couldn’t go through with it. I should have—”

“Want to know what I think?” he interrupted, louder this time, a hint of anger in his voice. “I think you’re using your writing—even your calling to serve the Lord—as an excuse to run away. You’re afraid, and it isn’t because of the book.”

“I haven’t been able to write a single page all night long.”

“That’s an excuse. You’re afraid to depend on anyone else. You take care of everybody because then you’ll be too busy to open up your heart and let them in. Really inside. You’re afraid of the cost of loving, not the cost of losing a dream.” He patted his chest with his hand. “I wanted you to let me in. I wanted you to lean on me. You could have trusted me, Shayla.”

He put his hand on the doorknob and turned it. But then he stopped and looked at her again.

“I made the mistake of standing in the way of someone’s dream. I wouldn’t have made that mistake again, Shayla. I wouldn’t have made that mistake with you. I told you that. I tried to prove that to you.” He opened the door. “So you go if you have to. Just remember that I love you, and I’ll be right here if you change your mind.”

 
 

It was almost seven o’clock when Shayla drove away from the house at Paradise Ranch. Her hastily packed suitcase was in the trunk, along with her computer, printer, and manuscript. In the rearview mirror, she saw Ian, sitting astride Blue, watching as she left him. He had let her go without a word. He’d simply let her go.

She was about ten miles down the highway before she realized she was crying so hard she couldn’t see the road. She blinked and wiped her eyes, then looked for a place to turn off, knowing she wouldn’t be able to stop the tears for long. Around the next bend in the road, she found a small campground alongside the river.

I wanted you to let me in. I wanted you to lean on me.

She rested her forehead on the back of her hands, hands that still gripped the steering wheel.

You could have trusted me, Shayla.

Memories drifted through her mind. Ian working with a young foal. Ian roping cattle. Ian fixing sandwiches in the kitchen. Ian playing with the twins and roughhousing with the dogs. Ian teaching her to ride, showing so much patience. Ian holding her in his arms, kissing her, loving her.

He was right. He hadn’t tried to take away her dream. He’d wanted to share in it. He didn’t want to stop her from serving God. He wanted to serve with her.


She got out of the car and walked to the river’s edge, watching as it churned and foamed, roaring over the submerged boulders and logs that lined the riverbed.

That’s how she felt. As if her insides were churning and foaming and roaring.

She sat on the ground, pulled her knees toward her chest. With her arms clasped around her shins, she pressed her face against her knees and allowed herself to cry.

 
 

With his heart pounding in fear, Ian sped down the highway. He shouldn’t have let her go. He never should have told her he wouldn’t stand in her way. Ten years ago he’d let another woman drive out of his life—and she’d died that day.

This time he had to do it right. If he lost Shayla…

Rounding a turn in the road, he saw the roof of her car, parked in a campground. He breathed a silent prayer of thanksgiving as he braked and pulled off the road. He got out of his truck, not bothering to close the door behind him. Her car was empty, but his gaze soon found her, sitting beside the river. He stopped about ten feet away, realizing that she hadn’t heard his arrival above the thunder of the river.

Her shoulders shook as she wept.

Was he making a mistake? Should he let her go? Maybe she was right. Maybe he would be in her way. Maybe…

She lifted her head and turned toward him as if she’d sensed his presence. Her eyes glittered with tears.

No, he wasn’t making a mistake.

He crossed the ground that separated them, took hold of her arms and drew her to her feet. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me.”

“Oh, Ian.”

He drew her closer to him. “Without you, Paradise Ranch won’t mean anything. It’ll be too empty without you in it. Don’t give up on us without a fight.”

“You were right about me. I’m afraid. It’s easier to run away before I fail.”

“Then stop running.” He brushed the hair off her forehead. “You don’t have to be afraid. I love you. I believe in you. I won’t hurt you.”

She gave her head a tiny shake. “I blamed everyone else for what was wrong with my life. For my dismal little apartment and my boring job. For having to put off my dreams. For not writing my stories. But it was only me standing in my way.” She released a sad little laugh. “Wasn’t it?”

He kissed her with all the tenderness his heart possessed, hoping beyond hope that she would understand how much she was cherished, how important she was in his life. He would move heaven and earth to make her happy—if she would give him the chance.

When their lips parted, Shayla looked into his eyes for the longest time. So long, he thought he couldn’t bear it. And then she smiled.

“Take me to Paradise, cowboy. Take me home.”











  




Epilogue
 



While the deputies placed handcuffs on Mitchell Jones in the glow of the spinning red lights atop the police car, Chet pulled True into his arms.

“So help me, woman, if you ever cause me this much trouble again…”

He didn’t finish the threat. He didn’t have to.

“Cowboy…” She smiled that unapologetic smile that was True’s alone. “I plan to cause you nothing but trouble from here on out, and you know it.”

Yeah, he knew it. And he didn’t care. He wanted whatever kind of trouble she dished out. In fact, he would welcome it.

He kissed her. He wanted word to spread across Eden Valley like a grass fire: True Barry belonged to Chet Morrison.

And the next guy to forget it would wish he was sitting in a prison cell next to Mr. Jones.


Shayla lifted the last sheet of paper out of the printer tray and stared at it.

“The end,” she whispered, then grinned. “I made it.”

She wanted to shout, but it was two in the morning and she didn’t want to wake the twins.

“Time to celebrate?”

At the sound of Ian’s voice, Shayla swiveled her chair around. Her husband stood in the doorway.

“How did you know?”

He shrugged. “I had a feeling you would wrap it up tonight.” He smiled at her. “So how did it turn out?”

“Mystery solved. Bad guy in jail. Chet gets the girl.”

“Lucky Chet.”

She returned his smile. “There’s a lot of editing to do before I can ship it to New York, and only three days to do it in.”

“I’ve got faith in you, sweetheart. You’ll get it done in time.”

He closed the door to her office with his heel and crossed the room to her desk. “I’d like to kiss the author of Trouble in Eden, if that’s all right with her. After all, I’ve never kissed a novelist before.”

She rose from her chair and slipped into his embrace, snuggling close to her husband of twenty days. “Go ahead. Kiss the novelist, Mr. O’Connell. She’s waiting.”

“Glad to oblige, ma’am.”

His kiss told her that she was loved, cherished, beautiful, and special in his eyes. He believed in her and made her believe in herself.


True Barry would be fortunate if she was even half as happy in Eden as Shayla O’Connell was in Paradise.








  




QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
 





 

	Shayla Vincent was given the burden of raising siblings at a young age. How would her actions and decisions then be different from those of someone older? In the story, how did that affect her growing up? What advice do you wish you’d been given when you began to care for children?
 

	Ian O’Connell is tripped up a number of times by his preconceived notions about Shayla. How do such suppositions prevent us from getting to know our neighbors? How did they impede Ian’s getting to know Shayla?
 

	Shayla feels called to share her faith through her writing, and she doesn’t want to let anything get in her way. What happens to modify her plans? In what ways have you felt led to share your faith? Has God steered your plans in an unexpected direction?
 

	Sibling rivalry and sibling relationships are an important element of the story. How does Shayla’s relationship with Anne differ from that of Ian’s with Leigh? Why do you think that is? What role do age, birth rank and gender play in such relationships? How have your familial relationships evolved over the years?
 

	Shayla interprets Anne’s arrival in Idaho as a message from God. What message does she think He’s sending? Is she wrong? Why or why not? How have you misinterpreted God’s messages for you? With what result?
 

	How does Shayla handle Ian’s sudden illness? What does the illness do to the dynamic of their relationship? Why?
 

	At first it’s difficult for Ian to handle his nieces. What mistakes does he make? How does Shayla’s approach differ? Why does she succeed where he has struggled?
 

	At long last Shayla’s dream of publication is realized. What effect do you think this will have on her marriage with Ian? In what ways can we support our spouses when they’re given such a blessing? In what ways do you think Ian will continue to support Shayla?
 

	In reflecting on his failures in his previous marriage, Ian asked the Lord for help with his courtship of Shayla. How can past mistakes help us to approach new situations differently? How has this manifested itself in your life? What guidance and scripture did you find most valuable at that time?
 

	The phrase “taking a chance on love” resonates with Ian. What risks are involved in love? How does faith help us deal with that risk?
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