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MELANIE SUMMERS, A feisty zoologist with big dreams, has just made a deal with her father.  She has to spend a full month in the Wyoming wilderness and show her father she can handle being in a remote area while managing her Type 1 diabetes before he’ll agree to fund an expedition for her to go to Africa.  She knows he’s convinced she’ll fail.  
But she’s not about to let any man underestimate what she can do.  Especially not the sexy rodeo cowboy she’s hired to help get her through the month in the wilderness.
Stoney Buxton needs to raise cash fast to save the family ranch after a barn fire injured his father and left the family finances in ruin. Re-entering the rodeo circuit seems like the best way to get the money he needs.  That is until Melanie Summers shows up at his ranch flashing easy money. To everyone else, her offer seems like the answer to all his prayers. But one look at her long legs and pouting lips and Stoney know this high society gal is going to be nothing but trouble for his cowboy heart.
 




 
This book is dedicated to Werner Naujoks with love.





Chapter One

“LIKE I JUST told you, ma'am,” Stoney Buxton said, glancing up through squinted eyes at the fair-skinned woman standing over him.  “I’m a rancher.  I don't do wilderness tours.  You'll just have to find someone else to guide you through that terrain.”  
The sun floating in the cloudless sky in front of him made it difficult to see, so he tipped the brim of his well-worn cowboy hat with the edge of the hammer he gripped between his fingers to get a better look at the young woman.
Now what in hell’s blazes is this? 
She stood there, all legs, eyes, and lips pouting down at him.  A picture of beauty, polished and gleaming like Sunday silver.  Her long legs–he noticed every inch of them as his eyes trailed the length of her–would do better wrapped around a man's waist.  Even hidden beneath her smooth-fitting jeans he could tell those legs were much too refined and delicate to take the hard living of trailing through Wyoming wilderness.  Her red manicured nails shone bright in the midday sun and matched the vibrant shade of her full lips.  Her eyes, a soft shade of cinnamon brown, held a determined fire that told him she wasn't going to back down, no matter what he threw at her.
Something was seriously wrong with this picture.  
“Gerald Hammond from the General Store said that you were the best guide in the area.  I want the best.”  
He saw her jaw set as a gentle breeze blew a wisp of hair over her forehead.  She quickly brushed it away with an air of grace that spoke of money.  Lots of it.  Family money that paid for the designer clothes caressing every curve and valley of her body.  
Pulling himself up to a stand, he stretched out the ache in his leg and his shoulder.  That nagging ache was a constant reminder of the long days he now spent working the family ranch.  And why he'd quit rodeo over a year ago. 
“Old man Hammond said that, did he?”
“Yes.”
“Well, he was mistaken.  There are plenty of guides on the reservation that can take you safely through the Wind River Mountain Range.”  
Her chest heaved with an impatient sigh.  “Yes, I know.  But I need something a little more than what they’re offering.  Much more, in fact.”  
She didn't blink, even when he shifted closer.  He had to admire that she didn’t appear intimidated by him, seeing how he stood a good ten inches taller than her.  Lord, but she smelled good, all sunshine and fresh rain mixed with a hint of vanilla.  Bailing hay and stringing barbed wire didn’t afford him much opportunity to be in the company the likes of this pretty little eyeful standing before him.  It was just one more thing to remind him of what he was missing now that he was off the road and home for good.  
“I don't think you understand, Miss...?”  He flipped his hand, palm up and waited for her reply.
“Ms. Summers.  Melanie Summers.  And I understand perfectly.  I understand that I am in need of a guide for the next four weeks.”  She sucked in a deep breath as he moved a step closer.
“What you're asking for is impossible at best.”  He shook his head at the absurdity of her request.  “Have you ever been in the wilderness?  Have you ever even saddled a horse?”
She lifted her chin defiantly, the spark in her soft brown eyes fired up like the heat of the sun beating down on them.  Her voice was sure.  “I know perfectly well how to ride, Mr. Buxton.”
“I'm not talking equestrian jumps that a poodle could land at the country club.  I'm talking wild terrain where you are no better than the animals that consider you their prey.  Have you ever had eight hundred pounds of snarling grizzly breathing down your neck?  Ever felt a hungry mountain lion's eyes on your back as she stalks you?”
She gasped softly, a small flash of uncertainty creeping into her sun filled eyes.
Stoney sputtered.  “Just as I thought.  Lady, roughing it isn't staying at the local motor lodge –”
Her eyes flew open in sudden surprise.  “Wait a minute.  The local motor lodge?  My father got to you.”  She said the words as a statement, he noticed, as if she was already convinced that it was fact.
Stoney arched an eyebrow.
“This just stinks!”  Balling her fists, she spun on her heels, muttering something unladylike under her breath as she took a few steps along the corral he'd been repairing in the feed yard.  Her soft red cotton shirt clung to her back, defining the lines of her slender figure as she took each labored breath.  He couldn’t help but wonder how it would feel to run his hand along her small back.
As she turned to face him again, he saw that her determined fire was back.  “No matter.  This isn't between you and my father; it's between you and me.  If you're holding out for more money, then fine.  Whatever it is that he promised you for turning me away, I'll top in return for getting me safely through the next month.”
“Look, lady, I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about.  But my refusal has nothing to do with money.”  
She cocked her head in disbelief.  Her anger had vanished with the dust and was replaced with blue-blooded charm.  “Oh, it’s always about money, isn't it?”
His jaw tightened.  Yes, there was something definitely wrong here.  And money had nothing to do with it.  It had everything to do with this beauty standing in front of him, who was clueless about what she was getting her pretty little hide into.  “No,” he replied tersely.
“Mr. Buxton, I need your help.”
“Tourist season is in full swing.  I’m sure you’ll have no trouble finding someone else.” 
He turned his back to her and began walking along the fence toward the barn, almost forgetting...  Abruptly, he glanced up and saw the charred remains of the barn.  The place where all his troubles had started just one year ago.  It hadn't taken but a second for him to hear her boots digging into the dusty gravel behind him, jarring him from his thoughts.
“Then I'll do it myself,” she said to his back.
His whole body stiffened.  He angled back to read her face, to see if she was just being a spoiled rotten rich kid, trying to get her way, or if she was actually serious.  Seeing her head held high and her arms crossed in front of her, he realized she was dead serious.  
And dead she'd be if she stepped one boot into those mountains alone.
“You'll do no such thing.”  Frustration flaring, he lifted his dusty hat and forced his fingers through the thick crop of black hair before returning the hat to his head.  “You just don't get it, do you?  You're not asking me to take you on a theme park ride where you'll get to see the wonders of the world at a nice safe distance.  This is God's country.  The creatures that live up there don't know civilization, and you are no better than them.  You could–probably will–get killed if you go out there alone.”  His lips twitched, taking a good long appraising look at the woman in front of him.  “You might even chip a nail on that pretty hand of yours.”  
The condescending bastard! Melanie fumed inwardly.  If there was one thing she didn’t need right now it was an overblown ego for a guide.  Unfortunately, she knew it was foolish to venture out in the wilderness on her own, given her medical needs.  She exhaled, feeling a prickly heat, caused by the sun and jet lag, settle along her spine.  “I’m not exactly a babe in the woods, Mr. Buxton.  In fact, I probably know more about those wild animals you fear will eat me alive than you do.”
He tilted an eyebrow.  “Oh, really?”
Okay, he was kind of cute, she admitted to herself, in a primitive sort of way.  She probably would have thought more about it if he didn’t smell so much like a barnyard.  Lord only knew how long he’d been baking out in the sun, gaining steam.  But then again, cowboys in the rough and tough real world held little resemblance to the glamour that Hollywood gave them.  “I’m a zoologist.  I’ve studied all about animals and the wilderness–”
“Yes, but have you ever ridden that kind of terrain before?  Met the beast face to face?”
He had her there.  The only beast she’d ever encountered was him!  Leading the sheltered life she had–albeit with protest–she hadn’t had the chance to venture into anything more dangerous than a walk through the Bronx Zoo.  But she was determined to change that starting now.  The deal she’d made with her father held only one requirement.  She needed to stay one month in the wilderness, and he’d keep the funding for the Kenya project alive.  Now that her dreams were within reaching distance, she wasn’t going to let some arrogant cowboy keep her down.  
She answered honestly, with reluctance.  “No.”
His mouth twitched, then gave her a half grin that made her insides stir and her mouth go dry.  “Just as I thought.”
“But that doesn’t mean–”
“After I’m done here, there’s a long line of fence to repair before the weekend, Ms. Summer.  I don’t have the time to waste babysitting some city girl with romantic notions about experiencing the wilderness.  I’ve got work to do.”  
Her blood burned through her veins.  His dismissal of her may have signified the end of the conversation to him, but she was far from through with this overbearing cowboy.
Melanie followed his skinny little butt past the corral and all the way down a row of barbed wire rolled out on the ground along the fence, ignoring the reason she’d taken notice of his behind at all.  “So do I.  That’s why I need to hire you.”
He stopped short, and she almost plowed right into his back.  Dust from the ground heaved up in a cloud, choking her.  He twisted around and with his hard body mere inches from her, she had to crane her neck to look up at his face.
Immediately, she was sorry she’d taken a closer look.  His rugged good looks and appeal were all too evident now.  His shoulders seemed as wide as he was tall, giving him the kind of strength and power that had a woman longing to be wrapped in his arms.  His thick dark hair, sweaty from working in the heat of the sun, curled around the edges of his cowboy hat.  His features were sharply defined and his jaw was square.  Although he’d yet to give up more than a quirk of a smile, she had the feeling that deep dimples marked his cheeks when he laughed. 
He touched his hat by the brim and adjusted it on his head.  “Look, there are more than a handful of outfitters in this territory.  Any one of them would be more than willing to give you what you need for the right price.”
Sure they would, Melanie groaned inwardly.  And then all it would take would be a quick phone call from her father, promising a hefty deposit to the bank account of their choice and the deal would be over.  She’d be on a plane back to Long Island before her lipstick wore off her mouth.  
No, she needed Stoney Buxton.  From what Gerald Hammond had said, he was good on a horse and solid in the range.  Most of all, he was invisible.  No matter how hard her father tried or what kind of money he tossed around, he’d never find Stoney Buxton.  That was the only way she’d get a fair shot at proving herself.
Melanie snapped her gaze back toward the house on the opposite side of the corral at the sound of the screen door slamming.  On the front porch she saw a man sitting tall in a wheelchair, glaring down at Stoney.  “What in tarnation has got hold of you, son?  Why don’t you bring the girl in for a drink of something cool?  Don’t leave her baking out there with the animals.”
“That’s what she wants,” she heard Stoney mumble under his breath.  When she glanced up, his dark blue eyes met hers, and he grew flush.  “Leave it to Pop to keep me in my manners.  I’m sure Ma saw your car drive in and has something already set out for company.  That is if you’d like something.” 
Well at least she wasn’t getting hauled off the ranch like she’d suspected she would.  It gave her more time to work on convincing Stoney to take her up on her offer.  “That would be nice.”
They walked to the small farmhouse in silence.  When she’d arrived, she’d noticed the ranch was tinier than some of the others she’d passed in the area.  But the farmhouse had a nice welcome feel about it that put her at ease.  She hadn’t noticed the ramp leading up to the front entrance when she’d pulled onto the property earlier.  Stoney had been working by the corral, and she’d zeroed in on him as the point of contact.  
A woman Melanie guessed to be Stoney’s mother greeted them at the door and welcomed her with a wide smile.  Melanie suddenly felt completely out of place in a world she’d never known.  The house was simply decorated with a mix of Indian rugs, beaded crafts and old furniture that had seen years of wear.  As simple as the home appeared, with its lace drapes and braided rugs, it felt warm and cozy, like the Velveteen Rabbit who’d been loved a lot.  A lump formed deep in her throat and she didn’t know why. 
“My name is Adele,” the woman said warmly. 
“It’s nice to meet you and...”  Melanie swung around to greet the man in the wheelchair.  She was caught by his overt appraisal of her, not quite sure if she met with approval or with censure.  
“Wally Buxton,” he said, finally rewarding her with a wide smile, revealing deep dimples.  Melanie returned the smile, again wondering if Stoney had inherited the same gene.  
“It’s nice to meet you.”
Stoney stood at the kitchen door, filling it completely with his height and bulk, holding his hat in one hand, his hammer in the other.  “Well, if it’s all the same to you, I’ve got some barbed wire that’s been needing my attention.”  He put on his black hat and tipped it cordially before spinning through the door.  Adele did nothing to hide the disappointment of his dismissal.  Melanie fought to keep hers in check.
“Why don’t you come into the dining room?”
Still looking at the empty doorway, she said, “I don’t want to be any trouble.”
“Oh, don’t be silly.  It’s no trouble at all.  I rather enjoy having the company.  Since my daughter, Delia, got married and moved away, I don’t get the opportunity to entertain much, except for these sweaty cowboys and they’re not fit to be in my dining room half the time.”
Melanie was raised with the finest that life had to offer.  That included attending the best finishing schools that had groomed her to polish and shine herself for the world to see.  What was expected of her all her life and given her parents pride at the many social functions she was forced to attend had always been the bane of Melanie’s existence.  Still, in unpretentious company, she was glad her good manners and grace were something she could draw on to put her hostess at ease.  She only hoped that when she was finished visiting with Stoney’s mother, Stoney himself would still be around for her to deal with on her own terms.
* * * 
STONEY SHOOK OUT the pain in his throbbing thumb for the second time in the last fifteen minutes.  Damn that hammer.  Damn the fence.  Damn Melanie Summers for showing up here, flashing easy money around as if he was some mongrel sniffing for tidbits.
He tossed the hammer to the ground and inspected the raw skin on his thumb.  No doubt the nail would be black and purple by nightfall.  Serves him right for thinking about Melanie sitting with his mom, no doubt telling her things a mother wants to hear.  He'd had a hard enough time trying to convince his folks his decision to go back to rodeo was good for the ranch.  He didn’t need the likes of some city princess to do in all his hard work.
He heard the familiar sound of his father’s wheelchair rolling over gravel and swung around to greet him.
“Almost done?” the elder Buxton asked.
“Done breaking my hand, if that’s what you mean.”  He shook out the lingering throb in his thumb.  “I still have the section of fence in the far side where the herd broke through yesterday.  There’s nothing but that old broken tree limb propped up, keeping most of the cattle inside the property line.  After I’m through, I’ll take a ride out to see if I can round up the strays.” 
He finally stole a quick glance at his father, who was just sitting in his chair, nodding his head.  No outward emotion registered on his father’s face, but Stoney knew it was there, buried somewhere, eating at him.  
Before the accident, it would have been the two of them riding out together.  But since a falling beam that struck him during the barn fire left him without the use of his legs, Wally Buxton was limited to what he could do at the ranch from the confines of his motorized wheelchair.  Knowing his father’s spirit would be broken if he couldn’t do anything but watch from the porch as he worked the ranch, Stoney had constructed as many wheelchair friendly devices to allow his father to work his ranch.  Given his father’s determination and stubbornness–something both father and son shared–he’d made the best of it without much of a fuss.  Still, there were times when his injuries were all too apparent and confining.
“I’m assuming the lady has some business with you,” Wally said, eyeing Stoney with amusement.  “You know her from the circuit?”
“Does she look like the kind that hangs at a cowboy bar?”
“No, but I can’t figure how you’d meet up with a girl like her otherwise.”
He tossed his father a wry grin.  “Thanks a lot, Pop.”
“She’s got some accent.  Sounds like she’s from the East.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“But you’re wondering.  I can tell.  You’ve got Buxton blood running too strong through your veins not to notice a pretty thing like her.”
“And Mom’s no doubt pouring tea and planning my wedding, right?”
Wally laughed hard.  “When was the last time you brought a woman out to the ranch for your momma to meet?”
“Never.  And I’d like to keep it that way.”  Stoney couldn’t help but laugh himself.  The kind of women he’d met during his time with the rodeo weren’t fit for meeting mother.  
Buckle bunnies.  That’s what some of the other cowboys called them.  It was almost his due as a bull rider to have the prettiest offerings, and he’d taken what was offered when the time seemed right.  No promises.  No talks of commitment.  It was the way it was.  
It was the way he liked it. 
Stoney watched as Wally stared out at the horizon for a moment, looking at the line of fence that bordered the property.  This was the ranch he’d grown up on and his father before him.  It was small in comparison to some of the other ranches in the area, but it earned them a good living, and it made them happy.  Working together, they’d worked on expanding the ranch before the barn fire changed everything.  But all those dreams died when the barn went up in flames.
“You going to tell me what her business is here?” Wally finally asked.  “Or is she some well-kept secret?”
Stoney began hammering away at the barbed wire against the stake.  “She wants a trail guide through the Wind River Mountains.  I told her to go to the reservation.”
There was a silence made unbearable by the sun beating down on him, showing no mercy.  And Stoney knew what his father was wondering.  How on earth had she landed here?  
Stoney answered his unspoken question, finding it hard to look his father in the eye.  “Gerald Hammond sent her.”
There was another strained silence.  Wally cleared his throat.  “That was kind of him to be thinking of us.”
“I guess.”
“What did you tell her?”
“I don’t have time for this.  I’ve got too much work and with Mitch gone and...”  Stoney blew out a frustrated breath and hammered with more force than necessary.  
“Hammond must have thought it would be worth your while if he went out of his way to send the girl here.”
Stoney stilled.  He knew exactly what was on his father’s mind.  Medical bills left in the wake of Wally’s injuries threatened to take hold.  Although the money Melanie was offering to pay for his services would go a long way toward bailing out the ranch, it still wasn’t enough.  Not nearly enough.  He’d weighed all their options, run the numbers backwards and forwards until his head hurt, and none of it looked good.  Going back to rodeo seemed liked the answer to his prayers.  A step in the right direction anyway.  
The cowboy’s Christmas was what they called it on the rodeo circuit.  The biggest rodeos and the best purses were up for grabs for the best of the best during the month of July.  Stoney would be up against the best bull riders the circuit had ever seen.  Up until a year ago, he’d been considered one of the best.  He was banking on that still being true.
“This last year was worse than we’ve seen in a long time for the ranch.  Taxes are higher.  Medical bills are out of control.  We’re running out of choices, son,” Wally said, still looking out at nothing in the horizon.
Stoney felt his chest tighten.  This ranch had Buxton blood and sweat all over it.  He didn’t want to think about what would happen if they lost it all.  “I know, Pop.  That’s why I’m going back to rodeo.  I made some good money before, and it’s helped the ranch.  There’s no reason–”
“You know how your momma feels about you riding rodeo again.  One cripple on this ranch is enough.”
Fire spit through Stoney.  He straightened his spine and towered over his father in the wheelchair.  Before the accident, they used to meet eye to eye.  “You’re not a cripple, Pop,” Stoney said, softer than the fire in him would have allowed if he hadn’t taken control of it.  Despite his obvious position over his father, Stoney felt like a little kid defending his hero.  And his father had been–still was–his hero for all of his twenty-eight years.  Being confined to a wheelchair had wounded his father’s heart, but not his spirit.  Wally Buxton still had the power of an ox.
They stared at each other for a long while, not needing words to hear their thoughts.  That’s the way it had been with them for as long as Stoney could remember.  Wally was the one to break through the silence.  “Come on.  Your momma made some cherry pie and I’m sure Ms. Summers isn’t going to touch it, so we might as well have a go at it.”
He didn’t have time for another break today.  He’d already wasted too much time warding off Melanie Summers and her wild ideas.  His workload had doubled since Mitch Broader, their only ranch hand, left to take care of family business back east.  With his father out of commission, that left the brunt of the ranch’s workload on Stoney’s shoulders.  
He blew out a resigned breath, knowing it was important to his father.  “Sure, Pop.”
He walked alongside the motorized wheelchair.  He was getting accustomed to slowing his wide strides to keep in step with his father as the chair moved against the gravel.  He stayed at his father’s side out of the respect the man deserved.  His father rolled into the house before him.  
He found Melanie sitting at the dining room table, one long leg draped over the other, a smile that seemed curiously triumphant written on her face.  His mother wore an uplifted expression he hadn’t seen in her for the better part of a year.  
What the hell was going on?
Adele pushed the dining room chair aside so Wally could position his wheelchair at the head of the oak table.  “Melanie and I were just having a lovely chat about her plans while she’s in Wyoming.”
Stoney eyed Melanie, a nagging suspicion floating up his spine.  “Oh?  And what would they be?” 
Melanie averted her gaze for just a moment before lifting her soft brown eyes to him, shining a Cheshire Cat grin, and giving fuel to that eerie feeling taking hold of his gut.  One bat of her dark eyelashes and he knew he’d been had.
* * * 
“DIDN’T YOU HEAR a damn thing I told you by the corral?” Stoney said, storming out the door after Melanie.  He’d held his anger in place long enough to make it out the screened door, slamming it in his wake.  “You’ve got no business coming here, filling my family full of dreams that aren’t going to come true.”
Melanie spun on her boot heels, propped her sunglasses on the bridge of her nose, and looked at Stoney over the wire rim.  “I have every intention of fulfilling my end of the bargain.”
“No one in their right mind would throw around that kind of money.  My family has been through enough to–”
“Which is why I think this business arrangement will work out well for both of us.”
“Now how do you figure on that?  Who’s gonna do all the work around here for the next month while I’m out there traipsing through the wilderness, keeping your pretty little hide alive.  In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re a little short of hand right now.”
“With the money I’m prepared to pay, you’ll be able to hire someone to take your place.  As for keeping me alive, I don’t want any special treatment.  I can hold my own.”
Stoney sputtered.  “That one is still open for debate.  Do you even know what it costs to hire a ranch hand to work sunup to sundown for a whole month?”
“Fifteen thousand dollars is not all that much for what I’m asking,” she said.  It was much higher than she’d originally intended on paying, but a lot lower than she’d consider if Stoney could do for her what Gerald Hammond said he could.
Stoney’s face hardened.  “Money like that may be nothing to you, but it keeps bread on the table for working folks.”
“I didn’t mean to imply–”
“I know what you meant to do.  You think you can buy me like a piece of stock at a cattle auction.  I’m not for sale.  And I’d appreciate kindly if you’d leave my family out of whatever death wish you have.” 
She stifled a retort about the death wish and kept to the pressing issue. “I can’t do that.  This is much too important to me.”  He shook his head and stared at her like he was looking right through her.  
She was struck by his strength once again as he fought to keep his control in check.  The tight set of his jaw belied his control and she got the feeling he could lift her without any effort and toss her over the fence if she pushed him.  
And she’d push him, all right.  It meant that much to her to prove to her father and herself that she could last a whole month in the wilderness without the aid of medical intervention.  Only then would her father agree to keep the funding for the Kenya project.  But she knew her father.  He was determined to keep her from going at all cost.  And he had a lot more money than she could combat, with which to do it. 
“Adele told me about the hard times the ranch has had.  This money could help you and your family.  I’m glad to be able to do that for them.  The only thing I ask is that no one knows we’ve gone.”
“What’s this all about?  Why is this so important?”
“My reasons are my business.”
He folded his muscled arms across the expanse of his chest and studied her for a moment.  “You wanted for something?”
She giggled at the sidelong look of suspicion he gave her.  Not only because of the absurdity of it, but because he just looked too damned cute.  “You’ve got an imagination to go along with all that muscle.  No, I’m not on the run for any crimes.”  Only from my father and his control.  But that was none of Stoney Buxton’s business, and she was determined to keep it quiet.
He eyed her, the tick in his jaw twitching, telling her he didn’t find any of this amusing.
She coughed out the rest of her laughter, knowing she wasn’t going to get very far irritating him.  He was a businessman.  She knew how to handle businessmen, although most of them wore designer suits and smelled of expensive cologne, unlike the sweat and dirt she smelled on Stoney.  Still, she turned on her best charm.  “Look, I don’t know you.”
“True enough.”
“And I don’t know what kind of struggles you and your family have gone through.  That’s really none of my business.”
“Right.”
“But it doesn’t take much more than 20/20 vision to look around here and figure out you could use a little help.”
He rolled his eyes and stepped off the porch stairs.  “I’m not looking for charity.”
“You need money,” she said to his back.
Stoney swung around to face her again, tossing her a cool look.  “And you’re just the person to open the checkbook.”
She cocked her head.  “Don’t be foolish.  This could help both of us.  You don’t look like the type of man to shy away from honest money.”
He drew in a deep breath and could hardly look her in the eye.  She knew he wouldn’t step anywhere near her request if it held the stench of a handout.  Men like Stoney were as complicated as the earth was old and the ground ran deep.  For him, it had to be honest and earned.  Nothing less would do.
“I’m not looking for you to carry my bags or draw the bath water,” she said when he didn’t respond.
His laugh was rich and hard and he dipped his gaze beneath his dusty leather hat, shaking his head.  When he lifted his head again, she saw them:  He had dimples.  Deep, and completely adorable.  Her heart betrayed her confidence and fluttered wildly. 
“Good, because you’d be sadly disappointed.”
She forced air into her lungs and placed her hand on her chest to steady her rampant heartbeat.  “I’ve checked out the prices the other outfitters are charging for extended trailing.  It’s only right that I pay a little more since I’m asking for a personal guide.  This isn’t a handout, just a fair business arrangement.  I’m prepared to make the same offer to one of the other outfitters, too.  That is if you’re stubborn enough to decline.”
He took a long appraising look at her, much like a man does when he finds a woman attractive, as if he was weighing the option to pass her by or dip his head and kiss her waiting lips.  It filled her with a strange sense of longing she couldn’t define. 
“I may be stubborn, lady, but I’m far from dumb.”  
Her eyes widened, almost afraid to believe her good fortune.  “So what are you saying?  Will you help me?”
He rolled his dark eyes, kicked his dusty cowboy boot in the hard, dry dirt, and said almost under his breath, “I’m gonna live to regret this.”  Then looking at her straight on with sapphire eyes as dark as a moonless night, he said, “You’ve got yourself a guide.”



Chapter Two

“JUST SO YOU know, this won’t be some cushy ride.”
Melanie listened to Stoney’s deep baritone voice as he sputtered, hanging on his tail as he ground his dusty cowboy boots in the path leading to the house.  He stopped short and swung around again, and she almost plowed into his hard body for the second time that day.  Why did he keep doing that?
He thumbed his chest.  “Remember one thing, I call the shots.  You got it?  If you so much as think of going against my instructions, the deal is off,” he said, slicing the air with his splayed hand.
“I asked for your help.  If I didn’t need your experience, I wouldn’t have put myself through this...”  She stopped herself from going any farther and bit the skin on her bottom lip, not wanting to let her big mouth get the best of her good fortune.
To her surprise, Stoney just cast a slow, sexy smile that under different circumstances would have made her insides stir.  Okay, she was stirring, she admitted to herself.  What irritated her more was that she was suddenly thinking about how Stoney’s deep blue eyes made her knees weak instead of what she’d set out to do this morning.  That wasn’t a good sign at all.  
“You think I’m being tough, huh?  You ain’t seen nothing, Sunshine.”
She lifted her chin defiantly, as she’d done so many times before when she was standing in her father’s study, trying to argue why she should do something that meant a great deal to her.  In those instances, she usually lost the fight.  She was determined to win now.  “I’m up for anything you can dish out.”
“I won’t be dishing out anything.  I’ll leave that to the good old Wind River Mountains.  That ought to be enough for you to handle.  When were you planning to leave?”
“Ah, right away.  Tomorrow if we can.”
He shook his head and knotted his arms across the wide expanse of his chest, stretching his denim shirt tight across his shoulders.  “Impossible.  I’m going to need more time to find someone to take my place here.”
Melanie drew in a deep breath and remained firm.  “It’s important we leave as soon as possible.  How soon can you get a replacement?”
He opened the screen door leading to the house and paused with one boot on the threshold.  Angling back to her, he said, “We’ll see after I start making some calls.  If I’m going to be off this ranch for the next month, I’m going to need someone full time.  That may be hard to find.  Where’s your gear?”
“My luggage is in the trunk of my car,” she said, waving her hand back at the sedan she rented at the airport.
“Luggage?  How much did you bring?” 
“Four bags and a carry on for the plane.”
His dark eyebrows drew together and he frowned.  “This ought to be good.  Well don’t just stand there, bring it on in and we’ll take a look at it.  When we’re through, we’ll take a ride out to Hammond’s store for anything essential you might have forgotten to pack.  I’d say old man Hammond is deserving of a good visit from me right about now.”
* * * 
STONEY WATCHED FROM between the white lace curtains of the kitchen window as Melanie struggled with her suitcases and plopped them on the front porch.  He couldn’t take his eyes off her was more like it.  And that was just the beginning of his trouble.  There was the matter of trying to get the woman to part with those non-essentials that he was sure Melanie had packed in her luggage.  His sister Delia had always insisted they were a vital part of every woman’s life.  When would women ever learn that nail polish and herbal shampoos weren't a necessity in the wild?
Then there was the matter of securing a ranch hand.  Black Rock Ranch wasn’t big enough to have a whole herd of cowpokes to keep it running.  And a good ranch hand was hard to come by on such short notice.  Most everyone worth having was already out working at one of the bigger ranches, making better money than he could afford to pay them.  
He sucked in a short breath and felt a bead of sweat trickle down his cheek as Melanie sat on the edge of the porch and gracefully crossed one long, slender leg over the other.
What in God’s name was he doing agreeing to take a city girl like her up into the hills?  Women like Melanie Summers vacationed on the banks of some expensive resort town in Europe or the Caribbean.  They didn’t trudge their way through the foothills of Wyoming.  They skied in Aspen and spent lots of money on fancy hotels and things they wanted but didn’t need.  They didn’t come strutting onto his ranch, asking him to take a month out of his life to guide them through the mountains.
Luggage.  That’s what she’d called it.  He groaned inwardly, punching in the telephone number, and then waited for someone to pick up on the other end of the line.  She wouldn’t last a day, let alone a month.  He’d seen her type a hundred times.  They’d come to God’s country, looking for a little peace of mind they’d spotted in a travel brochure and complain about how they couldn’t get the little conveniences of life along with the pleasures of nature.  All this trouble and they’d probably turn around and head home in a few days.  
Maybe it was just as well, he thought with a sigh as he hung up the line, deciding he wasn’t going to catch Rob Johnson at home today.  He didn’t really like the idea of being away from the ranch, what with medical bills still pouring in, and the balloon payment on the mortgage they’d taken out three years ago to buy the rest of old man Wiltermeir’s property due too soon for him to want to think about.  At least if he was here, he’d be on top of whatever crisis came their way.  How the hell could he spend a whole month in the mountains when all he’d do was think about whether or not he’d have his ranch to come home to?
He’d called his cousin Joshua Lightfoot, who lived and worked in the clinic on the Wind River Reservation as a doctor, hoping he could recommend some help for the ranch.  Joshua was the son of his mother’s sister.  She’d married an Arapaho Indian she’d met at the Frontier Days Rodeo around the same time Stoney’s parents met.  When they were younger, he and Joshua had traipsed through the wilderness–practically lived in the mountains–until Joshua went to medical school and Stoney started riding rodeo.  Although he’d reached Joshua, he was disappointed to learn there wasn’t anyone on the reservation that he could recommend.  He’d offer to help himself, but he was tied up getting ready for a new intern who was coming to work at the clinic on the reservation in September.  
Frustration surged to the forefront.  “All this to turn around and come home in a few days,” he muttered to nobody but himself.
Although Mitch Broader would have been his first choice, Stoney dialed his number last.  He hadn’t heard from Mitch since he’d gone back East for his father’s funeral and heard he’d only recently come back to town.  He dialed him up on the chance he’d be home. 
Mitch had been working at Black Rock as a full time ranch hand for the better part of eight years.  He’d grown up in the city and moved out to Wyoming at seventeen when his parents divorced.  He’d dodged the gangs that plagued most inner city communities and embraced the simple life once he’d found the serenity of Wyoming’s wide open land.  He loved ranching as much as any man with country blood running through his veins.  Like many ranch hands Stoney knew, Mitch had talked about one day having a spread of his own.  
Stoney owed a tremendous debt to Mitch, one that could never be repaid.  It was Mitch who’d been there for his father and pulled him from the barn fire.  The beam that fell on Wally could have cost him his life.  And Mitch had been there to save him.  
Stoney should have been there.  It still ate at him that he was out riding rodeo when the barn went up in flames and it seemed all their hopes and dreams had gone up with it.  And it killed him that he was going to leave the ranch again.
“Hey, buddy, you made it back,” Stoney said when he recognized Mitch’s voice.
“I almost didn’t.  I just got back a few days ago,” Mitch said.  “Still have my suitcase full of dirty laundry.  What’s up?”
“I need a favor.”  Stoney outlined the course of events leading up to Melanie’s offer.  And although Mitch’s take on it was one of pure amusement, a kind of “you lucky dog” attitude, he’d agreed to fill in at the ranch, seven days a week, for the next month.  Stoney should have felt relieved he was leaving the ranch in good hands, but the feeling of not being there still gnawed at him.
Half an hour later, Stoney found Melanie on the porch, drinking iced tea with his mother and fanning herself from the heat with a folded road map.  Adele was beaming with the sheer pleasure of having some female company at the house.  It had been a long time since he’d seen her smile that way.  If Melanie Summers was responsible for giving her that smile, then he was at least grateful for that.
He cleared his throat and the two women looked up.
Adele rose from the Adirondack chair she’d been sitting in and brushed her hands on the front of her apron.  “I’ll let you two get down to your business.  Can I get you anything, hon?” she asked Stoney.
He shook his head.
When the screen door closed behind Adele, Stoney turned his attention to Melanie.  “You’re in luck.  Day after tomorrow we can get started.  You can stay here in my sister’s old room until we leave, if you’d like.  That is, if you haven't already made other arrangements in town.”
Melanie shook her head, tossing her brown curls back and forth on her rounded shoulders.  “I don’t want to intrude.”
“Ma will be happy to have some female company for a while.  Even if it’s only a day or two.”  He pointed to the leather suitcases lined up neatly in a row on the porch.  “Let’s see if we can consolidate some of this...stuff.”
Melanie threw him a questioning stare.
“You weren’t planning on taking all this gear.”  He said the words as a statement, hoping she understood the meaning.
And she did, he noticed, as a slight blush crept up her cheeks, bringing with it a delicate side that he hadn’t seen until now.  “I suppose I won’t be needing all of it,” she said sheepishly.
His insides suddenly felt warm.  “Good.  Progress.  First off, you’re going to need a decent pair of hiking boots.”
He watched her dip her gaze to survey the riding boots she had on.  They looked brand spanking new as if she’d gotten them at some flashy store in New York City.  The leather was soft and the sole was flat.  “What’s wrong with these?  I usually use these for riding.”
Figures.  Poodle jumps.  “We’ll be riding, but they’re no good.  Look at the sole.  You need something with a good sole for gripping rocks.  And you have to be prepared.  What if your horse goes lame while we’re up there?  You’ll have to walk him easy alongside of you.  He won’t be able to take the weight of you on his back.  You won’t last an hour hiking in those.” 
Awareness sparked in her cinnamon eyes.  He wondered just how many men had been unknowingly put under a spell just by gazing into those eyes.  Never mind, he told himself.  It was no time to be thinking with any part of his body but the head that held his hat.  
“I saw some trail boots at the store.”
He nodded and waved a hand to the rest of the luggage.  “As for the rest of this, everything is going to have to stay here unless it is absolutely essential.”
“It is.  All of it.” 
A grin tugged at his lips and he couldn’t help but tease her.  “You do realize a hair dryer isn’t going to be much good, seeing there’ll be no electricity.”
She scowled at him, her jaw set.  “I suppose one or two bags can stay here.”
“See if you can get it down to one bag.  We’ll be needing the room for enough supplies to last us a month.”
She was standing now, balling her fists at her side. “I’m not going to wear the same clothes for a month and smell like–”
“Me?”  His lips were twisted into a wry grin.
“You said it.”
Damn, but she was pretty when she was all riled up.  He resisted the urge to goad her more.  “We’ll be camping near a stream or a pond most nights.  You can rinse out any unmentionables then and hang them to dry overnight.”
Her cheeks flamed again, as if the thought of her lacy underwear–yes, she was the kind of woman who’d wear lace–hanging on a line in Stoney’s full view was too much.  Actually, the thought of seeing a woman as pretty and fine as Melanie Summers out of her underwear was darned appealing.  Heat coiled inside him and he blinked hard to rid himself of his thoughts.  Had it really been so long since he’d had himself a woman?
She looked as if she were thinking, maybe assessing all the items packed neatly in her designer luggage.  “I need two bags.”
“One.”
“Look, I’m compromising here.  I won’t take more than what is absolutely necessary, but I do need the two.”
He propped his fists on his hips and heaved an impatient sigh.  “I was raised that it was impolite for a man to go searching through a woman’s delicates, but if I have to–”
“I’ll get it down to two small bags!”
My, oh my, what a fire Melanie Summers had bursting through her, Stoney thought with amusement.  A ray of sunshine one minute and a wildfire out of control the next.  One month alone with nothing but the wide open range and a citified beauty to keep out of a heap of trouble.  This ought to be as wild as an eight second ride.

Gerald Hammond's store was located on a downtown main street that looked like most other main streets in rural America.  Nothing fancy or pretentious about it.  Practicality was the name of the game.  Where else could you buy a loaf of bread and a gallon of milk along with all the hunting and hiking gear needed to outfit a Boy Scout troop?
“This map lists all the known hot springs up there in the hills,” Hammond was telling Melanie.  She leaned her slender body over the counter and looked on with genuine interest.  A strand of her dark hair fell forward and dangled between the swells of her breasts.  “There’s nothing like taking a dip in one of those springs after a long day in the saddle.”
“Oooh, that sounds so nice,” Melanie said, taking the proffered map.
“Stoney’ll get you there.  You be sure to check them out.”
“I will.”
Stoney plopped two pairs of hiking boots on the counter and stared stone-faced at Gerald Hammond.  Hammond cleared his throat as he caught the rough-edged gaze.
Pushing the shoes in front of Melanie, Stoney said, “There’s a bench over on the far wall back there. One is size seven and a half, the other is eight.  Why don’t you try them on and check the fit with some heavy socks and see which is a better fit.”
Melanie gripped both pairs of boots between her fingers and paused just a second to notice the hard look on Stoney’s face.  To his relief, she turned on her heels and headed to the back of the store without giving her two cents worth.  Maybe she was figuring she’d caused enough trouble.  That’d be the day.
Stoney waited until Melanie was well out of earshot to begin speaking.  “We’re not a charity case, Gerald.”
“Now, Stoney, you know how much folks around here look out for each other.  Hell, Wally and me used to go fishing through those same mountains when we were barely higher than this counter.  Don’t let foolish pride make you spit out honest earned money just because it was fed to ya.  It ain’t charity to send money in the direction it can do some good.”
“You knew my father would want me to take this job.”
“Damn straight.  You were a solid bull rider on the circuit.  I’ll give you that one.  But your family needs you on Black Rock.  You ain’t gonna to do them any good, especially since your father...”
Stoney felt the pulse in his tightened jaw.  “He may not have the use of his legs, but Pop is determined to continue working his ranch.”
Gerald’s face eased.  “I’ve known Wally all my life.  He’s hard workin’ and he’ll do what he can.  But you’re not going to do him any good if some bull does a dance all over your hide again.  I know what you’re thinkin’, but rodeo is no way to bail out the ranch.  Not this time.”
“I’m not riding every nickel and dime rodeo.  Cheyenne has a big purse–”
“Forget Cheyenne!” Gerald said, slamming his fist on the counter.  The sound echoed off the walls of the store.  The craggy lines in Hammond's worn face deepened, making him look almost frightening.  “Aren’t you hearing me, son?  You don’t have a whole lot of time to be wasting.  There’s no guarantee you’ll get a check just for riding.”  
“So you sent me some city woman who’s never stepped foot in the mountains before?”
“It’s been a bad year all around for everyone.  Beef prices aren’t getting any higher and what you do get is taken away by the land taxes.  What are you going to do?  Sell the ranch?  Isn’t that the only thing left?”
Stoney fell silent, a vice squeezing his chest.  As far as he was concerned, selling off the ranch was the last thing he’d do.  And then, only with the last breath he took.
Gerald pointed to the back of the store where Melanie had finished trying on the hiking boots and was now browsing through some paperback books on a metal rack.  He kept his voice low.  “I think Melanie Summers is the answer to your troubles.”
“I appreciate you thinking of my family, Gerald.  Really, I do.  But you couldn’t be more wrong.”  Stoney glanced back at the store where Melanie lifted her gaze from some book she’d plucked from the stacks.  She threw him a sweet smile.  That smile alone was enough to ignite a flame in him so strong, he felt his insides burn with desire.  A whole month alone with this highfalutin gal wreaking havoc with his peace of mind was going to be torture.  He had a whole month ahead of him of trying to remember that he was raised to be a gentleman in the company of a lady.  But there was nothing gentlemanly about the way Melanie Summers was stirring his insides.  “I’ll bet my last nickel this woman is nothing but trouble.”
* * * 
MELANIE WOKE THE next morning to the sweet sound of birds singing outside her open window and pots and pans clanking in the kitchen below her bedroom.  The plan was for her and Stoney to start out early Saturday morning.  Only Melanie wished she didn’t have to wait another whole day to get started.  
Hanging around the ranch there wasn’t much chance of someone finding out she’d hired Stoney.  The chances of it getting back to her father were slim.  But Gerald Hammond seemed to have a penchant for small talk with all the customers who came and went.  If her father had enlisted the help of a snooper, then it would only be a matter of time before he tracked her to Black Rock.  She wanted to be long gone before that happened, giving him no chance to keep her from going.
She rubbed her eyes as she padded barefoot to the white-painted dresser.  She was staying in Stoney’s sister Delia’s room.  Unlike her bedroom back home, this room didn’t have a private bath.  She’d have to be careful with her medical supplies, making sure she didn’t leave them hanging around for someone to see.  
Fortunately, she’d gotten used to the routine of pricking her finger each morning to take a sample of blood and testing it with her blood monitoring machine.  They’d come a long way in technology since she first found out she was a diabetic at age seven.  Back then, everything seemed so scary.  Her parents were always on edge about every little sniffle or sneeze she had and made sure she ate like clockwork.  They’d even hired a special chef to prepare her meals and snacks.
When Melanie was younger, a visiting nurse administered her insulin.  At age ten, she had finally had enough and informed her parents that it was her body.  She was going to take care of herself.  Of course, they’d fought her on it, like they did every other decision Melanie made to take control of her life.  But one day she’d decided enough was enough.  She crawled out of bed before her nurse was scheduled to arrive, and she pulled all the supplies out of the drug closet without anyone noticing.  She’d watched the nurse prick her skin, test her blood, and administer the correct dosage hundreds of times, making mental notes on just what to do.  When the nurse arrived, she proudly presented her with the empty syringe.
Edmund and Lorna Summers were fit to be tied, but Melanie didn’t care.  It was then that she decided she needed to take control of her health and had been taking care of it ever since.  Diabetes never got in the way of living as far as she was concerned.  It was her parents who’d refused to let her believe she was a normal capable person, despite the fact that she had diabetes.  It was the main reason her father fought so hard to keep her from going on the Kenya expedition.
She held the blood machine, which was about the size of a calculator, in the palm of her hand and waited until the machine made its reading.  When it was through, she filled the hypodermic needle and pinched the skin on her upper thigh and injected herself.  
After carefully putting all the used materials into a plastic bag and packing them in her luggage, she padded to the upstairs bathroom to shower.  Twenty minutes later, she skipped downstairs to find Adele making breakfast for the troops.
“There’s fresh coffee,” Adele said as Melanie walked into the kitchen.  “Would you like me to get you some?”  
“I’d love some.  But please don’t feel you have to wait on me.  I’m an unexpected guest, and I’d like to be more help than hinder.  Especially since I’ll be taking Stoney away from you for the next four weeks.”
Adele smiled warmly.  Melanie had the faint feeling there was more behind the smile than mere graciousness.  “The cups are in the cabinet over the dishwasher.”
Melanie opened the pine cabinet door, grabbed a mug covered with painted daisies, and poured herself a cup of black coffee.  Adele was still busy at the kitchen table, measuring out some dried food into tiny Ziploc bags.
“Stoney always did like the beef jerky and fruits I dry every year.  I used to stuff a pack full for him and Joshua when they used to go out camping.  They haven’t done that in a while.” 
“Stoney spends most of his time on the ranch then?”
Adele looked up, a flash of pain crossed her face, but it was gone just as soon as it came.  “He’s been home this year...since the fire.  Up until last year he was spending most weekends at rodeos.”
Melanie pulled the ceramic mug from her lips before she could take a sip of the hot liquid.  “He’s a rodeo cowboy?”
Adele chuckled.  “A bull rider.  Not that it’s hard to tell.  Only the stubborn ones are fool enough to ride bulls.”
She took a sip of coffee and let the liquid seep down her throat and warm her stomach before commenting.  “Seems dangerous.”
“That never stopped Stoney.”  Adele stopped filling a Ziploc bag in mid-motion.  “He’s been a fearless creature since his little feet started running across this kitchen floor.  Been riding since he was a kid.  He got hurt pretty bad a few years ago.  His hand got hung up in the leather strap they use to stay on the bull.  That animal tossed him about just like a rag doll.”  She shook her head and looked as if she were lost in a memory.  She began filling the bag again.  “I’m glad I wasn’t there to see it.  A mother should never watch her son do crazy things like that.  He’s much safer up in the mountains with you than on the back of some mean old bull, if you ask me.”
Melanie got the feeling she’d be safer taking her chances with the bull than the likes of Stoney Buxton.  “Speaking of Stoney.  Where is he?”
“He and Wally have been up since four o’clock.  There’s a lot of work around the ranch that needs to be done.  Mitch had some last minute obligations he had to take care of before tomorrow, but he’ll be ready then.”
Melanie helped Adele prepare a cowboy’s breakfast of steak, eggs and hash browns.  She was surprised to see as much sweat and dirt on Wally as she did on Stoney when they finally made their way to the kitchen table.  No doubt they’d already done a day’s worth of work. 
Later on that day, Melanie ventured out to the makeshift stable.  It was crude, just a few stalls to house the horses.  She found Stoney there, cleaning the stalls.  The scent of manure and the fresh hay he was forking filled the air.
“I’d like to help,” she said.
Stoney stood up straight and turned to her, perspiration slick over his face.  He fixed her with a hard stare for a few minutes.  Not of anger or irritation, but of uncertainty.  “That’s not necessary.”  
“I know.  I want to.”
He went back to the task at hand, turning his back to her.  “I wouldn’t want you to chip a nail or anything.  Mess up that nice manicure of yours.” 
She should have wanted to leave him be, seeing he was obviously letting her know that she was out of place there.  But she was getting bored just sitting around the house doing nothing but watching Adele whirl around from one room to the next doing chores.  Adele insisted that Melanie was a guest and should just relax.  But how could she relax when Stoney and Wally were out in the yard working on Lord knows what, trying to get ahead so Stoney could leave tomorrow?  Since she was the reason he’d be off the ranch, the least she could do was pitch in and help out somehow.
Her first perception of Stoney Buxton was one of an arrogant cowboy.  Well, the arrogant part was true enough, but there was more to him than she’d originally given him credit for.  He was driven.  By what, she wasn’t quite sure.  Maybe it was the survival of the ranch, something ingrained in him that she found intriguing.  Maybe it was pure male ego.  But she didn’t think so.  
“My nails will survive,” she said.
He gave a deep chuckle that sounded so rough and sexy to her ears.  “Not hardly.”
She drew in a deep breath and folded her arms across her chest.  “Have you worked the horses yet?”
His head shot up, and he stopped poking at the hay pile for a moment.  “What do you know about working a horse?”
“More than you’d ever give me credit for.  Since one of these horses is going to be my best friend for the next month, I’d say it’s about time I got to know him.”
The shocked look on his face told her he wasn’t quite sure just where she was coming from.  Good.  In her estimation it was always best to keep a man guessing.  
“I can work the horses while you finish cleaning the stables.  That will free you up to do whatever else is pressing.”
He just stared at her, seemingly searching her face for...something.  “I’ve got to see if I can round up some stray cattle and...”  He pulled his hat off his head and rested his arm on the rail behind him.  His dark hair was wet with perspiration and the ends curled around his ears, giving an almost boyish look to him.  “You know, you don’t have to do this.”
“I know.  I want to do it.”  She slipped her hands in the pockets of her jeans and lifted her chin.  “If only to prove to you I’m no little pampered wuss.”  She didn’t quite know why it was so important to her that Stoney respect her that way.  But suddenly, it meant a lot that he saw what she was really made of.
He gave her a slow smile that rewarded her with the deep dimples she’d looked for just yesterday.  For a minute she thought he’d tease her, but to her surprise, his expression softened.  “I never said you were a wuss, Sunshine.”
“Good.  Because I don’t expect to be treated like one.” 
He drew in a deep breath and looked around, as if trying to assess a long list of what needed to be done. “Have you ever worked horses before?”
She nodded.  
“That should keep you busy for a while.  If we don’t work them, they get lazy.”
She swung around, trying to keep the strange stirrings she had whenever she was face to face with Stoney at bay.  She was acutely aware of his eyes on her back as she walked away from the stable. 
This was ridiculous.  Stoney was completely different than the other men she knew.  Most of them were beasts in the business world, trying to one up the next guy for a chance at an office with a view on the top floor.  Stoney was just trying to make a living on the grounds of Black Rock Ranch.  His dedication to this place ran deeper than the desire for money and fame.
He’s just a cowboy.  Melanie bit her bottom lip, tasting the remnants of her lipstick as she gripped the splintered plank of the corral gate.  She yanked it with full force.  He’s just a damned, sexy cowboy.  Lord, was she ever in big trouble.
# # #



Chapter Three

STONEY PLUNGED HIS hand into the old whiskey barrel by the stable and splashed his face with the cold rainwater.  With the back of his hand, he wiped the dripping water from his forehead.  He couldn’t help but steal a glance in the direction of the corral where Melanie was working the horses.  She’d pulled off the sweatshirt she was wearing earlier and now only wore a white tank top that clung like a second skin to every curve of her body.  
She moved with the horses in the corral, and he listened to her soothing voice as she spoke to them, coaxing them, rewarding them with a slice of apple or a nugget of sugar.  The beauty becoming friends with the beast. 
Yeah, he’d been watching her.  What man with hot blood running under his skin wouldn’t?  She was a dangerous creature to have around if he planned on getting work done.  He damn near stabbed his foot with the pitchfork once or twice just thinking about her.
He bent down, dunking his head into the barrel, shocking his hot skin.  He'd hoped to ward off some of the urges that kept causing him to glance back over at Melanie.  But it was no use.  The only way he’d keep his mind on his work was if he were miles away from the woman. 
The sun was still high in the sky when he finished filling oats in the feed bin.  But it would only be an hour or two before it sunk low in the horizon, painting pictures against the mountainsides in a mesmerizing pallet of color.  It was his favorite time of the day, when everything was winding down.  After living in Wyoming his whole life, Stoney still didn’t tire of seeing the beauty of his land around him.  
His land.  How much longer would he be able to make that claim?  He should be grateful that Melanie was providing him a solution to some of the ranch's financial problems.  Instead, she was just a distraction.
He shook the drops of water from his head and rid himself of the thoughts that had plagued him every day.  He didn’t have time to wallow in what might happen.  He needed to get to work.  Now was a good time to go out in search of the stray cattle.  After a day of sun they’d be moving to one of the water holes no doubt.  Maybe he’d get lucky.
The ride out the back trail would give him time to clear his head before coming in and facing Melanie for the evening.  She was still riding bareback on one of the mares when he pulled Thunder, his favorite horse, from the corral.  He was almost done saddling his horse when Melanie came into the stalls.
“I’m done with the horses.  If you don’t mind, I’d like to ride out with you,” she said, reaching up to gracefully stroke Thunder’s muzzle with her fingers.  It had him thinking of how her hands would feel...  
“I don’t know how long I’ll be gone,” he said.  “I’m sure Ma could use your help in the house, if you’re still looking for something to do.”
There was a silence, except for the distant sounds of the horses whinnying and the occasional cow mooing in the distance.  
“I was hoping to take that pretty chestnut quarter horse for a ride.  You know, the smaller one.” 
Stoney swung around and looked out at the corral to where Melanie was pointing.  “Dolly.  She can be skittish.”
“Most horses can be skittish at times.  She seems gentle with me.  I’d like to take her out and get to know her a bit before we leave tomorrow.”
He drew out a breath and grunted.  This was the last thing he needed.  But if she had her heart set on taking Dolly up in the mountains, then it was best they got to know each other ahead of time.  At times, Dolly was as unpredictable as the Wyoming weather.  “Go ahead.  I’ll wait while you saddle up.”
He darted a glance in her direction, and though she’d turned away quickly toward the back of the stable where the tack was kept, he caught a glimpse of her satisfied smile.
The ride out to the back of the Black Rock was peaceful.  The sweet scent of the evening was creeping into the cool air around them.  It always eased out the tension in Stoney’s bones, and despite how much on edge his present company made him, today was no different.  He loved this ranch.  The thought that they could lose it all was killing him.  That was the only reason he’d agreed to this crazy idea of acting as a guide for Melanie.  
Still, curiosity was getting the best of him.  The woman riding next to him was a totally different woman than the one who’d landed on his ranch yesterday.  To look at Melanie now, she was completely immersed in the sounds of nature and the scenery in the wide-open space around her.  It was what he’d always loved about living in Wyoming.  But it wasn’t for everyone.  And it definitely wasn’t the kind of living he’d expect a woman like Melanie to embrace.  Had he really misjudged her so?
“Can I ask you a question?” Melanie asked, breaking into the tranquility of the quiet ride.
“Fire away.”
“What’s Stoney stand for?”
He looked straight ahead at the trail they were riding on when he answered.  “Stonewall.”
He heard her quiet laughter.  “That’s fitting.”
He cast her a cold stare.  “It’s tradition,” he said defensively.  “My father is Stonewall the second, my granddad was Stonewall the first.”
“Oh, I see.  Tradition is a big thing in your family?”
He glanced over at her face and couldn’t help but notice her laughter had faded and was replaced by a serious expression that caused sadness in her eyes.  
He shrugged.  “To some folks, tradition is everything.”
She rolled her eyes.  “Then they can keep it.”
“You make it sound like a dirty word when you say it that way.”
“To some people, it is.”
He couldn’t help but laugh.  “Tradition’s a good thing.  Helps you remember where you came from.  Gives you roots.”
“And it traps you.  No thank you, I’d just as soon leave it behind.”
“It sounds like you have some pretty heavy baggage to want to yank up your roots and toss them aside that way.”  He felt a smile tug at his lips.  “But I guess I’ve already had a glimpse of what kind of baggage you carry around.” 
She laughed cynically.  “Very funny.  I wasn’t raised with the kind of tradition that gives a person roots.  It’s more like the kind that closes business deals.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
Her gaze drifted down, and she shook her head slightly.  “You wouldn’t understand.  My kind of life isn’t like anything you’ve ever seen.”
He didn’t know why, but her remark hit him hard in the chest.  He was sure she hadn’t meant it as an insult, but it sure as hell felt that way.  “You mean it’s not the kind of life us simple folk know.”
She snapped her gaze at him and eased up on the reins only to have Dolly start off in her own direction.  “I didn’t mean it like that.  Don’t read more into my words than what’s there.”
When Dolly began veering off the path, Melanie pulled on the reins to keep the horse from wandering over to the grassy area.  The mare’s head bobbed up in protest.
“She’ll keep doing that.  She loves to snack.  You have to show her you’re in charge.”
Melanie was quiet for a moment.  “I didn’t grow up the way you think I did,” she finally said.
“It’s none of my business.”
“You asked.  You think you’ve got me figured out, but you don’t.  You think I’m just another spoiled rich girl who’s trying to get her way.  And you may be right, up to a point.  But it’s not what you think.”
He looked at her then, saw the vulnerability that softened her features.  She looked fragile, like the petal of a wildflower blowing in the wind.  He hated himself for what it made him want to do.  If they hadn’t been riding, he probably would have lifted her small body into his lap and kissed her until it brought a smile to her face.  She had that way about her that made a man want to hold her and protect her.  She was pretty when she smiled.  Different than the kind of beauty she held out for the world, like the woman she’d been when he first met her yesterday.  The woman he saw now was unpretentious and pure.  Something he hadn’t seen much in the women he’d known. 
“Okay, I asked.  So tell me.”
It took her a while to start, as if she was trying to decide if maybe she didn’t want to talk about it at all.  Stoney figured that was her choice.  Curious or not he wasn’t going to push her.  Everyone had their own private thoughts and pains to wrestle. 
“Most people think all I am is a pretty face.”  She blushed and dipped her gaze as if she were embarrassed.  “You think I’m beautiful, too, don’t you?”
He couldn’t help but look at Melanie then, as if he were transfixed by some force.  It was the last thing he’d expected her to say.  For any other woman to say those words, he would have thought it was a loaded question, meant to tease and taunt him.  Part of the game of seduction.
But in Melanie’s eyes, he didn’t see the playful game he’d seen in other women.  Although that was exactly what he thought–Melanie was indeed a beautiful woman, from her soft brown eyes right down to her luscious legs–not saying anything at all seemed like a better way to go.
“Some people raise their kids to play piano or do gymnastics or play football.”  She looked at him, her full lips tilting into a wry smile.  “Or ride bulls.”
He hadn’t realized she knew that he was a bull rider.  But then again, she’d spent a lot of time drinking tea and sharing small talk with his mother.  She could have had his whole life story spelled out by now from diapers to flunking grades.
“That one was my own doing,” he admitted, listening to the clip clop of the horses hooves on the trail.
“I was raised to be the beautiful woman on the arm of a congressman, or businessman, or whoever would elevate the family name in the business community.”
“I thought the world had progressed beyond that sort of thing.”
She chuckled.  “Wyoming might have been the first state to grant women the right to vote, but that doesn’t mean everyone came up to speed.  From the time I was a little girl, I was entered into one beauty pageant after another, sent to finishing school as if that was the only thing that I was good for.  I even had a coming out party when I was eighteen.  All the girls from my family’s circle of friends did.  It always seemed a bit archaic to me.”  She heaved a soft sigh and added quietly, “Still does.”
“So how is it that a debutante, destined to be the wife of a congressman, goes to college to become a zoologist?”
“I was adamant about going to college for something other than social graces and how to organize a charity benefit.”  
She giggled finally and he decided he liked the sound of her laughter.  It made him  feel a little lightheaded, the way the fresh air made him feel after a good hike up the mountains.  Only this time, it was the simple musical sound coming from Melanie that made him dizzy.  
“Thank God my other girlfriends didn’t have to suffer the same way I did where my parents’ attitude was concerned.  They were actually encouraged to do more with their lives.”
“No doubt you kicked up one hell of a hissy fit in protest.”  He eyed her teasingly.  No doubt the rebel in this woman emerged more often than not.
“There’s more to me than what you see on the outside.  I've had to fight tooth and nail to get where I am now,” Melanie said, turning her attention away from him to the direction that Dolly seemed to want to go.  She made a clucking sound with her tongue and pulled on the reins, but Dolly wouldn’t have any part of it.  The horse made a beeline to a high grassy spot that had just come into view.  “Oh, heck.  All she wants to do is eat grass.”
“I told you.”
“Can we rest a while?”
He nodded.  “There’s a water hole in just a few hundred yards.  The horses can get some water and we can rest.  Maybe we’ll even get lucky and find those strays.”
They rode the rest of the way in silence until they reached a small swampy pond located a little ways off the trail they’d been riding.  They dismounted and the horses led themselves to the water without any coaxing.
The sun was starting to sink in the sky, painting soft shades of pink, gray and amber over the mountains.  Long shadows stretched across the meadow on the far side of the pond where Melanie walked, picking cornflower blue wildflowers.  
He watched her, like he had so many times during the day, wondering what she was thinking, and how she’d managed to land herself here on Black Rock.  Sure Gerald Hammond had a hand in sending her his way.  What most men would consider a blessing–having a woman as pretty as Melanie for a whole month–Stoney considered a curse.  How the hell was he going to keep his mind out of the gutter when the woman had legs that went on for miles and sun-kissed lips he couldn’t help but want to devour?  
“We’d better be getting back,” he called out to her.  
She swung around, and his breath caught in his throat just looking at her softness.  He didn’t like the way it made his body respond.  He had no business having a fling with a high society gal like Melanie.  Seeing her like this, all untamed and pretty like she was part of this life and the land itself, as if she’d always been here, made him forget just what kind of expectations a woman like she had.  Expectations he could never live up to. 
He swallowed hard, trying not to think about how the setting sun made Melanie’s hair look like midnight and gave her smooth skin an exotic air. 
Wild sex.  A fling.  Yeah, he could handle that.  Right now that was all he had to offer.  It was what he was used to on the rodeo circuit.  But he could tell that Melanie wasn’t the wild fling sort of woman.  She was the forever kind, and that meant hands off.  He had nothing to give a woman like Melanie Summers.  Nothing but trouble and hard living.
* * * 
MELANIE TOSSED HER hair back over her shoulder with one hand, her fingers lightly grasping a bouquet of flowers in the other.  “So soon?  I thought you wanted to look for stray cattle.”
Stoney cleared his throat.  “I’d be worried if it was one of the cows ready to calf.  Mitch can take care of it.”
“Give me a minute.  These daisy and wild irises are just too beautiful to pass by.”
Melanie lifted the bouquet to her nose, and closing her eyes, drew in a deep breath of the light sweet fragrance.  Bending down, she plucked a few more of the yellow flowers she didn’t know the name of and added them to the bunch she had already gathered.  She’d have to remember to ask Adele the name when they got back to the house.  Then she wrapped the flowers together with a green stem so as not to bruise them on the ride back.  “I thought Adele might like some flowers for the dinner table.  Does your mother like flowers?”
“What woman doesn’t?  It’s been a long time since she had fresh flowers set on the table.  She’ll be pleased.”
“Pretty aren’t they?”
“Yeah,” Stoney said.  
He cast her a long glance, his eyes dark with heat and then suddenly black with annoyance.  Abruptly, he turned away and mounted his horse.
Now what was that all about?  Cowboys.  Were they all so complicated or was it just Stoney?  One minute he seemed like he was actually beginning to enjoy her company, the next he acted like he hardly wanted her around.
It didn’t matter if Stoney Buxton enjoyed her company.  She needed Stoney to help guide her through the next month.  It didn’t matter if they were best friends or not.  It may make it more pleasant, but they didn’t have to like being together. 
She pushed aside her hurt feelings and carefully secured her bouquet in the saddlebag before mounting Dolly.  Although the air was cooling off with nightfall just around the corner, Melanie felt beads of sweat trickle down her chest and the side of her face.  She quickly wiped her forehead with a shaky hand.
Her blood sugar must be low after all the exercise she’d done earlier, she realized.  She’d always been so regimented about exercise and eating on schedule to keep her diabetes under control.  She’d have to watch it more carefully from now on.  That was the whole reason for this trip.  To prove she could handle herself despite her medical condition.  
She wished she’d remembered to toss a small can of juice in the saddlebag before they left the ranch.  She’d need to get back quickly and have something to eat before her sugar got too low.
She needn’t have worried.  The ride back to the house took half the time it had taken them to get out to the pond.  
When they made it to the stables, Melanie quickly dismounted Dolly and put her in the stable, saddle still on her back.  “I need to get something to drink.  I’ll be right back in a few minutes to take care of Dolly.”
Stoney’s hard gaze sliced through her as she walked away at a quick pace.  Her hands were shaking bad, and fatigue was setting in.  She didn’t have time to test her blood.  If she didn’t get some sugar into her system, she was going to pass out, and then all hell would break loose.  Her expedition into the wilderness would be over before it even began.
Fifteen minutes later, after a glass of orange juice and a few crackers, she was feeling like herself again.  She rounded the corner to the stables where she found Stoney.  He didn’t look at her, just continued to brush down Dolly’s coat.  
“I told you I didn’t want you to pamper me.”
His voice was biting.  “The horses get taken care of first.” 
“I told you I’d be right back.  I would have done that,” she said, reaching for the brush to stop his brisk motion.
The instant their hands touched, she felt a disturbing jolt of electricity.  It would have been easier to think that it was her anger waiting to be unleashed at Stoney’s inference that she abandoned Dolly’s needs.  Anger like she always had when her diabetes kept her from doing something that was important to her.
But anger had nothing to do with the surge of sensation racing through her, making her senses come to life.  It was the mere presence of Stoney standing close to her, their skin singing with a single touch.
His hands were rough and callused against hers, proof of the hard work that drove him on a daily basis.  A shiver of sensation tantalized her when she thought of what his hand would feel like on her neck, against her breast.  He didn’t move his hand, and she wondered if he felt the same surge of desire that had taken hold of her.  She lifted her gaze to his face.  The answer was clear.
Stoney’s eyes were dark and full of thunderous excitement.  He just stared into her eyes as if he could read her thoughts.  Only she didn’t want him to know her thoughts.  Thoughts of wild abandon and lust.  Yes, lust, she realized.  That’s all this is.  Pure physical attraction.  
It was bound to happen with a man like Stoney.  His rough edged exterior lent itself to the kind of danger and excitement she’d been shielded from her whole life.  He was everything she was raised not to want.  The exact opposite of what her father would approve of and suddenly, everything she wanted.
Stoney’s gaze dropped to her lips.  Melanie wet them involuntarily, knowing she’d chewed her lipstick off after a day of working the horses.  For a fleeting moment, she thought he would kiss her.  Her pulse pounded and to her utter amazement, that was exactly what she wanted.  She wanted his mouth to devour hers until her knees felt weak, until she couldn’t remember her own name.  She had the feeling that dangerous wild abandon lurked just beneath the rough exterior of this cowboy.  And she wanted to know that danger, feel that excitement full force.
But that was the last thing she needed.  She had to stay focused on the reason she’d come to Wyoming in the first place.  She needed Stoney’s help, not a quick tryst in the stables with a cowboy to mess up her plans.  
As quick as Melanie had seen the undeniable desire in Stoney’s eyes, a cold cloud covered his features.  His expression tightened until his expression was closed off completely.  “I kept the flowers you picked in the saddlebag.  You better get them in water before they die.  I’ll take care of the horses tonight.” 
He didn’t want her there, she realized.  Not because he was angry with her for leaving Dolly behind to get a drink.  He was angry for feeling the same raw desire that flooded her.  And for some reason, that made it all worse. 
“Thank you,” she said softly, not able to take her eyes from his.  She finally turned and walked away, feeling as shaky as she had before she rushed into the house earlier.  Only this time, it had nothing to do with her blood sugar.  Her blood was racing with a raw sense of desire for a dangerous man she’d just hired to be her companion for a whole month.
She reached for the screen door and withdrew her hand, placing it over her beating heart.  A whole month alone with nothing but a drop dead, sexy cowboy and the Wyoming wilderness.  Lord help her.
# # #



Chapter Four

SIX A.M. CAME earlier than Melanie would have liked.  Sleep had eluded her with stirring thoughts of Stoney sleeping in the room just next to hers.  She listened to the quiet, wondering if he was sleeping soundly, wondering if he was the kind of man who slept in pajamas or stripped down to nothing.  She tortured herself thinking about him, if he still felt the same heat she’d seen in his eyes when they were together in the stable.  The same heat she still felt.
Memories of Stoney’s hand burning hers merged with dreams of him running his callused fingers through her hair, kissing her until her body responded in her sleep.  She woke several times during the night in a hot sweat with the white percale sheets wrapped around her body and the cotton blanket thrown to the floor.  
She usually slept so sound, her bed virtually tidy in the morning.  But if this kept up, if she couldn’t rid herself of these strange feelings of longing she had whenever she thought of Stoney, she’d be too sleep deprived by the end of the week, she’d never make it for a month.
The sound of male voices talking and laughing just beneath her open window caused her to finally pull out of bed.  She recognized the deep timbre of Stoney’s voice talking to Wally and someone else.  Another man.  She guessed the third man must be Mitchell Broader, as he was due at Black Rock sometime this morning.  Good.  The sooner they left for the hills, the sooner she could go back to Long Island and tell her father she’d fulfilled her end of the bargain.  He’d have no other choice than to let her go with the rest of the team to Kenya.  
Wasting no time and knowing they had a long day ahead of them, Melanie quickly showered and dressed in a comfortable pair of jeans and a cotton shirt.  Once she reached the bottom of the stairs, she followed the sound of laughter until she found the three men sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee.
She was immediately struck by the easiness between the men as they talked and joked.  It almost made Melanie feel envious.  When she and Stoney were together, he was always on edge, as if he were angry.  Maybe it was his reaction to her for taking him away from Black Rock.  Then there were those times when his eyes met hers and his gaze was so powerful, she swore he would eat her alive.  
Wally lifted his eyes to her and cleared his throat as Melanie entered the room.  The laughter silenced. 
“You must be Mitchell,” Melanie said, extending her hand as the only man who was a stranger rose to his feet.
Mitch tipped his hat and smiled.  She guessed he was the same age as Stoney, fair-haired and fair-skinned as if he burned in the heat of the sun instead of getting a bronze tan like she suspected Stoney would.  His features were almost boyish, even as a man.  But he had a kind face.  His appraisal of her, however, was typically male.
“Yes, ma’am.  You must be the Ms. Summers I’ve been hearing about.”  
She nodded her head graciously.  “Please call me Melanie.”
“Stoney’s been filling me in on all your plans.”
“I’ll just bet he has.”
He thumbed toward Stoney, who was now hoisting a duffel bag to his shoulder.  “You’re sure you want to spend a whole month with the likes of him?  I’d be mighty happy to take his place if you’re willing.”  His eyes twinkled and his smile was flirtatious.
A hard look passed between Stoney and Mitch, as if Stoney were staking claim on her and giving Mitch a hands off warning.  The air in the room suddenly turned frosty.  
Mitch apparently got the message that it was time for him to leave.  
“I guess I’ll make myself useful and load the horses into the trailer.”  
Turning to Melanie, he tipped his hat in a cordial cowboy gesture before heading out the kitchen door.
“If you’re still planning on getting up in the mountains any time today, it’s time we got a move on.”  Stoney’s stare was almost accusing.
Melanie clenched her fist, feeling her long fingernails dig into the soft flesh of her palm.  What right did Stoney have to be irritated about her talking to Mitch?  She was simply being nice, meeting the man for the first time. 
Avoiding his unmerciful gaze, Melanie turned her attention to the duffels and saddlebags on the porch and realized Stoney had been busy packing all their gear.  Without her.  He’d gotten started without her!  She didn’t bother to keep her irritation in check any longer.
“I told you that I would do my share of the work.  I didn’t hire you to carry me the whole way.”
Stoney kept on packing the canned goods that were spread out on the counter into a bag without giving her a response.  
“You didn’t have to treat him that way, you know,” she huffed.
“I’ll treat him any damn way I please.”  That got his attention, but he still didn’t stop his quick pace, and continued to pack the duffel.  “I hired him to work at Black Rock, not cast a roving eye all over you.”
Melanie had to laugh at that.  “I didn’t hire you to fend off men, thank you very much.  I can handle myself just fine.”
He shot her a sardonic look.  “So you keep telling me.  We’ll take a third horse for our gear,” he said, changing the subject.  
She folded her arms across her chest.  “You know, just because I’m paying you to be my trail guide, doesn’t mean you have to order me around.”
He swung around to meet her head on, seemingly trying to intimidate her with his size.  But she held firm in her place.  
“What you’re paying me for is to keep your little hide safe while you get your fill of whatever pipe dream you have.  Let’s just get this straight so we know where we stand.  You listen to what I say, do what I tell you to do, and we make it the whole month.  You go against my word just once, and we turn around and head out of those mountains so fast you won’t even know you were there at all.”
“Are you always so...intense?”  
He threw her a wry grin, but his features were still tight.  “You just bring out the best in me.”  
He tossed her two empty canvas bags.  
“Anything you’ve decided is an absolute must for this trip you can pack in here.  We’ll be on the road in half an hour.”
Adele appeared at the doorway, carrying a duffel bag that appeared to overpower her small form.  Stoney immediately gripped the handle and hoisted it over his shoulder.  
“That’s filled with as much of the dried goods I could fit in it.  I’m not sure if it’ll last you a month, but it will hold you for a while.  I added some of those peach chips you and Joshua love so much.”
Stoney smiled warmly, his anger gone as quickly as it came.  Then he grabbed one of his bags and headed out the kitchen door, nodding a thanks to his mother, but virtually ignoring Melanie.  
Melanie let out a sigh of defeat when the screen door slammed in his wake.  “Is he always this delightful?”  
Adele took Melanie by the hand and held her back from walking out after Stoney.  “Only when he doesn’t have the upper hand.”
“Is that how he sees this?”
Adele shrugged slightly.  “Don’t let him get to you.  He gets grumpy and he growls a lot, especially when he doesn’t get his own way.  I suspect you’ll see a lot of his charming ways over the next month.”
“Lord help me,” Melanie said under her breath.  Heat flamed her cheeks when she remembered she was talking to his mother.
Adele gave a hardy laugh.  “You’ve got to cowboy up, girl.  When he starts growling, growl back.  Show him you have your own two feet to stand on.  He can be hard, but he’s fair.  He’ll ease up on you.  You’ll see.  Some men aren’t happy unless they’re met head on with a good challenge.”
“And I’m his challenge?”
Adele nodded, amusement filling her face.
Melanie drew in a deep breath and let it out slow.  How in the heck did Adele survive all alone on this ranch with the likes of grumpy old Stoney Buxton?  “He really doesn’t want to do this, does he?” 
Adele eased out a sigh, the lines around her mouth seemed to deepen, making her look older than what she probably was.  “It’s been a rough year for him.  He wasn’t here last year when the fire broke out and he’s worried about leaving us this way.  This ranch means a lot to him.” She plucked the coffee cups from the table and dropped them in a tub of suds in the sink.  “But don’t you worry.  Once he gets a whiff of that clear mountain air, he’ll be just fine.  I suspect he needs this trip as much as you do.”
Melanie hadn’t told anyone the real reason for hiring Stoney.  Truth was, no one had asked.  Although Adele had divulged some information about the fire, she suspected there was a lot she didn’t know about Stoney’s reasons for agreeing to be her guide.  Especially since his actions made it clear that it was the very last thing he wanted to do.  
The bottom line was they needed each other.  They may not like it, but they’d get through it.  
Even if it killed her.
* * * 
ONCE THE HORSES had been unloaded from the trailer, Melanie and Stoney quickly worked to saddle Thunder and Dolly, and then packed Chester, the gray and white quarter horse they’d use to hold their provisions.  Melanie was determined to keep up with Stoney at all cost, although she kept trying to tell herself she shouldn’t care what Stoney thought one way or the other.
She’d been the one to hire him.  She was the one in control.  But only to a certain degree.  Text book theory wasn’t going to match what she’d learn once she was actually up in the mountains.
She carefully packed her saddlebag with juice, hard candy and dried fruit.  To keep her diabetes under control, she always tried to keep a strict eating schedule, paying attention to what and how much she ate.  Since she didn’t know when they’d be stopping, it was a safe bet to keep something close by to grab while they were riding. 
By midday they were heading across an open pasture filled with the fragrance of wild blue lupine and red Indian paintbrush.  Above them was the crystal blue Wyoming sky that seemed to go on forever.  Beyond the pasture lay the wondrous Wind River Mountain Range, all its peaks and valleys just waiting for them.  The sounds of the horses hooves clopping on the soft earth and the buzz of nature all around them was like music as they rode.  
A sense of calming seeped into Melanie’s bones.  She was on her way to spend a full month without any interference from her father.  When had she ever had that?  Never, she thought.  Her parents had always been one step ahead, calling the shots for her.   
You can do this, she told herself.  You’re in control.  
Now if she could only manage to have a good time despite her moody guide.
Stoney took the lead on Thunder, with Chester trailing alongside of him.  
“Where are we headed, anyway?” she asked, pulling up until she and Dolly were trailing beside Chester.
“That’s up to you and how deep in the mountains you want to go,” Stoney replied, giving her a quick glance.  “We could head up high into the mountains or camp in the lower plains.” 
He kept riding, his cowboy hat dipped low to shield the sun as his eyes grazed the scenery.  It may have been her imagination, but his voice seemed to have lost its rough edge.  He had the same easy expression he’d had earlier when he was joking with Mitch and Wally.  It was as if he’d come home and left a hard day’s work behind him.
“You know the mountains.  I’ll follow your lead.”
He twisted in his saddle and threw her a crooked grin that made her mouth go dry.  “For a change?”
She dipped her head and tried not to give him the satisfaction of seeing her blush.  “I’m not always difficult,” she said.
He laughed hard.  “Somehow I doubt that, Sunshine.”  
“I promise to be on my best behavior.”
“Good.  We might actually manage to have a good time while we’re at it then.”
“Well there is that matter of the hot springs map Gerald Hammond gave me,” she called out to him, laughing.
He glanced back, throwing her one of the most sexy grins she’d ever seen on a man.  It was a good thing she was sitting in a saddle and not walking the trail because her knees suddenly felt like mush and she most surely would have fallen.  Everything about Stoney was strong and male and incredibly sexy.  She stirred in her saddle, trying her best to force the unbidden images of Stoney out her mind.  
“Put that thing away.  I don’t need a map,” he said.
She glanced out at the mountains ahead of them and realized her dreams lay just beyond. 
Despite the way they’d fought over her independence over the years, Edmund T. Summers III was a man of his word.  He’d agreed to Melanie’s wager simply because he was sure she’d fail or because he thought he could buy off anyone who tried to help her.  But she’d prove herself and he’d have no choice but to keep the funding for the Kenya project in place and allow her to go as well.
Most of the next four hours were spent in virtual silence.  It wasn’t hard to lose themselves in the scent and the sights of the mountains’ majestic panorama.  Melanie felt giddy, as if she’d just been freed from the cage she’d spent her whole life.  She wondered how the world she’d always known could exist while this beautiful land around her had been here and she didn’t know it.
They rode through a lowland pasture and Melanie was mesmerized by the colors of the wildflowers.  Clusters of wild irises were scattered among the dandelion cotton.  With each gust of breeze, the wind lifted more of the cottony seeds in the air and blew them like a carpet of white. 
It may have been her imagination, but Stoney didn’t seem as intense as he had earlier in the day.  More than a few times she’d found herself just staring ahead at the way his body sat tall in the saddle, looking at his profile as he lost himself in the world around them.
Dolly veered off toward a patch of high grass for the umpteenth time and she realized she’d been daydreaming about Stoney.  Dolly nickered and her ears flashed back.
“Whoa, Doll.  What do you hear?” Melanie said, easing back on the reins. 
By now Stoney had stopped and was looking at the area immediately surrounding them.  “I don’t hear anything, but maybe something got her spooked.”
Melanie threw her head back, lifting her face to the big sky and drew in a deep breath.  The smell of aspen pine and sagebrush filled her nostrils along with the smell of the horses and warm leather.  She listened to the sound of the forest and let herself become immersed.
* * * 
STONEY WATCHED MELANIE like she was a goddess.  With her head raised to the sky, her full lips pursed like a woman waiting for a lover’s kiss, she was irresistible.  Dammit, she was incredibly fascinating, tempting every bit of his manhood just watching her.  This would be so easy if every time he glanced her way he didn’t have the longing to reach out and pull her close to him.  Even with her lipstick half chewed off after a day of riding, even with the sweat clinging to her face and neck, and making her blue cotton shirt cling to her body, she was beautiful.  And he couldn’t keep his body from responding no matter how much he tried to tell himself this woman was off limits.
Melanie Summers was not just another rodeo girl looking for a quick roll with a cowboy.  She had a softness as well as a polish that was foreign to him.  He guessed she wasn’t the type of woman to lend herself out for a night with no promise of something more the next morning.
He’d been so angry watching Mitch with Melanie that morning.  He hadn’t been fair in his treatment of either of them.  Yeah, he could admit that now.  It would hardly be right if Mitch hadn’t noticed a woman as beautiful as Melanie.  But watching his slow, easy appraisal of her assets caused jealousy to kick him straight in the gut.  He’d never wanted to slug Mitch, but at that moment, he’d actually considered it, as if Melanie was something he’d branded as his own.
He held on to the anger, finding it was easier to keep the boundaries between them in sight if his body was tight with fury.  It was better than the fire he was caught in every time her full lips stretched to smile.  That damn near did him in.  The simple act of her flipping a stray lock of hair behind her ear, brushing her delicate fingers against her cheek to wipe off some drops of sweat made him long to be the one doing it. 
And now, looking at her all lost in the sounds of the mountains, he had the unbidden image of her wrapped in his arms, making love in a mountain meadow blanketed only by the heat of the blazing sun.
Abruptly, Melanie’s eyes flew open and she suddenly looked at him with the wonder of a child.  “Do you hear it?”
He took his attention away from his nagging body, caused by the lingering thoughts of Melanie in his arms, and he listened.  He heard the call of a Western Meadowlark in a nearby tree, no doubt perturbed that they’d chosen a spot close to its nest to stop for a rest.  Through the buzz of insects and the breeze, he finally heard the rustle of trees and something trampling on the dry ground that had caught Melanie’s attention. 
“Hooves.”
She nodded and whispered, “Do you think it could be some other people trailing?”
Stoney thought about it a moment.  “Possibly, these trails are used by a lot of outfitters in the area.  If we stay on this trail we may meet up with some of them at one of the camps.”
She frowned.  “Oh, with all this space, I just assumed we’d be alone out here.”
“Is that a problem?  Because if it is, we don’t have to stay at a formal camp.  We can just find our own way.”
“How well do you know the mountains outside the trails well-traveled?”
“Josh and I practically lived in these mountains when we were younger.  I suspect that is why Hammond sent you to me.”
Her face took on a dreamy quality, her eyes dark like the depths of a mountain pool.
“Where’s the prettiest place you’ve ever seen?”
He didn’t have to think about it.  He and Joshua had been there enough to know that once you’d been to the high plateaus and caught a glimpse of the view, it ruined you for any other place in the world.  
“That would be the high country.  The Wind River trails that lead up to the plateau.”
She seemed almost giddy with excitement as she spoke.  “What’s it like up there?”
“It’s rough trailing.  Like nothing you’ve ever known. But when you get there...Lord, that view is like nowhere else in this world.”  He felt a smile tug at his lips just thinking about it.  “I swear it feels like you can reach your hand right up and touch heaven.”
“Then that’s where we’ll go.”
He laughed wryly.  “No way.”
“You said it was up to me,” she shot back.
“To a point.”
“Oh, come on.  You can’t tell me about the most wonderful place on earth, then not take me there.”
“We can head out into the mountains, but not there.  The weather can be brutal in the high elevations, freezing temperatures, whitewater streams to cross, thunder and lightning that’ll zip so close your hair will stand on ends.”
“Are you telling me we're not prepared to go there?  Even with all this gear?”
“I’m not going to let you get yourself killed.  That’s tough trailing even for someone who’s experienced.”
She nodded her head, clearly annoyed as she straightened her spine.  She gave a gentle kick to Dolly's side and pulled up alongside him.  
“Are you saying you don’t think I can do it?”
“The thing is I don’t know what you’re capable of handling.  Josh and I used to trail there, but–”
“You had to do it for the first time once.”  She lifted her chin and pursed her lips.  He hated that he suddenly was focusing on how much he wanted to taste them instead of what she was fitting about.  “I want to head to the plateau tomorrow.”
He stared at the determined fire in her cinnamon eyes and knew she wasn’t going to back down.  How could he know what she could actually handle unless he let her have a go at it?  
“Okay,” he said.  “But if it gets too rough, if I think you’re in trouble, we’re heading back.  You hear?  No arguments.”
She smiled, seemingly satisfied with the arrangement.  “Lead on.  But do you think we can try to find whatever is out there?  I’m dying to see some of the animals in their natural habitat.”
He drew in a deep breath and tried his best to squash his feelings of longing, but they just kept washing over him until he felt himself grow hard.  He couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have Melanie’s luscious legs wrapped tight around his waist as he kissed her...everywhere.  He wasn’t on firm ground with this woman.  Quicksand was more of what he was sinking deep into.
She may be dying for adventure.  
He was just dying.
He cleared his throat.  “If we’re going to head up into the high country, we can’t go after every little rabbit sound in the forest.  I want to set up camp before sundown, so we’d better get moving.”  He heard the harshness in his voice and silently chided himself for it.  It wasn’t Melanie’s fault he was in over his head with lust for the woman.  
He caught her soft smile fade to bewilderment before he twisted back around in his saddle and dug his heels into Thunder’s side.  The horse kicked into motion, with Chester following.  He could only imagine the daggers Melanie was throwing at his back with her eyes as they rode.  And he knew every one of them was deserved.
It was a lot easier in the saddle, riding ahead of her through the mountains.  Just the thought of her perched in her saddle, hips rocking back and forth with the sway of the mare carrying her, was enough to give him a heart attack.  If he’d been with Joshua or even alone, he would be able to relax a little more.
Stoney would have liked to push on for another hour or so before setting up camp.  But he knew that setting up camp would be tiring.  As the sun cast a golden gleam over the mountain tops, painting colors of copper and amber against the wide Wyoming sky, he braved a look back at Melanie.  One look and he saw how her first day was beginning to take toll.  
She hadn’t complained.  He knew she wouldn’t.  He’d already figured she was much too stubborn for something like that.  She’d push on if it killed her just to prove to him wrong.
He pulled hard on Thunder’s reins until both horses came to a halt.  “This is a good spot to camp for the night.”  It was a nice flat spot by the river with plenty of grassy area to picket the horses and let them graze. 
Melanie dismounted and stretched her legs, walking funny for the first few minutes.
“I don’t know if I’m ever going to walk straight again,” she said, holding on to Dolly’s reins as she led her to the water’s edge.
Stoney kept his back turned to her and proceeded to untie the packs that were loaded on Chester.  
“I guess I should get used to this, huh?  We’ll be doing a lot of riding.”
He didn’t say anything, despite her attempt to converse with him for the first time in the last few hours.  They’d been silent for most of the ride and he found it was easier to concentrate on the clopping of horse hooves than the beating of his own heart.  He quickly set up the picket while the horses got their fill of water, and then secured them inside.  
He grabbed the hatchet.  “You might as well set up your tent and lay out your bedroll while you’re waiting.  It’s going to be a while until supper is ready.  Can you cook on a camp stove?”
She dipped her head and blushed.  “If you give me instructions I can probably make just about anything.”
Wonderful.  He picked up the side of one of the duffels and tossed it a few feet in her direction.  “That’s okay.  Just sift through this pack until you find something that sounds appetizing.  Those dry food rations are pretty easy to prepare.  You just added boiling water.  You know how to do that, right?”
She glared at him, jamming one fist on her hip.
He ignored her frown.  “Dinner will be sooner if you can find enough dry wood scattered on the ground to get the camp stove going before I get back.  It won’t need much wood to cook.  You’ll find a sturdy pot in one of the packs, too.”
She’d straightened herself, a questioning look filling her tired features.  She looked vulnerable, afraid as he turned to walk toward the tree line.  “Where are you going?”
“Just to gather some wood for a campfire.  Despite the time of year, it gets pretty cold up in the mountains at night.”
He stalked off, not sure why his gut felt as tight as it did.  All he knew was that he needed to get away from Melanie, if only to have a moment or two alone to collect himself.  
He was acting like the backside of his horse, but he couldn’t help it.  Why, oh why did he agree to spend the month alone with this woman?  Every time her soft brown eyes flashed bright with excitement, his breath caught in his throat.  She had a fire that flared with the slightest push, but beneath that, there was a vulnerability he found endearing.
He walked a few yards beyond the tree line and found some old dry branches.  Pulling out his hatchet, he positioned the branch over a low rotted stump and took out his frustration on the wood.  With every thrust of the ax against the wood he’d hoped his tension would ease.  But to his dismay it remained.  
When they’d first set out this afternoon, he’d actually been excited about going.  As they trailed deeper and deeper into the mountains, the old familiar feeling of tranquility washed over him.  Then Melanie would say something and he’d remember that he wasn’t with Joshua this time.  He was with a woman who was stubborn minded and clearly out of place in a world where she had no business being.  He should have felt guilty about ignoring her, but he couldn’t.  It was the only way he could forget how much he wanted to kiss her every time she smiled. 
# # #



Chapter Five

MELANIE BRUSHED HER hand up and down her arm in an effort to warm herself.  The increased chill in the air and the darkening indigo sky was a clear sign that night was quickly on its way.  Night predators would be out hunting their game and the meadowlarks that sang so sweetly during today’s ride would turn in for the evening.  Long Island seemed as far away as the moon, and that thought gave Melanie a subtle peace.  
Stoney, however, was just around the corner, splitting wood for the fire they’d use to prepare dinner.  Melanie was like a whirlwind, pulling gear from each pack and quickly deciding where it should go.  Her muscles screamed at her, compliments of the long, bumpy ride in the hard saddle, but she knew there would be no dinner if she didn’t try to set up the camp stove and get the gear unpacked.  Dinner was already going to be later than usual and she needed to at least try to keep on her eating schedule.  
She pulled a wool cardigan sweater from her knapsack and put it on before digging into her saddlebag for some dried banana chips.  After popping a few of them into her mouth, she found where the tents were packed easy enough.  Setting them up was another story.  But despite her lack of camping skills, Melanie was determined to get the tents erected and the bedrolls laid by the time Stoney came back with the firewood.  She looked at the stakes and bounced the empty bag up and down, hoping some instructions would fall out.  Nothing.
She groaned, tossing the stakes to the ground and propping her hands on her hips.  “This ought to be good,” she said, staring at the horses now grazing inside the picket Stoney had set up before he left for the firewood.  “I’ve never set up a tent in my life but it can’t be too hard, huh guys?”  And she’d rather choke on her dinner than ask Stoney to help her do it.  
The horses continued munching, seemingly unaware of her presence, and the fact that she was talking to them.  She heard the sound of a thwack against wood in the distance and guessed that must be Stoney chopping wood. 
“Small talk is overrated, anyway.”  She puffed her cheeks and got back to work.  To her surprise, once she’d figured out the first tent, the second one went up in half the time.  She’d broken her second fingernail in the process and decided it was time to pull out a nail file and sand them all down.  Normal primping would have to take a back seat starting today.  She was just setting up the camp stove when Stoney appeared with an armload of wood.
“You shouldn’t have done that,” he said when he caught sight of the tents standing side by side.
Melanie smiled brightly.  “I wanted to.”
“Thank you for the effort but it was a waste of your time.  It’s just going to be taken down again.”
She glared at him, trying to suppress her shock.  Still, indignation spilled to the forefront.  “I don’t know what you expected out of me this trip, but your fee as a guide doesn’t include any sexual–”
He rolled his eyes and grinned.  “Keep your pants on, Sunshine.  I have no intentions of crawling into your tent to take advantage of you.  Despite what you may think, I’m not a man who takes what isn’t offered.  As long as you zip that tent tight, you’ll be safe.”
Slightly embarrassed by her jump to the conclusion that he was trying to seduce her, she asked, “Where will you sleep?”
He looked up at the sky.  Dark shadows cast colorful fingers across the land, but the sky was already a dark smoky blue.  “It’s going to be a clear night.  I can’t myself see wasting it by sleeping in a tent.  I’ll sleep under the stars by the campfire.”
She hesitated.  “Aren’t you afraid?”
“Of what?”
“You know, of...snakes?”  She made a face, the unbidden feeling of her skin crawling making her shudder.  “And things slithering into your sleeping bag?”
His lips tilted ever so slightly to show her he did something more than just scowl.  Her heart pounded against her ribcage, and she thought it would tumble out of her chest.  When he wasn’t angry or distant with her, she actually had a hard time thinking of Stoney as the man she hired for a purpose.  He was a man, pure and simple.  She just wished every time he shone his cowboy, happy go lucky smile, she didn’t have the urge to fall right into his strong arms.
She’d never thought of herself as the kind of woman who’d be attracted to a cowboy.  She liked her men clean, for one thing.  And though today was much an improvement over the last few days, she’d seen firsthand that nothing about a cowboy was clean for very long.  They worked hard, and she suspected they played hard.  Maybe that’s why so many of them up and joined the rodeo like it was a circus.
His dark eyes suddenly changed.  They were dark, primitive, telling her more than she suspected he’d like her to know.  She’d seen this expression in him before.  First on the day she’d arrived at the ranch and then again at the stable after the first time they’d taken the horses out for a ride.  She’d thought he was about to kiss her then.  And she was surprised at her own reaction now.  The thought of Stoney kissing her sent a blaze of fire spitting through her.  If he touched her, she didn’t know what she’d do.
His breathing was shallow.  They weren’t close enough to touch, but the hot current that flowed between them was incredible.  And then it changed abruptly, and the lines on his face deepened.  His expression changed as if he’d lifted a mask.
“We’d better get supper ready.  We’ll start out early in the morning.”
It didn’t take long to prepare supper.  Except for the occasional instructions Stoney gave her, they talked little.  They talked even less when dinner was complete.
“Since you did most of the cooking, I’ll do the dishes,” she said, lifting herself from ground.  She bent over to retrieve his empty plate and their eyes met.  She felt as if she were a yo-yo.  One minute, he was talking to her as pleasant as can be, the next he was barking out simple orders as if he were angry.  And then he would look at her this way, like she was the earth and the sky and everything in between.  Her breath caught in her throat for a moment before she managed to compose herself. 
He cleared his throat.  “It’s getting cold.  I’ll get the fire good and hot.”
Stoney had the small fire burning bright when she got back from the river.  She packed away the last of the dishes and utensils, and hesitated.  Her whole body ached from their long day, and good sense should have told her to just say goodnight and turn in.  But she joined him by the fire instead.  
“Do you mind?” she said, waiting for a reply before lowering herself to the ground.
He silently extended his hand toward a spot next to the flames.  But there was something in his expression that told her he’d prefer to be alone.
Deciding the warmth of the fire won out over Stoney’s mood swing, she plopped herself on the ground opposite him.  It didn’t take long for her to feel the fire’s heat against her cold cheeks.
“Feels good,” she said in an effort to make small talk.
He pitched a broken twig to the burning embers.  He seemed mesmerized by the crackle and the colorful blaze.  The sound of wolves calling to each other in the distance startled her.  They both looked out into the black night in the same direction.
Stoney turned back to her.  “Don’t worry.  With the fire going, they shouldn’t come close to camp.  The horses will let us know before anything else if an animal is lurking about.”
She drew in a pensive breath, still looking into ominous shadows the fire made past the rocks.  She was going to have to get used to this.  Out here there were grizzly bears and cougars.  In Africa, there’d be lions and tigers.  This is what she’d come here for.  
She closed her eyes, hugging her knees to her chest and listened.  “Sounds almost musical, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
Moments passed by as they listened to the night sounds with silence between them.  Melanie was relieved that the tension seemed to have faded.  Stoney was the one to break the silence.
“What you said about your family wanting you to marry for a business deal.  It being tradition and all.  Was that true or were you joking?”
Melanie felt a dull ache in the pit of her stomach.  “I wish I were.  They’ve always wanted me to have what they have.”
He shook his head.  “Don’t your parents love each other?”
How could he understand? Melanie thought.  There was so much love that flowed in the Buxton house.  She’d felt it as soon as she arrived.  “I guess they have a kind of love for each other now.  They’re sort of comfortable with who they are.  Mom has her friends and the country club and her charities.  Dad has his associates and...I don’t know.  I guess they’re happy enough with what they have.  It was a given they’d get married.  Everyone thought they would.  I doubt they’d ever considered anything else.”
“I don’t get it.”
Sadly, neither did Melanie.  She always wanted to believe her parents had the kind of love that passed the test of time.  But the only thing that ever shook their marriage was Melanie and her diabetes.  That was the only time she heard them fight and even then, it was in the wee hours of the morning when they thought she was asleep.
She’d hear her father saying that Melanie wasn’t normal, that she was special.  They’d used her beauty as a way to offset her medical imperfection, calling her special.  It wasn’t the kind of special she wanted to be.  It was the kind that made her feel she was defective. 
Instead, they called her beautiful and paraded her around like she was a trophy, like her mother was to her father.  Except Melanie didn’t want that kind of life.  She didn’t want to be loved because she was beautiful.  She wanted to feel beautiful because she was loved. 
Melanie understood early on the seriousness of her illness.  She knew what she had to do to stay healthy and was religious with her treatment.  But unlike her mother and father, Melanie didn’t believe that it was all she was.  She wasn’t just a diabetic.  She wasn’t just beautiful.  She had a lot more to offer and life had a lot more to offer her than they were willing to acknowledge. 
“How come you didn’t saddle down some rich guy to take you on this little excursion?” he asked, tossing a piece of kindling into the fire.  It took a second, then the dry wood burst into flame with the embers.
He gave her a lingering sidelong glance that made her suck in a small breath.  With the flickers of light painting shadows on his chiseled features, Stoney was incredibly sexy.  He looked just like one of those cowboys in an old western movie.  The one who always rides in on his black stallion in the heat of battle to rescue the damsel in distress.  Melanie was far from a damsel in distress and she let him know it.
“I don’t have a rich guy,” she said, emphasizing the word rich just enough to let him know how irritated it made her that he kept bringing up the difference in their social status.
She didn’t know why, but she thought she’d seen a flicker of something cross his features.  As if the thought that there wasn’t a man in her life was somehow a relief to him.  Lord knows there had been ample opportunity for her to meet eligible wealthy men.  Her mother had done a pretty good job picking and choosing the right men to introduce her to at each and every social function she was forced to attend.
But none of them held any interest for Melanie.  The kind of life that the men she’d known were after, the kind of life her parents hoped and prayed she’d eventually embrace, was too superficial.  Her mother said she was cursed to be born a Gemini.  Too much adventure would get her into trouble, she’d always warned.  But it was better than being locked in a world with fake smiles and no love.  No real love.
“And I don’t need a man to take care of me,” she insisted.
He grinned wryly.  She immediately knew what he was thinking.  And he wasted no time bringing that fact to light.
“Then I guess I can head home tomorrow because you won’t need me.”
“Not so fast, cowboy.  I’ve got too much riding on this.”
“Care to tell me about it?”
“All I need from you is a notarized letter stating I’ve spent the last thirty days in your company in the Wyoming wilderness.  The rest really is of no importance.”
“Except to you.”
“Exactly.”
Stoney reclined back in his bedroll and clasped his hands behind his head as he looked up at the billions of stars dotting the black sky.
“Fine,” he said tersely.  She noted the slightly biting tone to his voice.
“Good, because I really feel–”
He lifted his head off the ground an inch and turned to her.  “Morning will be here before you know it.  It’s time we turned in.”
Melanie felt a hot flow of emotion wash over her.  He was blowing her off!  “Fine,” she parroted.  
She was about to stalk off toward her tent when her eyes captured the glow of a shiny metal barrel sticking out from underneath Stoney’s sleeping bag.  
“You have a gun,” she said harshly.
His hand moved to the gun, unearthing it from its hiding place beneath the bedroll.  “It’s just a precaution.”
“For what?”
“As long as we’re careful, we won’t have any problems.  We’re trespassing in the backyard of many animals who may not like our being here.  You of all people should understand that.  I don’t plan on firing the gun unless we’re in danger.”
She sucked in a deep breath.  The mountains seemed so peaceful, so serene.  For a brief moment, she’d forgotten that they weren’t alone.  After all, this was the reason why she’d come to Wyoming.  Although the desire to work in the field had always been there, Melanie realized there was quite a lot she didn’t know.
His mouth twisted into a sarcastic smirk.  “What did you expect?”
“I just didn’t realize you’d brought a shotgun.  That’s all.”
“You have a problem with guns?”
“No.”  She started to turn, but angled back.  “When they’re used for the right purpose, that is.”
He scowled, his features growing hard and his mouth tightening.  “I assure you.  I don’t abuse my privilege to use this gun on anything other than what is absolutely necessary.”
She nodded, still feeling a little shaky with the concept of a gun being in tow on this journey.  But she let it go.  She loved animals.  The thought of hunting for game for sport had never sat well with her.  She felt only a twinge of guilt in thinking that was the reason Stoney had brought the gun.  But Stoney was right.  It was necessary in the wilderness as a precaution.  She only prayed there’d be no cause for Stoney to ever use that gun in her presence. 
She crawled into her tent and zipped the hatch closed behind her, remembering at once that she hadn’t checked her sugar level for the evening.  In the quiet of the night, Stoney was sure to hear the beeping of her blood monitor calculating her blood sugar, but she’d have to make some excuse for the noise.
She reached into her duffel and pulled out the small flashlight, hanging it on the strap above her so that it would shine a constant beam on her duffel bag.  She pulled out her equipment, blood machine, test strips, an insulin vial and syringe, and proceeded with the twice daily ritual that had become second nature to her.
It didn’t take much for sleep to claim her once she finally climbed into her sleeping bag.  Every muscle in her body screamed in protest as her limbs tightened.  Though the sleeping bag was warm, with a thick fleece lining, it took a while for the warmth to seep into her bones.  
She chose to sleep in her clothes, something she’d never done before.  As a result, she awoke sometime during the night with her wool sweater twisted around her chest and the waistband of her jeans digging into her side.  As she stripped off her bra, the jeans, and her socks while still zipped in an awkward position in the sleeping bag, she heard the sound of the horses nickering and grunting, and immediately recalled what Stoney had said about the horse sounding a call when animals drew closer to camp.  
She welcomed the morning, although it didn’t come as quickly as Melanie would have hoped.  With the promise of the sunrise just peaking over the east of the mountain range, she knew she wouldn't last another minute held up in her tent. 
She quickly grabbed a pair of clean underwear, a new pair of jeans and a white long sleeve cotton jersey, wishing they’d had the opportunity to find one of those hot springs Gerald Hammond had boasted about the day she’d been in his shop.  She let the longing for a hot bath slide in return for a dip in the pond.  Melanie vaguely recalled seeing a small cove tucked in the seclusion of a stand of pine trees.  Since she had every intention of keeping herself as clean as she could despite her lack of pamperings, she decided that was as good a place as any to take her first cold bath.
As she climbed out of the tent, donning nothing but the nightshirt she’d finally pulled on in the middle of the night, she saw the coals from the campfire were still smoking.  Beside the campfire, Stoney was asleep in his sleeping bag, his cowboy boots propped at the foot of his bedroll.  On top of them was the red chamois shirt Stoney had worn the previous day.
Her stomach tightened, and she felt the familiar stir of desire coil inside her as she thought of Stoney’s bare chest.  His face was tossed to one side and held the peacefulness of a child.  She fought the incredible urge to reach out and stroke her fingers along the side of his cheek.  He’d shaven yesterday, but now his face was shadowed with his day old beard and had Melanie wondering if he’d bother to shave at all this month.  What did he look like in a beard?  What secrets did a man like Stoney hide behind such a mask?
No more secrets than her own, she decided.  And it wasn’t for her to think about anyway.  She had her own goals to realize, and she wasn’t going to do that if she spent the entire month yearning for Stoney Buxton, no matter how much he made her heart stop with his drop-dead smile.
She eased herself away from him slowly, trying not to disturb his sleep.  He stirred and rolled over on his side, revealing the strength of his bare shoulders.  
The small cove was only about one hundred yards past the point where the horses were picketed.  Even if Stoney woke up, she was sure to have some privacy.
She grabbed the basin and a bar of glycerin soap that was gentle on the environment and headed toward the cove.  The morning dew clung to the ground and sent a chill racing through her with each step.  Although it was June, the morning was rather chilly, and Melanie was almost having second thoughts about taking her dunk until she reached the cove and saw how inviting the water looked.
She took a good look around through the stand of pines, searching for any sign of animals.  This time of morning, when the air was still cool, was a good time for moose, elk and bear to come to the water hole for filling.  She said a silent prayer she wouldn’t get caught with her pants down and took a dive off a large boulder that dipped off into a deep spot.
With the raging fire she felt inside after seeing Stoney, she was going to need this cold bath.  If this didn’t work, she was going to need to find a deep snow bank.
# # #

Chapter Six

The next two days were spent trailing deeper into the wilderness of the Wind River Mountain Range.  Deeper away from civilization.  Deeper into isolation.
She’d spent so much time looking at the back of Stoney’s head that she swore she’d counted each dark coarse hair that poked out beneath his hat.  She knew the tantalizing way his body shifted to and fro in the saddle and how his muscled arms flexed as he maneuvered his mount.  He’d look back only briefly, giving Melanie a curt smile when she’d catch him looking at her.  The rest of the time, he seemed lost in his own world with her staring from the outside looking in.  
She’d long since abandoned small talk and decided that, for all his assets, Stoney Buxton was a man of few words.  But the way his gaze bore into her with such depth at those odd moments when their eyes would lock had her wondering just what he was thinking.  She found it incredibly intriguing.
And she found it pathetically annoying.  She would never have considered herself a chatterbox, but an occasional acknowledgment that there was someone else riding with him would be appreciated.  Maybe he was just one of those mountain men who felt at one with his environment, free to lose himself in his thoughts.  Melanie found herself imagining a lot about Stoney and what made him tick as the clip clop of horse hooves smacked the ground, hypnotizing her.
One thing was good about Stoney’s distant behavior.  Melanie found it easy to hide her diabetes from him.  Although she’d felt a pang or two of guilt for not letting him in on such an important secret, she’d quickly brushed the feeling aside.  She was in control.  She'd packed her saddlebag with all her medical supplies; she felt safer having them close by during their ride.  If she got lightheaded and shaky before she was able to eat a full meal, she knew how to take care of herself.
Each day Stoney pushed on longer and longer into the day until they would finally stop and set up camp as the sun sank low over the mountains.  Today was no different.  But it was also the first day they’d spent riding during a thunderstorm.  Melanie was still soaked from her ponytail to her wool socks, and the thought of spending one more second in the saddle was torture.
They reached a stretch of pasture near a small stream just as the sun was passing through a patch of clouds.  She shivered as a gust of wind lifted the edges of her rain poncho and decided enough was enough. 
“This is as good a place as any to set up camp for tonight,” she called out to him.
Stoney twisted in the saddle and looked at her beneath the rim of his cowboy hat.  He was about to protest.  Melanie was certain of it.  But to her great relief, he just nodded.  She could see by the way fatigue pulled at his features that the day had taken quite a toll on him as well.
* * * 
STONEY CLIMBED DOWN from the saddle and stretched out the aches in his back.  “I guess you’re right.  It’s been a long day,” he said.  He pulled off his hat and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand as he released the horses.  They quickly found their way to the water’s edge.
Relief seemed to wash over Melanie as she dismounted.  She was exhausted, no doubt.  And so was he.  Four days of non-stop riding in the saddle normally wouldn't be a big deal for him, but lack of good sleep made it hard for him to keep it up.  Melanie wasn't used to it, but she'd given her best without any complaints. She’d earned his respect for that at least.
What was he doing this for anyway?  If he had any sense at all, he’d call off this whole excursion.  He was needed at the Black Rock.  Not knowing what was happening was killing him.  But he’d given his word, not only to Melanie but to his family.  They were counting on him, and he couldn’t let them down.  Not this time.  If you couldn’t count a man’s word as good, then what did he have left? 
When the horses were watered and secured in the picket near a grassy area, Stoney reached for the hatchet.  It had become a routine, almost like one married couples fell into after a time.  Melanie would set up the camp stove and tents while he searched the area for fallen tree limbs.  There was always plenty of wood to clean the forest and no need to cut down any fresh branches.  It was important to him to keep their camping as low-impact as possible.  He’d even insisted Melanie set up her tent on a flat rock to keep from digging stakes into the soft ground and flattening the ground beneath it.  That had gone over real well, he thought wryly.
He returned to camp with a heavy load of wood filling his arms and immediately noticed that the quiet routine he’d come to rely on had been broken.  Everything was the same as it was when he’d gone off into the pines.  The tents were still rolled and packed away, along with the camp stove, and all the gear needed for cooking their supper.  And Melanie was nowhere to be found.
“What now?” he moaned, searching the area for Melanie.
He dropped the stack of pine logs he’d spent the last twenty minutes hacking away at and scanned the area until his eyes zeroed in on her.  
Melanie was crouched down on the other side of a large boulder, the tips of her boots touching the edge of the stream, her face lifted slightly like a woman would when she was anticipating her lover’s kiss.  She dipped her fingers into the stream and splashed a small bit of water on her face before feathering her wet fingers through her dark hair.  She’d taken her ponytail down and the crease her hairband had made in her hair was clearly visible in the dying light.  And she was talking softly.  
Stoney moved closer, but far enough away on the other side of the boulder for her not to hear his approach.  She was beautiful, and every bit of that beauty caused his blood pressure to creep higher and higher.  The backdrop of her soft voice seemed out of place with the thunderous sound of his heartbeat in his ear.  
He listened, knowing he shouldn’t.  He could scare her if she suddenly turned to find him there.  But he liked the sexy sound of her voice, and he was just masochistic enough to want to torture himself.  What the hell was wrong with him?  He’d had beautiful women before, but he'd never been drawn to a woman this way.
“So what do you think, Dolly?” he heard Melanie say.  “Maybe we could head out alone tomorrow and find a nice hot spring to take a bath in.  I could sure use one to ease the aches out of my bones.  We can even leave old grumpy Stoney behind for the day.  Wouldn’t that be heavenly?”
“No, it wouldn’t,” Stoney ground out, realizing for the first time she’d been talking to the horse—a damned horse!—about taking off alone.
The sharp edge of his voice apparently startled her.  Melanie snapped her head in his direction, eyes wide like a rabbit caught in a snare, before she fell on her backside on the muddy bank of the stream.
“How long have you been standing there?”
“How long have you been talking to horses?”
She made a face.  “They’re nicer than people sometimes. They don’t talk back but at least they don’t ignore me, either.”
“Is that what you feel I’ve been doing?”
“As a matter of fact, yes.”  She was standing now, brushing her hand across her derriere in a way that made his body tighten.  Fleeting thoughts of his hands massaging the soft swells of her bare behind invaded his mind.  Lord, he couldn’t stand it anymore.
“The gear hasn’t been unloaded,” he said accusingly, hearing the clipped tone of his voice.  Anger.  That was the only way to keep these feelings at bay.  It was as strong as his desire, but much more productive in this situation. “There isn’t going to be any supper unless you pull your share of the load.  I don’t care how tired you are.  We don’t get to relax until the work is done.”
Her expression was one of shock, and he immediately regretted the harshness of his words.  He wasn’t being fair to her.  He hadn’t had to say anything twice.  No, she hadn’t been knowledgeable about the ways of camping and trailing when they’d first set out, but she’d met the challenge head on, and he had nothing but admiration for her for that.
Melanie didn’t say anything.  She didn’t have to.  Her face said it all.  She hated him.  And at that moment he didn’t much blame her.
She stalked past him, glaring at him with her full lips pouting and her movements stiff.  She ripped the tent out of the vinyl bag and began erecting it on a flat grassy section.  Stoney knew what she was thinking.  The bent grass would be a soft cushion beneath her sleeping bag and provide a better night’s sleep than sleeping on the flat boulder he insisted they sleep on last night.
He wanted to go to her.  Not to tell her not to set the tent up on the grass and leave a print on the untouched earth.  He wanted to go to her and take back all his harshness, all his anger.  And he wanted to kiss her full lips until she smiled like she had that day in the meadow.  He didn’t think he could ever get enough of her sunshine face.
Instead, he turned in the direct of the wood pile and began pulling out small pieces of wood to add to the camp stove.  He had to keep his mind focused on something other than Melanie.
She held on to her anger all through dinner, not giving him so much as a cursory look.  Stoney figured it was just as well.  He was liable to make things worse.  They were only four days into this month-long trip and already he felt like he’d spent a lifetime trying to contain his urges.  He’d been a horse’s ass, but it was better than letting himself fall into manure.  
When dinner was through, Stoney built a fire out of kindling and the paper goods that packaged their rations.  It was a good way to get rid of the lingering smell of food so as not to attract animals to the camp.  Melanie filled a pot of water and set it on the camp stove, still hot from cooking dinner, to heat water to wash their plates and cooking utensils.  
The sounds of the night filled the air around them.  He could hear the music of crickets and frogs calling nearby.  This was the time of the day he loved the most, when everything was calm and serene.  But inside Stoney was anything but.
“I’ll do the dishes,” she said, dropping dishes into the warm water she’d prepared.
“Make sure you don’t dump the water–” he started to say, but Melanie cut him off.
Melanie threw down the pan and propped her fists on her hips.  She’d had enough of Stoney’s arrogance to last ten lifetimes.  “Are you through?”
Stoney lifted himself from his sitting position on the ground and took a step closer.  Four days ago she would have been intimidated by his presence.  Right now, she was boiling over, too hot to care. 
“I’ve been doing the dishes for four days.  I think I know by now not to toss the dirty water back into the stream.”
His face was hard, but his eyes belied his scowl.  In them, she saw something softer.  She’d caught him staring at her more than once, his features calm and serene, only to have his expression turn to stone when he realized she was looking.  It was as if he was angry with her, and he didn’t want to be.  
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m done being your punching bag.  If you didn’t want to take this job, you should have told me and saved us both a whole lot of grief.  Whatever reasons you have for deciding to take my offer are your own.  But you don’t have to take your foul mood out on me.”
“Is that what you think I’ve been doing?”
“That and a whole lot more.  Stoney Buxton you’ve pushed me, prodded me, barked at me until I can’t stand it anymore.  I’m tired.  Not only from the long ride, cold baths, and bugs swarming everywhere, but of trying to keep up with you long enough to get you to believe that I can really hack this.”  She took a fortifying breath and brushed her hair away from her face with both hands.  She charged forward and poked him in the chest.  “Well, I’m tired of it.  You can push me all you want, but as of this moment, I’m pushing back.  You don’t have to like me to get through the next month.  I don’t care if you detest the sight of me.  But I was hoping that at least we could find some common ground long enough to have a peaceful evening.”
She heard the loud pounding of her heartbeat in her ear as she waited for the backlash.  With her father, it would have been immediate.  She stood her ground and waited, but the battle never came.  
Stoney looked at her for a long agonizing moment, regret etched in his features.  “You’ve got it all wrong, Sunshine,” he said in a low voice.  Turning away from her, he grabbed the hatchet by the fire and started walking out into the darkness.
Her bottom lip started to tremble.  Damn, she didn't want to cry, but the tears were already coming.  “Where are you going?” she called out.
He didn’t say anything.  He just kept walking until she couldn’t see him any longer.
Picking up the pan and dunking it in the water, Melanie fought to see the basin of soapy water through her tears as she scrubbed the pot.  Damn Stoney Buxton.  Damn her for caring so much.  What was it about this man that drove her insane?  She’d met challenge head-on her whole life.  But with him, she just felt like a failure.  Did he want to see her fail?  Would that prove to him that he was right about her all along?
She sniffed back a few tears and chided herself silently for them.  She wouldn’t give Stoney the satisfaction of getting her down.  She’d come to Wyoming with one thing on her agenda.  But now she realized there was more she’d been seeking.  She’d been in search of the freedom she never had in her life back in Long Island.  Something about the Wyoming mountains felt like home to her.  She felt like she belonged here.  Why couldn’t Stoney see that?
When she was finished drying the dishes and putting them back in the pack, she found a spot to dump the basin of dirty water.  She was physically and emotionally drained, and wanted nothing more than to crawl into a warm bed on a nice firm mattress with cool crisp sheets.  She’d settle for her bedroll and decided that she wasn’t going to notice the difference given her fatigue.
She wasn’t sure just how long Stoney had been gone.  As she placed her wet clothes by the fire to dry overnight, her imagination began to run away from her.  The sounds of the forest were soothing during the day, but alone at night, everything seemed ominous.  She recalled a story she’d read in the newspaper a few years back about a hiker who’d been attacked by a mountain lion while he camped.  They’d taken all the necessary precautions by tying their food pack in a tree far enough away from their campsite and burning all the package remains in the campfire.
Stoney was out somewhere in the forest.  She wanted him to come back.  Not just because she was alone.  His aloof behavior for the past few days made her feel like she was alone with the horses anyway.  But she wanted him there with her.  No matter how much they fought, she felt safer with Stoney, as if nothing could touch her if he was with her. 
The higher elevation lent itself to colder nights.  She stoked the fire, wishing she had a big log to put on it instead of small twigs.  Stoney had taken the hatchet when he’d stormed off.  Although she didn’t hear him, no doubt he was out combing the woods for more downed tree limbs.  
When he finally returned to camp, he had an armful of wood.  Without a word, he dropped the logs and kindling to the side of the campfire and added a few pieces until the fire came to a roaring flame.
Melanie welcomed the heat, but she welcomed his presence more.  He didn’t say a word, and she finally decided she was too tired to try anymore.  She lifted to her feet, rubbing her hands together near the fire once more before turning to the tent.
“Goodnight.”
Stoney grasped her hand and swung her around to face him as she moved past.  She glanced up and saw the same war raging in him that she’d been battling the past few days.  “I haven’t been fair to you,” he began.  “I didn’t know how to handle the way I’ve been feeling, so I took my frustration out on you.  That was wrong of me.  I’m sorry.”
She was still hurt and angry and didn’t want to take his apology.  “If you didn’t want to come, then why are you here?”
He let go of her arm.  “I had no choice.”  
She gave a wry laugh.  “Like I could make you do anything you didn’t want to do.”
“We lost more than the barn in that fire.”  He didn’t look at her.  In a man like Stoney, pride ran deep.  Showing any signs of fear was something she suspected was a rarity for him.  He was strong, in physical form and in his integrity.  As hard as he was on her these last few days, she suspected that maybe he was harder on himself. 
Right now, he was vulnerable, and he was scared.  
“We’d just taken out a mortgage and bought the acreage adjoining our property.  I’d sunk every nickel of my rodeo winnings into the deal and borrowed the rest, hoping to expand the ranch.  In short, we were in debt up to our eyeballs.”  He swallowed hard.  “And then the fire...”
She reached out and touched his arm, feeling his muscles flex beneath her fingers.  But he didn’t move away.  “Is that how your father got hurt?”
He nodded once.  “It was a spontaneous combustion fire.  It doesn’t take much once hay and dry wood start burning.  The horses were in the stables and Pop ran in to open the stalls, trying to get them free.  That’s when one of the beams collapsed on him.  Mitch was there.  Thank God, he was there.  He dragged him out just in time.  The barn was gone.”
Tears filled Melanie’s eyes, and a chill raced up her spine.  “That’s horrible.”
He stood tall and cleared his throat.  “Yeah.  While I was getting up and wiping my hat off after getting thrown around in some muddy arena, Pop was being told he’d never get up and walk again.  Never ride again.”
She gasped softly.  “Surely you don’t blame yourself.”
He shrugged.  “I wasn’t there.  I should have been there for my father.  Instead I was out doing the one thing they didn't want me to do.  I was riding rodeo.”
“No one knows when something like that will happen.  How could being there have made a difference?”
“That's what I keep asking myself.  It would have been different.  The fire would have started anyway.  I'm not saying I could have changed something like that.  But I wasn't home.  I'd convinced myself that money I was making rodeoing was helping the ranch.  I was the one who pushed for the expansion.  I was the one who was so sure I'd win enough money to keep us in the black.  I left all the work for Mitch and Pop.”
She saw his jaw tighten as if he were fighting to hang on to the last bit of his emotion.  
“I might not have been able to have stopped Pop from getting hurt, but at least I would have been there instead of hearing by telegram that my father was laid up in a hospital.” 
“That must have been hard for you.”
He closed his eyes and exhaled a slow breath.  “Not as hard as it is for Pop.”  
“I don’t blame you for not wanting to leave him now.”
“It was going to happen either way.  It was either a rodeo or here.  Mom has a hard time with me going back to rodeo, so...”
“All this time I thought you were acting this way because you hated me,” she said quietly.
He rolled his eyes and gave a wry laugh.  “I don’t hate you.  My Lord, Melanie, this would be a hell of a lot easier if I did.”
Her eyes widened.  “Then what?  What has all this between us been about?”
He shook his head.  “Don’t go there.  Just leave it alone.”
“Why?  If we’re going to be in each other’s back pockets for the next month, we need to get this out in the open.”
“Some things are better left unsaid.”
“I don’t want to go on the way we’ve been.”
“Neither do I.”
“Then what do you want?”
He was so close, she could almost feel the heat of his body.  His breath misted in the cold night air as he spoke.  He reached up and touched her cheek, muttering an oath under his breath.  With one swift movement, he pulled her to him, crushing her body against his rock hard chest.  She felt his fingers curl into the soft flesh of her upper arms as his mouth came down over hers with a white hot intensity.  
His kiss held an urgency, built of the frustration that had plagued both of them since they met.  She realized then that her attraction to Stoney was much more than simple lust.  There was strength to Stoney that pulled her to him like a magnet.  He dropped his hands to her waist and circled one arm around her, pulling her to him until she felt how tight and hard his body was with need.  Heat coiled inside her and raced through each and every inch of her being.  He drove his tongue deep inside her mouth and out again, teasing her, tantalizing her until a soft moan escaped her lips. 
“You’re driving me crazy,” he whispered against her ear.  His shallow breaths were hot against her cool skin.  “How can I be this close to you and not want you as much as I do?”
His deep breath expanded his chest until it pressed firmly against her breasts, causing her nipples to respond by tightening into tiny little buds.  She wanted to curl into the circle of his arms and never leave.  The loneliness she’d felt just a few short moments ago became a distant memory.  In his arms, nothing could touch her. 
“You have a funny way of showing it.”  She didn’t want to let him go.  It was as if everything they’d been through was meant to lead up to this moment, when she was in his arms.  She reached up and laced her fingers together behind his neck.  She wanted his mouth on hers again.  And she wanted so much more.
Abruptly he pulled away and dropped his arms stiffly by his side, turning his eyes toward the fire.  
“It’s no good.  I’m not what you’re looking for, Melanie.”
“You don’t know anything about what I’m looking for.”
He backed away a few steps as if needing the distance for himself as much as for her.  She immediately felt cold despite the warm fire they were standing by.
“I’ve met a lot of women on the rodeo circuit.  Most of them aren’t looking for a lasting relationship with a cowboy.  They want the moment.  It’s a dangerous thing lovin’ a cowboy.  Expectations last one night, and then you’re on to the next rodeo.  What I know is that a woman with big dreams like you has expectations for the future.  You won’t find any with me.” 
Her head was spinning.  How could he be telling her he didn’t want her after kissing her the way he had?  “Are you always this chivalrous?”  She was aware of the bite in her tone.
“Right now I’m not feeling very chivalrous and I haven’t since the moment you stepped on my ranch.”  He heaved a sigh and jammed his fingers through his thick black hair.  “I want you, Melanie.  Every bit of me is screaming to take you down and make love to you right here by the fire.  But I can’t.”
“Yes–”
“No!” he roared, his voice startling her with its intensity.  It seemed to echo like thunder off the mountains that surrounded them.  “I want you to go into your tent and climb into your sleeping bag.  Alone.  You need to do that.”
She hugged herself, trying her best not to feel the ache of his rejection.  “I don’t understand.”
“There’s nothing to understand because nothing can happen.  Despite what we’re feeling, nothing can happen.  You’ve got your plans and I’ve got a ranch to keep from going under.  That’s why we’re here.  Let’s not forget what brought us here.”
She suddenly felt the weight of tears behind her eyes.  The way he’d kissed her was unlike anything she’d ever felt before.  She could almost still feel the imprint of his arms wrapped around her waist like it was a brand.  Her heart still skipped with the memory.  Her body was still hot and aching with non-fulfillment. 
“I haven’t forgotten anything.  I know why we’re here.  And I know exactly what I want.”
“Maybe tonight.  But that’s not enough.  Go, Melanie.  Because if I touch you now, so help me God, we’ll both regret it.”
She bit her bottle lip until she felt pain.  “If that’s what you really want.”
“It’s what has to be.”
* * * 
STONEY WATCHED AS Melanie turned away.  He saw the unmistakable heartbreak in her cinnamon eyes and the tremble of her delicious lips.  He stood there, watching as she climbed into the tent and secured the zipper.  Part of him, the part that was still tight and nagging at him, wanted to go after her, to tell her to forget everything he’d said and make love to her.  And he did want to make love to her.  But as much as he ached to be inside her and kiss her until he stole her breath away, he knew he couldn’t.  It was the last thing he should do.
He’d done a lot of thinking while he was out gathering wood for the fire.  Taking his frustration out by chopping a downed tree into a million smaller pieces hadn’t given him the kind of relief he was looking for.  Kissing Melanie, feeling her slender body in his arms only fueled the fire he’d fought hard to keep under control.
It wasn’t just his past that kept him from taking the next step with Melanie.  He’d seen the desire shining in her eyes like the full moon on a cloudless night.  He’d felt her give herself up to him when they kissed and he wanted to drink all of the passion she had just been waiting to give.  He wanted to discover what he could do to make her moan and cry out his name.
But it wasn’t the women in his past or the rodeo that kept him from taking back his words, crawling into her sleeping bag, and pressing his body against her silky bare skin.  The women in his past hadn’t expected anything from him and he had no expectations for a future with any one of them.  But Melanie made him think of wanting more.  More than one night in a lonely motel room.  More than one night on the top of a cold mountain.  
If he allowed himself to think anymore about it, he’d have to admit that with Melanie there was something more.  She wasn’t like the women of his past.  With Melanie, he had expectations of the future.  And that could never happen because as of right now, he had nothing to offer her.  And he wouldn’t enter into any kind of lasting relationship with a woman unless he could give her a life without the kind of worry he’d be facing.  She deserved everything the world had to offer.  And he had nothing to give.  
He spread out his bedroll, feeling fatigue seeping into his bones.  But he knew he wouldn’t sleep.  His body was still hard and reeling from the kiss of a woman he would never have.  
He set himself down on top of his sleeping bag and let the cold mountain air wash over him as he looked up at the big Wyoming sky.  There were women who were forgettable.  So much so that Stoney could barely remember some of the names of girls whose company he’d had the pleasure of sharing.  
Melanie was unforgettable.  The kind of woman who left a man counting stars in the black night. 
# # #



Chapter Seven

STONEY BREATHED IN the pungent scent of moisture in the wake of the afternoon rain shower, his soaked clothes, and wet horse.  He pulled on Thunder’s reins until the horse obliged in stopping by the bank of the river they’d been trailing along.  Chester and Dolly automatically followed the leader.
“Why are we stopping?” Melanie asked, reaching into her saddlebag for her canteen.  He watched her take a long pull from her canteen and replace it in her saddlebag before he replied.
“This looks like the best place for us to cross,” he said, looking hard to the right and to the left along the river’s edge.  They’d been riding along the bank for more than an hour, and he’d hoped to find a spot where the river was low enough for them to cross easily.  No such luck.  The banks of the river had risen considerably after the rain shower they’d gotten caught in earlier.  This was probably as good as it was going to get. 
He glanced back at Melanie and saw the fear flash across her face.  She tried to act as if she wasn’t scared, but he knew by the brightness of her eyes, and how she kept nibbling on her bottom lip as she watched the water slosh over the boulders in the creek that she was as frayed around the edges as Dolly.  The river was moving faster than he would have liked, and it was just high enough so that the horses would probably have to swim.  This was not exactly the ideal situation to take a newcomer.
He pulled Thunder around so he was facing Melanie.  “What do you think?  You up for this?”
She sat up straight and tall as an aspen pine in her saddle and confidently said, “Of course.”  But she couldn’t fool him.  He knew that beneath the surety in her voice and the determined look she cast him, she was masking her fear.  Her knuckles were white as she held the reins in her hands. But he’d be willing to bet she’d rather bite off the head of a rattler if he suggested they not cross or keep going until they found a stretch that was low.  He couldn’t help but admire the fact that she wouldn’t back down to her own fear.
“Thunder is a little surer of himself than Dolly.  He’s been through this a few times.  Why don’t we switch–”
Melanie shook her head.  “No,” she said, lifting her head defiantly as she stroked the mare on the neck.  “We’ve come this far together; we can go the whole way.  Isn’t that right, Doll?” 
Dolly kept back stepping away from the bank, clopping her hooves in the mud.  It was a clear indication to Stoney that she may bolt.  Horses were normally skittish, but Dolly had had about as much as she was going to take during the last thunderstorm.  As Melanie eased the horse closer to the bank, Dolly bobbed her head and nickered in protest.  She stomped her hoof like a two-year-old having a tantrum, making it clear she wanted no part of that water.
Melanie made cooing noises and pulled at Dolly’s reins in an effort to keep the horse in line.  “We can do it,” she said to Stoney.
He drew in a deep breath of cold mountain air that pulled at the tightness in his chest.  “Okay, this may be a little tricky.  I’m going to cross first, and I want you to watch for my lead.  I have no idea how deep this water is going to get.  If it ends up the horses will have to swim, then you’re going have to slide off Dolly’s back and swim alongside her.  Hold her reins to the side of her saddle so they won’t tangle in your feet or hers and grab hold of the saddle horn.
“The water is extremely cold and moving fast, so hold on tight or you could get pulled under your horse or taken down the river.”  He watched as her gaze bobbed from the fast moving stream to the bank on the other side.  “Are you sure you want to do this?”
Drawing in a deep breath that lifted her shoulders, she nodded, refusing again to let him see the fear he was sure she felt.  “It can’t be any colder than the bath I took in the lake the other day.”
“Okay,” he said, still not sure if he was making the right decision in letting Melanie attempt the crossing.  If anything happened to her...
He forced his hat down so that it was tight on his head and gently kicked his heels into his mount’s sides.  With a quick rush, Thunder plunged into the cold water with Chester following alongside.  
Melanie watched as Stoney and the horses entered the rushing water.  About a third of the way in Stoney slipped out of Thunder’s saddle and plunged into the ice cold water.  Her heart was in her throat, watching as the horses swam against the charge of water rushing downstream.  Every once in a while water crashed over Stoney, soaking his head.  Although they were moving fairly quick, to Melanie it felt like they were in the water forever.  More than a few times she caught herself holding her breath, until she finally had to tell herself to breathe, when Thunder and Chester clopped out of the water, bobbing their heads up and down with Stoney climbing out behind them.
He swung around, pulling off his black hat and giving it a shake before replacing it back on his head.  “Your turn,” he called out.  
It’s just a little swim across the creek, Melanie kept telling herself as Dolly inched her way into the rush.  It’s no big deal.  She reached back and checked the saddlebag, just to be certain her much needed insulin was secure with no chance of it traveling down the creek without her.  “Come on, girl, we can do this,” she said in a soothing voice she hoped would coax some confidence into the mare.  
The thrash of water clipped her boots, and she felt her heart in her throat.  A numbing chill raced through her, and she wondered if she was really ready to take this on.  She’d always talked so certain.  Now she was second guessing herself about whether or not she could actually make it safely to the other bank.  Would she put Dolly in danger?  Would she panic?  Would Stoney have to come in and rescue her if she did something wrong?
The water reached her thighs and she felt Dolly begin to buoy.  She snapped her gaze up to the bank ahead of her and fixed her eyes on Stoney, hearing the slosh of water and the pounding of her heart in her ears. 
“You’re doing great,” he called out, coning his hands around his mouth.  “Now slide off and swim alongside her.”  She didn’t see any of the doubt she felt in Stoney’s expression, and somehow that surged her on.  He had faith in her.  She was in control. 
Taking a deep breath, she plunged into the charging water.  For a second she went under and was clutched by the fear of drowning.  Her body tightened as the frigid water seeped through her clothes.  She emerged to her great relief and gasped for air, swallowing water in the process.  She choked on the water, feeling as if her lungs would explode.  Water drops clung to her eyelashes, making it difficult to focus, but she held tight to the reins and to the saddle horn until she thought her fingers would break under her own pressure.  Finally, she could breathe again.
They were halfway across, and she felt herself drifting away.  Stoney was her focal point as they moved through the water.  As they veered off at an angle, he moved with them along the outer bank.  He never took his eyes off her as if he knew she needed that connection.  In his expression, she saw the faith in her that she lacked.  She’d doubted herself, despite telling him otherwise.  But he had every confidence that she could conquer this challenge.  When had there been a time when someone had complete trust in her ability to handle a touchy situation?  
Never, she realized with dismay.  Her parents had always made it clear that because of her diabetes, there would always be some things she couldn’t do.  No matter how much she wanted to prove otherwise.
All the fighting, all the heartache of trying to prove she was more than what they said she could be, all the dreams and goals she’d set for herself, despite their disapproval, had led her to this moment.  This moment when she could prove to herself that she could do all the things she’d always believed in her heart she could.  And Stoney believed in her.
As Dolly rose up from the surface of the water, she realized the horse was no longer swimming.  A giddy laugh escaped her as they reached the bank and Dolly began clopping out of the water.  As Melanie’s boots touched the rocks on the outer bank, she released her grip on the saddle horn and fell back into the current, laughing.
With quick strides, Stoney rushed into the water after her.  He wrapped his strong arms around her, lifting her waterlogged body until she was pressed firmly against him.  They stood knee deep on the water’s edge, staring into each other’s eyes.  Little drops of water were still beading down the side of his face and dropping from the edges of his cowboy hat.  She kept laughing, and finally she saw his mouth stretch into a deep dimpled smile.
“I did it,” she said, feeling weak in her knees from the cold and from the knowledge of what she’d accomplished.  To anyone else, it may have been a small feat.  But to Melanie, it was if she’d been set free from a vise that had taken hold of her long ago.
Stoney didn’t let her go.  His wet body pressed against hers and she felt the rise and fall of his chest against her wet breast.  She felt his heat beneath the cold, drenched clothes.  And she saw pride shining in his eyes. 
“I never had a doubt you would, Sunshine.”  His gaze dropped to her lips and she couldn’t help but lick them in anticipation of what he’d do.  She suddenly felt invincible.  Dangerous.  And she was ready for whatever surprises Stoney had for her.
* * * 
“DON’T LOOK.”
“I’m not looking.”
Melanie rustled the branches of the small pine tree she was hiding behind.  Despite the light from the moon, in the darkness Stoney couldn’t see her.  
“Yes, you are,” she said, sounding thoroughly annoyed.  “Now close ‘em’.”
Stoney rolled his eyes, then obediently shut them tight, fighting the overwhelming urge to sneak a peek.  “Oh, for God’s sake, you have your underwear on.  A bikini shows more than your drawers.”
“Excuse me?  I don’t wear drawers,” she said just as he heard the splash and felt the hot water slosh around him.  “Oh, this is heavenly.  Let’s never leave.”
“Fine by me,” Stoney said, popping his eyes open.  It took a second for his eyes to adjust to the darkness again, but his sight zeroed in on Melanie’s body just a few feet away from his.  The hot spring they’d found and decided to camp by was the perfect ending to the day.  It wasn’t until he’d sunk deep into the hot pool of water that some of the tension plaguing him eased.  
The fact that Melanie was just a body’s length away, donning nothing but her sweet underthings, was wreaking havoc with his body.  
He leaned back on the boulder and let the hot water seep into his bones, looking at the millions of stars dotting every inch of the sky.
“Makes you feel small, doesn’t it?” Melanie said.
“Yeah.”
“Out here, all those things that seemed so important back home don’t matter as much.”
He glanced over at Melanie, who was swimming too far away from him, he decided.  As she came closer, he could see her face in the light of the moon.  Her wet hair was slicked back and she wore no makeup.  She’d abandoned that ritual on the second day of trailing.  Even without the glitter and paint, she was beautiful, making him wonder why she bothered to wear makeup at all.  There was something soft and pure, unpretentious, when she was just being herself.
She smiled sweetly.  “It’s okay, you know.”
“What is?”
“The ranch.  You’re worrying about the ranch, aren’t you?”
In truth, he hadn’t thought much about the ranch today.  All he could keep his mind on was Melanie.  Guilt suddenly stabbed at him.  “Mitch is a workhorse.  Mom will probably have to drag him in for a meal.  But I have no doubt the ranch is in good hands.”  For the time being anyway, he thought.
“He’s worked with you for a long time?”
“Going on ten years now until he went to Baltimore a few months back.  He started on the weekends when he was still in high school, filling in for me when I was out on rodeo, which was just about every weekend.  Then full time when I decided to go pro.  Been with us a long time.  I hate to see him leave.”
“If he’s happy at Black Rock, why would he?” 
“There comes a time when a man wants to dig his own roots, have something to give his kin.  It’s been a dream of his to own his own ranch.  He’s just come in to some money himself, so who knows?”  He dunked himself beneath the surface of the water.  When he emerged, Melanie was right beside him.
“I’m surprised you haven’t asked him for help.”
Stoney dragged his fingers through his wet hair to get it off his face.  “I did.”
“I don’t mean as a ranch hand.”
“What?  You mean money?  I could never do that.”
“Why not?  You said he just came into money.  He wants to buy his own ranch.”
“I can’t sell the ranch.  I won’t do it.  It’s been part of my family for generations.”  He heard his harsh voice, saw the startled look in her eyes and cursed himself.
She swam a few feet away from him.  “Selling Mitch a share of Black Rock is better than losing the whole thing.  You said you wanted to expand the ranch.  Why not take on a partner?”
He thought about it for a moment.  The idea had merit.  Financially, it could put them in a better position to get back in the black.  Finally, he pushed the notion aside.  It was true he hadn’t thought much about marriage and children in recent years but he did want something to pass on one day should he ever have a son or daughter of his own.  “It wouldn’t be Buxton land.” 
Melanie dipped her gaze before looking up at him again.  “Ah, roots.  I forgot.  Forgive me for saying this, but you may have no choice.”
“You think you’re so smart,” he said, teasingly, hoping to change the subject.
“As a matter of fact...”
“Okay, smarty, what made a debutante from Long Island want to be a zoologist?” he asked.
She didn’t respond right away and finally gave him a half grin.  “I have a thing about being in the company of wild beasts.”
He chuckled.  “No really.”
“I’m serious.  I used to go to the zoo when I was a kid.  I always loved going.  But it always made me cry.”
“Then why’d you go?”
“Because I couldn’t not go.  I’d see the animals all caged up and I thought ‘I know how that feels.’  I thought those animals were the only ones who knew how caged I felt.”  She glanced over at him, and cocked her head.  In the light of the moon, he could only see the silhouette of her face, but he was sure she was blushing.  “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”
“No.”
She splashed him with a spray of water.  “Yes, you do.”
He stood up, towering over her and cupped his hands on the surface of the water, then began deluging Melanie with splashes.  “Do you really want to start something?”
“Okay, okay, uncle,” she said, laughing, holding her hands over her face to shield herself.
He sank back into the warm pool, laughing, and muttered, “Chicken.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that.  One time when I was about nine, my mother had this charity event and one of the attractions they’d set up for the guests was a petting zoo.  I was all dressed up in this frilly pink dress with white laced socks and patent leather shoes.  I spent the whole time by the animal pen.  I felt so bad because the animals were all huddled in these small corrals while everyone passed them by and gawked.  I couldn’t stand it.  I kept crying and asking my mother to free them.  She was too busy socializing.  So when no one was looking, I pulled the pen free and let all the animals out.”  She covered her mouth with both her hands to muffle her giggles.  He could see her shoulders shaking, making the water ripple around her from her motion.  “You should have seen it.  My mother was furious.”
He couldn’t help but chuckle, too, and the sound of their laughter echoed off the rocks surrounding the pool.  It almost sounded surreal, and magical, and made him dizzy.
“There were these animals–goats and sheep, and there was even a small giraffe–running all over the place, jumping on people.”  She dipped her head to just above the surface of the water, unable to contain herself.  Lord, how he loved the sound of her laughter.  Tears filled her eyes and after a second or two she wiped them away.
“You do cause quite a stir when you put your mind to it, Sunshine.”
“I try.  I knew then I wanted to work with animals.  I wanted to go to Africa and see them in their natural habitat, free from the restriction of cages and fences.” 
“So why come here?  Why not just go to Africa?” he finally asked.
Her voice sobered.  “My father is rich.”  
“I knew that already.”
“He knows how to use his money to get what he wants.”  She stretched her arms out along a boulder and tilted her head back against it for support.  “A few of us in my graduate class were working with a professor who was looking for people to go to Kenya with him on an expedition.  He’d just been awarded a grant, and he was taking a two-year sabbatical to study some of the wildlife.  I was thrilled when he asked me to join his team.  I couldn’t believe it.  Two years in Africa!”
“So what’s stopping you?”
“I found out my father was the one funding the expedition.  He never took my interest in zoology seriously.  He basically placated me, thinking I could use my experience for charity work later on when I married some stuffed shirt.  He never dreamed I actually wanted to use my degrees.”
“You have more than one?”
She nodded modestly.  “My masters focused on Perissodactyla and Artiodactyla animals.”
Stoney tossed her a wry grin.  “Huh?”
She smiled.  “Horses, rhinoceroses, camels, cattle.  You get the picture.  That’s how I met Professor Lawrence. When I told my father I was going to Kenya, he threatened to pull the money.”  He heard her heave a quick sigh that held disgust.  “I couldn’t believe it.  After all I’d worked for, what everyone else on that team had worked for, he was pulling the money.  Because of me.  I couldn’t ruin it for everyone else by insisting I go, but I couldn’t allow my father to keep controlling my life.  When does your life become your own?”
“At birth, I suppose.”
“That’s the way it should be, but that’s not the way it is sometimes.”
“I still don’t understand why you ended up here?”
“I was so angry when the professor confronted me with what my father had said.  See, instead of coming to me, Dad went behind my back and demanded I be taken off the team.”
“Without talking to you about it first?”
She nodded.  “Professor Lawrence was stuck between a rock and a hard place.  He didn’t want to flat out tell me I couldn’t go.  But he couldn’t stand how unfair the whole thing was, so he decided to tell me the truth in the hopes I could convince my father to change his mind.”
“But he didn’t,” Stoney said.
Melanie shook her head.  “Not Edmund T. Summers III.  He doesn’t want his little girl getting malaria, or being attacked by a lion or some such crud.”  She took a deep breath to compose herself, seemingly conscious of her tirade.
“He loves you.  You can’t blame him for wanting to keep you safe,” Stoney said softly.  For a moment she went perfectly still.  He wondered if she thought he was a traitor, understanding her father’s motives for protecting his daughter.  But he did understand.  It was exactly how his parents felt about him going back to bull riding.
“Sometimes living safe is like not living at all,” she finally said.
Her vulnerability struck Stoney deep in his chest and made it hard for him to breathe.  He wanted to reach out and touch her, feel her hair spill into his hand, smell the scent of her skin as he kissed her...everywhere.  
He turned his attention to the stars dimly lit in the sky above.  If anyone had told him a week ago he’d be out in the wilderness with a beautiful woman like Melanie, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, he’d have laughed in their face.  He felt like laughing now, except this was no joking matter.  
She covered her mouth and yawned.  “This was just the medicine I needed tonight.  I could sleep for a hundred years now.”
“You should turn in.  We have a long trek ahead of us tomorrow.”
“Close your eyes,” she said.  He did as he was told, and he heard the sound of water sloshing about as she lifted herself onto a boulder.  “Okay, I’m decent.” 
He opened his eyes and saw that she was wrapped in a terry cloth towel that draped over her shoulders and hung just to the top of her thighs, giving him a sinfully good view of her long legs.  Sitting in a pool of water, his mouth suddenly felt cotton dry.
“Aren’t you coming to bed, too?” she said softly, staring down at him as if waiting for him to follow.
He shook his head.  “I want to check on the horses, make sure they’re okay before I turn in.”  He knew his excuse was feeble.  He’d spent much of the past few nights awake, listening to the sounds of the night as if it would give him some truths, some antidote for what was nagging at him.  He’d even listened to Melanie’s rhythmic breathing as she slept, counting how many times she’d toss in her sleeping bag.
She hugged herself, pulling the towel tighter around her wet body.  “Oh,” she finally said.  “Goodnight.”
Their gazes locked for a brief moment.  It didn’t take much to figure out what was on her mind.  It made him grow hard. 
Boundaries.  They’d drawn them and had to keep them.  She finally turned, walking the short way toward camp, and slipped into her tent.  When he heard the zipper close, Stoney eased out a long sigh.
Tonight, he’d wanted her.  More than he ever had.  How in God’s name was he going to last the whole month if he couldn’t keep this longing for Melanie under control?  It was then that he realized these crazy feelings he had for Melanie were more than just typical male lust.  He’d known that feeling before, given into it when the opportunity arose while on the rodeo circuit.  But this was more.  Much more.
Melanie was a special woman.  In her he saw the light of a thousand candles lighting his way down a path he hadn’t thought he’d ever want to travel.  And now suddenly, that was the only course he wanted to follow.  
In the distance he heard the siren call of a wolf and wondered if he was calling his mate.  He drew in a clean breath of mountain air, thinking only of how much he wanted to curl up in that tent with Melanie.  
Boundaries.
Stoney waited until Melanie secured her tent before he climbed into his own.  He dug into his duffel and pulled out the little battery operated lantern and hung it on the strap suspended above his head so that he could see what he was doing.  The small beam of light quickly filled the small space. 
He spread out his bedroll and quickly pulled on a dry pair of underwear and jeans.  The sleeping bag was cold from being exposed to the elements.  He crawled inside and felt the chill seep into his skin.  But it would only take a few minutes for his body to be warm again beneath the flannel.  
A few minutes later, he heard the sound of Melanie’s zipper being pulled and footsteps digging into the ground just outside his tent. 
“Is everything okay, Melanie?” he called out, but didn’t get a reply.
Seconds later his eyes were drawn toward the sound of the zipper being pulled down.  Melanie slipped into the tent carrying her sleeping bag.  
“What are you doing?” he asked, leaning his upper body on his elbow.  She was wearing the fresh pair of jeans she’d changed into and the wool sweater he’d seen her wear over the last few days. 
“I’m cold,” she said, plopping her sleeping bag on the space next to him.
“You just took a hot bath,” he said, knowing she wasn't talking about that kind of cold.
“I'm still cold,” she muttered softly.  Deep, dark eyes filled with suggestion and question looked down at him.  It wouldn't take but a slight sigh to escape her lips and he'd be there, with her every move, her every desire.  He wanted it, too.
Instead, he looked at the sleeping bag and then at her, trying to keep his raging desire at bay.  
“I know.  I am, too.”
“Then let’s keep each other warm.”
And then she sighed.  Just slightly.  Enough for him to lose the last thread of control he had on his will.  Lord, now he wanted her.
His breath hitched in his throat, and his heartbeat was like thunder in his ear.  “Melanie, I told you–”
“I know.”  She knelt next to him and began rolling out her sleeping bag with the zipper edge against his sleeping bag.  “I heard everything you said the other night.  I’ve been lying in this sleeping bag alone every night since, turning it over and over again until I can’t think about it anymore.  There's just one problem.”
“What is it?”
She sat back on her knees and stared at him, her eyes saying all he needed to know.  “I don’t know how you’ve been feeling but...I want you,” she whispered, flipping a strand of hair behind her ear.  “I want you so much I can’t think.  I didn’t mean for this to happen, and I don’t know how it did, but here we are.”  She said the whole thing in one breath as if she had to or she’d lose her nerve.
He stared at her for a long moment, looking at the shadows the small lantern cast on the delicate features of her face, listening to her breathing.  He could almost hear her heart racing like a wild stallion in an open pasture.
# # #



Chapter Eight

MELANIE STARED AT Stoney with a deep longing that overwhelmed him and made the blood pump wildly through his veins.  
“A man only has so much strength,” he rasped, hoping he could hang on to the last threads of his.
“Then give it up.  I have.”
She leaned forward on her knees and kissed him gently on the lips, her hair spilling across his shoulders.  He felt his control slipping away.  Lord help him, but he had none where Melanie was concerned.  He pulled her down on top of him, crushing her against his chest.  She was everything he’d imagined she’d be.  She was soft and delicate and wild and hot all at the same time.  He took her mouth with a savage passion that set his soul on fire.
He wanted to touch her, to feel her naked against his flesh, taste every bit of her until she moaned with exquisite pleasure.  There had been women, but none as lovely and beautiful or exciting as Melanie.
He cupped her cheek and kissed her neck, drinking in the sultry scent of her skin that was all her.  No perfume masked her sweetness.  He continued the trail of kisses, pulling at her sweater, until he reached the valley of her chest.  Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of her sweater.  He pushed her hands away and lifted it over her head in one quick movement.
He was still in his sleeping bag.  Too much lay between them.  He unzipped it quickly and rolled with her until he was on top of her, cradled between her warm, soft thighs.
“You really don't know how I’ve been feeling?”  He took her hand and boldly pressed it where his arousal stretched hot and throbbing against his jeans.  Her eyes flew open in surprise mixed with anticipation...and red hot desire.  Yes, she was turned on by the power she had over him.  She was filled with the same need that was driving him insane.  “This is how much I’ve been wanting you since I first laid eyes on you.”  He heard his ragged voice echo in his ear along with the sound of his raging heartbeat. 
She pulled her hand away and reached behind to unclasp her bra.  Her breasts spilled out of the white lace fabric and she presented herself to him as if she were an offering.  “Make love to me, Stoney.”
He didn’t need to hear her say the words.  Her eyes said it all and more.  But hearing the longing in her voice, feeling the urgency of her strokes against his chest, her fingers digging into the flesh of his shoulders, only surged him on.
He drew her taut nipple deep into his mouth and suckled, feeling her writhe beneath him, and he knew he was already close to release.  He had to slow himself down.  This was a woman worth loving and loving well.  And he wanted to know every inch of her.  He wanted to make her cry out in the night with the pleasure of being loved.
She arched her back and pressed his hand against her breast while he sucked and teased the other.  Each moan of pleasure that escaped her lips surged him on.  
She was pulling at him.  “I want to feel you against me.”  He pressed his chest against hers as she dug her fingers into his thick hair.  He was in agony.  Every bit of him screamed out for her.  He wanted to be inside her, feeling her, loving her.
In an instant the earth seemed to tilt.  Yes, he wanted to love her...because he did love her.  It had been torture keeping himself away all these nights, knowing she wanted him, knowing how much he wanted her.  But a man only had so much strength, and now he’d given himself up to it, and he was in heaven.
He kneaded her breast and slipped his hand down her flat stomach until he found the zipper of her jeans.  Slipping his hands beneath the fabric, he pulled her jeans and lace panties down until she was gloriously naked before him.
He stood up on his knees and gazed at her, the way her hair fanned out around the flannel sleeping bag like wildfire, the way her body moved, impatiently waiting for him.  Waiting just for him.  “You’re so beautiful,” he rasped against her ear when he joined her again.  
She dug her fingers in his hair and breathed hard as he made a trail of kisses down the middle of her belly and stroked the soft flesh on the inside of her thighs.  Cupping her derriere, he lifted her hips and loved her with his tongue where she was hot and moist and completely on fire.  She bucked beneath him, digging her fingers into his hair and calling his name over and over again until finally, he felt her body tighten and spasm with completion.
He drew in a deep breath and pulled away, all the while looking down at her as she breathed deep and her chest rose and fell quickly with each labored breath.  He yanked the zipper down on his jeans under her watchful eye.
“Do you want me to turn out the light?”
She shook her head slightly, her eyes dreamy, as if she were drugged.  “I want to look at you.”
He stripped himself of his jeans and his shorts, baring as much of his body as his soul to her.  Her eyes were blazing, taking pleasure in his nakedness as he had in hers.
His body screaming for his own fulfillment, he covered her with it, feeling her hot flesh against his.  She kissed him hard, wanting, giving of herself as only a woman does when she’s been sated, lifting her hips to him.
He knew he couldn’t hold on much longer.  He needed to be inside her, moving with her in a rhythm that matched the power of his desire.  He touched the tip of his erection to her moist opening.  He wanted to bury himself in her, take her with all he had, but he didn’t want to hurt her.  Instead he eased himself in slowly.  She was tight, which immediately sent a mixed signal racing to his brain.  Then he hit the barrier that said it all.  What she was giving him was something no other man had ever known.  He instantly felt selfish for wanting her as he did.
He pulled back slightly to look in her face.  
“Melanie?”
She pressed her fingers to his lips.  “Ssh, please don’t say it.  I want this.  I want you inside me.”
He pressed his face against hers, breathing hard with aching need, knowing it would be torture if he had to pull away now.  “Are you sure?”
She grasped his hips and pulled him to her, and the decision was made.  He wanted to drive himself in her until they both ripped apart with their climax.  He didn’t want to care that he could hurt her, but he did, and because he did he held himself back enough to keep from tearing her in two.
They rode the wave of each thrust, together climbing until he could no longer hold on, and his climax split through him like lightning striking. 
They held each other for a long time until finally he rolled over to his side, pulling her into the cradle of his embrace.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” he whispered, stroking the wisps of hair that perspiration clung to her face.
“It didn’t matter.”
“Of course it matters.”
“Maybe it did once, when I’d been waiting for someone to come into my life.  Someone special.”
“So why now?”
Her eyes were glowing, and she smiled sheepishly, tracing his lips with her fingers.  “I found someone special.”
He didn’t know why, but it scared the hell out of him to hear her say it.  He knew his feelings for her were real.  He knew that she shared his desire.  But he hadn’t thought beyond what their love making could mean.  And he didn’t want to.  Because it would only mean an end to the happiness he was holding in his arms right at that moment.
* * * 
IT TOOK CONSIDERABLE strength for Melanie to pull herself from Stoney's arms when she woke the next morning.  She'd slept so peacefully.  Making love with Stoney had been incredible and in his arms it was easy to forget...
She'd been lost in a whirlwind of emotion and desire.  No matter how hard Stoney had tried to warn her that she shouldn't expect anything more than what was offered, she couldn't help it.  Somewhere in the freedom of the mountains, in the cool night air, and sun kissed meadows, she'd fallen in love with Stoney Buxton.  It was more than she could bear.
She didn't care that she was playing with fire.  She'd wanted Stoney.  She'd dreamed of him, of his rough hands running over her smooth skin, promising to bring her to heights she'd never been before.  And he had.  It didn't matter that he was only giving her a moment of his love.
His love?  Stoney had never said that he loved her.  She had been consumed with the love she felt for him.  But she had no idea if his feelings were the same.  Sure, he'd made love to her, but she'd also thrown herself at him.
As he'd said, a man only has so much strength.  Making love didn't make Stoney in love with her.  It made them lovers.
With the morning light, she needed to keep her head straight and take care of herself. 
Guilt stabbed at her.  She had shared the biggest part of herself with Stoney last night.  She never knew she could feel so connected to one person.  And she was lying to him.
Well, not lying, she reasoned as she climbed into her tent and pulled out her medical supplies.  She was keeping an important secret from Stoney.  She hadn't told him about her diabetes, and he had a right to know.  But would he understand her reasons for not telling him in the first place?  
She quickly finished packing her duffel and took down her tent while Stoney slept.  She made a vow to herself.  They were going to reach the high country today.  Tonight when they set up camp, she would tell Stoney everything and hope he'd understand.  After all, everything had worked out well so far. 
* * * 
OMINOUS BLACK AND gray clouds rolled over the sky from nowhere.  Melanie had never seen anything like it before in her life.  Her heart jumped to her throat with each crack of thunder.
“This storm looks like it is going to be pretty bad.  We’re going to need to take cover,” Stoney said worriedly.
“I’m not bothered by a little rain.”
“It’s not the rain I’m worried about.  These storms come in quick, but they can be brutal.  Especially at this higher elevation.  The thunder and lightning is like nothing you’ve ever seen.  I have no desire to be a human lightning rod.”
Dolly started whinnying and bobbing her head as another boom of thunder ricocheted off the mountains.
Stoney looked at the landscape as if he was assessing the best place to go, his face grim.
“Hold on to her,” he said, glancing back.  “It looks like there may be someplace for us to hold off until the storm passes down this hill.  The path looks a little narrow, so take her good and slow.  I’m going to go down first.  Give me a little room for Thunder and Chester to move at their own pace, and then come down after us.”
Stoney led Thunder and Chester down the rocky path.  At first, Melanie didn’t think it was any harder than the other trails they’d been on so far.  But as the rain beat down harder and a river of water washed the rocks beneath Dolly’s hooves, her adrenaline kicked in.  They’d always attempted their downhill climbs in good weather.  Now with Dolly on edge every time a thunderclap ripped through the sky, Melanie wasn’t so sure of herself.
They’d made it halfway down the embankment when the trail gradually pitched off to one side, revealing a steeper cliff.  She let Dolly lead and take as much time as she needed, nudging her only when she stopped for more than a few seconds.
Relief filled her when they finally reached the bottom.  It was raining hard now.  Stoney slid out of the saddle and began searching one of the duffels until he pulled out two rain ponchos.  Melanie sprang from the saddle and held on to Dolly’s reins while she pulled the poncho over her head.
Abruptly, a bright flash of lightning zipped through the sky and struck a tall aspen pine just on the edge of the forest.  The tree snapped like a matchstick and fell to the ground with a booming crash.  They were far enough away to be out of danger.  But it was close enough to spook Dolly, who reared up and neighed.
“Whoa!”  Melanie pulled Dolly’s reins, but Dolly would have no part of it.  The ruckus was enough to rile Thunder and Chester, and Stoney fought to keep them in control.  Another clap of thunder rolled in, and Dolly reared up, causing the reins to break free of Melanie’s grip.  Without anything holding her back, Dolly took off on a run like a wild stallion.  All Melanie could do was stare as the mare bolted into the forest.
“Damn!  We’ll have to wait until the storm subsides to go after her,” Stoney said.  “Right now we need to take cover.”
As Stoney promised, the storm went as quick as it came.  Completely drenched, they walked through the wooded area where they’d seen Dolly last.  After an hour of searching, they found the mare in a thick stand of pines, her reins tangled in a low tree limb.  Despite her efforts to break free, she was stuck.  Melanie breathed an instant sigh of relief.  
When they reached the frightened horse, Stoney worked to unsnarl her reins while Melanie stroked her hand up and down Dolly’s nose.  It was then that Melanie thought her world had shattered.  
She looked past the saddle to the horse’s smooth backside where her saddlebag was once secured.  She felt the blood drain from her face, and she began to sway.  The saddlebag holding all her insulin, her lifeline, was gone.
Stoney stood beside Melanie, his eyes drawn to her trembling hands.  She turned around to face him and he had to stifle a gasp.  “That storm must have rattled you as much as it did Dolly.  You’re as white as these snowcapped mountains,” Stoney said.
“My saddlebag is gone,” she said weakly, smoothing back the ruffled coat behind Dolly’s saddle as if willing the bag to reappear. 
Stoney bent down and carefully inspected the horse's legs, checking for injury.  “She doesn’t look hurt, just spooked.”  He glanced over at Melanie.  She frantically searched the ground around the immediate area.  “What are you doing?”
She didn’t answer and continued searching.
He stood up straight and called out, “It must have broken free when Dolly bolted.  It could be anywhere within the mile we just came.”
Melanie drew in a labored breath and swung around.  Her face was haunting.  “I need that bag, Stoney.”
“We’ll look for it tomorrow.”
“You don't understand.  We have to find it now!”
Maybe he’d been wrong to take her this far up into the mountains.  She could be having a reaction to the altitude.  Some people did and spent a good deal of time wishing they were dead until the ill feeling passed.  But Melanie didn’t look as if she were about to lose her lunch.  She looked drawn and afraid.  
“It’s going to be dark soon.  We might walk right over it and not see it.  You had food in the saddlebag, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, some.”
He heaved a sigh.  “That does present a problem.  An animal might smell the food and take off with it.”
Her eyes flew open wide and her expression was one of sheer horror.  “There were things...I have to find it, Stoney.”  She turned and walked back the way they’d just come, scanning the surrounding area as she went.
He took off after her.  “Now hold on.  We’re losing the light.”  He curled his fingers around her upper arm, forcing her to stop.  “As long as an animal doesn’t stumble upon it during the night, we should be able to backtrack tomorrow.”
She hesitated a moment, then nodded, but the worried look remained.  “Do you think it is likely an animal will take it?”
He bent down and kissed her cheek.  He wasn’t sure for whose benefit.  Her skin was cold and clammy, and he noticed she was trembling.  He had the incredible urge to scoop her up into his arms and hold her close, as he had last night.  “Don’t worry.  You can probably replace anything you lost when we get back.”
She didn’t look appeased.  Instead, she took a deep breath and wrapped her arms around herself as if she were fighting a chill.
Women.  He never understood all the money they spent on beauty supplies that men never gave any mind to.  Delia had her dresser littered with the stuff growing up.  Melanie was probably worried about missing her favorite perfume or face cream when she should be worrying about losing the essentials.  Up in the higher elevations they didn’t have to worry about mosquitoes and black flies biting through their clothes.  But once they made their way back down to the valley again, she wouldn’t be thinking about cosmetics as much as the extra bottle of bug juice she’d lost in that pack.
“Come on, your teeth are chattering.  We’re soaked to the bone.  Let’s just set up camp and get a fire going so we can dry these clothes.  Some hot supper and a good night’s sleep will do us a world of good.”  He drew her into his arms and brushed his hand across her cheek, feeling the softness of her skin against his rough fingers.  “I promise we will look for the saddlebag in the morning.” 
They ate dinner in virtual silence.  Stoney noticed Melanie picked at her food but kept drinking water from her canteen.  If she was feeling sick from the altitude, it was just as well.  The food would only come back up with a vengeance.
As beat as he felt, and knowing Melanie was just as bad, he built the campfire to help dry out their clothes.  Once he’d finished checking the horses, he found her sitting by the fire with her arms wrapped tightly around her middle. 
“You’ll warm up fine once we're in the bedrolls.  Are you sure you’re feeling okay?  You know, there’s no shame in admitting you're having trouble with the altitude.”
A tear rolled down her cheek, and it glistened with the light of the fire.  “I'll be okay if you hold me.”
He opened his arms and she came to him in an instant.  He felt her body ease slightly into his, felt her tremble, felt the tension in her muscles despite his attempt to bring her comfort.  
“You aren’t still worrying about your saddlebag?”
She shook her head weakly, but he didn’t believe her.  Something was definitely wrong.
“Here, let me help these,” Stoney said, taking Melanie's hands in his and rubbing them.  
Melanie couldn’t help but think of how her hands felt so small in Stoney's larger, more powerful hands.  It was if nothing could hurt her if she was with him.  She hadn’t expected to feel the way she did.  Over the past few days, it had been easy to forget the reason they were here at all.  She recalled Stoney’s warning after he’d kissed her the other night.  Let’s not forget the reason we’re here.
She had forgotten.  She’d fallen in love with the big Wyoming sky and the Wind River Mountains.  Out here, she wasn’t different or special.  She could just be herself.  
But that wasn’t all, she realized.  She’d fallen in love with Stoney.  Somehow, he’d crept into her heart when she wasn’t looking and claimed it for his own.  When she was with him, she felt whole.  It was something she’d never known before.  
“Let's get some sleep,” he finally said. 
The burden of tears weighed heavy behind her eyelids and she bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling.  She held his hand tight.  It was now or never.  She couldn’t keep this secret from him any longer.
“Tell me what is wrong,” he said, looking at her for the first time with concern.
Melanie drew in a deep breath and worried her bottom lip.
“You’re not having second thoughts about last night, are you?”
She snapped her gaze up to his face.  “No, no.  I don’t.  Do you?”
He shook his head, but his worried look remained.  Bending his head, he kissed her forehead.  “Never.”  He finally gave her a half grin.  “Now that we've settled that, why don't we crawl into those sleeping bags and generate a little heat.”
He tossed her a deep-dimpled grin.  It was that sexy, happy-go-lucky grin that drove her crazy so often. 
“I need to tell you something.”  She felt the weight of her predicament on her shoulders.  She took a deep breath and stared at him, trying to push the words past her fear.  “I’m in trouble, Stoney.”
He searched her expression.  She saw a thousand emotions pass through his features before she finally saw bewilderment.
She continued.  “We have to go back.  Right now.”
He stood up straight, his eyebrows knitting together.  “No, you’re doing great.  Look at the way you crossed that river without any help from me.  Before we started, I thought you couldn’t hack it, but I have to admit you’re doing better than I thought a pretty little city gal would do out here.  Give yourself some credit.”
Her heart ached with his compliment, however left-handed.  She’d deceived him, and now that deception was coming back to haunt her.  He assumed she was having doubts about her ability to make it the whole month.  After all, they’d been through these past couple of days, he believed in her.
She should have told him about her diabetes.  She knew that now.  He had a right to know.  But hindsight was a luxury she hadn’t put faith in.
“I’m sick, Stoney.  I’m really sick.”
# # #



Chapter Nine

STONEY’S EYEBROWS KNITTED together with her words.  “You didn’t pick any of those berries we saw yesterday, did you?” 
Melanie shook her head impatiently.  Puking from eating a hand full of bad berries was nothing compared to what she was facing.  “No.”
He heaved a sigh, showing his relief.  “Good, because they’d make you wish you were dead.”
She clenched her stomach as a wave of nausea hit.
His expression blanched.  “Tell me what’s wrong.”
“I have diabetes,” she blurted out.  
His face didn’t register any change, and she knew he didn’t understand.  How could he?  She’d hidden it from him the entire time they’d been together.  How could he know that she had the kind of condition that required daily medical attention?
She drew in a deep breath of clean air to help settle her nausea and started again.  “The lost saddlebag–”
“Oh, God,” he gasped, closing his eyes as awareness seemed to flood him.
“It had my insulin and my blood machine.”  She swallowed, tasting bile.  “I’ve been diabetic since I was seven.”
His jaw tightened, and his breathing was labored, but the fear etched on his chiseled features was unmistakable.  In his face, she saw that he was afraid, and he was angry.  And he had every right to be.  Her heart pounded in her chest, knowing whatever wrath he’d yet to unleash was much deserved on her part.  
“I know I should have told you.”
“You’re damn right!” he thundered.  His voice seemed to reverberate on the mountains around them, causing Melanie to hunch down.  “Good Lord, Melanie, what were you thinking?  We’re a good two days away from any help at all.  The radio is no good up here.  Your medical supplies are gone, and we have no way to contact anyone to help us get you out of here.”  
He began pacing.  He pulled off his hat and jammed his fingers through his dark hair.  
“I thought I had it under control,” she countered.
Stoney paced in front of her, his warm breath clouding as it hit the cold night air.  After a minute, he stopped, and she silently watched his eyes graze the black nothingness of the night.  She guessed he was quickly trying to assess their options.  But she knew any one of them would be grim.  She had only one hope, to get to a hospital as soon as possible and regulate her sugar.  She was cold and she hugged herself to keep from shivering.
“Okay,” he began, taking each breath with visible control.  “We’re two days from any kind of help.  A day and a half if we push ourselves.  What can I expect?  How are you going to hold up?”
She clenched her hands together and said, “I should be okay tonight.  I had a full dose of insulin this morning, and my night insulin shot is always a much lower dosage.”
“Okay, that's tonight.  What about tomorrow?”
“I didn't eat that much tonight.  I need to keep drinking water and moving.  Tomorrow I'm going to start to feel it.  After two days...it could be bad.”
“Define bad.”
“Fatigue, disorientation.” 
He swallowed.  “And then?”  
Melanie’s heart squeezed.  She knew what he wanted to hear, but couldn’t give him the words that would bring him comfort.  This was not a time to lie.  
“Everything is gone?” he asked, a wistful hope in his eyes.
She gave a faint nod, hating the way the disappointment hit him.  “The insulin.  My blood monitoring machine and my sterile hypodermic needles.”  She threw her hands up in the air, but had to stifle her panic as the enormity of the situation hit her.  Fear flashed across his face at an alarming speed.  Fear she wouldn’t allow herself to feel fully.  She had to stay calm and alert if she had any chance of helping Stoney get her through this alive.  “Everything.”
He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath that stretched his chest against his shirt and tugged his jacket open.  She saw him shudder.  The sun was long gone, and it had to be close to freezing at this altitude.  Stoney didn't appear cold.  He was numb, oblivious to the elements and lost in whatever it was he was trying to figure out.  
“I know all about this disease,” she assured him, trying to instill some semblance of confidence.  She touched his shoulder, feeling how taut his muscles grew beneath her fingers.  “I take care of myself.”
He shrugged his arm from her hold.  In his expression, she saw the cold mask he’d worn for the first few days they’d been together.  He was shutting himself off again. “Do you?  Then why the hell didn’t you tell me?”
“How would telling you have prevented this?”
“I would have known!”
“You would have coddled me,” she countered.  “You wouldn’t have agreed to help me.”
He shook his head.  
“A week and a half ago you would have jumped at any reason to turn me down.  Telling you about my diabetes would have been an easy out for you.”
He looked at her, and she noticed some of his anger had eased, but not his fear.  “You’re right.  But you still should have told me before last night.  I had a right to know.”
Her heart plummeted.  “How would that have made a difference?”  
“I’m responsible for you.  I’m supposed to be protecting you.”
“Don’t give me that macho crap.  How would telling you about my diabetes have changed our making love?”
His eyes bore into her for a long agonizing moment before she saw them soften.  “It wouldn’t.  But it would have shown that you trusted me.”  He turned away from her.
“I thought I made that more than apparent last night.”
He grabbed his saddlebag from the ground and began sifting through it, pulling out items and dropping them to the wet earth.  Finally, he opened the map.
“I thought you said you didn’t need that.”
He didn’t look at her.  “I have to think.”  Gripping the map, he crumbled it and threw it to the ground.  “I could have separated the vials,” he mumbled.
“What?”
“I could have put the vials in different duffel bags or...something.  If we’d lost one, we’d still have enough to get us back.  If I had known...”
He was right.  She’d been wrong to keep something so vitally important from him.  She wasn’t experienced enough in the wilderness to understand the dangers of what she was risking.  But Stoney was.  He’d tried to tell her the first day she’d asked for his help.  She hadn’t trusted him with her secret, and now it was too late.
“I’m sorry.”
“Me, too.  But we don’t have time for that.  You need to tell me everything if we’re going to make it to the reservation.”
“The reservation?  We’re not heading back the way we came?”
“It’ll take too long to get you to the hospital in Riverton.  The clinic on the Wind River Reservation is closer.  Joshua will take care of you.  But right now, we need to get some rest so we can get up early and find that saddlebag.  Who knows, maybe we'll get lucky.”
Stoney held her tight during the night and slept as restlessly as she had.  Now with the morning light, they had to get moving.  She needed to find that damned saddlebag and her insulin.  
Stoney had been right.  They wouldn’t have been able to find it in the dark last night.  She’d eaten a light dinner and drank plenty of water, as she’d been taught, hoping to keep her sugar level down.  In Stoney’s arms, it was easy to forget that she had diabetes.  She’d wanted him to hold her and it felt so good when he had.  There was nothing they could do to find her insulin until the morning anyway.
But now it had been a full 24 hours since her last insulin shot.  She'd never allowed herself to go this long before.  Fear flew through her at an alarming speed.  Would she make it to the clinic in time?  Would she lose everything and Stoney, too?  She didn't want to think about it.
She lifted up, leaning on her elbow, feeling the weight of Stoney’s strong arms holding her and keeping her body warm.  She was drawn not only to the erotic scent of the man who’d brought her to the pinnacle of passion, but to the scent of clean mountain air.  The kind of fresh morning air you only breathe in after a new snowfall.
She quickly threw on the clothes she'd worn the night before and climbed out of the tent.  Her heart nearly buried in the frozen ground when she saw the blanket of white covering the ground around them.  It would make it almost impossible to find her saddlebag now.
Already her mouth was parched.  She needed water fast. And she had to find that saddlebag.  
It was only a short walk to the tree where Dolly had tangled herself the previous night.  Maybe if the trees had sheltered the ground around the area from snow, she still had a chance of finding the saddlebag...and her insulin.
Disappointment hit her hard in the chest.  The snow covered her boots past her ankle.  Each and every small bump in the snow looked like it may be her saddlebag.  She quickly brushed away the snow on a few mounds she found on the ground only to have a boulder or clump of sticks reveal itself.  They'd waste a lot of time looking for her saddlebag.  Their best bet was to head back.
She wrapped herself in her fleece-lined jacket in an effort to keep warm, feeling the crisp air singe her nose and her lungs.  As she made her way back to the tent, she heard Stoney stir.  A minute later, he pulled down the flap of the tent and stepped out into the morning sunshine.  He shielded his eyes until they adjusted to the glare of the sun on the snow.
Beneath his jacket, she saw a blue thermal cotton shirt he hadn’t bothered to tuck into the waistband of his jeans.  He rubbed his hands as he walked over to her, kicking up light snow as he stepped.  His face was void of the serene look he'd had yesterday morning.  Of course, they'd made love the night before.  She'd wanted to believe she had a hand at making his step a little lighter then.  She was sure the drawn look he gave her now was her doing.
Reaching out, he scooped her up from the boulder she'd been leaning against and kissed her soundly on the lips.  She wanted to melt into him.  She wanted him to make her feel warm and protected as he had last night and the night before when they'd made love.  Cupping her cheek, he kissed her lightly now and then pulled back to look at her face.
“I'd say it's a beautiful morning, but this does present a big problem,” he said.
She looked away toward the trees.  “I've already been out there searching.”
He looked at her at arm’s length.  “Without me?”
“I didn't go far.  Just to where we found Dolly.  It'll take a miracle to find that saddlebag, Stoney.”
His sighed and looked toward the snow covered aspen pines.  “Then we'll head back to the Ranger Station and hope for a miracle there.”
Melanie drew in a deep breath of cold morning air, getting no relief from it, thinking about the long trek ahead.  Little did Stoney know, it was going to take a miracle.
* * * 
STONEY HELD MELANIE tight against his chest as they rode.  Holding on to all three horses and Melanie was more difficult that he’d anticipated.  They were moving too slow.  He could leave Dolly and Chester behind, and just take Thunder and they’d get there a lot faster, he suspected.  But they still needed to cross the river.  Would Melanie be strong enough to handle that?  
“How are you doing, Sunshine?” he asked.
“Tired,” she muttered, slumping back against his chest.
“It’s okay.  Just lean back against me for a while.  We’re just going to go a little bit more.”
“I need to walk again.  I need to burn off some of the sugar in my system.”
She’d been walking on and off all day instead of riding in the saddle.  For the last half hour, he rode with her on Thunder.  He felt safer with her next to him.  
“You’re too weak.”
“It doesn’t matter.  I have to do it,” she insisted, pulling on Thunder's reins signaling all three horses to stop.
In the end, he conceded, letting her walk alongside Dolly as he walked aside Thunder and Chester.
Thank goodness for the full moon, Stoney thought as they made their way through a grassy pasture.  It wasn’t a good idea for them to be trailing at night.  It made it difficult to judge the terrain.  The last thing he needed was for one of the horses to lose their footing.  At least the moon cast enough light while they were out in the open to make it easier to see.  When they reached the thick stand of pines, visibility would be gone and they’d have no choice but to stop for the night.
Stoney had never known fear like this before.  He felt so helpless knowing there wasn’t a damned thing he could do to help Melanie.  Nothing but stay with her and push on.
When they finally decided to stop, Melanie persisted in setting up the tent and the sleeping bags while he took care of the horses.  He found her curled up on top of her bedroll inside the tent.
“Here, drink some water.”
She took the canteen and kept drinking.  “It’s empty,” she said weakly.
“I’ll get more.  Are you hungry?”
She shook her head.  “I’m so tired, Stoney.”
“Okay, you rest.” 
He made a light dinner.  There wasn’t much Melanie could have that wouldn’t elevate her blood sugar even more.  She picked at what little she could.  He filled both canteens with water, just in case she needed them during the night, and readied a spot near camp in case she had to go to the bathroom.  She kept having to pee.  She said that was normal.  Although he’d wanted to help her in her weakened state, indignation rose up and she insisted on supporting herself.
After he’d packed away the last of the dinner supplies, he slipped in beside her, fearing the night and what may come.  How would she be when they woke up in the morning?  She’d be worse, no doubt.  He didn’t want to think about whether or not they’d make it to the clinic in time.
“Stoney?”
Her voice was clearer and stronger than it had been, giving him a momentary feeling of relief.  Maybe all she’d need was a little sleep.
He stroked his fingers along her temples.  “You feeling better?”
“A little.”  She was quiet for a moment, but he thought he heard her sniff back a sob.  “I’m sorry, Stoney.  I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him.  With Melanie safe in his arms, he felt more secure, as if all the awful things he feared wouldn’t touch them.  He wanted to believe they’d wake up in the morning and she’d be feeling like her old self again, kicking up a fit because he was coddling her.  But he knew it was a lie.  He’d seen how fast she’d faded on him today.  And from what she’d told him, tomorrow would only be worse.
“Ssh.”
“You must hate me for this.”
He closed his eyes.  No, hate had nothing to do with the way he felt.  It was then that he knew for sure that he loved her.  Somehow, despite all their differences and dreams, he’d fallen in love with Melanie.  He couldn’t think about what would happen if they didn’t make it to the reservation in time.  He didn’t want to think about tomorrow and how much weaker Melanie would be, how much more she’d rely on him.  He only wanted to think about how she felt in his arms at that moment.  How making love with her had been everything and nothing he’d ever felt before.
He buried his face in her hair and kissed her, letting his lips linger against her silky strands, breathing in the fragrance that was uniquely Melanie.  
“Try to get some sleep.”
She murmured and he listened to her breathing until it was steady.  He continued listening until his own body gave up to fatigue and joined her in sleep.
# # #



Chapter Ten

DAWN DIDN’T COME soon enough.  Melanie had never felt so wretched in all her life.  Her body shook and her mouth was filled with the foul taste of bile.  Damn, she’d always been careful.  She’d always made sure she put her health first.  How could she have been so stupid?  
She rushed out of the tent and found the place she’d visited at least twice during the night to relieve herself.  She kept waking up, her throat as dry as a cotton field, and drinking water from the canteens Stoney had left by her sleeping bag.  
The sun was just peaking over the mountains now.  They should get going soon.  Although the lower elevations were warmer and it looked as if the day was starting out to be beautiful, Melanie knew that weather could change at any moment.  If they hit a thunderstorm, it would slow them down enough to keep them from getting to the reservation.
She hated waking Stoney.  He’d been so restless during the night.  It was early morning when he’d finally fallen into a deep sleep and he surely hadn’t gotten enough to keep up his strength.
Melanie climbed into the tent and plopped down onto the sleeping bag beside Stoney.  He was already stirring as she brushed her fingers across his temples.  
“We’re moving too slow.  I’m not sure we’re going to make it to the reservation by nightfall,” was the first thing out of his mouth when his eyelids drifted open.  Clearly, this was what had taken hold of him all night.
Stoney watched the lines around Melanie’s cinnamon eyes deepen with fear, wishing he had the power to smooth them and make her smile again.  Still, he didn’t speak out loud the words he feared the most. 
He lifted himself from the ground and leaned on his elbow, nuzzling her shoulder, kissing her and trying to bring himself some comfort.  
“I’m going to head out alone today,” Stoney said delicately.  
Melanie stiffened and drew away slightly, piercing him with a shocked look.  And he knew what she was thinking.  She thought he was abandoning her.  Though he knew that going out on his own he’d be able to get help faster, that was exactly how he felt.  
“I can move faster on Thunder if I–”
“If you don’t have me holding you back?”
“If I can get in range, I can radio the Park Services.  The Ranger may be able to get a helicopter to meet us.”  He reached over and took Melanie in his arms.  He didn’t want to let go.  To his great relief, instead of pulling away, she sank against him.  He wasn’t there for his father when the barn collapsed, and now he was leaving Melanie.  God, he didn’t want to let her go.  “You’re not going to be able to handle crossing the river,” he said, hoping she’d understand.
She straightened her spine, about to give him hell like she’d done so many times over the past week.  Abruptly, her tension was gone as quickly as it came.  “You’re right,” she said softly.  “I’m not strong enough, and I’m slowing us down.”  
Her eyes filled with unspilled tears and were so sad it made his heart ache.  He pushed back the strands of hair from her face and brushed her cheek with his thumb.  “I’m coming back as soon as I can radio help.  I know you’re afraid, but I’m going to be back...”  He swallowed the lump in his throat.  “I promise you, I’m coming back for you.”
“Of course you will,” she said, her lips stretching into a smile, her voice suddenly confident.  That was his girl.  Lifting herself up to the challenge.  But deep inside all he felt was how he’d let her down.
He didn’t waste any time packing.  They could leave their gear and come back for it later, after Melanie was safe.  Before he mounted Thunder, he checked his saddlebag twice to make sure the radio was packed and ready.  He was about to strap his shotgun on the saddle and abruptly stopped.  
Gripping the cold steel, he turned to Melanie, who was standing a few feet away.  He held out the shotgun to her.  “Keep this by your side.”
She shook her head and placed her hand over her stomach.  
“I’ve never shot a gun before in my life.  I wouldn’t know what to do with it.”
“I can’t leave you here with nothing.  You have to have something to protect yourself.”
She opened her mouth to speak, but instead of saying her piece, she gripped the gun awkwardly in her hands.  Stoney quickly explained how to unlock the safety and fire.  
The heat of the sun was beating down on him when he finally mounted Thunder.  The warm smell of sagebrush and pine lingered in the air.  He nodded his head toward the gun on the ground by the tent.  “You use it if you have to.”
“I’m not going to need it.  You’ll be back,” she said, smiling.  He felt like hell was eating a hole inside of him, and she was smiling her sweet sunshine smile.  Lord, how he loved this woman.
He rode away with only one thought.  He was leaving Melanie behind to face God only knew what.  And though she had faith that he was going to get help for her, he had no idea if he was going to make it in time.
It was more than two hours before Stoney made it to a meadow.  It immediately brought back the memory of watching Melanie picking wildflowers on the day they rode out at the ranch.  
He was still more than a half day ride to the nearest Ranger Station.  Thunder was pushing at a good clip, moving with Stoney as if the animal were an extension of him.  The weather was on his side.  He’d just made it to the cover of the pines when he’d heard a sound that made him pause.  “Whoa, Thunder,” he said, pulling on the reins and listening.  Although they were no longer moving, Stoney had a hard time hearing over Thunder’s movement as he clopped in place on the dry earth.  
There it was again.  It was faint, but unmistakable.  He jumped from his mount, dug through the saddlebag for the two-way radio, and ran to the open meadow he’d just passed. 
The big sky was crystal blue, and the mountains looked as if they held him captive.  He’d never felt trapped by the mountains before.  This had always been his country.  But with Melanie alone and not knowing what to expect when he made it back to her, he felt as though he were imprisoned there.  He looked into the sky and focused on the sound of the engine until he found the tiny speck in the vast cerulean ocean that was a small water plane flying overhead.  This was it!  All he had to do was radio a message to the plane and find the spot where he could land.  He only prayed that it was not too late.
* * * 
MELANIE’S EYES DRIFTED open to the sound of a droning hum.  The florescent lights above the bed–yes, she was definitely in a bed and not on some cold, hard rock–blinded her until she could adjust her eyes.  Where was she?  She tried to remember.  The mountains.  The trail.  The lightning.  Stoney’s arms.  Stoney leaving her...
Turning her head, she saw the familiar sight of an IV bag hung on a chrome stand with a rubber tube attached to her right arm.  The room was a bright antiseptic white, almost blinding her eyes.  Her head–her whole body for that matter–felt as if a sledgehammer had taken open assault on her.  
It took considerable strength to roll over and when she did, she saw him.  Stoney was propped in a side chair too small to fit his long body, and he was asleep with his head rolled back against the wall.  
She gazed at him for a long time until tears blurred her vision, memorizing every detail on his face, his hands, trying to convince herself that he was real.  He hadn’t left her in the mountains.  Thank God, he hadn’t left her.  As he'd promised, he'd kept his word and come back for her.
Her mouth was so dry she couldn’t stand it.  She needed water fast.  “Stoney,” she rasped in a voice just loud enough to cause him to stir.  And it was a good thing he did because she didn’t know if she had the energy to do it again.
His chin was propped up by his balled fist and his body was curled against the arms of the chair uncomfortably.  He stirred in the chair until his behind slipped off the seat and he slid to the floor, waking him completely.  
Yawning, Stoney rubbed his face.  She noticed the growth of beard darkening his face.  His face was ragged, and he seemed older than he looked yesterday.  Wait, no it wasn’t yesterday that they snuggled together, making love in their sleeping bags.  It seemed so long ago, though she wasn’t sure how long.  Two days, she recalled him saying at some point.  They were two days away from getting help.  How long had she been like this?
Abruptly, he turned to her, his eyes filling with light as he noticed for the first time she was awake.  He was at her side in an instant, touching her face, feathering his fingers across her cheek as if the very sight of her was his only link to life itself.  He spoke on a sigh of relief.  “You’re back.”
Melanie swallowed.  Her mouth was cotton dry, preventing her from speaking.  She gave it another try and mouthed the word “water,” but instantly got frustrated with her lack of progress.
“That’s my Sunshine.  You get as ticked as your little heart desires.  Try again.  What do you need?  You need Joshua?” 
She grabbed his shirt to stop him from leaving her side and motioned to the water jug on the tray table.
“You’re thirsty?  You want a drink?”
She nodded wearily, slumped her heavy head back on the pillow and waited until he pressed the paper cup to her lips.  No doubt she’d been on fluids since she’d arrived at the clinic, but she felt the cool liquid seep right through her parched tongue.  
“How long?” she managed to get out.
“We got here yesterday.  You've been...sleeping.  You need to get some rest.”
“My head.  Oh, it hurts, Stoney.”
Stoney's chest tightened, from relief, from the love he felt for Melanie.  She looked so frail, it was killing him.  “Hold on, I’m running for Joshua.”
“No, don’t go.  I need you here.”
He wiped the tear than trickled down her pale cheeks.  “Okay, I’m here.  I’m right here.”
“I’ve been such a fool,” she mumbled, swallowing a sob.
He should have told her she was right.  She’d been a damn fool not to warn him about her medical condition.  It nearly cost her her life.  He shuddered inside just thinking about the seizure she'd had as the helicopter landed.  Thank God they'd been at the clinic when it happened.  He couldn't think of what he'd do if he lost her.  But this wasn’t a time for I-told-you-so’s.  He wasn’t about to kick her down now that she couldn’t fight back.
“All this time I’ve been thinking it was them, but it wasn’t.”  She tried to roll over, away from him, but the IV kept her back.
“Hold on, Melanie,” he said softly.  He eased himself down on the bed and pulled off his cowboy hat, tossing it to the table.  He gently gripped her arms and pulled her closer, trying to give her a shred of comfort, being careful not to yank on her tubes. 
“What are you talking about, Sunshine?”
“It was never them.”
Was she still delirious?  She was talking in riddles.  “Who?  Who are you talking about?”
“My parents.”  She started to sob softly.  “All this time I’ve been thinking they were the enemy.  I’ve been so angry at them for trying to control my life.  I couldn’t see that it was my body that was letting me down.”
“No.  Don’t talk like that.  You’re strong.  You’re feistier than the maddest bull I’ve ever ridden.”  He chuckled, but his tension remained.  She was hurt and scared, and so was he.  He’d almost lost her.  “A lot of people would have died out there, but you held on.”
“You didn’t call my father, did you?”
Guilt stabbed at him.  He hadn't even thought of it.  “I wanted to make sure you were okay first.  I’ll call as soon–”
“No, don't.  Please, Stoney, don’t do it.”  Her eyes were pleading with him.
“I have to.  If I don’t call him, he’ll call the ranch.”
“You don’t have to tell him what happened.”
“I can’t ask my folks to lie.”
“I don’t want them to.  I didn’t tell them where I was going.”  She swallowed back some sobs.  “They’ll make me come home.”
“No one is going to make you do anything you–”
“You don’t know them!”  She tried to sit up, pulling at her IV again, but he kept her back.  “They’ll come.”
“They’re going to worry.”
“They won’t listen to me.  You don’t know what it’s like.”  She was crying uncontrollably now, her body shaking with each sob.  
“They love you,” he said softly.  And he knew he did, too.  If it was him, he’d want to know.  Damn, he wished he had known, but she kept her diabetes from him.  The whole agonizing ride back to the reservation he'd envisioned her dying in his arms.  The pain of it still burned in his chest now.
“You don’t understand.  Unless you’ve lived my life you couldn’t.  It’s like walking a fine line between love and abuse.  I know they love me, but they keep me locked up until I feel so suffocated.  I know they’re afraid.  Maybe more so because I never was.  I thought I could beat diabetes, but it won and I lost.  I can’t go back to living that way, Stoney.  I just can’t.”
She was breathing hard and he knew her tirade had taken its toll.
“We don’t have to talk about this now,” he insisted.  “Later...when you're feeling better.”
She dragged in a deep breath and squeezed his hand.  
Closing his eyes, he leaned forward and kissed her head, breathing in her scent, trying to memorize the feel of her silky skin against his lips.  “Get some rest.  I’m just going to find Joshua.”  He kissed her again and with great strength, forced himself from her side. 
Closing the door behind him, he heard the sounds of voices in the waiting room.  Of children crying and mothers trying their best to soothe them.  Stoney pulled at the ache in his back from sleeping on the chair and heard his boots echo in the hallway as he walked.  He found Joshua at the end of the hall outside an examining room talking to Ivan Collins, the Ranger who piloted the water plane he'd been able to radio.
Joshua Lightfoot was not only his cousin, but Stoney had considered him his best friend.  The years they'd spent together in their youth had forged a bond that nothing could shake.  At times, it was if they read each other’s minds.  Although both men stood eye to eye and had the same dark hair and eyes, Joshua's Arapaho heritage was prominent in his features.  “You look like hell,” Joshua said, slapping Stoney on the back.
“I feel just as good, thank you,” Stoney told his cousin.
“I take it Melanie is awake.”
“Thank God.”
“Good, I'll go examine her in a minute.  I know you want to hang out here, but I'm going to keep her another day or two.”
“I want to stay,” he said quickly.
Joshua nodded.  “I can pull a cot in from the back room for you to sleep on tonight.”
“I appreciate that.”  
Stoney forced his hand through his disheveled hair and turned to Ivan Collins.  
“I owe you.”
The Ranger waved him off, then shook Stoney's hand.  “All in a day's work.  Lucky for you I was out doing an aerial scan of that ridge.  I'm glad she's doing okay now.  Whatever possessed her to go that deep into the mountains without her insulin?”
“She had her medicine.  Her mount got spooked by a clap of thunder and shot off.  Somehow the saddlebag with her insulin got lost.  We weren't able to find it.”  He left out the part about not knowing Melanie was diabetic and absorbed Joshua's questioning stare.  “She wanted to see some of the wildlife in their natural surroundings.  She's a zoologist.” 
Ivan's blond, bushy eyebrows lifted.  “A zoologist, huh?  Now that's interesting.  Where does she do her work?” 
Stoney sobered, his jaw squared.  What was he implying?  Melanie had just gone to hell and back and he was thinking of sending her back out there.  “She’s fixin' to go to Africa to do some research for a few years.”
“Hmm, then that's our loss.  We're always looking for a good naturalist to work with the Park Services.  The pay's not great, but you can't beat the view.”  
“That's for sure,” Joshua said lightly.  Stoney caught his cousin's stare and knew what was on his mind. 
The Ranger pushed his hat on his head.  “Mention it to her, if you will.  Just in case she decides Africa is too far for her liking.  Have her give me a call when she’s feeling up to it and we'll talk.”  He strode down the hall, his footsteps echoing on the tile floor.  Stoney and Joshua were left with an eerie silence.  
“You can’t keep her locked up because of her illness, man,” Joshua said after a moment.
“Who said anything about locking her up.  Like I said, she has plans,” Stoney countered, not meeting his gaze.
“What makes you think she's going to want to leave Wyoming now?”
“I don't know what you're talking about.”
Joshua leaned against the wall.  “You're in love with her.  That much I saw the second you walked in yesterday, and you haven't left her side until just now.”
“She has big plans that don't include me,” Stoney said.
“They could if you'd just ask.  Maybe that's what brought her here?” 
Stoney didn't say anything.  How could Joshua understand?  He'd always known what he wanted and it was right here on the reservation.  
“I've got to go,” Joshua said, motioning to the waiting room.  “The house is packed and I've got vaccines to administer by noon.”
Stoney shook Joshua's hand, giving it a firm squeeze.  “Thanks, man.”
Joshua nodded.  “I'll be in to check on Melanie as soon as I'm finished here.”
Stoney turned and walked back to Melanie's room.  His stomach burned with the memory of her words.  I know they love me, but they keep me locked up until I feel so suffocated.  Sending her out into the kind of life she wanted almost killed her.  As much as he hated to admit it to himself, the thought of locking her up to keep her safe was somehow more comforting than letting her follow her dreams.
Telling her about Ivan Collins could keep her here in Wyoming.  The thought of having her in his life and in his arms was incredible.  But how could he send her out into the wilderness again, not knowing if she'd come home to him?
# # #



Chapter Eleven

TWO DAYS IN the clinic had Melanie ready to break out.  Joshua had insisted that although he was a healer of the body, she needed a blessing by the tribal spiritual healer.  But with or without the blessing, Melanie insisted she was leaving.  Knowing the woman as he did, Stoney gently advised Joshua that as long as there was no risk to her physically, he'd better release her.  For all concerned parties.  
Stoney had promised he wouldn't make the call to Melanie's father and to his great relief, no phone calls had come in at the ranch.  That left them with where to go next.  They hadn’t talked about the future while they were trailing in the mountains.  Melanie hadn’t been in much of a mood to talk during her stay in the clinic, either.  
She'd needed to prove to herself that she could live the kind of life she'd always dreamed of, despite her diabetes or any deal she'd made with her father.  By not fulfilling what she'd set out to do, in her mind, she’d failed. 
But not in Stoney’s eyes.  He’d vowed not to give her any special treatment in the beginning because she insisted she could hold her own.  He’d seen the fear in her eyes each time she was clearly out of her element.  The lightning storm that passed over their heads, wading into the river and almost drowning would have rattled the most experienced trailer.  She was harder on herself than he could ever be.  And she had a determination and fire that he could only admire.  She hadn’t failed at all.
But what he believed of her didn't count.  Not this time.
The ride back to Black Rock was made in virtual silence.  Melanie curled herself into the front seat of Stoney’s late model pickup truck, staring out at the white-capped mountain range they'd been lost in just a few days ago, watching as it whisked past them.
“You can stay at the ranch as long as you like,” he finally said, reaching out to take her hand.
She turned her head and gave him a weak smile.  “That’s kind of you.”
He wondered what she was thinking.  Somehow, he didn’t think he really wanted to know.  He guessed that whatever was spinning circles in her head was going to take her farther away from Wyoming.  Away from him.  
But what was he thinking?  Melanie was a woman with big dreams, and money to make them all come true.  Did he really think that she’d hang around now that her reason for coming to Wyoming was gone? 
No.  Even if she didn’t go to Kenya, she’d go back to Long Island, back to the life she'd led with the social circle.  He was a simple man, a cowboy with simple values.  What could hard living on a ranch that had a shaky future possibly give her that could compare to the exciting life she’d led before she walked into his life? 
He thought of Ivan Collins and his mention of a job with Park Services.  As much as Stoney knew that telling Melanie about the job was what he should do, he couldn’t bring himself to do it.  He couldn’t bear the idea of her going back out into the mountains.  This time without him.  
He felt a sense of calm wash over him as he pulled his pickup onto the dirt road leading to Black Rock.  He’d had his days on the road going from rodeo to rodeo.  But in the last year, he realized just how much this place meant to him.  It was his home, where he belonged.
Adele sprang out of the side door when she saw them pull up.  Stoney got out of the pickup first and waited by the side of the truck for Melanie.  Her mood immediately lifted when she saw Adele.
Adele pulled Stoney into her arms.  “I’m so glad you’re home.”  Turning to Melanie, she reached out and gave her a hug.  “How are you feeling, honey?  I’ve been so worried.”
“Better, thank you.”  Melanie felt the weight of tears behind her eyelids.  There was so much love and concern for each other here.  It wasn’t that she didn’t have that back in Long Island.  She knew her parents' love for her ran as deep as the earth was wide.  But unlike with her family, Melanie didn’t feel the same controlling attitude at Black Rock.  Only pure love and concern.
She turned to the sound of horses' hooves in the distance.  Mitch was at the stable, leaning down from his mount and talking to Wally, who sat in his wheelchair craning his neck to look at Mitch.  On the other side of the stable, she saw Thunder, Chester and Dolly in the corral.  Stoney hadn’t told her much of what had happened once they’d made it to the reservation.  She hadn’t thought about how the horses got back to the ranch and now that she saw them dancing circles around the paddock, she was happy they were safe.
“Why don’t you come inside and rest awhile.  I’m sure you’re tired from the ride.”
Melanie managed a smile for Adele sake.  “My backside is numb from sitting in that hospital bed these last two days.  If you don’t mind, I’m just going to check on Dolly.”
Turning away, she felt Stoney’s worried eyes on her back as she dug her boots into the gravel leading to the corral.  As she drew closer, Dolly spotted her and pranced over to the side of the fence.  “No apple chips for you today I’m afraid.”  She gripped the dry wood rail with one hand and reached up to stroke the mare's coat with the other.  “How are you doing, girl?” she murmured.
As if answering, Dolly bobbed her head up and down, and stomped her front hoof into the ground.
“She’s doing just fine.”  Stoney brushed his hand on her back.  She closed her eyes, taking his comfort.  “How about you?  Are you okay with all of this?”
The last thing she wanted was for Stoney to feel sorry for her.  She wasn’t exactly sure what she was going to do now.  Maybe she’d take him up on his offer and stay a few days at the ranch to clear her head before returning to Long Island to face her father.  But she couldn’t bear to see the pity on Stoney's face.  She’d given it her best, and she’d failed.  Her body failed.  Now she had to pick herself up and figure out which direction to turn next. 
“I’ll be okay.  I just need a few days to regroup.”
He drew her into the circle of his arms and kissed her lightly on the forehead.  “Stay here at Black Rock.  With me,” he said softly.  He was warm and hard, and in his strong arms Melanie felt safe.  All the craziness of her life didn’t seem to matter as much when Stoney held her like this.
“I have to face my father at some point.”
“I know.”  
She smiled up at him.  She didn't want to think of going back to Long Island just yet.  She just wanted to feel this way, the way she felt in Stoney's arms.
She rested her cheek against his iron chest.  “The horses.  How did they get home?”  
“The Park Rangers rode them back to the Ranger Station.  Mitch drove the trailer out and picked them up there this morning.”
“I’m glad they’re okay.  I would have hated it if anything had happened to them.”
“Mitch is taking a ride out in a bit.  I’m going to go with him to check on things.”
She'd given her opinion about the ranch.  Now it was Stoney's decision to do what he thought was best.  She didn't intend to say anything again, but she found herself going against her better judgment.
“It might be a good time to talk to him about the ranch.  It might help,” she said.
He hesitated a second.  “I don't know.  I've got to dust my hat off and do some thinking before I can commit to something like selling part of the ranch.  Right now I'm going to get on my horse and take a ride.” 
That’s what she needed to do, too, Melanie realized.  She’d just taken one hell of a spill out in the wilderness and scraped herself up more than she ever had.  That didn't mean she was a failure.  Like Stoney, Melanie had to find a way to pick herself up with all she had, get back on that horse and ride again.
“I think I'll join you.”
* * * 
RANCH BUSINESS DIDN’T waste any time encroaching on Stoney's homecoming.  He sifted through the mail and found they’d received a letter from the bank while he'd been away, stating the loan request was denied.  To make matters worse, Black Rock was to be put up for auction at the first of the month if the hospital didn't get their money.  That alone should have been enough to keep Stoney’s mind occupied, but to his dismay, the only thing he could think of was Melanie and how much time they had left together.  He'd asked her to stay, but she never gave him a definite answer. 
Melanie.  He'd first taken her suggestion to ask Mitch for help lightly.  As much as he respected Mitch, he couldn't think of Black Rock being owned by anyone without Buxton blood.  
But Melanie was right.  He didn't have a choice anymore.  He'd been to a dozen banks in the last two months only to be told the same thing.  The amount of money they could qualify for to make the necessary repairs wasn’t going to be enough to bail them out with the hospital bills still pouring in.  Now hospital collection had threatened to take the ranch to auction.  With more than a few developers chomping at the bit for a chance at prime Wyoming Real Estate, they didn't have a chance of winning a bidding war, no matter who helped them out.
Before he turned in, Stoney gathered his pride enough to talk to Mitch about Melanie's suggestion for him to buy into Black Rock.  He wasn't surprised that Mitch jumped at the offer.  Now all they had to do was convince Wally to buy into the idea, and figure out how to make the deal work to their advantage. 
He’d held off as long as he could.  Pride be damned, but he had to call Delia to see if there was some way Paul could rework the numbers so that, with Mitch's partnership, they could save Black Rock.  Maybe Paul could work some magic and a miracle.
He waited until the next day to call Delia, making certain his dad was busy with Mitch.  There’d be hellfire to pay when Wally Buxton found out what Stoney had planned, but he’d deal with that when the time came.  He wasn’t surprised when Delia bawled him out for waiting so long to make the call.
“I can’t believe you’ve kept this from me this long.  If you were in trouble, why didn’t you come to me from the start?” she said.
Stoney could almost picture his sister scowling as she tapped her fingers on the jade and cream marble table she kept by the telephone.  
“You know how it is, Dee.”
“Yeah, it’s that stupid cowboy pride you men are famous for.  Just because Paul disagreed with you on the ranch's expansion, doesn’t mean he felt smug about it when things went to pot.  You’re my family.  Did you think he wouldn’t try to help?”
Paul took good care of Delia and their infant son, Brandon.  Although they were far from wealthy themselves, Paul made a good living as a financial advisor so that Delia and Brandon wanted for nothing.  He was a good businessman.  He'd been wrong not to listen to Paul's advice to begin with and left the ranch wide open for failure by going his own route.  He wouldn't make the same mistake twice.
“It’s not that.”  He knew it was useless.  Delia was dead center on the bull's eye.  Damned cowboy pride.  And he alone had enough of it for all the cowboys stretching across Wyoming.  “Look, I've got an idea that might help save us.  I just want to make sure we do it right this time.  Maybe Paul can think of some way to maximize the deal and put us up front again.”
He heard her heavy breath carry over the phone line.  “I sure hope so, Stoney.  I don't know how much more Mom and Pop can take.”
He didn't respond and wondered if deep down Delia blamed him for the state Black Rock was in now.
“I’ll have him call you,” she finally said.
“No.  I haven't talked to Pop about it yet.”
“When were you planning on telling him?  When we're on your doorstep?  He’s going to find out sometime.”
“Just tell Paul I’ll call him with the details.  I'll deal with Pop.”
“Well, do it soon because I don’t want to be around to hear that famous Buxton temper.  I see it enough every day in my son.”  Her heavy sigh carried through the phone line.  “We’ll be by bright and early Sunday morning after church.  Tell Mom I’ll bring some peach cobbler.”
“Okay.  And Dee?”
“Yeah?”
He swallowed hard.  Pride was a hard lump going down your throat.  “Tell Paul I appreciate it.”
He hung up the phone feeling like more of a failure than he had before he called.  He leaned the kitchen chair he was sitting in back on two legs and rubbed his face with his hand.  He heard a car driving up and pushed the lace curtain back to see his truck pulling into the driveway.  Melanie had mentioned having some errands and asked to borrow the truck that morning.  Something about seeing her climb out of the driver's seat of his truck made Stoney feel that this was where she belonged.  On this ranch and in his life forever.  How long would he be able to enjoy having her here with him?
His gaze was drawn to her through the open window as she dropped the tailgate of the truck and awkwardly hoisted up a saddle from the bed.
“Now what'd she go and do?” he said, already spinning through the kitchen door.
* * * 
“YOU’VE BEEN GONE practically all day,” Stoney said, relieving Melanie of the heavy saddle with little effort.  “We've got enough saddles.  What did you need this one for?”
She couldn't keep the smile from spreading across her cheeks.  She'd spent most of the morning with the cobbler and she couldn't wait to see if her plan would work.
“It's a surprise.”
Stoney quirked an eyebrow.
“Not for you, for your father,” she said, pulling him by the hand.  “Where is he?  I can't wait to show it to him.”
Stoney silently inspected the newly sewn leather straps Melanie had customized the saddle with and threw her a suspicious glance that turned slightly weary.  His voice echoed what his expression had already told her.  
“At the feed store with Mitch.”
“That gives me some time to test it out.”
“What are you–”
“Give it a chance before you go off on me about how I should have talked to you first.”
Stoney dropped the saddle on a patch of grass just outside the corral.  Melanie climbed between the rails before turning back to him, excitement whirling inside her.
“It's going to be great.  You'll see.”
By the time Mitch and Wally came rolling into the driveway, Melanie was finished demonstating the possibilities the new saddle could give Wally.  Stoney had already sawn off the railing on the highest point of the porch to allow Wally's wheelchair to roll up to the opening and enable Stoney to help Wally mount his horse.
Wally looked at their project with as skeptical an eye as she'd seen in Stoney.  For a few agonizingly long minutes under his scrutiny, Melanie doubted the wisdom of her grand plan.
“How's it going to keep me from falling off?”
“Why don't you give him a show, Melanie?” Stoney said.  At least she'd managed to win him over during the last half hour.  She'd seen him go from downright cynicism to anticipation.  No one wanted his dad to ride again more than Stoney.
Melanie lifted her leg over the saddle and waited as Stoney quickly buckled all the newly added straps around her legs and thighs.
“I noticed that you still have good upper body strength and you sit well in the chair without support,” she said.  Wally rewarded her compliment with a deep dimpled smile.
“The straps will keep your legs secured to the side of your horse and give you enough stability to sit upright.”
“How am I going to kick his ribs if I can't control my feet?”
Melanie could see the same glint of cautious excitement in Wally as she'd seen in Stoney when he finally bought into the idea of riding with the modified saddle.  Her own heart beat faster with the thrill of what was to come.
“This strap here will allow you to pull the stirrup out,” Melanie said as she demonstrated.  “When you let go of the strap, give your heel a nudge into your mount’s ribs and...you're riding.”
All eyes were glued to Wally, who sat perched in his wheelchair, nervously rubbing his jowls with his fingers as he watched Melanie ride.
There wasn't one person among them who wasn't holding their breath.  Melanie walked Thunder around in a circle, guiding the horse back to the edge of the porch.
“So, what do you say, Pop?” Stoney said, unbuckling the straps with Melanie.
Adele stood beside Wally, patting his shoulder, her expression unreadable.  “And if he loses his balance?  Is he going to hurt himself more?”
“I imagine it wouldn't do any more harm than anyone else falling from the saddle,” Mitch said.
Wally heaved a long sigh and peered up at Adele, taking her by the hand.  Hope shined in their eyes as they gazed at each other with love and warmth.
Wally's lips curled up into a smile.  “Let's see if there's something still left in the old man.”
The air around them broke into giddy excitement, like they were all about to ride the roller coaster at a theme park.  When Wally took his first ride on the horse in more than a year, there wasn't a dry eye among them.  
Adele stood beside Melanie, watching as Wally rode Thunder around the paddock with Stoney and Mitch to either side, just in case he ran into trouble.  She let her tears spill freely, laughing and crying at the same time.
She took Melanie by the hand.  “Thank you for this.”
Tightness squeezed Melanie's chest.  She knew she'd been the one to bring it about, but still felt blessed to share the joy with Stoney's family.  They didn't have money and may face losing everything they had, but they had the one thing money couldn't buy.  They had a deep love for one another that Melanie had never known.
She knew her parents loved her, but their fear of diabetes had always kept them from allowing her to be what she could.  They didn't allow their fear to hold them back the way her parents had.  Somehow, Melanie knew Stoney and his family were richer than she'd ever been in her life.  
Stoney stole a glance in her direction.  He'd been afraid she'd get into trouble while they were out in the mountains, but he'd given her the freedom to make her own mistakes.  That wasn't the only thing that made her love Stoney.  It was just part of who he was.
“It's been a long time since I've seen him this happy,” Adele said, breaking into her thoughts of Stoney.
But Melanie didn't mind.  She'd never seen Stoney this happy before.  And if she'd been responsible for giving him an ounce of what he'd given her, then that was enough.  At the same time, she couldn't help but wonder what the future held for them.  Would they some day have a love that rivaled what Adele and Wally had?  
Melanie wanted that more than anything.  But would Stoney?
“Look at him, Stoney, you're daddy sitting so tall in that saddle,” Adele was saying.  “You look just as handsome as the day I met you thirty years ago at the Frontier Days Rodeo.”
Wally's pride was evident.  It was if he'd come alive again.  “If y'all don't mind, I think I'll take my best girl for a ride.”
Adele laughed, her face beaming with laugh lines that transformed her whole expression.  “The pleasure is all mine, cowboy.”

It was nearly midnight when Melanie heard the faint knock on her bedroom door.  Within seconds, Stoney was inside her room, coming toward the bed. She noticed his quiet step was due to him having taken off his boots.
“What are you doing in here at this time of the night?” Melanie lifted the blanket up to her chin in a futile attempt to hide from Stoney. 
He ignored her by sitting on the bed next to her and pulling at the blanket teasingly.  “I should think it’s obvious.”
She threw a plump, feathered pillow at him.  “With your parents just down the hall?  What will your mother think of me?”  She giggled as he nuzzled the soft flesh beneath her ear.  The warm, musky scent of his skin immediately triggered sweet memories of their love making in the mountains.
“Could we please not talk about my mother right now?  In fact, let’s not talk at all.”  He waggled his eyebrows and pulled her into the circle of his arms, pressing his mouth over hers.  He kissed her sweetly, not like the hard passionate kisses they’d shared before.  But it was just as wonderful as the rest.
“If I didn't say it before, thanks,” he said. 
Melanie snuggled deeper into his arms.  “For what?”
“For everything.  It's been a long time since I've seen my folks this happy.”
“I have to admit I was in a panic.  I didn't think Wally was ever going to get in that saddle.”
Stoney chuckled softly.  “There's going to be no keeping him out of it now.  That's for sure.”
“I'm glad for him.”
“I took your suggestion and talked to Mitch.”
She sat up and looked at him, startled.  “About buying the ranch?”
He shrugged.  “Yeah.  Well, buying a share of it.”
“He's open to the idea?”
Stoney turned to his side and propped his head up with his hand.  He fiddled with Melanie's long brown curls hanging over her chest.  “I think it's going to work out.”
Melanie couldn't help but smile.  “This calls for a celebration.”
He kissed her soundly.  “That's what I'm doing here, Sunshine.”
“No, I mean a real celebration.”
He rolled over on her, covering her body completely.  She could feel his hard arousal pressing against her thigh as his tongue traced her lips.  “Tomorrow.  After the rodeo.  There'll be plenty of time for celebrating then.  Right now, I think a private celebration is in order.”
Stoney stayed, making love with her into the night, holding her until the early morning.  Melanie wondered how life could ever be anything better than how it was right then.  He'd asked her to stay with him at Black Rock.  But he never once told her he loved her.  Without love, what did their future hold?  As wonderful as today had been, tomorow seemed so uncertain.
* * * 
STONEY FINISHED HIS early chores of feeding the horses and cleaning the stalls before he had to get ready for the Frontier Days Rodeo.  Even with this deal with Mitch pending, any money he could pull in for the ranch was going to be a big help.  He had his sights set high for a first place win today.
Melanie was in the kitchen helping his mother with some baking when he heard the phone ring.  He went about his business of getting ready for the rodeo as he listened to her talking on the phone, wondering if she'd finally decided to call her folks and tell them what happened.  A minute later, he heard footsteps in the hallway coming toward the dining room.
Melanie stood straight and hard as nails.  Her arms were knotted across her chest, and she was breathing heavy, just glaring at him.  Stoney knew he was in trouble for something, he just couldn’t figure out what.
He continued loading his spurs and chaps in his duffel bag, pulling away from her stare.  “What’s on your mind, Sunshine?”
“I just got a very interesting phone call,” she said hotly.
“You parents?”
“Ivan Collins.”  Her voice was low, he noticed, but had an edge that belied her control.
Damn, Stoney swore silently.  He’d hoped he didn’t have to deal with this now.  Not before a rodeo.  He knew that Ivan Collins would call eventually.  He just didn’t think it would be this soon.
His stomach churned, but he tried to act aloof. “Really?”
“Cut the crap, Stoney.  Why didn’t you tell me about Ivan’s offer to work with the Park Services?”
“You said you wanted to go to Kenya.  I didn’t think there was a point.”
She sucked in a breath that caused him to look up at her.  Her full lips trembled slightly, he noticed, even though she tried to keep her control.  “Is that what you want me to do?”
“It matters more what you want.”
She stood silent, her eyes drawn and filled with moisture.  It was as if he’d just slapped her. 
He hated to see her sad.  More than anything he wanted to hold her and tell her he wanted her to stay, that he wanted her here with him, in his arms, in his bed for the rest of his life.  He didn’t want her taking chances with her life.  But that wasn't the way it was going to be, and they both knew it.  
He forced air past the lump in his throat.  “You keep telling me you want your life back.  You have big dreams that...I can’t understand.  But no one should keep you from going to Africa if that’s what you want.”
“You know what's going to happen as soon as my father finds out–”  She stopped short and stared blankly at him as if she were processing the series of events leading up to that moment.  She lifted her hands and slowly brushed her dark hair away from her face with great control.  “That’s what you want, too, isn’t it?”
“They’re your dreams, Sunshine.  Not mine.  You should have the chance if you want is all I’m saying.”
She sniffed back a sob and advanced toward him.  For a moment, he thought she might be angry enough to strike him, and he had the gut reaction to take a step backwards.  But Melanie held her hands stiffly by her side.  She was too civilized for the kind of physical thrashing he'd seen at cowboy bars.  Instead she leaned forward and placed her flat palms on the dining room table, glaring at him.  “Liar.  It’s a whole line of crap, Stoney.  You’re trying to keep me safe.”  She drew in a deep breath, her anger mounting.  “You know my father will keep me from going to Kenya.  He has the money to do it.”
And he had nothing, Stoney said silently to himself.  Nothing but a broken down ranch in need of a hell of a lot of hard work to keep it going.  
She was right, and what killed him the most was the coward he was being by not facing the truth himself.  He knew if he’d told her about the offer with the Park Services, she would have considered staying in Wyoming.  But he couldn’t keep her safe, and he had nothing else but his love to offer to keep her in his arms.  That wasn’t enough.  She deserved much more than he could ever give her.
“I’ve got a rodeo to get to,” he finally said.
She laughed wryly.  “So that's it?  End of discussion.  You've got a rodeo to go to so why not take the easy way out.” 
Every muscle in his face tightened.  He drew in a deep breath and lifted his head to look at her.  He gasped softly when he was met by her shattered expression.  Damn, he wanted to hold her.  He wanted to tell her how much he loved and needed her in his life.  Always.  He wanted to drink in her heavenly scent and roll with her through the night, making sweet love under the stars like they had in the mountains.  He wanted to hold her until the sun rose over the hills every morning.  And he wanted his sweet Sunshine to have and to hold.  But he had his pride.  A man had to provide for a woman, even if she had her own interests.  And he needed to keep her safe.  If she stayed in Wyoming with him, in his arms, he couldn’t do either.  
“You think it was easy for me watching you go through hell and back out there in the mountains?  You think it’ll be easy the next time you go out not knowing if you’ll be coming back to my arms?”
She let out a quick breath, her shoulders sagging.  “I can’t live in a bubble, Stoney.”
“I’m not asking you to.”
“Yes, you are.  You want to keep me locked up just because you’re afraid.  I can't live like that.  Nobody can.”
“Okay, maybe I am.  But I don’t want to think about it every time you walk out the door.  I never want to feel that helpless, not knowing if you’re slipping away from me again.  I can't live like that, wondering if you're hurt or dying or–”
She pushed at the duffel bag holding all his gear for the rodeo.  “How is this different?  You can stand here and tell me you don’t want me to take chances, but your own mother is a wreck about you going off to this rodeo today.”
He forced his fingers through his thick hair.  “She’s always been like this.  It’ll be okay.”
“How do you know?  You've been hurt before.  How can you be so certain some bull isn’t going to stomp all over you and you won’t be the one coming home?  How do you think that makes me feel?”
He reached out and tried to take her in his arms, but she flinched.  As hard as it was, as much as he wanted to comfort her, he let her go.  “I promise you.  Nothing is going to happen to me.” 
She stared at him in disbelief.  “You can't make that promise.”
He knew she was right.  He was being pigheaded and male and prideful.  But dammit, he loved her.  And he’d be damned if he was going to help her put herself in harm's way again.
“Can't we just talk about this later?  I have to go,” he said softly.  “Are you coming with me?”
He saw her full lips tremble, but her eyes were dry. “No,” she said, turning away from him toward the stairway.  She gripped the railing and lifted one foot to the stair tread before she turned back and looked at him.  The determined fire in her eyes said it all.  “I’m not going anywhere if I stay here.”
# # #



Chapter Twelve

STONEY RETURNED FROM the rodeo ready to celebrate his win only to find that Melanie had packed her things and left Black Rock.  He'd asked her to stay with him in Wyoming.  She hadn't given him any definite answer.  Apparently, she'd made up her mind.  
He gave no explanation to his mother about Melanie's sudden departure.  Since his foul mood had gotten the best of him, Adele didn't press the issue.  He was grateful for that.  
The business of saving Black Rock took over most of his time, not giving him much more than the quiet hours of the night to think about how much he missed Melanie.  They had to move quickly now.  
As Stoney had anticipated, Wally Buxton was madder than a bulldog whose bone was snatched from under his nose when he found out Stoney had approached Mitch about buying into Black Rock.  It had taken a little persuasion, but in the end, his father agreed that it was the only way to save the ranch, and calmed enough by the time the men moiled through the paperwork.  With a little more capital, they’d be able to get the loan.  As hard as it was to give up a piece of the ranch, selling off an interest to Mitch would save their home and livelihood.  When everyone finally emerged from the dining room, there had been plenty of handshakes and smiles.  They’d found their miracle in the final hour.  
Stoney only wished he could find a miracle to help him with Melanie.
Stoney strode into the kitchen, where he found his sister Delia crouched down, holding her young son Brandon by his chubby fingers.  Brandon stood on shaky legs and proceeded to pull away from his mother's guiding hands.  Stoney watched his nephew struggle with two steps, then rushed to place a hand under the baby’s little rump.  
“Should he be doing this already?” he asked Delia, worriedly.  “I mean, he’s not even a year old yet.”
Delia chuckled, pushing back a crop of thick dark hair that matched Stoney’s.  “At this age, he’s going to do what he wants, and there’s no stopping him.  Just let him go, and see how he does.”
Tentatively, Stoney let the baby go, but he held his wide hand behind the toddler's rump just in case he fell backward.  Within seconds his nerves had him picking up Brandon and cradling him in his arms.  “Geez, Delia.  He's just a baby.  He's gonna fall and hurt himself.”
Delia eyed him with a mock scowl.  “Look, I’m not thrilled at the idea of this little bucket of trouble getting into everything and causing me more work, either.  But it's not like I have a choice in the matter.”  She took Brandon from Stoney and put him down until his bare feet touched the linoleum floor.  As expected, Brandon wasted no time going back to his original task of walking.  But as soon as he let go of Delia’s fingers, he wobbled and fell on his diapered behind.  Tears immediately sprang in his eyes.
“See?  He’s not ready to walk yet,” Stoney said, picking up the sobbing baby and handing him over to Delia.
“Try telling him that,” she said, jostling the baby up and down until his crying subsided.  “I can't coddle him or he’ll never know what he can do on his own.  If I have to hold my breath with my heart in my throat, then so be it.” 
Stoney rumpled Brandon’s wisps of hair.  It was amazing.  Even with the crocodile tears staining his chubby cheeks, he was already itching to get out of his mother’s arms and back to the floor.  
“And what if he hurts himself?”
Delia touched Stoney’s arm and said softly, “Then I pick him up and love him and let him go at it again.”
Stoney slumped against the doorjamb, crossing his arms over his chest.  “I don’t know if I could do that.”
“Sure you can.  You’d have to, Stoney.  You of all people should know you can’t keep a wild spirit tame.”
He threw his sister a wry grin.  “I’m talking about my nephew.”
“So am I.  You’ve been riding anything that dared to buck you off since you were able to run across the barnyard, driving Mom and Pop insane in the process.  This little one is going to do what he wants regardless if anyone thinks different.  You can’t hold him back or his little spirit will wither up and die.”
Stoney stared after Brandon as he held on to the wall and inched his way over the marble threshold from the kitchen to the dining room.  There was no stopping the baby from getting what he wanted.  It reminded him of Melanie in a way.  Pushing herself, kicking up a fit when all he wanted to do was keep her from getting herself into trouble.
Regret suddenly filled him.  Was that what he’d done?  Had he tried to kill Melanie's spirit by keeping her from her dreams?  That’s what she’d been fighting her whole life since she’d been diagnosed with diabetes.  He had his fears, but he had no right letting them kill her ambition.  
He closed his eyes and rested his head against the wall.  He was such a hypocrite.  It took the wisdom and determination of a baby to open his eyes to the fool he’d been. 
And he missed Melanie more than he ever dreamed he would.  How was he going to fix the mess he made this time?  
* * * 
EDMOND T. SUMMERS III sat in his leather easy chair and took a long drag from his expensive cigar.  “I spoke with Leonard Lawrence this afternoon.  The team is leaving for Kenya on Friday.”
Melanie sat on the soft leather chair opposite her father with one long leg crossed over the other.  “Thank you for continuing your support.  It means a lot to me that all their work won’t be a waste.”
“Only you wish you were going with them,” her father said, taking another puff of the cigar he held tightly between his thumb and index finger.  
She sighed.  If she’d never gone to Wyoming, if she’d never known what love could be in the arms of a man like Stoney Buxton, then yes, she’d be wishing she was boarding that plane to Africa with the rest of her colleagues.  There was a time she’d wanted it so much she could taste it.
She’d always been so focused.  Kenya had been her goal. She’d had big dreams and hopes for the future that didn’t include cowboys, and ranches, or the Wyoming wilderness.  But in Stoney’s arms, all those dreams seemed small, just like she’d felt swimming in the hot spring under the stars that night.  Africa was just another continent.  Her big dreams had somehow faded.  The only thing she longed for now was to feel Stoney’s arms wrapped around her, feel him nuzzle her neck.
She couldn’t erase all that had happened to her.  She couldn’t forget the dark-eyed gaze that turned her mind to mush, and Stoney’s slow, sexy grin when he teased her.  No matter how things had ended for them, she didn’t regret loving Stoney.  It had changed her in a way she never imagined it could.
Stoney had believed in her and allowed her to flourish.  He didn’t coddle her when it came to pulling her weight.  He trusted her to make her way across the river after the rainstorm, even though her own fear forged forward, and she doubted herself.  He believed in her like no one else had ever believed in her before.
That is, until he found out about her diabetes.  Then he became like everyone else in her life.  She could learn to pitch a tent, and cross the river, or anything else she set her mind to.  The one thing she couldn’t do was make her diabetes go away.  She’d live with that for the rest of her life.  And living with it, Stoney would always fear for her safety, just like her parents had her whole life.
“Actually, Dad, I’m thinking of going to the Florida Keys,” she finally said.
Her father’s face perked up, and he pulled the cigar from his lips.  “I think that’s a fine idea.  A little vacation down at the Keys may be good for you after the ordeal you’ve been through.  If you don’t mind, I think your mother and I may just join you.”
She drew in a slow breath.  She’d fought too many battles over the years and regretted the one that was about to come.  “I’d love for you to visit me in Florida.”
Edmond’s bushy white eyebrows narrowed.  “What do you mean visit?  You sound as if you’re planning to live there.”
“I hope to.  I’ve applied for a position as a naturalist in the Everglades.”
Edmond T. Summers sat up straight and dropped his cigar in the brass ashtray on the mahogany end table next to his chair.  “We’ve been all through this.  Haven’t you learned your lesson after this Wyoming wilderness fiasco?”
“Yes, I have.”  She stood up, as she always did when she was trying to stand her ground. 
“You almost got yourself killed.”
“You’re right.”
“Your medical condition is so delicate–”
“Look, Dad, I made a lot of mistakes in Wyoming.  The biggest mistake was not telling Stoney about my diabetes right from the start.  I won’t be making that mistake again.  But I’ve learned a lot and I know what I’m capable of now.  I can do this job.”  
She drew in a deep breath for strength, knowing this was the last battle she intended to have on this subject.  And it was one she was going to win at all costs.  She was surprised at how good it felt.  
“I have diabetes.  I’ll always have diabetes.  But that’s not all I am.  I discovered how incredibly strong I am.  I thought I needed to prove that to you by going to Wyoming, but what I realize is that I needed to prove it to myself, too.  And do you know what?  I have.  I’m not going to be foolish enough to hide my medical condition anymore, but I’m not going to hide behind it, either.  I have a lot to give, and a lot to experience, and I’m going to do it.  Stoney helped me–”
“You almost died in the hands of that man,” Edmond said tightly.
“I almost died because of my stupidity.  Stoney saved my life.  If I’d told him the truth from the beginning, I never would have been caught without my insulin.  I would have made it through the whole month.  And then I’d be on that plane to Kenya this Friday with all the others.”
Or maybe not, Melanie couldn’t help but wonder.  If she’d stayed in Wyoming for the full month, would things have been different with her and Stoney?  If she had never gotten so sick, would he have had the faith to tell her about Ivan Collins' offer?  Would he have told her he loved her?
No, she couldn’t think about that anymore.  She’d already spent too long crying about how she missed the sound of Stoney’s voice, knowing it wouldn’t be a part of her life again.  Although they’d loved each other passionately, he’d never once told her that he loved her, that he needed her as much as she needed him.  
Her father was standing now.  His expression was fiercer than she'd ever witnessed before.  “When the people at the Park Services hear about your medical condition–” 
“They already know, Daddy.  I told them everything, including what happened in Wyoming.  I’m not going to go through that again.  And you know what?  They still want me to come down and talk to them about the position.  And I’m going.  There isn’t anything you can do to stop me.”
His face was fiery red and unforgiving as he turned away from her.  She hated that it had come to this.  She only wished that instead of heartache, he could finally be happy for her, for what she strived to achieve.
“I can’t live the life you want for me, Daddy.”
“You're not going.  I forbid it,” he thundered, swinging around to face her.  He picked up his cigar again, and gripping it tight between his long fingers, he sliced the air.  “I’ll cut you off.  You’ll not get one penny of my money to help you kill yourself.”
She’d expected as much, but she was prepared for this. Not that her own bank account was filled with the kind of money to keep her living the lifestyle she’d grown up with, but there was enough to get her started somewhere.  If not the Everglades, then somewhere else.  She was armed with something much more than money could ever buy.  She had confidence in herself.  And no matter how much it hurt to think of him, she had Stoney to thank for that.
“It’s okay, Daddy.  I love you and Mom, and I thank you for everything you’ve given me.  But it’s time I stood on my own two feet.”
He was silent as she turned away from him.  She walked to the door, wishing with all her heart that he could accept her for who she was.  But that wasn’t going to happen.  It was going to take time to ease the grip on twenty three years of fear and control.  But she’d be there when he came around.  With love and wide open arms.
* * * 
“DADDY’S NOT COMING to dinner with us?” Melanie said to her mother, already knowing the answer she was going to receive.
As usually Lorna Summers sidestepped the turbulence that caused the unrest in the Summers’ household.  She was a natural born diplomat, which had always been an asset to the family business.  No one threw a cocktail party like Lorna or cooled a heated money debate with stuffed shirted businessmen as well.
“Something came up at the office,” Lorna offered in explanation.
Melanie drew in a long breath and gave her mother a weak smile.  “You don’t have to cover for him, Mom.  I know he’s still angry with me.  But I thought he’d at least join us for dinner tonight before I have to leave tomorrow.”
“Sweetheart, you can’t ask him to be what he can’t be.”
Melanie laughed at the irony.  It was so easy for her mother to accept who her father was, but she couldn’t seem to accept it in Melanie.  She knew her mother didn’t understand what was driving her to leave, or what the cause of her sadness had been since she’d returned from Wyoming.  Other than inquiring about her health and fussing after her, Lorna had steered all talk away from Stoney.  
In the beginning, Melanie was grateful.  Every time she’d allow herself to think about Stoney, she’d break down.  Lorna wasn’t a stupid woman.  The bonds of their mother-daughter relationship had always included an unspoken language.  She knew how to read her daughter and had simply chosen not to acknowledge that Melanie was suffering from a broken heart. 
“As always you look beautiful with your hair swept up like that,” Lorna said.  “I think that black sequined handbag is a perfect match for your dress.”
“The satin one goes just as well,” Melanie said, not really caring if she wore a saddlebag hoisted over her shoulder with the black dress.  It was a new style, a dress she’d bought in a funk one afternoon after she’d come home from Wyoming.  In a futile attempt to get her mind off Stoney, she turned around and bought the dress with him in mind anyway.  
She inspected herself in the mirror.  The dress was shorter than she remembered it being in the boutique, giving ample view of her slender thighs.  Black stockings concealed the markings on her upper thigh where she gave herself her insulin shots.  After wearing hiking boots for so long, her feet looked dainty and out of place in the kind of black heels she’d been used to wearing before she went to Wyoming.
Before she went to Wyoming.  Is that what it had come down to?  Would everything in her life be gauged by what her life had been like before and after she went to Wyoming?  Before she’d fallen in love with Stoney Buxton?
“All the men at the country club are sure to only have eyes for you,” Lorna said, chuckling.  “Maybe even some of the married ones as well.  You know Byron Estabrooks.  He thinks he’s hiding his eyes beneath those five hundred dollar sunglasses he always wears, but he’s not fooling anyone.  His head snaps so fast every time a beautiful woman walks by, I’m surprised he hasn’t sued the club for whiplash yet.”
“I'm not really in the mood for the country club tonight.  Why don’t we go someplace else more private?”  The last thing Melanie wanted to do was put on a fake face and be gracious when it wasn’t in her heart.
“Miles Forester will be there tonight.”
Melanie rolled her eyes, knowing what her mother was after.  It was a conversation they'd had a million times.  “Mom, I’m leaving tomorrow and I’m not coming back.  I don't want you fixing me up–”
Lorna’s smile faded.  “Of course you’ll be back.  This is your home.”
Feeling guilty for being so abrupt, Melanie amended, “I mean, I won’t be back here to live.  Of course I’ll be back to visit.”
Lorna averted her gaze and was about to say something when they both heard raised voices.  It sounded like their butler, Robert, talking to someone down in the foyer.  “That doesn't sound like Robert.  I wonder what that is all about?” Lorna finally said. 
“It's probably nothing.  I'm almost ready getting dressed,” Melanie said.  She reached for her purse, but something about that voice caught her attention and made her pause.  She left her purse on the bed and advanced toward her bedroom door.
“What is it, Melanie?” she heard her mother say behind her as she rounded the corner leading to the grand stairway.
The voices grew louder, flowing up to the second floor from the foyer below.  One angry voice was rough edged, unmistakable, and musical to her ears all at the same time.  Stoney was here.  He was here!  How on earth and why she didn’t much care at the moment.
Her movements hastened as she took each step down the stairs with jelly legs.  She forced herself to stay calm, not wanting to misunderstand the reason Stoney had come all the way to Long Island.  Stopping midway on the stairs, she caught site of Stoney with Robert.
“I just want to talk to her for a minute,” Stoney said, the deep timbre of his voice booming off the cold marble floor and fixtures of the grand foyer.
“I’m afraid that isn’t possible,” Robert said.
“It’s okay,” Melanie said, looking into Stoney’s dark eyes as he lifted his gaze to her.  
Her heart was in her throat, and her mouth went cotton dry when their eyes met.  Her memory hadn't done justice to him.  He slowly took off the white straw cowboy hat that seemed to glow against his tanned skin and dark hair.  Unlike the first time she'd seen him, he was cleanly shaven and dressed in what she’d consider to be his Sunday clothes.  And he was absolutely the most wonderful sight a girl could ever hope for.  And he was here.
She carefully took each step down the wide staircase, never taking her eyes from his.  
“Can I get you anything?” Robert asked when she'd reached the first floor.
Melanie shook her head.  When Robert was gone, she turned to Stoney.  “I didn't think I'd see you again.” 
Stoney hesitated for a second, then reached into his pocket and pulled something out.  “I came to return your check.”
Her heart fell through the floor.  What was this all about?  “You earned it.”
“We only stayed out in the mountains for nine days.”
“That was my fault, not yours.”
“I’m not going to argue with you about this.”
“Good, because I’m not taking the money back.  A deal is a deal.”  She gazed at him for a long while, weighing the silence that echoed in the foyer, closing in on them.  Impatience reigning, she said, “Long Island is a long way to come just to return a check.  You could have just sent it in the mail.”
“Yeah, well, some business is better handled face to face.”
“Business?”  She fought to hide her disappointment.  “I’m not taking your money, Stoney Buxton.  You may be fool enough to bust your stubborn hide on the back of some bull, but at least be smart enough not to throw away what was earned.  That money was meant for your family, too.  For Black Rock.  You can’t just throw that away.”
“You care that much about the ranch?”
“Of course.  It’s your life.  It's everything to you.”
“Not everything,” he said softly.  He glanced around the foyer and heaved a sigh.  “What about you?  You have some big dreams of your own.”
Yeah, but none of them meant much since she left Wyoming, she thought.  She looked at the check he held out to her.  With both her hands, she bent his fingers closed around it.  With great strength, she pulled her hands from his.  “Please just take the money.”
He balled his fist, crumpling the check before letting it drop to the floor.  Damn him for being so stubborn, Melanie thought as she bent down to give it back to him.  He grabbed her by the arm to stop her motion.  “Your idea about Mitch buying a share of the ranch was a good one.  With some hard work, I think Black Rock will be okay.” 
She smiled softly, remembering the day she first arrived at the ranch and found Stoney all dirty and sweaty mending fences by the corral.  She’d had so many dreams that day.  How could she have known their lives would have taken such a turn?  “I’m glad everything worked out for you.”
He swallowed, tapping the brim of his straw hat with his fingers, looking around the foyer uncomfortably.  She noticed the tight set in his jaw.  “And what about you?  Are you going to work with Park Services?”
“Possibly.  But not in Wyoming.” 
Stoney's shoulders sagged slightly, giving Melanie hope for the reason for his disappointment.  After everything he said, was he secretly hoping she’d come back to Wyoming?  Or was this just her wishful heart hoping that Stoney Buxton was really in love with her.  That he really wanted her in his life forever.  It had torn her apart to leave Wyoming and come back to Long Island, back to the life she so detested.  
She crossed her arms across her chest.  “I haven’t decided exactly where I’m going yet, but I have a lead on a job in the Everglades.”
A bittersweet smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.  Slow.  Sexy.  And oh, so Stoney.  “You’re not afraid of hanging out with alligators?”
She couldn't help but laugh.  “Stoney Buxton, you are the wildest beast I could ever encounter and I’m not afraid of you.” 
He looked at her for a long moment, as if he was about to say something, trying to decide.  Her heart pounded in her chest until she thought it would burst.  
“Was there anything else?” she asked, hoping he'd say the words she wanted to hear.
He propped his cowboy hat on his head and dipped the rim low, almost covering his eyes.  “That's it.  I need to be getting back to the ranch.”  He turned and walked toward the door, and she thought she was going to die.
He gripped the polished brass doorknob, opening the door a crack, then shutting it again.  “I’m a stubborn man, Melanie,” he said, still staring at the door.
“What?”
He swung around, the determined look on his face told her he’d made his decision to speak his mind.  “It was wrong of me to keep you from doing what you wanted.  I had no right to make that decision for you.”  He swallowed hard.  “So if you still want to work with the Park Services, with Ivan Collins, or in the Everglades, then you should do it.”
“Why, Stoney?”
He looked surprised at her question, as if that was the last thing he’d expected her to say.  “Because that’s what you want.  I want you to be happy.”
The only thing that was going to make her happy was for Stoney to wrap his arms around her and tell her words he was too damned stubborn to say.  She wanted him to say he loved her more than rodeo, more than ranching, more than life itself.  But was she fooling herself? 
Stoney tipped his hat, his eyes saying more than his words could ever say.  In them, she saw all the words she wanted to hear.  “If you ask me, you're too beautiful to be playing with 'gators, Sunshine.”
She bristled.  Beautiful.  After all this, she was just another beautiful woman?  She didn’t want to be beautiful, not like the woman she was raised to be, not like the women who hung out at the cowboy bars, hoping to get a date with an up-and-coming bull rider.  She wanted love.  More than anything, she wanted Stoney’s love.
“Good luck, Stoney,” she said, forcing the words past her disappointment.
He hesitated a moment before he reached up and feathered her cheek with his fingers.  Then he closed the door behind him, and he was gone.  And she felt her world close in around her for the second time.
* * * 
STONEY STOOD ON the granite steps outside of Melanie's parents' lavish home, staring at the door behind him.  Was he really so prideful that he couldn’t tell Melanie how he felt?  Why was it so hard for him to say the words?
Because you have nothing to give her, he told himself.  Did he really think she could be happy living with him in Wyoming with nothing but a broken down ranch and hard living for the rest of her life?  Everything about this house was flashy and rich.  She’d grown up with the very best that life had to offer, with a silver slate just waiting to be drawn on.  And all he would be doing was bringing her back to a home she couldn’t even call her own.  
He had nothing to offer her back in Wyoming.  Sure, they’d saved the ranch, but it was going to be a long while before they could breathe easy.  If she decided to come back to Wyoming, it would have to be because she’d decided on her own.  He couldn’t ask her to give up everything for nothing. 
He'd parked his truck in the circular driveway in front of the main entrance, but the walk to it seemed endless. With each step, he was acutely aware of how much farther it was taking him from Melanie.
He stopped short as the door to the house opened.  He swung around, expecting to see Edmond T. Summers III coming at him with a shotgun, which is what he’d probably be doing if some cowboy showed up on his doorstep with wild ideas to take his precious daughter away.  But to his great relief, it wasn’t Edmond T. Summers III at all.
“Stoney!” Melanie called out, running as fast as she could in high heels that were definitely meant more for showing off her fine legs than for running.
He stopped short, his heart beating like a wild grizzly in his chest.  He stood like stone until she was just close enough to touch.  The smile he thought he’d never see again was beaming up at him.  She was so close.  He wanted to touch her.  He wanted her in his arms, but he held himself back. 
Melanie drew in a few deep breaths from running.  “Just tell me something.”
“Anything.”
“When you just said that I was beautiful, you weren’t just saying I was pretty, were you?”
“You are beautiful,” he said softly.  “It doesn’t matter if you’re all dolled up like this or if you’re full of dust and sweat working in the paddock.  You’re just beautiful to me.”
“And you’re a stubborn old mule.  Stoney Buxton, I love you,” she said, tears filling her eyes.
“I know.”
“And you love me, too.”
He couldn’t deny it.  He did love her, more than anything that had ever touched his life.  His breath caught in his throat.  “You got that one right.”
“So please tell me why in the hell you’re leaving here without me by your side?”
He stared at her for a long moment, choking on words that needed to be said.  He glanced up at the house, and then back at her.  “I can’t give you this, Melanie.”
“I never asked you for this.”
“I have nothing to give you.”
“You have yourself.  You have your love.  That’s all I want.  That's everything I want.”
“You’re not hearing me.  I have nothing.  Nothing but hard work and–”
“Well, that makes us even because as of yesterday afternoon, I’m cut off.”
His brow crinkled.
“That's right.  I'll have my trust fund when I'm twenty-six, but until then, I'm broke.”  She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him soundly.  She smelled of fresh rainwater and felt just as silky smooth.  “And there is no way you're getting rid of me.”
He kissed her then, his heart filling with love beyond capacity.  He swore he was never going to let her go.  But he did let her go, and when he did, he saw how much love she really did have for him.
She smiled up at him.  “Are you still too pigheaded to admit this is the real reason you came all the way to Long Island?”
He scooped her up in his arms again, crushing her against his chest and kissing her soundly on the lips.  He’d missed her plenty these past few weeks.  But until he had her in the circle of his arms, he never realized how much.  “I’m a pigheaded man.”
She chuckled, tears filling her eyes.  “I knew that already.”
He drew in a deep breath and feathered her cheek with his hand.  “And I love you, Melanie.  I couldn’t stand another minute without you.  But I figured, if I’m going to be a wreck with worry every time you walk out the door, I might as well have you close by to reel in every now and then.”
He glanced back at her parents’ house and then at her.  Slipping his arm out from under her, he backed up a step.  “Are you sure you can be happy giving all this up for me?”
“What do you think, cowboy?” 
Stoney held her tight.  “I guess there is only one thing left to do.”
“What's that?”
He smiled.  He didn't think he'd ever be as happy as he was that moment.  “How do you feel about a summer wedding?”

THE END
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Chapter One

Morning Star, Texas

A MAN SHE'D never met had bequeathed her a house in Texas. 
And then exposed her father's whole life for a lie.
On the heels of finding her business partner and lover in bed with the woman he'd deemed more proper to marry, Maddie Rose Collins would have thought nothing could surprise her now.
She would have been wrong.
Here she was in Texas after driving cross-country for three days. Halfway up the dusty road that led to the big white house on the tree-dotted hill, Maddie stopped, her heart drumming. 
A shiver ran through her. In the deepest part of her dreams, she knew this place—never mind that she had never laid eyes on it before, had never even known it existed.
A picture of this house should be in the dictionary right beside the word home.
Ah, you're a hopeless romantic, Maddie. Only one of Robert's scathing indictments. But she'd never been able to please Robert van Appel, and she was through trying to become someone she wasn't. 
Yet here she was, staring hungrily at a house that might have stepped right out of her childhood longings. It was the haven her father's wanderlust had denied them, the kind of home she'd given up hoping for many years ago. She rolled down the car window and drew in a deep breath of country air.
Two stories, white, deep wraparound porch. Trees cast welcome shade, a lacy green overskirt billowing to either side of the structure. Spotting a porch swing curved Maddie's lips in delight. She could already picture herself there in the heat of the day with a cool glass of iced tea. Drops of moisture would roll down the sides of the glass, falling to her bare legs, cool and welcome.
I wronged your father, Maddie Rose, but it's too late to make it right with him, so I'm giving you the house that should have been his.
Thank you, Sam Gallagher. I need this.
Her whole life was upside down. She had money from dissolving the partnership. She had restaurants lined up to hire her as chef. The whole world was open to Maddie...
And she had no idea what to do next. 
So Sam's bequest was a godsend. She needed time and space to think, and here she would have both. Assured by her lawyer that it was all legit, Maddie had packed her car and left New York, here to explore a heritage she'd never known she had.
She would put Maddie back together here and figure out where to go next.
Just then, a piteous cry sounded, and she sought the source. 
A calf in the pen to the left worried at something near its feet, but Maddie couldn't see anything for the weeds growing just outside the fence. She looked toward the house, wondering why someone didn't come to help.
The calf bawled again, and the heart Robert had damned as too soft wouldn't let her linger. She opened the door and emerged, her sandals turning whiter with dust with every step.
"What's the matter, sweetheart?" she crooned.
The calf's head reared up; it took a jerky step backward but couldn't move far, bawling louder.
A cow nearby stirred restlessly. Maddie gave her a glance, then looked back at the ugly stretch of barbed wire tangled around the calf's foot.
Maddie eyed the weeds with suspicion. Snakes. Texas had snakes. She'd never been here, but everyone knew that. Maybe she'd just go to the house for help.
The calf cried out again, and Maddie saw blood well in the new gash.  The baby couldn't wait.  "Hold on, sweetie. Just let me find something to—" She spotted a big rock and chucked it at the weeds, listening for a rustling sound.
The calf jumped back, bawling louder. The cow bellowed.
Smooth, Maddie. She eyed the ground between her and them. "Hello? Anyone here?" She looked around, wishing someone would notice and come to help, but there wasn't a soul in sight and the calf was flailing around, ripping the gash deeper.
The section of weeds was sparse and only about two feet in depth. Surely she'd be okay.
Maddie took a deep breath and waded into her first taste of Texas.
* * * 
SITTING IN THE kitchen of the place that had once been home, Boone Gallagher expected to hear his father's booming voice, unable to imagine anything bringing Sam Gallagher down. Sam had fought land and weather and lack of money to wrangle a living from this harsh country. Boone still couldn't believe that his father was gone.
Or that it was forever too late to heal the breach.
A cup of coffee he didn't need steamed on the scarred maple tabletop. He'd done his homework here all those years ago, listening to his mother hum church hymns while she worked, back in those golden days when this house had still been a home. So many years gone. So much loss. Exhausted by more than a day of travel from Asia to Texas, memories knotted in his chest, Boone sagged in the creaking chair.
He shouldn't drink this coffee. He should fall into bed and sleep around the clock, but he had to talk to Vondell first, had to find out if Sam had ever softened, ever regretted what he'd done.
"You look like something the cat dragged in," Vondell drawled, in a voice sandpapered by years of cigarettes. Barely five feet and topped by frizzy red curls, Sam's housekeeper had always ruled this place with equal parts of tyranny and affection. They all knew better than to tangle with her, but even she hadn't been able to make Sam see what he was doing to all of them after Boone's mother died.
"Thanks a lot."
"Go to bed, Boone. It'll all be here when you wake up."
He scrubbed both hands over his face. "Did he know it was coming, Vondell? And he still wouldn't send for me?"
For a moment, her hand hovered as if to touch his hair. "Boone, I wish..."
Vondell seemed troubled, glancing away toward the window over the ancient porcelain sink. Suddenly she came to attention, her gaze caught by something outside. "Would you look at that?"
Whatever Vondell saw, Boone couldn't imagine anything on Sam's ranch that could be worth having to rise to look at right now.
Then it struck him with the force of a hammer blow that it wasn't Sam's ranch anymore. It was his ranch, his and Mitch's—that is, if he could ever find his brother and coax him back. Boone had found Mitch's whereabouts several years ago before leaving on the mission that had ended his military career. Mitch's trail had gone cold before Boone had gotten back on his feet. Then he'd met Helen and started down the road to disaster.
Too many years, too much misery. Boone had been fourteen, Mitch sixteen when their lives blew apart. Sam had roared out blame and hatred, lashed out in unreasoning, raging grief. It had been the beginning of the end the day he drove Mitch away. 
"Boone, she's gonna get herself hurt."
"One of the cows or a mare?"
"Neither. A woman."
A woman? Last he knew, Vondell was the only woman on this place. He rose and crossed to the window, the flash of reds and purples snagging his eye.
It was a woman, all right, one like he'd never seen around here. Her slip of a dress sparkled bright with gypsy flair. She was out in knee-high weeds in sandals, for Pete's sake, risking chiggers and ticks, never mind that a mama cow stamped restlessly only feet away from the woman reaching through the fence toward the cow's calf.
And right now that woman was headed straight for trouble.
"What the—" Boone turned to Vondell. "Who is she?"
"I don't know." Vondell shrugged and frowned. "I didn't hear anyone drive up."
Boone crossed the kitchen.
"Wait, maybe— Boone, there's something I should—"
"No time now. I'll be back in a minute." He was already heading out the screen door toward the small pasture by the barns.
Long strides brought him close enough to see a very shapely backside as the woman started climbing the pipe fence headed toward the calf, oblivious to her danger.
"Get away from that calf," he shouted.
But she didn't seem to hear him over the bawling.
Boone broke into a run as she neared the top. "Don't go near that calf!"
She jerked around at the sound of his voice, losing her balance and tumbling inside the pasture. Boone closed the distance and vaulted the fence. He landed beside her as she scrambled to her feet, scooping her up and using his body to shield her. Half-shoving, half-carrying, he got her over the fence and followed with only seconds to spare.
Roaring her outrage, the cow hit the fence. The metal clanged and shuddered.
The woman in his arms shivered, the color draining from her face. Slender fingers clutched his biceps.
Her head just reached his chin. Over the adrenaline roaring through his system, Boone registered soft, tempting curves that felt much too good. "Are you all right?"
Eyes wide, the woman looked over at the cow now sniffing at her calf. Then she glanced sideways at Boone and did the damnedest thing.
She smiled.
Here Boone was, still trying to get his heart to slow down, and the crazy woman...smiled. Her eyes sparkled, her generous lips curved as though she had no clue how close she'd come. "My first day in Texas and already an adventure."
He lost it.
"Damn it, lady—don't you have a lick of sense? You don't ever get between a cow and her calf unless you're itching to get hurt." His hands tight around her slender shoulders, Boone quelled the urge to shake her.
"I was only trying to help the baby." Her chin went up in the air, and her eyes sparked. "How was I supposed to know he belonged to one of them?"
Her voice was pure sex, low and throaty. 
He bent to her, all but growling. "You don't climb into pens with animals you don't know. That cow weighs over a thousand pounds. She could crush you without even trying."
She didn't back up an inch. "I called for help, but no one answered. Only a total jerk would leave that poor thing to suffer." Her tone went frosty. "You'll have to excuse my inexperience. There aren't many cattle in Manhattan." 
"You're from New York." An accusation, not a question.
"Most recently. I've lived all over."
A city girl. Just like his wife, who had hated every second spent in this place. At least his wife hadn't thrown herself into dangerous situations, though. Not here, anyway.
In the end, he'd still lost her, and the memory turned his voice sharp. This woman shouldn't be here. He wanted to know why she was.
"Who are you? What are you doing on my ranch?"
Gray eyes went wary, studying him for a long moment that made Boone's spine tingle with unease. Fringed with thick dark lashes, a striking black ring around the irises, her eyes softened.
"Are you Boone or Mitch?"
He stared at her. "I'm Boone," he replied, frowning. "How do you know my name?"
She stuck out one slender hand to shake his, her eyes still soft. Too soft. Almost like an apology. "I'm Maddie Collins. Your father mentioned you in his letter."
He forgot the extended hand. "What letter?" Boone had only gotten a telegram, and that only after Sam was dead and buried.
"You didn't—?" Her eyes darted to the side, looking toward the house. "He didn't...?"
"Didn't what?" His stomach clenched. "Why are you here?"
The woman named Maddie swallowed, then straightened, shaking her dark brown hair back over her shoulders as if preparing herself. In the sunlight, it glowed hints of red like the sky's warning of storms to come.
Then her next words wiped out all thoughts of silky dark hair and husky voices.
"Your father left the house to me."
"He...what?" But even as he waited for her reply, he believed her, this stranger in too-bright gypsy colors who didn't belong here. He'd been crazy to hope that anything might have changed between him and his father, that Sam had regretted abandoning his sons.
"I'm sorry. I—I thought you would already know."
Her regrets didn't help. At that moment, he knew only one thing. He wasn't through losing things that mattered. He'd been a fool to think otherwise.
Even in death, the man who'd been barely a father still denied him the only place he'd ever thought of as home. 
* * * 
MADDIE WATCHED THE shock of her words reverberate through Boone's tall, rangy body.
He turned away, a muscle in his jaw flexing. The wind stirred his tawny hair. Rugged and muscular, he could have been formed from the harsh earth beneath him.
He belonged here, and she didn't. But she was here, and she would stay for the thirty days Sam had required of her. Maddie Rose Collins wasn't a quitter, and she needed this place for a while. She turned her own gaze to follow his. 
Crowning the low green hill dotted with pale limestone outcroppings, the house looked like everything a home should be. A place to cherish and shelter, nurture and enfold.
And it was hers, if she wanted it. 
At this man's expense.
"Do you know why he did it?" she asked. 
His laughter was a harsh bark. "I don't even know what he did yet." He shook his head. "Like a fool, I hoped he'd changed." Then he shot her a sideways glance. "Why did he leave the ranch to you?"
"He didn't leave me the ranch, just the house and one acre. He left the land to you and your brother."
Boone stared at her as if deciding whether to believe her. "I don't understand." 
She tried to figure out how to explain what she didn't really understand, either. She had been given a few facts, yes, but learning that the man who had fathered her had lied to her all of her life wasn't something you just accepted. He was not Edward Collins, as she had known him, but a man named Dalton Wheeler who had vanished from Morning Star thirty years before.
"He said it was a debt he owed my father."
"Who's your father?"
"He was known around here as Dalton Wheeler."
"Dalton Wheeler?" Blue eyes opened wide in shock. "He killed his stepfather."
People think he killed his stepfather, but he didn't. He confessed and then vanished to save his mother from the consequences of what she'd done.
"He couldn't have. My father was a gentle man. He wouldn't hurt anyone."
"How would you know?" Boone frowned. "He died before you could have been born, unless you’re a lot older than you look."
"I'm twenty-nine, and he didn't die until four years ago. Only I knew him as Edward Collins."
"Why should I believe you?"
"You don't have to. Your father's lawyer sent me proof. My father didn't kill anyone."
He turned back to study the house. "This was the old Wheeler place, all right, but Dad bought it fair and square after old Rose died."
"The letter said that Sam didn't know until years later that my father was alive."
Boone shook his head, his jaw working. "You can't want to be here. You're a city girl. And my dad had no use for the last one who came."
"You say city girl like it's some kind of curse word. What do you know about where I belong?"
He was right, though. She had driven halfway across the country and she still wasn't sure if she was crazy to have done it. She had no life in Texas, no reason to stay.
But it was only temporary. She was beginning her life all over, and she desperately needed time to think, to plan. Sam Gallagher had provided the place, and it had seemed as good as any to someone who'd spent her life on the move. In the meantime, even in her worst-case scenario she'd learn something about her father's past, have a month-long vacation and a nest egg with which to start again.
But she hadn't counted on spending her vacation with a tall stranger who had shadows in his eyes. She looked back at him, seeing utter exhaustion in his unguarded gaze.
But not unguarded for long, not once he knew she was looking. "You can't stay here."
"I don't have any choice."
"You do. You can turn around and walk away. I'll pay you whatever you think you're owed."
She couldn't believe his nerve. Before she could think how to respond, another voice spoke up.
"None of this is her fault, Boone," said a tiny, redheaded old woman Maddie hadn't seen approaching. "Now stop yelling and come inside, both of you. Sounds like Sam's put you both in a pretty pickle, and no amount of getting mad is going to get you out."
She faced Maddie. "I'm Vondell Cartwright. I've been the housekeeper here since Moses was a pup. Don't mind Boone. He needs to go soak his head—" She shot Boone a glare "—and then sleep for a week."
"Did you know, Vondell?" Boone's voice grated, his face harsh. "Why didn't you say something to me?"
"You just got here. You're exhausted. Besides, you know your daddy better than that. He never told anyone anything until he was ready. I knew he was spending a lot of time with his lawyer and that nice young private investigator Devlin Marlowe, but he didn't see fit to confide in me about his plans. Just asked me to hang around because you might need me."
She turned to Maddie. "I don't expect that you're used to this Texas heat. Come on inside and let me get you a glass of iced tea. We can talk there, instead of standing in the noonday heat like mad dogs and Englishmen. You comin', Boone?" She turned away as if certain they'd follow.
Maddie shot a glance at Boone to see what he would do.
He stared at the house, then out over the pasture beyond it. Maddie thought then that there was something unutterably weary about him, something almost...lost. She had no idea what to say to him, given the shocks they'd both received. Her temper drained away.
"I'm not planning to stay for good, but I can't leave yet. I have to stay for thirty days."
Boone studied her then. "Why?"
"Your father asked me to stay here thirty days to decide if I want the place. If I don't, then only you can buy me out. If I let you do it sooner, the lawyer said the Caswells would get the house."
"Dalton's stepfather was a Caswell."
"And from what I've learned, Buster Caswell used his fists on my grandmother until she feared for her life. I don't think you want them to get this place. I certainly don't."
"No one else is going to have this place, especially the Caswells. But you don't know what you're getting into. You'll be stir-crazy in a week."
"I'm a big girl. You let me worry about myself."
Boone's jaw pulsed. After a long silence, he nodded his head. "Fine, then. We'll just have to make do until it's over. I can stay out in the barn."
Maddie bristled. She'd been measured and found wanting, yet again—this time by a man who didn't even know her. "You don't have to stay in the barn. Surely that house is big enough for both of us for thirty days." Then her temper started to simmer again. "You don't know anything about me, but you've already decided my future."
His blue eyes didn't soften. "Can you honestly tell me you want to spend your life in a place like this?" A sweep of his arm took in the horizon and stark, sun-baked earth.
For as far as Maddie could see, there was not one other house, certainly no theaters or fine dining or museums. And absolutely nowhere for her to use her skills as a chef. Of course she didn't want to stay. She would be gone as soon as the thirty days were over.
But his pigheaded certainty galled her, and she would rise to the challenge. Like the optimist she'd always been, Maddie refused to make this less than an adventure, despite the glowering man beside her. She'd do better than endure this stay, and when she left to go back to her chosen environment, she'd have stories to tell for years.
Maddie the Cowgirl. The phrase had a certain ring, and it made her smile. "No, I don't want to spend my life in a place like this. But don't write me off, Boone Gallagher. You may think you know city girls, but you've never met Maddie Rose Collins." She turned to follow Vondell, calling back over her shoulder in imitation. "You comin', Boone?"
When she glanced back, he was still standing there staring at her, hands on lean hips, shoulders broader than the Brooklyn Bridge. So rugged and handsome her mouth went dry.
"You're wrong, Maddie Rose. I know everything I need to know about you. You're a city girl, used to fine things and lots of entertainment. Bright lights and noise and bustle. You'll hate this place, just like—" He broke off.
"Just like who?"
"Never mind. Go on inside. I'll take care of the calf." He turned his back and headed away.
It was shaping up to be a long thirty days. Stuck with Mr. Personality in the middle of nowhere when all she had wanted was peace and quiet.
Ah, well. A good chef improvised with whatever ingredients she had at hand.
And Maddie Rose was a very good chef.
* * * 
HAVING THIS LAND under his feet again felt good. He'd known when he shipped off on the tanker that his absence was only temporary, but after his wife Helen died, the sea was as far as he could get from this place where so much had gone wrong. He'd have traveled to the moon if he could have found transportation.
This land was part of him—when he was growing up he'd never expected to live anywhere else. Then his mother had died, and their world had collapsed. After graduation he'd joined the Navy and found a new home there as a SEAL. The teams had become the family he'd lost—until the mission that had nearly killed him. After losing his career, he'd come back here with a wife who had expected something more than a cowboy...only to lose her, too.
He was fundamentally changed from the boy who had roamed these acres, yet he'd expected to find everything he'd left the same.
Sucker.
He was too damn tired to think anymore. Instead he'd concentrate on the task at hand: the calf.
The calluses on his hands served him well, since he hadn't come home carrying gloves in his back pocket as had once been second nature. He found a rope in the closest barn and ointment in the big barn. He tied up the cow so she couldn't interfere while he freed the calf, and he kept the little guy in place between his knees so he would have both hands available.
Once he'd been renowned for his prowess with animals, horses especially. He'd had a calming way with them even as a kid.
But cows weren't nearly as smart as horses, and this panicked calf strained Boone's resolve. Over and over he spoke in soothing tones and stroked the calf until he stilled enough. At last Boone got him free, then set to work doctoring his cuts. The cow protested, and the calf bawled, but Boone persisted until he was done.
"There, little guy," he said, letting the calf up.
The calf scrambled away about ten feet, eyeing Boone with suspicion before seeking the shelter of his mother's side. Boone approached her carefully and slipped the rope from around her neck, then slapped her on the rump and shooed them both away.
Barbed wire left lying on the ground inside a pasture. His father would have fired a man on the spot. Just how bad were things? And where were all the hands?
Boone rubbed his eyes, wishing he had his old straw hat. He'd walked away from everything when he left, and Sam had probably burned it all. But he was too tired to look for any of it now. He needed to hit the sack and sleep around the clock, then get up to see what he'd inherited.
Why did it all go so wrong, Dad? Did you hate us so much you couldn't even leave us the only place that ever felt like home?
Instead Sam had left it to a woman who couldn't possibly appreciate it. A woman who didn't belong. Maddie had said it was payment for a wrong Sam had done her father. What on earth had Sam done?
Too many questions. Too little sleep. The house wavered in his vision.
Get inside, Boone. You can move to the barn tomorrow. Right now you're no good to anyone without some rest.
But first he had to see if he could find Sam's foreman Jim Caskey or any of the hands. He needed to understand where things stood. Placing one foot in front of the other, Boone didn't look back toward the house that had once been all he'd wanted of heaven...until the day it had turned into hell.



Chapter Two

WHEN MADDIE STEPPED inside the back door and saw the kitchen, it only confirmed her first impression. This house would never make the pages of Architectural Digest, but she could swear she felt the pulse of generations in this room.
To think that her grandmother had cooked here...even saying the word grandmother gave Maddie a charge. To a woman who had never known any family but her mother and father, lost in a plane crash four years ago, the concept was almost unimaginable.
Maddie ran a hand across the counter and wondered if her grandmother's hand had touched this very spot. For a moment she went still as though by listening carefully, she might hear the whispers of her father's hidden past.
Suddenly, Maddie realized that Vondell was watching her closely. She jerked her hand away as if burned. "I'm sorry."
"No need to be, child. You look like you've seen a ghost."
Maddie smiled. "Did you know my grandmother Wheeler?"
"Old Rose?" Vondell nodded. "Not well, but everyone knew the story. After Dalton..." She fell silent. "Well, never mind about that."
Maddie's heart stuttered. These people believed her father a murderer. "I know what you're thinking, but he didn't kill anyone. Sam's lawyer was satisfied about that." 
"Well, it's not my place to be talking about Dalton Wheeler." Vondell turned away toward the refrigerator, dropping ice cubes into a glass. "I'll get you that tea that I promised you."
"You don't believe me."
"Hon, I—it's just that for years, everyone knew—well, it'll take some getting used to, is all. But it's old news. It really doesn't matter."
"It does matter. It matters to me. The man I knew never even got a traffic ticket. Did you know him?"
The tiny redhead shook her head. "That was before I moved here. It was a long time ago, Maddie. Water under the bridge."
Vondell was being kind, but once again Maddie felt very much alone, very much the outsider. Very sorry she had agreed to come. She remembered the brief, unguarded glance she'd had into Boone's blue eyes. That man had been hurt badly by his father. Now she was helping to hurt him more. Why did you do this to me, Sam Gallagher? How could a man who would seek to make peace with a total stranger use that stranger to hurt his own son?
"Here, child, sit down and drink this tea." Vondell placed the glass in her hand. 
Maddie took a sip, vaguely registering the cool freshness of mint. She watched moisture bead on the outside and thought of her daydream of porch swings and iced tea. This sure wasn't the vacation she'd expected. Her head jerked up.
"Why didn't he just give the house to his sons, no matter what he owed my father?"
"Sam was powerfully troubled in his last weeks, and he seemed determined to make things right."
"But why didn't Boone know about this already?"
"Sam waited too long to let anyone contact him." Vondell's eyes darkened. "Sam has a lot to answer for, the way he treated those boys. I can't explain Sam Gallagher to you, Maddie. I doubt anyone could. He was a complicated man who was never the same after his wife Jenny died. He destroyed a whole family in his selfish grief, just flat abandoned Boone, who was only fourteen at the time, and tried to have Mitch arrested when any fool could see her death was an accident.
"I've never seen anyone lose his mind in grief like that. If it hadn't been for Boone, Sam would have lost this place, too. Young as he was, Boone kept this place running until Sam took the reins again. But Sam was never the same after that, and he lost two fine sons anyone would be proud to claim."
Vondell brushed away angry tears, her eyes sparking. "I kept trying to talk sense into that man, but a more stubborn sonofagun never walked the face of this planet. When Boone left, I think Sam realized some of what he'd lost, but he just hardened his heart and went on as if those boys had never existed. If I hadn't gotten in touch with Boone back when Sam had his heart attack a few years ago, I don't guess they would have ever spoken again. And the way things turned out, maybe Boone would have been better off."
"What do you mean?"
Vondell rose and reached out for her apron, tying it around her waist. "That's not really for me to tell. If Boone wants to, that's his business."
Maddie shook her head. "I doubt Boone will want to give me the time of day, and I don't think I blame him. The best thing I can do is to pass my thirty days and get out of his way."
Vondell turned to face her. "You don't think you'll want this place?"
Maddie had to smile at that. "No offense, but I can't imagine it. There's not much demand for a chef in a place like Morning Star."
The older woman's eyebrows rose. "You mean you're one of those fancy cooks like Paula Deen or that Italian girl who uses leeks and such?"
"I cook with all sorts of ingredients. I'm not a snob about food. I just want it fresh and wholesome."
"Well, that about sums up my cooking. Most of what I cook comes from my garden and the stock raised here."
"You have a garden?" Maddie's pulse sped up. Her dream was her own restaurant with a greenhouse where she could control the quality of her food more closely. She actually was a supporter of the slow food movement, using ingredients grown in the surrounding area. "What do you grow?"
"The usual stuff. Onions, tomatoes, cucumbers, beans and such."
"Do you grow your own herbs?"
Vondell smiled. "Hon, these men around here only care about meat and potatoes. Salt and pepper's plenty for them. I have to work hard to make them eat a salad."
Maddie's vision of fresh arugula, of pots of oregano and rosemary and chives, vanished as quickly as it had come. "I'd love to see your garden. I've wished for my own, but space is at a premium in the city, even if you could get good sun with all the buildings."
Vondell cocked her head, oddly hesitant. "You wouldn't happen to know how to make those little radish roses, would you?"
Maddie smiled. "I can make carrot garnishes to die for, too."
Vondell cackled. "I'd like to see Boone's face if I put a radish rose on his plate. You gotta teach me."
"I'm not so sure I need to antagonize Boone right now."
"Aw, hon, once Boone gets some sleep and has a chance to think about it, he'll be all right. Besides, this place could use a little shaking up." She grinned like a conspirator, practically rubbing her hands with glee.
Maddie couldn't help returning her smile. It was going to be a long thirty days, no matter what she did. No sense making it grim, as well. Robert had told her she wasn't serious enough, that her sense of play was more appropriate to a child.
Well, she was here for a vacation, here to remember who Maddie was. She'd stay out of Boone's way as much as possible, but she was through making herself into something she wasn't.
She'd sworn, after Robert, never to get involved with a man who couldn't accept her as she was. Not that getting involved with Boone Gallagher was even remotely possible or desirable, no matter how handsome he might be.
Maddie had a feeling that surviving Boone's disapproval was all the practice she would need.  
* * * 
BOONE WALKED INTO the horse barn, scrap of barbed wire in hand, looking for Sam's foreman. "Jim?" 
No answer, except the whinny from a stall down the way. Boone stuck the length of wire into a trash barrel and headed in the direction of the sound, wondering if it could really be Gulliver, Sam's horse.
It was.
"Hey, buddy," he soothed, holding out his hand for the big gelding to sniff. Gulliver's head lifted, then he passed his muzzle over Boone's hand, the soft whuffle of his breath warm on Boone's palm.
While he stroked the old roan, Boone's mind wandered to all the times he'd seen his father on the back of this horse. Sam had loved this horse with a fierceness that he gave no one else once Jenny died. If Boone could have claimed half that love for himself, they could have built on that. But when Mom died, his father had crawled inside his grief and slammed the door shut. There had been no room for anyone else.
Gallagher men love only once, Sam always said, and Boone had vowed to be different. If the price of such a love was to cast away everything else if you lost it, abandon everyone who needed you most, the price was too high.
Boone had succeeded too well at his vow. He had married a woman who had pursued him like a trophy, a Senator's daughter who saw a chest full of medals and a sparkling future. The wounded soldier, weary of roaming the globe, had had no home to which he could return. He had seized the opportunity to make a new start and counted himself lucky.
They had both been wrong.
He had come to care for Helen, but he hadn't loved her the way she'd needed. And then he'd yanked her out of her world and brought her to Texas after Sam's first heart attack. Helen's heart had dried to nothing in the harsh Texas wind.
And she'd died fleeing the life that was killing her, day by lonely day.
He'd tried to help. Tried to be enough, torn between two people who couldn't stand each other—an old man who'd written him off years ago and a wife who was pining for a life that was light years away. He'd given her money he couldn't spare so she could go home and visit, too proud to let her daddy foot the bill. It had been a futile effort to help her recharge her batteries so she could endure coming back to a place that she hated. Every visit back East only made things worse, though, because Boone knew by then that this was the only place he would ever be home.
The last time he'd seen her, she'd been carrying his baby and never even told him. His hope for a family died with his wife in a sailing accident.
With her old college flame at the helm.
Gulliver stirred and stamped, and Boone realized his hand was knotted in the gelding's mane. Easing his fingers apart, Boone stepped away. The past was the past. He would spend his future alone because he had never figured out how to manage love.
But he had the ranch, and that would be enough.
Gulliver nuzzled at his hand. "Anybody exercising you, boy?" Suddenly Boone realized that he needed the ride, too. Needed to feel the wind and the sun, a good horse beneath him. He headed for the tack room to get Gulliver's bridle.
He stopped in his tracks before the tree that held Sam's saddle. His hand hovered over the leather, and happier days rushed back. Memories of being lifted up in front of his father, too young to ride his pony where they were headed. His mother would wave to them as they turned toward the pastures where Sam would pass along to his son the legacy of a lifetime's hard work. Mitch had never felt the ranch sing in his blood, but Boone had soaked up every scrap of knowledge Sam wanted to share. He had been an eager student, and he had thought his future began and ended on this land.
Boone looked around the tack room and wished for his own saddle, uneasy at using Sam's. Jim's was missing from its tree; there were two others, neither big enough for Boone.
His gaze returned to his father's saddle, symbol of all that Sam had once been, all that Boone had once hoped. In that moment, memories, bad and good, jostled for room in his chest. But what pierced through them all was a sharp ache for what could now never be.
Sam was gone, without a word to the son who had once thought the sun rose and set in him. They would never heal the pain that was now the legacy of this place.
But one thing Boone knew, deep in his bones. He loved this place, needed this land. If it hadn't become his in the way he'd dreamed as a kid—worked with his father and then handed down with love—it was still his. Not the house yet, but even that would come in time. And his brother would be found, no matter how long Boone had to look.
He would reclaim this place for what was left of Jenny Gallagher's dreams. He had spent enough years wandering, been rootless too long. He would have no one to pass it on to, but perhaps Mitch would.
Boone was home now, where he belonged. And here he would stay.
He picked up Sam's saddle and with it, his own lost dreams. He had plenty to do to restore the neglect he could see all around him. Whatever the price to buy Maddie out, he would find a way to meet it.
He would ignore the gypsy with sass in her eyes and too little sense. He would give her wide berth, gone before she rose and back after she slept. And if his hands itched a little to touch remembered curves, well, he'd often been off on missions or at sea for months at a time. Boone knew how to control himself, and he would, for an instinct that had kept him alive in some hairy situations whispered that this woman could be trouble with a capital T. She was beautiful and totally out of place. She was what stood between him and the home he'd never wanted to leave.
Whatever her claim, whatever wrong Sam was trying to right, he would simply wait her out. She would stay her thirty days, he'd definitely see to that. The Caswells would get this place over his dead body. But everything he loved about the ranch was everything she'd hate.
It was no place for city girls. Maddie would be gone soon enough.
* * * 
MADDIE STRETCHED AND yawned, surprised that she'd fallen asleep. She'd only meant to lie down for a minute, but the bright sun had gone far past the window of this lovely room.
Vondell had told her it was once Jenny's sewing room and like much of the house, Sam had left it almost a shrine. Vondell had wanted to put Maddie in the master bedroom, but Maddie couldn't imagine a move more calculated to raise Boone's hackles than to take over Sam's quarters or the room that Vondell said had belonged to Boone's brother Mitch. She was temporary, and this was the only room left. The downside was that Boone's room was at this end of the hallway and there was only one bathroom, but neither could be helped.
She liked this room, its old wallpaper dotted with tiny yellow roses. White Priscilla curtains over the windows matched a white chenille bedspread on the twin bed where she lay. The chenille had made her smile at first sight. It was just one of the things about Maddie that had driven Robert crazy, that she loved vintage clothes and wore them whenever she could. Stored in her apartment in New York was one whole closet of odds and ends she'd picked up, from broad-shouldered suits and tiny hats with veils to a genuine flapper dress and a big brown mouton coat.
Among her prize possessions was a lilac chenille robe that she'd brought along with her. It wasn't sexy and it sure wasn't glamorous, but Maddie loved the peacock design spreading across the back, the chenille feathers topping the patch pockets in front. She didn't wear it often because it wouldn't stand up to daily wear, but whenever Maddie was troubled, bundling into that robe made her feel protected and coddled.
It was the kind of robe she could imagine a grandmother wearing, a grandmother who would have fixed her a cup of hot chocolate when she spent the night, who would have worn that robe while bustling around the kitchen in the morning.
Maddie had never had a grandmother, never known any other relatives than her parents. Her mother had been an orphan, and her father's past had been a dark hole at the core of their lives, a subject never to be discussed. It was simply the way things were, and the child Maddie had never questioned it. The woman Maddie now knew why.
Her father had moved them from place to place all of her life, constantly reminding her of the folly of depending upon anyone but herself. Maddie had had little choice. At the succession of schools where she'd always been the new kid, she'd always been too eccentric, too colorful, too smart. She had never fit in, but she hadn't let it matter.
Until Robert. After losing her only family, she'd been alone and scared and wanted desperately to do things right so she wouldn't be alone anymore. She'd lost too much of herself in the process.
Now Maddie was alone again. Though a part of her was shocked and furious with the father she'd always loved deeply, she recognized that he had been right. She was a fool to depend upon anyone but herself.
And if she ever got involved with a man again—which wouldn't be soon—she swore it would only be someone who didn't want to change her, someone who liked Maddie for exactly who she was. 
Her stomach rumbled. The aroma wafting up the stairwell reminded her it had been early this morning since she'd last had food. But downstairs, she would have to contend with Boone and this mess that Sam had left her.
Maddie straightened and shook her hair in defiance. The glowering giant would be her test at standing up for herself. She ran a quick brush through her hair and bounded down the stairs.
* * * 
BOONE TOED HIS boots off outside the back door, leaving them on the porch out of years of long habit. His mother had trained them well.
Something smelled terrific, and he was starving. He and Gulliver had enjoyed their run, and he had found Jim and worked out tomorrow's plans. There were problems here, for sure, but nothing that couldn't be handled by buckling down to hard work, something he'd never minded. Both Jim and Sonny Chavez, a hand who worked as needed, had seemed glad to see someone at the helm again. Now all Boone wanted was a shower, something to eat and to fall into bed until sunup.
When he opened the back door, laughter greeted him, Vondell's rusty cackle mingling with a full, rich laugh that landed a punch to his gut. Maddie laughed like she talked, throaty and low, filled with life and sparkle. Their backs were turned to him, both bent over the counter, studying something intently.
"I swear, I will never get the hang of this, gal."
"Sure you will, Vondell. You've already got the top petals right. You're a quick study."
He could see one side of Vondell's face and the quick blush that stained her cheeks.
Blush? Vondell?
He closed the door behind him, and both jumped and whirled. He couldn't tell who looked more guilty.
"Boone, I didn't expect—uh, supper's not quite ready."
Boone glanced back and forth, wondering what it was that Vondell hid behind her back. "Didn't mean to startle you," he replied. Despite feeling like his bones could sink into the floor, curiosity tickled at his resolve to head straight for the shower. "You all right?"
"Oh—sure—sure. Never better," Vondell blustered.
Maddie simply watched him, chin up but eyes sparkling.
"Need some help?"
"Me?" Vondell squeaked. "Why, no, not at all. Uh, Maddie's helping me."
Boone turned to study Maddie. "You know how to cook, do you?"
She fought a grin he didn't understand. "A little."
Vondell shot her a shocked glance. "But, Maddie, you're a—"
"A quick learner," Maddie supplied.
"Now I don't know why you're being so modest. Maddie here is a genuine gourmet chef from New York."
Boone watched a shadow cross over the mischief in Maddie's eyes. "Is that right? Well, not much call for gourmet chefs in this part of Texas. There is The Dinner Bell over on the highway, but I'm afraid it won't quite measure up to your standards."
Maddie's chin jutted upward. "Good food is good food, wherever it's served."
"So why would a gourmet chef leave a fancy restaurant in New York to come to this little burg? Who's doing the cooking while you're rescuing calves?"
The shadows darkened for a moment, but then came the sparks. Had he been standing closer, his hide would have been singed. Boone decided he liked the sparks better than the shadows.
"I had a small share in a restaurant, but my partner bought me out. I'm trying to decide whether to accept one of several offers or open my own place when I go back."
"And they'll wait for you to decide? You must be good."
Maddie locked her gaze on his and gave him a slow, wicked smile that could suck the breath out of a man's lungs. "I'm very good."
Boone couldn't respond yet. He was still trying to draw a good breath. "Well..." He stirred, slapping his hands on denim-covered thighs. "Guess I'd better grab a shower before Vondell throws my supper out."
As he crossed the room, Vondell turned her body in tandem with his motion so her back stayed hidden. Boone shot her a curious glance, but Vondell only blushed again.
Vondell the drill sergeant, blushing. Would wonders never cease? Boone mounted the stairs with tired steps, still wondering what the two of them were hiding.
But not sure he really wanted to know.
* * * 
MADDIE THOUGHT SHE'D choke to death on her iced tea at the look on Boone's face when he saw the radish roses decorating his plate. She wanted to laugh so badly it hurt, but she was afraid it would hurt Vondell's feelings. Vondell fidgeted in her chair, waiting for his reaction. She'd tried to throw them in the compost crock, but Maddie had stood guard over them before she could succeed.
"Well, don't just sit there like a bump on a log." Vondell went on the offensive. "Eat your supper before it gets cold." 
Boone cleared his throat. "What are these?"
Vondell colored. "How did you get to be thirty-two years old and you can't recognize a radish? I thought you injured your back, not your brain. They're radish roses. You can eat 'em or not."
He shot a look at Maddie. Maddie gave him no help. He cleared his throat again. "They're, uh, real pretty, Vondell. Kinda decorates the plate."
"Aw, go ahead and laugh. You know you want to."
He frowned. "I do not. I just don't know quite what to do with them."
"You eat 'em, you big galoot. Just like you eat any old radish."
Boone took a cautious bite. His eyebrows lifted. "Don't taste any different."
Vondell harrumphed. "Damn fool idea. Don't know why you didn't let me throw them out, Maddie."
"You said you wanted to learn how to do them, and you did a superb job." She shot him a glare that would have melted lead. "Didn't she, Boone?"
"They're, uh, real pretty." Affection for the older woman shone from his eyes. "And they taste just fine."
"Aw, get on with you. Just eat your chicken-fried steak," she grumbled, but her cheeks were flushed again. She rose from the table and headed toward the sink. "After all these years of cooking for men, don't know why I ever wanted to try such a thing."
Boone shot Maddie a glower like this was all her fault. Maddie simply shrugged her shoulders and popped another radish in her mouth.
"This meal is wonderful, Vondell," she said.
"Too plain for what you're used to, I'm sure."
Boone spoke up. "You don't ever have to apologize for your cooking. I used to dream about it."
Vondell turned, eyes shining. Maddie took a new look at Boone.
"Is that right?"
He nodded, finishing another huge bite. "Sometimes I thought if I could just have one more slice of your chocolate cake or one of your biscuits, I could die a happy man."
"Flatterer," Vondell protested, but her pleasure shone from her face. "You're just wondering if I made your favorite chocolate cake."
All of a sudden Boone looked about fifteen years old. His blue eyes sparkled, and Maddie wondered where this Boone had been hiding. "Did you?" Hope flared in his smile.
"Of course I did. Think you can stay awake long enough to eat some?"
Then Maddie finally looked, really looked at Boone, seeing that though his golden hair still glistened with moisture from the shower and his angular face was clean shaven, exhaustion lined his face and settled heavy on his frame.
"It's close to two days now since you left to come here, right? A body can't live on catnaps taken on airplanes. Bet you've been outside working, too, haven't you?"
"I'll make it fine." His tone said he didn't need mothering. "I used to have to stay awake longer than this when the seas were stormy." But then the smile flashed once again. "But I do believe I'd sleep a lot better after a slice of your chocolate cake."
Glowing with pleasure, Vondell turned away to get him a piece.
And Maddie tried not to wonder how it would feel to have him smile like that at her. 



Chapter Three

WHAT WAS THAT?
Maddie stirred, disoriented, wondering why there were cattle in her apartment. Tempted to go right back to sleep, she suddenly remembered.
She wasn't in New York.
Good grief. She was actually here, in Texas.
Stretching, she yawned, then rolled out of bed. Motion outside the window caught her eye, and she moved toward it.
Through the open window, she smelled the sweetest scent imaginable and looked around to see what it might be.
Honeysuckle in abundance covered the white picket fence that delineated a yard around the house. Just past it, she saw the source of the noises she'd heard: cattle being loaded into a trailer by two men intent upon their work. The man with his back to her was a stranger.
Facing her was the man she'd fallen asleep thinking about last night.
Boone. But a different Boone. A relaxed one, at ease with who he was and what he was doing, not a trace of the growling stranger. Maddie couldn't help staring. He might not be Prince Charming, but he was one very attractive man. She'd felt the power of those muscles moving beneath the worn fabric of his chambray shirt. Broad shoulders...lean hips...long legs filling jeans so old the seams were white.
He could make a woman forget that cowboys weren't her style.
Maddie shivered. Then lectured herself, trying to forget the sensation of his strength when he'd come to her rescue, the unaccustomed sense of safety she'd had in his arms.
The man can't stand you, Maddie. He'd made it clear that he would count the days until she was gone. She didn't know how they'd tiptoe around each other for thirty days, but no more than she'd seen of him so far, it might work just fine. He had headed upstairs last night the minute he'd finished eating. Given the state of his exhaustion, she had no idea how he was even standing now, much less already up and working.
Anyway, she was here to think, to figure out whether to accept the job offers she had or to try to come up with the money for her own place. She had places to go, people to meet. She didn't need the distraction.
But that didn't mean she couldn't admire the view. When Boone smiled at something the other man said, she went still, leaning on the windowsill and letting her eyes fill with the sight of a man who would make any woman's heart skip a beat or two. 
Lost in dreamland, she didn't react fast enough when those blue eyes looked up and locked on hers. Boone's face tightened into a frown, and she regretted the loss of that easy grin. But he didn't stop looking, and for a moment that spun out forever, Maddie couldn't seem to move.
Then she realized that her short silk nightgown left little to the imagination. She took a quick step backward and grabbed for her robe the second she was out of sight.
Coffee. She needed to get her brain clicking before she thought again about the power of Boone Gallagher's smile.
* * * 
"Aaayyiii, Boone. She's the one Sam left the house to?" Sonny Chavez clucked his tongue. "Muy bonita."
"You're married. And she won't be here long. She's going to sell the house to me as soon as she's satisfied Sam's requirement."
"Got under your skin, eh?"
"She's a looker, all right. But not my type."
"I haven't seen you look at a woman like that since—"
Boone's jaw tightened. "I'm not looking now."
"You'll play hell finding one like that around here. Where'd she come from?"
"The city." Boone spat out the words.
"Which city?"
"It doesn't matter. City women don't stick out here. She'll be gone soon."
"But while she's here..."
Boone shot him a glare. "Can it, Sonny. I'm not looking for a woman." It had been a very long time, but no way. Not this woman.
"Hell, Boone, when you gonna get over a woman who—"
"Watch it, Sonny."
"I'm sorry. But Helen was gone the moment she got here. You did everything you could. You turned yourself inside out, trying to please both her and your dad. It wasn't your fault."
"I don't want to talk about it." He slid the lock closed on the trailer and pulled off his gloves. "I'm going to get a cup of coffee before I leave. See you this afternoon."
Sonny just shook his head. "Helen was never going to be satisfied. It ever occur to you that maybe she wasn't good enough for you? Maybe it wasn't you who screwed up?"
"No. It didn't. Period." Boone turned and walked toward the house. Helen had been effervescent when they'd married and for many months after, until—
Until he'd turned her life upside down and taken her to live in a nowhere town with an old man who disliked her on sight.
And she'd never been the same again. She'd be alive today if he hadn't dragged her halfway across the country out of a sense of duty to a man who didn't care enough to let his sons know when he was dying.
Forget it, Boone. It's an old subject. He had put it to rest until she showed up.
She. The looker. Wearing that tiny scrap of lace struggling to cover curves Boone could still feel against his body.
Damn. Radish roses and scraps of lace. It was shaping up to be the longest thirty days of his life. 
Boone pulled off his boots outside the kitchen door and stepped inside in his sock feet, headed for the coffeepot Vondell kept going all day—
And was blindsided by the curves he'd just been trying to banish from his brain.
Maddie stumbled, and he reached out to steady her, the thin silk kimono transmitting her body heat straight into his palms.
He jerked away. "Whoa—where's the fire?" 
Maddie's gray eyes were velvet-soft and sleepy. All too easily, he could imagine that look under other circumstances. He quickly shifted his gaze away and downward.
Big mistake. The midnight blue kimono gapped at the cleavage, and lace clung to the curves he'd admired a few minutes before.
Only now, he wasn't yards away. He was within inches. His fingers flexed, itching to touch, to see if what he remembered...
He cleared a throat gone suddenly dry. "Uh...I came to get coffee."
"That's where I was headed. I'll pour you a cup," she murmured in that low, throaty tone that detoured right past his brain into far more dangerous regions. She turned away and crossed the small space, standing on tiptoes to reach two mugs.
And there they were. Those long, long legs that had walked through his dreams more than once last night. The kimono wrapped hips that definitely belonged to a woman, the fabric barely brushing the tops of her thighs.
"—or sugar?" Red highlights shone from her dark hair when her head swung around.
Hell. Get a grip, Boone. Jaw tightening, he bit off the words. "Black. Just black. You don't need to wait on me."
Mug in hand, she crossed the floor, her full lips curving. "Oh, please. Don't thank me so sweetly." She was waking up now, her eyes shining with challenge. She handed him the mug.
"Thanks." Boone sipped too quickly, scalding his tongue.
Maddie's generous lips curved upward, drawing his attention like moth to a flame.
"Got, uh, work to do." Before his wings incinerated, Boone headed for the door.
The hounds of hell nipped at his heels, disguised in the form of a sassy, sexy woman.
Twenty-nine days and counting.
* * * 
Maddie leaned against the fence, watching the baby nuzzle its mother's belly, rooting around to nurse. The mare kicked out one leg and shifted. Finally, the baby latched on, and the mare settled in.
Maddie smiled and laid her head against the railing, sighing out loud. How sweet.
The border collie pup that had followed her made a sound, and Maddie looked down to see him happily chewing her shoelace.
"You little rascal. What am I going to do with you? Isn't your mother calling?" She reached down and lifted him up, nuzzling his head with her jaw while she scratched beneath his chin and he whimpered with pleasure. "Beggar."
He caught a lock of her hair and began chewing on it. Maddie laughed, and he scrambled closer, his little claws tickling her neck. Maddie sat down, giggling, then rolled back on the grass and held him against her chest.
Boone observed her from the barn, wondering who this woman really was. This morning's siren had morphed into something else altogether. Seeing her so unguarded, so much like a fresh-faced girl, did things to his insides, things he didn't want to think about.
But he couldn't help smiling as the pup scrambled across her chest and began rooting that wet nose at her neck. Maddie rolled on the ground, giggling like a ten-year-old girl. Then she scooped up the pup and hugged him hard.
Lucky pup.
Boone knew it was foolish even while he was walking toward her, but he just had to figure this woman out. Then he could write her off and forget her.
Maddie felt the shadow cross her body before she looked up, but somehow she'd already known it was Boone. Something about him seemed to tickle her antennae every time he was anywhere nearby.
She craned her head up. He looked ten feet tall. But he wasn't frowning, so that was a nice change.
"Hi."
"Hi," he answered. "Devil bothering you?"
"Is that his name?"
Boone shrugged, then crouched at her side. The pup abandoned her in a heartbeat, rooting at Boone's hand. "Seems to fit his sense of mischief."
She had to agree. "It really does." She couldn't take her eyes away from those strong fingers, the wide palms.  Envying the puppy who received the stroking. Remembering how those hands had felt in her all-too-brief encounter with Boone Gallagher's potent physical charms.
Maybe we could just have a little fling while I'm here.
Maddie shook her head roughly. Good grief, Maddie.
You're insane. Besides, she wasn't the fling type.
"Why are you here, Maddie?"
Sigh. Back to that. "You know why."
"How can you just leave your life and come down here for a month?"
Maddie wasn't ready to discuss her failures with Robert, so she turned the tables. "How could you leave for so long?"
He stiffened. Probably didn't like being on the receiving end. But she noticed that his hands stayed gentle on the puppy falling asleep against that broad chest.
Then he met her gaze, shadows in his eyes. "Long story. Nothing you'd want to hear."
"Maybe I would."
"And maybe I don't want to talk about it." His tone made it clear she was trespassing.
But something in Maddie wanted to dig past his secrets. Find out who this man was. "Where were you?"
Boone huffed out a breath. "Don't give up easy, do you?" He shook his head, then stared out in the distance. "Serving my country at first, then..."
"I'm sorry."
He stared at her. "Why?"
"Because..." She gestured around her. "You had to leave this." Her gaze returned to his. "And because I think it hurt your heart."
Boone wasn't sure what unsettled him most. That she saw too close to a weary soul, or that she thought the ranch was a place to cherish. But he did know he didn't like how she saw too much.
"Wouldn't think this place would look like much to a woman like you."
"It has its own beauty. A little light on the amenities, if you need bright lights and noise."
"And you do, don't you?" He watched her closely.
"Why do you think you know anything about me, Boone? And who are you to tell me what I like and don't like?" Her chin jutted out and those gray eyes sparked.
Damn, he wanted to kiss away that stubborn line of her lips. But he was already sure it wouldn't be enough to cure this growing fascination.
"Let's just say I know only certain women can handle an isolated place like this, and you aren't one of them. You don't belong here, Maddie Collins. You'd never stick."
She crossed her arms over her chest. "Good thing I've sworn off men like you for good. I don't have to care what you think."
"What do you mean, men like me?"
"Doesn't feel too good, does it?" She cocked one eyebrow.
Boone couldn't decide whether to laugh or argue. Sass and a sharp mind, a dangerous combination. And altogether too intriguing.
"Boone, come here—quick," Sonny called out. "We've got a break in the fence line and cows out on the road."
He handed the puppy back to Maddie and rose quickly. "Anybody ever say you got a mouth on you, Maddie Rose?"
Her gray eyes crackled with energy. "Why, thank you." Her smile went wide and way too inviting.
Boone shook his head, but when he walked away, he was grinning.
* * * 
MADDIE CROSSED THE front porch after her evening walk. Dinner—or supper, as they called it around here—had been strained, the silences outweighing the conversation. Vondell asked questions about Boone's assessment of the ranch, about Maddie's life, her gambit to have each of them speak to the other failing miserably. Boone had reverted to the man of few words, listening when Maddie spoke, responding to Vondell, but initiating no conversation himself.
Maddie herself had mostly sat uncharacteristically quiet, all too aware of the man sitting across the table. An enigma, he was, and one Maddie shouldn't want to solve. Her curiosity had gotten her in hot water all too often in her life. Boone stirred it up again. Though he hid it well, a deep sadness peered from those shadowed blue eyes. Yet true affection shone from his gaze when he looked at Vondell. With the hands, he seemed relaxed. Only when she was around did he turn into a block of stone. This afternoon it had almost seemed like he was teasing her, but tonight the glowering stranger had returned.
Can you blame him, Maddie? You waltzed into this place and stole his home.
No. She hadn't stolen it. Sam Gallagher had given it away. Very soon Boone would have it back. As soon as she could possibly make it happen. This vacation had derailed on its very first day. 
Yet the peace and quiet she had longed for was certainly abundant. Well, maybe not the peace, but definitely the quiet. It was almost eerie. Night sounds she didn't recognize had kept her awake longer than she would have liked.
Maddie stepped onto the porch and turned around, struck anew by the vista. Gentle hills rolling on to the sunset, the only sounds the wind, the soft lowing of cattle, the excited barking of a dog. She drew in a deep breath, realizing how her heartbeat slowed in time with the rhythm of a place that still bore the look of its past. If she ignored the power lines, she could be looking at this country as it was a hundred years ago.
Too slow for her, that was for sure. She had a lot of life to live yet...if only she could figure out how she wanted to do it. But still...There was something about this place that made her curious. She couldn't help trying to picture her father here, as boy and young man. Couldn't help wondering about her grandmother...and those who had come before Rose. Sam's letter had said that generations of Wheelers had fought weather and Indians and hard times to keep this place. Closing her eyes, Maddie searched inside herself for a sense of connection, but nothing answered.
Maybe someone in Morning Star could tell her about her family. She'd ask Vondell.
Maddie opened the screen door and headed toward the kitchen. Just before she got there, she heard Boone's voice.
"What's the name of that investigator, Vondell? The one looking for Mitch?"
"Devlin Marlowe. He's out of Houston. Nice young fella, smart as a whip."
"You got his number?"
"No, but I'm sure it's on Sam's desk somewhere. Want me to look?"
"I'll look. I need to go over the books, anyway." He paused. "Guess I'd better go ask City Girl if it's all right, since it's her house, not mine."
"It's not her fault, Boone."
"I know it's not. I just..." A muffled curse was followed by a sigh. "I just wish I understood why he did it."
He sounded more weary than angry. Maddie settled back on her heels and wondered if she should turn around or if she could make it to the stairs without being heard. Beneath her, a floorboard squeaked.
Boone stepped out into the hallway. "Want to join us, Big Ears?"
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to eavesdrop. I was headed to my room."
"Well, while you're here, why don't you enlighten us?"
"I don't know much." She stepped around the door.
"Tell us what you do know. What is this debt Sam owed your father?"
"I don't really think..."
"You come in here and take my home and I don't even deserve an explanation?"
Maddie's temper simmered. She tried to think up a simple answer. "He said it was because he should have looked for my father when he first knew he was alive."
"When did he find out?"
"I don't know. All I know is that it was before your mother died."
"Why didn't he look for Dalton?"
Maddie hesitated. "I'm not sure you'll want to hear it."
Boone's expression was wry. "I was just a kid then. How could it mean anything to me? Or am I wrong? Is it something he said about me? Maybe he just wanted me not to have this place so bad he was grasping at straws."
"It's not about you. Listen, maybe it's not a good idea right now."
"So you're the one who decides what I need to know and when?"
"Boone..." Vondell cautioned.
He held up a hand. "No. I want to know." His gaze narrowed, tension invading his frame. "She comes down here to play lady of the manor for a month, inserting herself where she's not wanted, and then she eavesdrops on a private conversation. She has answers I need in order to understand maybe just a little of why my father hated me enough to do this—and she refuses to answer because she, who doesn't know a damn thing about any of us, doesn't think I'm ready to hear it."
A few long strides brought him right in front of her.
Maddie held her ground.
"Let me tell you something, City Girl. I've known since I was fourteen years old that my father didn't give a damn about me, that the only person who ever meant anything to him was my mother. He beat the hell out of my brother and then tried to have him arrested for murder, then crawled up inside his grief and didn't care what happened to anyone on this ranch.
"My mother was a good woman. The very best. She lived her life to love people. Her legacy was that love, and Sam perverted everything she stood for. But I survived. It made me a stronger person."
He leaned closer, and Maddie met his gaze without flinching, seeing within those blue eyes pain of a magnitude she'd never in her life experienced.
"There's nothing you can tell me that's going to hurt me. I quit letting Sam Gallagher hurt me years ago. He drove my brother so far underground I've never been able to find him, and he didn't even give me a chance to say goodbye before he died. You think a letter will bother me?"
He looked up at the ceiling then, his voice harsh with grief. "Well, to hell with you, Sam Gallagher—you hear me, wherever you are? You're gone and I'm here, and I'll be damned if I'll spend one more minute caring."
Then he looked down at Maddie. "So you just tell me what he could have said that would give me a second's pause. I don't think you know me well enough to know what I can take." His eyes turned cold, colder than the light from a distant star and every bit as lonely.
"Boone..." She placed her hand on his muscular forearm. The contact shocked them both—she could see it in the quick flare in his eyes, could feel it all the way down her spine. "It's not anything like what you're thinking, but it won't make you feel any better."
A muscle jumped in his rock-hard jaw. He pulled his arm away, and Maddie felt the loss.
In a voice deceptively soft, he asked, "Why don't you let me be the judge of that?"
So be it. "All right." Maddie wished she'd stayed out on the porch, but she met his squarely. "He said that he was afraid to find Dalton or to tell Jenny that Dalton was alive."
Boone's hard expression didn't flicker. "Why would he be afraid?"
Maddie swallowed. "Because your mother loved my father first, and Sam was afraid he would lose her."
Boone still didn't move, and his gaze never wavered. Behind him, Vondell sucked in a gasp of disbelief.
His voice betrayed nothing of his feelings. "I'd like to read the letter."
"Are you sure?"
Boone's laugh was short and rusty. "Yeah." But his eyes told a different story. "I'm sure."
"Boone, I'm sorry. I don't know what—"
"Just get the letter, Maddie."
She traded sympathetic glances with Vondell, then ran up to her room and got Sam's letter. Back in the kitchen, she handed it to Boone. She stayed quiet, though she could have recited every word after all the hours she'd spent trying to decide if any of it was real.
Dear Maddie Rose,
I was hoping we'd get to meet, but the doc says it's not likely. In any case, my lawyer will be contacting you with this letter and the provisions of my will. You don't know me, but my name is Sam Gallagher, and your father was once my best friend. I wronged your father, Maddie Rose, but it's too late to make it right with him, so I'm giving you the house that should have been his.
It probably comes as a surprise to hear that I'm leaving you a ranch house in Texas. This house belonged to your grandmother Rose and was the place where your father grew up. It should have been his when Rose died, but by then everyone believed he was dead. I bought it from Rose's estate, not knowing until a few years later that Dalton was alive.
That's why I'm leaving it to you, Maddie—because I should have looked for Dalton then, and I didn't. You see, my Jenny loved Dalton first, and I was afraid I'd lose her. I know she only married me because Dalton was gone. By the time I found out he was alive, we had our two boys, Mitch and Boone, and we'd built a good life together. But there was always this sadness in Jenny, and I knew it was because she lost Dalton.
A few years after I bought this place, my Jenny passed away. I never got over her, never loved another woman. Gallagher men love only once, you see. But I should have trusted Jenny and told her about Dalton. I'd like to believe she would have stayed with me, but I couldn't take the chance.
If you don't want the place, that's fine. The land will go to my sons, regardless, but it won't go down easy with Boone, especially, for you to have the house. But give yourself a chance to love the place as your daddy did. I'm making it a condition that you stay in the house for thirty days before you make up your mind. It might take a while to grow on you.
I hope you and my sons can make peace with what I've done. At the end of the thirty days, if you don't want the house, I want you to sell it to Boone. I think he'll want it, now that he won't have to put up with me. But if you decide to stay, there's plenty of land for them to build their own houses on. It's as fair as I know how to be.
I hear that you're a fancy cook back east, but Devlin also tells me you have no other family. Your blood runs deep in this place, Maddie Rose. You have roots here. Generations of Wheelers fought and died, battled drought and Indians and heartache to keep this place. I believe old Rose would like knowing you were here.
I was off in the service when everything went bad for Dalton, but I know he would have hated to leave. People think he killed his stepfather, but he didn't. He confessed and then vanished to save his mother from the consequences of what she'd done. In my heart, I know he never felt at home anywhere else, and she never stopped missing him.
Give it a chance, Maddie Rose. See if Texas whispers in your heart the way it always has in mine. This house was a happy place once, when Jenny was here, but it hasn't been happy in years. See if you can bring it back to life.
Sam Gallagher

When Boone finished, he stared at her for a long, long moment. Then his voice came, so low she almost couldn't hear it.
"You can't mean to stay." His eyes... 
"No," she whispered back. "I won't be staying."
Boone laid the letter down on the old scarred table. Then he pushed past Maddie, leaving the air stinging with anguish so deep it echoed in the room. The back door slammed behind him, and Maddie could only stand very still.
Vondell crossed over and picked up the letter, reading it slowly. Then she heaved a big sigh and pressed one set of fingers to her forehead. "Curse you, Sam Gallagher. It never had to be like this."
Maddie's chest ached. "I said I was going. If I could leave right now, I would, Vondell." She lifted her gaze to see the older woman's grim visage. "I won't stay a minute longer than I must. But surely he's not so mad he would want to lose the whole place just to get me out of here."
"He's not mad at you, child. He's just got a hurt real deep, so deep it's never healed. Boone's a proud man, too proud to admit it. He was proud even as a young man, and he'd take a bullet before he'd admit how much he wanted his father to love him. The only happy memories Boone has of this place are from when Jenny was still alive. Hearing that Jenny loved a man we all thought was a murderer was bound to go down hard."
"I tried to warn him."
"In some ways, Boone's as hardheaded as Sam."
"I won't make this any more difficult for him than I have to, Vondell, but I am not hiding in my room for a month."
"Of course you shouldn't." Vondell patted her arm and smiled. "Sam was right about one thing—this old place needs someone to liven it up. I'm thinking you're just the person for the job. You just be yourself, Maddie girl. No harm in that."
Maddie's laugh was shakier than she'd like. "I doubt that Boone would agree."
"Well, maybe Boone Gallagher needs a little shaking up. Heaven knows this place has held little enough happiness since Jenny died." She smiled more brightly. "Now how about you show me what magic you can make from a carrot?"
Maddie had to smile back. Thank heavens Vondell was here.
And that come tomorrow it would be only twenty-eight days and counting.
* * * 
BOONE CLIMBED THE stairs and headed down the hall, years of practice dispensing with the need for lights. The house was quiet. He'd heard Vondell's soft snores downstairs, and he saw no light from under Maddie's door.
He paused outside her door, remembering the look on her face when he'd finished Sam's letter. She had a soft heart, too soft to be caught in Sam's games. He no longer believed she was anything more than an innocent victim, a pawn caught in the swirling winds of long-ago disasters. But that didn't mean he could let down his guard.  Her sheer attractiveness was reason enough, never mind the potential damage she could do if she wanted.
He couldn't afford to run her off before her thirty days was up and because of that, he appreciated the stubborn streak that ran a mile wide down her back. He also couldn't risk her learning to like this place and deciding to stay.
Not that it seemed much of a risk, Boone thought, as he opened the door to his room. The picture beside his bed kept that fresh on his mind. Helen's blonde perfection shone out at him—the Helen he'd first met, not the one he'd last seen.
She'd hated it here, and so would Maddie. As soon as the new wore off, the restlessness would set in. Boone would have to tread a fine line; his best course was to keep an eye out, but stay far, far away. Maddie might tempt him, but she also had the potential to cost him the only thing he had left.  
He would stay watchful but stay out of Maddie's way. Vondell could keep her entertained when she started to go stir-crazy, wanting out of this place.
People thought Boone kept Helen's picture out because he was still mourning. They couldn't be further off the mark.
He kept the picture there to remind him. His father had gone wrong, loving too much. Boone had gone wrong, loving too little. He would avoid both paths to tragedy.
No more love. No more city girls. No more mistakes.
 



Chapter Four

"WOULD YOU LOOK at that?" Jim Caskey whistled.
Boone glanced up from cleaning Gulliver's hoof. The minute he did, he wished he hadn't.
"I didn't know a body would bend that way," Jim observed.
Jim's horse shifted, and Gulliver got edgy.
"Pay attention, Jim."
"Oh, I am, Boone. I surely am."
"To your horse," Boone clarified.
"Don't tell me that sight don't get your mind working. Any woman that limber..."
"Can it, Jim. Velda would skin and gut you."
"She would, at that. But it might be worth it."
Boone took another look and wished he hadn't. The skintight top and belly-baring pants Maddie wore only emphasized the long legs, the lush breasts, the bare flesh he craved to touch... 
Damn it. He didn't want to notice, had tried to forget she existed. He'd stayed gone from sunup to past supper for three days, avoiding her.
"Whew, Boone, you see that?" Sonny Chavez rounded the corner.
"He sees, all right. He just ain't admittin' it," Jim replied.
"Don't you two have anything better to do? If not, maybe this ranch needs to cut the payroll some."
The two muttered a little, then started moving away, chuckling at something Jim had said. Boone ignored them and concentrated on the hoof pick he wielded, noting that it was past time for Gulliver to be shod.
He let the hoof down and picked up the last one, making short work of cleaning it, studiously ignoring the movement on the porch. But when he let down the last hoof, the gelding shifted and grazed the side of Boone's foot with one hoof. Twelve hundred pounds, even at a glancing blow, hurt like hell.
"Ouch—damn it!" 
Laughter erupted from the doorway. Boone shot a glare where Jim and Sonny stood. "You might want to mind your own advice," Jim chided. Then he disappeared around the corner.
That did it. Boone chucked the hoof pick into a bucket and started walking, his temper flaring with every step.
It didn't help that she was so graceful, that the limber, elegant movements were almost poetry in motion. Maddie had no business doing that right here, not in full view of the men. Didn't the woman have a shred of modesty?
Of course she didn't. Boone only had to remember the slip of a dress she'd worn the day she came, or the scrap of lace he'd seen in the window. Never mind that millions of women wore much less. Of course, he'd seen Maddie in an old baggy t-shirt yesterday and even it seemed to look—
Hell.
Seductive. It wasn't the clothes. It was the clothes on her.
Twenty-six days and counting.
"What the hell do you think you're doing?" he barked.
Maddie jolted, but drew in a deep breath and continued the stance she held. She looked like a human pretzel. Like Jim, he never realized the body could do things like that.
"I was relaxing and doing my yoga," she replied. "I'll continue if you'd leave me alone." 
"Why do you have to do it out here?"
Slowly, she untwisted her body and centered her torso over legs spread impossibly wide. Then she bent over in the center, facing him, resting her elbows on the ground.
Boone gritted his teeth and tried not to notice the lean muscles of her thighs, the smooth, tight—
"I asked you a question. Why can't you do this in your room?"
As slowly as before, Maddie unbent from the waist, her torso rising and giving him a clear view of cleavage he didn't want to see. Her head lifted, and those bewitching gray eyes studied him too closely.
He wanted to look away. So he didn't.
"You're a perfect candidate for yoga, Boone. You need to relax worse than anyone I ever met."
"I'll relax when—" He forced himself to stop.
One dark eyebrow arched. "When I'm gone?"
"I've got work to do. Find some other place to do that stuff. Some place where you don't distract the men." He turned to walk away.
"Yoga does wonders to clear the mind and calm the soul. I could teach you."
He turned back around. "I'm not the one on vacation. I don't have time to play games."
"It's not a game." Suddenly she looked very serious. "I couldn't have made it through the last year without it."
"Cooking little appetizers is such hard work?"
She smiled. "As a matter of fact, it is, but that's not what I'm talking about. Yoga is as much a mental discipline as it is physical. But it's something more. It's a way to refresh the soul, to touch a part of life we forget to experience." 
Boone sensed that there was more to the story. For one second, he thought about asking what she had needed to make it through. Then he reminded himself that she was only temporary. The last thing he needed was to get involved in her problems. He had enough of his own.
"You could use a break, Boone." Her gray eyes went soft, the pale centers seeing too much. "You work too hard."
Sometimes he felt like he'd been tired for years. At that moment, he felt the call of her gentleness, a brief instant of longing for the spark of whatever it was that made Maddie more vivacious than any woman he'd ever met.
And because he did, he shoved it away with harsh words. "That's something I'd expect from a city girl. Work on a ranch is never done. Seven days a week the animals need tending. We don't get vacation or sick leave."
"Everyone needs some downtime."
"Sam let this place go too much when he was sick. I've got a lot to do to bring it back." He couldn't afford to buy her out if he didn't get things back running smoothly.
And he would buy her out. He'd never let the Caswells have this place, not while there was breath left in his body.
"Finish your contortions, Maddie Rose, and quit distracting my men." Boone's voice went harsh, and he saw it reflected in her eyes.
She leaned down and picked up the purple mat she'd been using. "What time do the men get to work?" Her voice was so quiet he could barely hear.
"They're here by seven."
Maddie shot him a look that covered hurt with challenge. "My room is too small. I like the view and the clean air. I'll be finished before they arrive." Back straight as an arrow, slender limbs moving with a grace he couldn't help but admire, Maddie walked across the porch and went inside.
That would take care of the men and their roving eyes.
Now if only Boone could take care of his own.
* * * 
MADDIE COULDN'T GET enough of mornings. Always a night owl before, she found that mornings tugged at her, called out a song she didn't want to miss.
And the garden. Was there ever such a luxury as getting dirt under your fingernails? Would she ever have believed she'd say that?
And wouldn't Robert shudder? The very thought made Maddie smile. Opening the gate to Vondell's garden, Maddie stepped inside, bucket in hand. As eager as though she'd opened Aladdin's cave.
Tomatoes. She'd start there. No, Maddie. Save them for last. They bruise—they have to go on top.
But she snatched a cherry tomato off the vine as she passed and popped it straight into her mouth, the flavor exploding inside, drenching her taste buds with rich, luscious tang.
She laughed, imagining Robert reeling in horror that she hadn't even washed it first. You're so impulsive, Maddie.
Yes, she was. And she loved it.
Soon she squatted between rows of bush beans, carefully judging readiness, snapping off only those exactly ripe, already wondering if she could convince Vondell to let her cook tonight. She'd been too long away from her kitchen. Radish roses just weren't enough. Maybe Vondell would like a vacation.
Then she heard Boone's voice, soft and gentle like she'd never heard it. It had to be a woman he wooed with that voice; it would certainly woo her. This was another Boone she'd never met.
She peered up over the bushes to see who the lucky woman was. And then she bit down on her lip to stifle a laugh.
Or maybe a sigh. God, he looked good.
Over his jeans, Boone wore leather chaps. They showcased parts of his anatomy in a way that should have been outlawed.
But it wasn't just Boone's very impressive body that caught her attention. It was his manner with the colt.
Maddie knew nothing about horses, but she guessed that this one would grow into an impressive specimen. Right now, though, he was still shorter than Boone. Inside the round pen, the colt stood very still while Boone ran his hands over the horse's entire body, talking to him all the time.
Amazing. The horse acted part dog, part cat, eagerly luxuriating at the touch of Boone's strong, gentle hands. Sometimes the colt would almost seem to lean toward Boone as if begging for more.
Boone smiled. Boone laughed. He moved and talked, praised and caressed, strong and in command but the strength never misused.
And Maddie couldn't help but wonder how much it mirrored the way Boone would make love.   
You'll never find out, so just stop wondering. Even if Boone had given her a single sign of welcome, the idea was futile. She already knew enough about Boone to know that he took life very seriously. Even if he would indulge in a meaningless fling, instinct told her that he would never do it here at the ranch. And that's all it could be, a fling, a temporary affair. She would be gone in just a few weeks. 
Besides, Maddie herself wasn't the type for casual sex. Hot, yes—oh, yes. Meaningless, no. She led with her heart, no matter how she had tried to change. It was why she'd sworn off men for the foreseeable future.
Part of the reason she'd come to Texas had been to take a hiatus from men. Cowboys weren't her type and she'd expected to confront no temptations.
But Boone was not an easy man to ignore. A new layer emerged every time she was around him. Good looks she could forget—New York was full of good-looking men. But Boone was full of contrasts—rugged but gentle, hard but haunted, a man whose rough edges were proving to hide surprising pockets of tenderness.
Except around her, of course. 
It didn't matter. She would be gone soon. Maddie turned back to the green beans, concentrating so fiercely that she started at the voice behind her.
"Ma'am?"
Maddie almost lost her balance. She rose to face the man she'd been told was the foreman. "Yes?"
Fiftyish and tanned from long hours in the sun, the man grinned a craggy smile. "I'm Jim Caskey, ma'am. I'm the foreman around here."
"I'm Maddie Collins. Pleased to meet you."
"Same here." He shifted on his feet but didn't speak again. He studied the ground.
"Is there something you need, Mr. Caskey?"
His head jerked up. "What? Oh—no, no. Nice day, don't you think?"
Maddie resisted the urge to laugh. One of the hardest things to get used to was the pace of life around here. Conversations moved as slowly as everything else. But she was learning. She scanned the sky. "Yes, it is. Hot, though."
He looked relieved, as though they'd discovered a common language. "Don't think it'll rain. Prob'ly tonight, though. My knee always knows."
"Your knee?"
"Yes, ma'am. I got this trick knee from when I rode bulls and it's better than that radar they got over in Abilene."
"Really?" She pinched her thigh so the pain would keep her face straight. "It never misses?"
He shook his head. "Purt' near perfect record."
"Wow. That's amazing." They stood in silence for a long moment. "Can I help you with something, Mr. Caskey?"
"Please call me Jim, ma'am. Mr. Caskey's my dad." 
"Okay—Jim. Do you think you could call me Maddie? Ma'am makes me feel as if I could be your mother."
His face creased in a wide grin, his eyes sparkling. "Oh, trust me, ma'am—uh, Maddie. My mother never looked anything like you. Fact is, me and Sonny, we can't help noticin'—"
"Sonny is the other gentleman who works with you?"
"Yes, ma'am—uh, Maddie. But he's married, too." Jim's eyes lost their sparkle. "I mean, his wife's real nice and all, just that you should know..."
Maddie wasn't sure how much longer she could keep her face straight. If there was a point to this conversation, she wondered if they'd reach it today. "I understand, Jim. I'll try to keep my hands to myself."
The man looked honestly horrified. "Oh, I never meant that you would—" His face went redder than the tomatoes beside her. He cleared his throat. "Actually, it's just that I noticed—well, me and Sonny noticed that you sure seem to like this garden. Seems odd for a city girl."
Maddie resisted a sigh of frustration. "It's a treat to take food straight off the plant instead of the grocery shelves."
"Well, my Velda's got peach trees and I brought you some of her peaches, if you think you'd like them. But if you don't, that's all right."
"Fresh peaches?" Maddie's heart thumped.
"Picked this morning."
"Oh, Jim, that's wonderful!" Maddie hugged a fistful of beans to her breast. "I may faint from pleasure."
He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "Aw, please don't do that. I'd have to catch you and then Boone would get all mad and Velda would skin and gut me...it wouldn't hardly be worth it."
Maddie did laugh then. "Velda is your wife?"
"Thirty-four years."
"That's wonderful. How romantic."
"Well, now." He shuffled again. "Velda don't think I'm very romantic."
"Staying with the same woman for thirty-four years sounds pretty romantic to me, Jim. Especially since your voice tells me you love her."
He reddened once more. "Well, I, uh—sure I do." Then he glanced up, assessing. "You're not like Helen at all."
"Helen?"
"Boone's wife."
Maddie couldn't contain her shock. "Boone has a wife?"
"She's dead. Died a couple of years back."
"I'm so sorry." That explained the shadows. "Boone must have been devastated."
Jim's voice went flat. "He was. But she hated this place."
Maddie frowned.
"She was a fancy woman, a city girl like you. But she never tried to like it. Between her and Sam, they made Boone's life hell."
"What happened to her?"
Jim's eyes narrowed, his jaw hard. "She drowned."
"Oh, I'm so sorry."
"Don't be. She was..." He looked distinctly uncomfortable. "It's not really my story to tell, Maddie."
She wished it were. "I understand. So that's why Boone doesn't like city girls? Because his wife was miserable here?"
Jim cut a glance over toward Boone. "Don't get the wrong idea. There's more to it than that. But I've already said too much."
"That's all right, Jim. And I don't hold it against him. He came back home to find that a stranger has inherited the house that should be his. We're both in an awkward position. A few more weeks, and then both of us can get back to our lives."
"You wouldn't consider staying?"
Maddie smiled gently. "It's lovely here. Not like anything I'm used to, but it has its own charm. But my life is...different from this."
"I imagine so. You sure brighten a place up, though."
Maddie smiled, her heart warmed. "That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me in a long time."
His face grew serious. "Don't think badly of Boone, Maddie. He's had a hard go of it. Truth to tell, I'm not sure I would have ever come back, not after what he went through the last time he was here." He glanced over at Boone and the colt. "But he belongs here. I never saw a man who could handle a horse better. This place needs him, and he needs to be here."
Maddie smiled fondly. "Boone's lucky to have a friend like you."
"Well, now..." Jim shifted his hat in his hand. Maddie studied the line on his forehead where his tan ended. "I'll just get those peaches for you and leave them with Vondell. Best get to work." He settled his hat back on his head and turned to leave.
"Jim?"
Jim turned back.
"Thank you."
"I'll tell Velda."
"Please do, but I'm thanking you for making me feel welcome."
Once again, his face turned red and he ducked his head slightly. "You're welcome. Stick around a while, Maddie. The place might grow on you."
"I don't think Boone would like that much."
"Aw, hell—I mean heck, Maddie. Boone ain't the only one around here. You spruce up the place real nicely, if you ask me."
Maddie laughed, charmed to her toes. "Well, I'll just keep sprucin' then."
He tipped his hat. "You do that, Maddie. You just do that."
Maddie watched him go. This place might be short on amenities, but the people were a marvel. Plain, honest, simple people who said what they thought and didn't play mind games.
Well...Boone wasn't plain and he sure wasn't simple, but she understood his reaction better now. He was wrong about her, but it didn’t matter. She didn't have to see him much with Vondell as a buffer.  
Maddie finished up quickly then headed into the house, already savoring her peaches. "Vondell? Did Jim—?"
Vondell turned, one hand clapped over her ear so she could hear the phone better. Her face was pinched and dead white. "All right," she said into the receiver. "I'll get there as soon as I can." She hung up slowly.
"What is it? What's the matter?"
"It's my sister. She fell and broke her hip."
"I'm so sorry."
"Maddie, I don't like leaving you like this, but my sister has no one else. I have to go stay with her for a few weeks until she can get around on her own again."
Maddie faltered a minute, but recovered quickly. "Of course you do. What can I do to help you?"
"Will you be all right here? You don't have to cook or anything. Boone can get his own meals, I expect."
Maddie walked over and gave the smaller woman a hug. "Don't you worry about us, Vondell. I was about to ask you if I could cook tonight. I'm afraid my knife hand is itching to get back to work. I've never been much on sitting around."
"Lordy, child, I hate to leave you here like this, with so much unsettled between you and Boone."
Maddie hoped she sounded more convincing than she felt. "Vondell, it's a very big house. Boone and I don't need a chaperone, and I'll do my best to see that we don't need a referee. If we do, maybe Jim will do the honors."
Vondell smiled faintly, but her brow furrowed again all too quickly. "My sister's health hasn't been good lately."
Maddie put her arm around the older woman and ushered her down the hall to her room. "You just concentrate on your sister. If it will make you feel better, give me the phone number and I'll promise to call you before I slam a frying pan into Boone's thick head."
Vondell laughed then, her old cackle. "Oh, child, I might ask you to wait so I could watch that." She sobered. "You don't have to be afraid of Boone, you know. He's got a good heart. It's just been abused."
"I believe that. I'm truly not worried. Besides, he works all day outside and I'll be in here. We'll hardly see each other. We'll do fine."
Vondell turned back to her and studied her carefully. "I hope so. I surely hope so."
"Believe it," Maddie insisted. "Piece of cake."
She resisted the urge to cross her fingers behind her back.
* * * 
AN HOUR LATER, Boone and Maddie stood on the porch, waving goodbye to Vondell. When her car disappeared from sight, Boone slapped his hat against his jeans leg. "Well, guess I'll be getting back to work. Don't worry about cooking for me, no matter what Vondell asked. I've been taking care of myself for a long time."
"You're not afraid to be alone with me, are you, Boone?" Maddie's eyes glowed silver. He couldn't decide if it was mischief or worry.
He studied her slowly. "No reason to be, is there?" But he knew there was. From where he stood, he could smell her, the rich, mysterious scent that wafted through his dreams all too often. 
"I can't waste any more time standing here." He clapped his hat back on his head. "I've got work to do."
Behind him, he heard Maddie's exhaled frustration. He was being hard on her, but he had his reasons. 
It was damn foolish, but somehow even knowing that Maddie's bed lay only thirty feet or so from his every night, Vondell's presence downstairs had provided a barrier. Now Vondell was gone, and the nights would get a whole lot longer.
He wished he could forget the feel of Maddie's body, wished he could banish the images that crowded in—Maddie smiling and laughing, carrying on with Vondell, teasing Jim. Checking on that calf every day like it was her pet dog, for Pete's sake.
Maddie was sexy, there was no doubt about it. That voice seemed to crawl down his spine and settle deep into his gut every time he heard it. But it was Maddie's spirit that was far more dangerous to him.
She breathed life into this old place, just as Sam had wanted, damn him. And in a few weeks, she would leave and take the sparkle with her. A fast round of hot sex would relieve some of the pressure for the moment, but it would only make things worse in the long run.
Boone already felt in his bones that if he ever got his hands on Maddie, once would never be enough.
And now their chaperone was gone. The hands left at night, too.
This house was big, all right.
But it would never be big enough for him to forget that Maddie was in it with him.



Chapter Five

BOONE STOPPED ON the back porch for a minute, rolling his left shoulder and cursing the mare. Dancer got more fractious by the day. She was new since he'd last been on the ranch, but everything told him her labor wouldn't be easy. He'd have to watch her closely.
It had been a long day. He'd slap a sandwich together and try not to miss Vondell's cooking too much. All he needed was a shower, something in his belly, and several hours in the sack.
The minute he opened the kitchen door, something smelled so good Boone's mouth started watering.
Then his gaze lit on Maddie, and he almost groaned out loud.
She looked right at home. And she looked good, damn it.
Her dark hair was piled haphazardly on her head, anchored by what looked like chopsticks that shimmied gently as she turned. "Hi. Ready to eat?" Maddie smiled.
"I told you not to cook for me."
"No, you told me I didn't have to cook for you. I miss cooking. Gotta keep my knife hand sharp."
The sparkle in her eyes, the mischief in her grin, both drew him like a beacon. 
As if ignoring her presence in the night ahead wasn't already going to be tough enough.
He should get started ignoring her now—but man, did something smell good.
Her smile widened. "No radish roses, I promise."
Boone couldn't help his own grin. "Don't tell me—tofu burgers instead."
Maddie's laugh started out pure and clear like a bell, then slid down the scale to low, sultry chuckle. For a moment, all Boone could do was stare. Escaping tendrils of her hair curled around a face flushed from the stove's heat, and she had a smudge of flour on one cheek. She wore old cutoff jeans and another one of those damn too-short tops that exposed the smooth skin of her midriff. One of Vondell's aprons was wrapped around that sweet patch of skin right now—but Boone knew it was there.
And his fingers wanted to touch it.
Badly.
Just one slow slide of fingertips across satin. It would be satin, he was sure of it. 
"I'm happy to know you're interested," she said.
His body responded so fast that Boone almost got whiplash, jerking his head up. "You...are?" he croaked.
"I like tofu burgers. I make great ones."
Damn. Close call. She would know his thoughts if he didn't get control, quick.
Then he looked closer. Within that sparkle of mischief, the sure instinct of a woman gleamed. Her pupils went dark in silent response to him.
It was already too late. She knew.
His gaze slid down to those lips that drove him crazy. His hands flexed, fingers ready to slide beneath that apron.
Maybe it wouldn't hurt anything. Maybe they could—
No. The old prickling warning stopped him. Nothing would be simple or easy with Maddie. He would want more than one roll in the hay with this woman.
Boone tore his gaze away and stared toward the hall, clearing a throat gone suddenly parched. "I've got horse and sweat all over me. Do I have time to shower?"
He risked one glance at Maddie. The smooth skin above her bodice flushed rosy. Her lips were slightly parted, and the mischief had fled from her eyes. He saw a different Maddie—unsteady and vulnerable, not her usual cheerful, indomitable self. Boone realized he'd come to expect Maddie to always rise to the challenge, to stay unflappable in her own flaky way.
He didn't like knowing that he'd caused it. Not when there was no future in pursuing it.
Oh, he'd like to rattle Maddie, big-time. He'd like to rock the foundations of her world. Drown himself in making love to her and pull her into the whirlpool with him.
But Maddie didn't belong here. She wouldn't stay.
And he wasn't leaving this place again. Couldn't afford to have it haunted anymore than it already was.
Almost a whisper, her answer drifted to him in that damn husky voice. "Ten minutes enough?"
Boone felt the sting of wry amusement, but he didn't grin. Ten years wouldn't be enough.
"Ten minutes it is." Boone made a grateful escape.
* * * 
HE WANTED HER.
Maddie stared across the now-empty kitchen, her mind reeling like a drunk in search of the next bottle.
Then her common sense took over.
Boone might want her, but he didn't like her. Robert had once wanted her, too. Had praised her, turned her head with compliments, made her feel unique and special. At first.
But it had been as much because he'd needed her and the flair he had praised to insure the success of the restaurant. Maddie knew now that she had been the magic ingredient that had packed the place every night. It wasn't arrogant to admit that—she'd had many reports that the restaurant stood half-empty most nights now. The patrons apparently missed both her cooking and the visits she made to the tables. Maddie loved feeding people, listening to them, keeping up with their families. Making them her family.
It was pathetic how long it had taken Maddie to realize that exactly the color and flair that made her a prized chef had been what Robert had tried to stamp out of her when the restaurant doors were closed. As if she should have some off/on switch like he did—all charm and grace during working hours but all Boston propriety the rest of the time.
Boone needed Maddie, too. To keep his ranch intact. 
But he didn't approve of her, didn't like who she was, didn't believe she belonged here. No amount of pleasure, no amount of wondering how those strong hands would feel all over her body, was worth having to recover her sense of herself again.
She didn't have an off/on switch. She was who she was, and she had no one else now. If Maddie let anyone destroy her faith in herself again, she didn't know if she could rebuild it this time.
Boone tempted her, all right. A lot. Something about him called to her and it wasn't just a set of impressive muscles or a handsome face.
But he didn't want her here, not permanently. It was right that he should have this house that meant so much to him, but Maddie already thought that she might want to come back, just to visit. There was something about this place that pulled at her, despite knowing that she would never truly fit.
If she and Boone could be friends, she could come back to visit, maybe. He would marry and have children, sure—make this house the home that he remembered from happier times. She could be friends with his wife, bring presents to his kids.
If they were friends. Only friends and nothing more.
The crackle of butter close to burning yanked Maddie back. Just cook, Maddie. Get through dinner. Then go take your walk and get away from him. With any luck he'll be in bed before you return. 
* * * 
BOONE DRAINED HIS glass of ice water and got up to refill it.
"Thanks. I can't leave this right now." Maddie spoke to him but her gaze was firmly fixed upon the stove.
"This isn't your restaurant. You don't have to give me good service. I've been taking care of myself for a long time now."
She did glance up at him then. "I guess old habits are hard to break. I waited tables for a long time while I was learning the business." The mischief rose again. "I made good money on tips."
He grinned back. "Whoever had you waiting tables instead of making the food was a fool. That smells great."
Delight sparkled in her eyes. "You haven't tried it yet."
"Need a taster?"
For just a second, he could swear he saw nerves fracture the delight. Then she wiped her hands on her apron and reached in a nearby drawer for a spoon. Scooping up sauce, she blew across the spoon before lifting it to his mouth. Boone couldn't take his gaze from her lips.
When he didn't respond quickly enough to the raised spoon, Maddie looked up at him. Their gazes slid together, and Boone felt his breath lock up in his chest.
She was so close. All he had to do was reach out and touch the flesh his hands still remembered.
Maddie's breasts rose with her quick inhalation. Her nostrils flared. Those eerie silvery eyes went dark, and Boone knew all he had to do was take the next step. She was as aware of him as he was of her.
And she wasn't stepping away.
He could kiss those lips. He could taste her on his tongue. He could lick a slow, soft trail down the slender line of her throat, sip the salty dew from her body.
The oven buzzer went off, and jolted them both.
Boone gripped his glass so hard it was a miracle it didn't break."I'll wait for the meal." He turned away, grasping for control, hearing his voice crack like it hadn't since adolescence. As fast as he could, he put kitchen floor between them.
This was never going to work. They were oil and water. Maddie was meant for bright lights and center stage. He only wanted the horses, the big sky, the quiet.
She was going to leave, and he would stay.  
The barn was full, but maybe he should make room in the tack room. Or the back of his truck. Or anywhere but locked in this house with Maddie.
Twenty-six days and counting.
When she set the food on the table, Boone couldn't stifle his amazement at the simple fare. Linguine with marinara sauce. Salad. Garlic bread, hot from the oven.
His amazement must have shown.
"I told you—no radish roses." 
Boone glanced up. Nerves and something darker danced in her eyes, but she held her head high and proud as if daring him to say anything about what had happened.
"I figured it would still be something fancy."
"Taste it. I told you, good food is good food."
So he did. And it was the best thing he'd put in his mouth in ages. Vondell was a good cook, but this sauce held a world of flavors, robust and teasing on his tongue. He took a bite of the bread and almost sighed out loud.
He realized Maddie wasn't eating, just watching him. "You're not going to eat?"
"I will, but right now, I'm just enjoying seeing someone eat my food again. It's what I do. I feed people."
"I can't imagine why anyone ever let you leave New York. This is the best marinara I've ever tasted."
Surprise and delight jousted for top billing. "You know it's marinara?"
Boone had to smile. "I've traveled a lot of places. And people in Texas know what marinara is, Maddie." He shook his head. "Well, Jim probably doesn't, but—"
Maddie laughed then, and Boone let the sound of it wash over him like a river's bounty in the heat of summer. For a moment, he wanted to stop time, to simply enjoy the moment—the food, the laughter, the woman. To let it cleanse away the layers of hard feelings that time had painted into the corners of every room of this house.
In that instant Boone could feel what it had been like when his mother was alive, when this house had last rung with laughter. 
"Did your wife like to cook?"
Boone froze. "Who talked to you about Helen?"
"No one talked to me about her, not really. Jim just mentioned...I'm sorry. I know she died. It must have been very hard on you. If you don't want to talk about her—"
"I don't."
"I see." She went solemn. "I'm sorry."
"You don't see, but it doesn't matter." He'd known better than to let down his guard. "We don't need to know each other's life stories. No point in it."
Maddie laid down her fork and drew a deep breath, straightening her shoulders. All the mischief and fun had vanished from her eyes. Slowly she rose and carried her untouched plate to the counter, removing her apron.
"It's time for my walk. Just leave the kitchen and I'll clean it up when I get back." A tiny tremor threaded through her voice as her lips curved faintly at the corners. "They say the best chefs make the biggest messes. It's pretty obvious I'm a great chef."
Then she left, her gait stiff as if holding herself together. She headed out the front door and down the hill, as was her nightly habit.
Boone stared at his plate and wondered if he ought to just go kick a puppy for good measure.
* * * 
AFTER CLEANING THE kitchen, Boone walked out onto the front porch and sat on the steps, looking out toward the dwindling twilight. He didn't see Maddie on the road anywhere, but her car was still here so she couldn't have gone far.
He scanned the vista before him, his gaze, as always, wandering toward the little pioneer cemetery down the hill on a piece of their land. Coyote Valley Cemetery held the bones of those who had settled this place, had carved out lives from a harsh, unwelcoming land.
His mother was buried there, as was Rose Wheeler. Sam would be there, too, but Boone hadn't paid a visit yet. He knew the reckoning was out there in the future—that someday, somehow, he had to figure out a way to let the past go. For right now, he had more to do than he could say grace over. Maybe once he'd scraped together the money and bought Maddie out, once the whole place was his again and he'd found Mitch, he could start to forgive his father.
But right now that day seemed very far away. The days between now and when Maddie left were all he could handle.
He thought about his brother, about the phone conversation he'd had with Devlin Marlowe. Marlowe seemed to have his head on straight and know what he was doing. He'd said he might pay a visit and see if he could find anything left in Sam's papers that might help him get closer to Mitch's trail.
Boone had told him to hold off a day or so. He wanted to find his brother, but right now, the house belonged to Maddie. Boone felt obligated to clear it with her, even though nothing of Sam's was likely to mean anything to her.
And before he did that, he had an apology to make. Her question about Helen had seemed motivated by honest curiosity. He couldn't even be sure that she'd heard anything about the circumstances...and no one on this place knew the whole story.
What he had said was true. They didn't need to know each other's life stories. They only had to co-exist for a few more weeks, then they'd never see one another again.
And while that idea turned his thoughts somber, it was a fact. It was real. Boone had learned long ago not to moon over what couldn't be.
But even though it was real and inescapable that the less they knew about the other, the better off they'd be, Boone wasn't in the habit of kicking puppies. He'd been rough with Maddie when she didn't deserve it, and he would apologize. Cleaning up the kitchen was a start, but like most women, Maddie would appreciate the words.
A movement down the hill caught his eye. Maddie had been in the cemetery. He wondered why.
Your blood runs deep in this place, Maddie Rose. You have roots here.
His father's words sent a chill through Boone's blood.
Don't get romantic about this, Maddie, and make things more complicated than they already are. 
Boone thought about going on to bed and talking to Maddie tomorrow. He shook his head and pulled out his knife, spying a broken tree branch lying on the ground. Picking it up, he turned to the whittling that had always helped him think.
He owed her an apology. He'd just sit here and whittle while he waited for her return. Then he'd go to bed, get a good night's sleep, and do his damnedest to keep the ranch going, come up with the money, and pretend Maddie Rose was invisible.
Sure thing, Boone. Maybe you should save that money and buy yourself that bridge in the desert—easier deal, all the way around.
* * * 
MADDIE WALKED BACK up the hill, her mind awhirl. She shouldn't have gone into the little cemetery. She'd barely regained her calm and her determination to keep things in perspective, remembered that this was not her home, that she couldn't get romantic about cooking in her grandmother's kitchen. Boone was right, more right than he knew. She had plenty in her own life she didn't want to discuss, and her foolish fancies of being Boone's friend and coming back to visit were just that—fantasies.
Then she'd decided to see inside the little cemetery where tall juniper sentinels guarded the departed so securely. She wasn't a person who was spooked easily, and cemeteries had never bothered her before. She didn't fear ghosts or spirits walking the night.
But this cemetery had done something she'd never expected: it had charmed her. Inside the junipers lay an almost palpable sense of peace and...history. The plaque at the entrance denoted that only members of pioneer families were buried there. She'd gone looking for Rose Wheeler's grave.
Somehow she hadn't been prepared for the feeling of looking at the simple headstone and knowing that her grandmother's bones rested there, cradled in the earth where Maddie stood. For the first time, it all seemed real. A sense of connection had tugged at her, and Maddie was shaken by it still. 
Her grandmother. Maddie wanted to talk to someone who had known her. With a hunger that swept through her like a blast furnace, Maddie suddenly wanted to know what her grandmother looked like, how she laughed, how her voice sounded, what she wore.
And it didn't matter that she wouldn't stay here, that she couldn't, that her life was elsewhere. Maddie wanted to take her heritage with her, wherever she landed. So she had made a promise, then and there, that she would make it her mission to find out as much as she could, in these weeks, about the people she came from. She wasn't a person to lie around, anyway, and if Boone wouldn't or couldn't answer her questions, she'd find someone who could.
She'd headed back out of the cemetery, filled with resolve—until she'd passed the newest grave. It bore only a tiny marker right now, but the stone next to it told her everything she needed to know. Jenny Wallace Gallagher, Beloved Wife and Mother.
Boone's mother. Buried next to his father Sam, the man who had brought her here. The man who had hurt his son so much.
She'd been angry with Sam Gallagher for putting Boone and her in an impossible position, but now she wasn't so sure what she felt. The need that swept through her, for family and roots, was not a feeling she welcomed. Longing and discomfort mingled too closely. She'd let herself need Robert and forgotten that she was supposed to be enough for herself. She'd spent her whole life without roots. She shouldn't need any.
Yet as she stared at Jenny Gallagher's headstone, Maddie wondered if anyone would ever call her beloved. Being wife and mother had never seemed farther away.
And today's phone call swirled into the mix, the heady knowledge that a restaurant that her colleagues would kill to work in wanted her, Maddie Rose Collins, enough to wait for her to finish out her month. She had options. She could be lionized in the only city that mattered, she could write her own ticket if she did well at Sancerre. And she would do well. She hadn't lied when she told Boone she was good.
The money she had, combined with what Boone had agreed to pay her for the house, wouldn't be enough to set up her own restaurant in New York, but if she did well at Sancerre, she might attract an investor or two. This time, however, she would hold the majority share. No more penniless Maddie in a one-way partnership like she'd had with Robert. And one day, she swore, she would have a place all her own. She'd put down roots, at last.
She had to keep her eye on the prize, to remember her real life and not let the romance of the past sweep her off her feet. She'd learned more than once that romance didn't last, no matter how much she wanted to believe it could.
"Evenin'."
Maddie gasped when Boone spoke up from his seat on the porch.
"Sorry. Didn't mean to scare you."
She shook her head. "You didn't, not really. I was just...thinking."
He turned the piece of wood slowly in his hands, studying it with care. Maddie looked closer and realized that he was whittling it into a shape like—
"Devil! You're carving the puppy's likeness." He was good, really good.
Boone shrugged. "Just something to pass the time."
"But it's so lifelike—how long have you been working on it?"
"Just started tonight."
"Boone, you could do these and sell them. That's really good. Have you been doing it a long time?"
"Off and on for years. Sometimes I've had a lot of time I've had to spend waiting."
"Did you take lessons?"
He smiled as though she'd told a joke. "I never heard of whittling lessons. Though I guess I sort of did—my granddaddy used to whittle a lot. He said there was no right way or wrong way. You just start carving and try to miss your own thumb." 
She laughed, and when he joined her, something felt a little more right in her world.
"Boone, I'm sorry—"
"Maddie, I'm sorry—"
They both halted abruptly.
"You don't owe me an apology," he said.
"You were right, though, in a way. But I'd rather not make this into an armed camp, Boone. It's only for a few weeks, but I'm not fond of making life harder than it has to be. Maybe you don't need to know my life story and I know I don't have a right to pry into yours, but I do have some things I really want to know."
"Like what?" His eyes were wary.
"I'd like to know about my grandmother. And I'd like to hear about your mother, if you'd tell me about her. If my father loved her, I'd like to know who she was."
Boone stared at the wood in his hands for so long that she was afraid he didn't intend to answer. Then he looked up at her. "I was just a little kid when your grandmother died. I don't really remember much about her. I just remember that she seemed very tall, though she was probably about your height—what, five eight or so?"
Maddie nodded.
"She was nice to me, but she always seemed sad." He shrugged. "I didn't understand, but I guess we do now, don't we?" Frown lines appeared between his brows, but he didn't try to deny what Sam's letter had said. "Sorry. I'm not much help."
"It's more than I had."
They were both silent for a long time, listening to the sounds of the night.
Then Boone spoke, but his voice was hushed. "My mother was probably too soft to be here."
"On this ranch?"
"On this ranch...with my father...on this earth." He drew in a deep breath. "I don't guess she was an angel, but she was as close to one as I'll ever see."
He looked out across the distance. "She loved to cook, and she liked to laugh. She knew how to make things fun without needing any fancy trimmings. She worked hard, she was always busy, but she was never too busy to read us a story or let us help make cookies."
He glanced up at Maddie. "She was small and pretty, with these big blue eyes and long blonde hair. I used to think when she read me fairytales that the princesses must have looked like her. No matter that she worked her fingers to the bone, there was always something about her that seemed like she didn't quite belong in this world."
"She must have loved you so much."
He visibly recoiled. "You don't know that."
"No one could feel so loved and it not be real."
Boone frowned but didn't answer. Beneath those strong, gentle fingers a piece of a tree turned into a puppy before her very eyes.
Maddie was so fascinated that she wanted to sit close and watch him, but the night had been too long, too full of emotions. She yawned before she could stop herself. "I can't get used to being sleepy so early. In the city, I never get to bed before one or two."
"You're just falling into the natural rhythms of the land."
But I can't afford to. She moved toward the door. "I'd better go clean up that kitchen, then head for bed."
"It's already cleaned."
She stopped in her progression across the porch. "You did it?"
One shoulder lifted negligently. "You cooked. I cleaned."
"But you put in a very long day already."
"It was my fault you didn't eat. I put your leftovers in the fridge."
Maddie was overwhelmed. Robert had never once lifted a finger. Even her father had treated the kitchen as if it might bite him. The only help she'd ever had was help she paid. "I don't know what to say."
"You don't have to say anything."
"Well, I can say thank you, at least."
"You're welcome. It was a great meal."
Maddie stood at the doorway, one hand gripping the jamb, not sure whether to stay or go. Maybe they could be friends, after all. Go, Maddie, before you screw this up.
"Well...goodnight."
"Wait—"
She halted, her hand on the knob.
"I—the private investigator who's looking for Mitch. He needs to go through Sam's things to sift for clues."
Maddie frowned. "And?"
"And it's your house."
"For the moment. He was your father. Those things belong to him and now to you."
"I didn't know if you'd mind Marlowe being here."
Maddie turned. "Boone, as far as I'm concerned, this place is yours, not mine. I'll honor your father's requirement to stay, but I know I'm only a guest. Do whatever you need to do to find your brother." She wished it weren't so dark so she could see his face more clearly. She felt his stare, but she didn't know what it meant.
Every nerve in her body was already too aware of him. She could still remember all too well how it had felt to have him so close when she'd offered him a taste of the sauce...how much she'd wanted to rise to her toes and place her mouth on his.
The tiny hairs on her body rose in response to him now, and Maddie knew she was in danger of forgetting what was real.
Boone Gallagher was too attractive even when he didn't like her. Tonight, the man who would apologize, the man who cleaned up the kitchen because it was fair...that man was deadly. 
"I, uh...I'd better go. Upstairs. To—never mind." Great, Maddie, remind both of you how close you sleep to each other.
She thought she could see his eyes glitter in the moonlight.
"Sleep well, Maddie."
Not likely. "Good night, Boone." She was almost through the door before he spoke.
"And thank you."
That voice, so deep...that drawl that slid down her spine and curled low...
Maddie gulped. "You're welcome." As fast as she could go, she was through the door and up the stairs.



Chapter Six

BOONE ROLLED OUT of bed and slammed the alarm button down. He wasn't sure why he'd bothered to go to bed. He'd stayed on the porch long after Maddie had left to be sure they didn't cross paths again upstairs, but he hadn't been able to stop himself from pausing in front of her closed door. From wanting to open it and watch her sleep in the moonlight and lying awake for a long time after.
He shouldn't want anything to do with her. She asked too many questions about a past he wanted to forget. Made him think too much about feelings that did no good.
She would open up Pandora's box and then leave for New York, and he would be left here to try to shove everything back inside and slam the box shut.
Heading for the shower this morning, he saw that her door was open, her bed empty. As his path neared the stairwell, he could smell baking bread.
The woman was lethal. She twisted him in knots just with her looks and then played dirty with her cooking. They weren't playing house, damn it.
He stood with the shower beating down on his head and tried to ignore the traces of Maddie's presence. The perfume of her soap rose in the heated air. A basket of sponges and lotions stood on a stool by the tub. As he scrubbed at a body already worn out by a restless night, a vision of her naked under this same shower taunted him.
He turned the shower to cold.
By the time he got downstairs he had worked up a fine head of steam, but she wasn't in the kitchen to serve as his target.
He realized where she probably was. Doing impossible things with that lithe body on the porch.
His porch, damn it.
Boone grabbed a cup of the coffee that had just finished perking. Swearing ripely, he burned his tongue by sipping too quickly.
It was suicidal to skip breakfast, as much physical labor as he did in a day. He turned and headed for the barns, anyway.
And there she was, on the porch facing the sunrise, her body stretching as if to greet the sky, her movements slow and graceful.
He hesitated, wanting to watch, just for a minute.
And then she turned.
And smiled. "Good morning."
"Mornin'."
"The bread is almost done."
He had to cut this off now, before it went too far. "I told you not to cook for me."
The peaceful glow dimmed. "I didn't make it for you, but I'm willing to share it."
Back to kicking puppies, Boone? "I have to go." He turned to leave.
"With no breakfast?"
"Last I looked, I'd been taking care of myself for a few years."
One glance back showed a parade of emotions—hurt, chagrin...the beginnings of anger.
Good. An armed camp was far safer.
"Fine." She squared her shoulders. "If you change your mind, it will be there." 
When Maddie turned away, it should have made Boone feel better.
It didn’t. As she moved into the next posture, he felt like a kid who'd been sent to the corner, robbed of the fun the others were having.
But he'd sent himself there.
She made him crazy. She made him feel too much. He didn't know how to hold her at a safe distance when she was so damned easygoing. Or how to like himself for trying.
"Thanks for the coffee."
Maddie just nodded and kept going.
Boone headed to the barns, head fuzzy from lack of sleep and stomach empty of everything but a sour taste, knowing he had no one to blame but himself.
* * * 
AN HOUR LATER, Boone saw Maddie walk into the barn with a basket and look around. Jim stepped out of a stall close by and grinned from ear to ear.
"Well, good morning to you, Maddie." Jim sniffed appreciatively. 
"Hi, Jim. How are you today?" Maddie returned the smile. She glanced around and spotted Boone. Her smile dimmed.
"I was okay, but by the smell of that basket, I'm hoping I'm about to get a lot better."
"It's cinnamon-oatmeal bread. I don't think Boone had time for breakfast, but even if he did, I thought you and Sonny might enjoy bread fresh from the oven." She shot Boone a sassy glance that dared him to complain.
"Hell—I mean, heck, Maddie, I hope Boone is so stuffed he can't take a bite. It smells great." Without hesitation, he dipped his hand inside. One bite, and he closed his eyes in bliss. "Take me now, Lord. It can't get better than this."
Boone listened to Maddie's laughter and couldn't help smiling himself. His stomach rumbled, and he turned back to the horse he was checking.
"Don't go anywhere, Maddie. I have to feed one more horse. Boone, you stay right where you are until I eat my fill, you hear?"
When Jim walked away, Maddie looked down the barn, straight at Boone. "It's foolish for you to turn this down. You work too hard every day to miss breakfast just because you're afraid of me."
The woman definitely had a mouth on her.
Boone stepped out of the stall, latching the door, and snorted. "The day I'm afraid of you is the day the sun comes up in the west."
Maddie smirked. "Then you'll have some, I take it."
His stomach was yelling at him to dive into that basket, but he held back.
She sobered. "I know this is awkward, Boone. The whole situation is not what either of us wants, but we just have to make the best of it. You don't need to like me for us to get along."
Beside her now, Boone's hand stopped in mid-air. "I never said I disliked you." Hell, he liked too much about her.
The quick flare of something dark and almost hurt in her eyes surprised him.
But before he could figure out what to say next, she opened the cloth covering the basket and held the basket closer to him, changing the subject. "So these are your horses?"
Boone's mouth was too full of heaven for him to do more than nod.
She glanced at Slow Dance, the palomino stallion on which he was hoping to build his future. "Who is that? He's really handsome, isn't he?"
Boone swallowed. "You ride?"
Maddie smiled, almost bashful. "No, but I've always thought it would be wonderful."
"You don't want to try one like Slow Dance for your first horse. He's pretty even-tempered for a stallion, but that's not saying much."
"You'd let me ride one?" Her eyes were wide as saucers.
Oh, hell. What had he just done? When what he most needed was to stay as far away from her as possible, here he'd gone and opened the door to spending more time together.
But he couldn't take it back now, not when she looked so thrilled. You'd think he'd handed her diamonds from Tiffany's.
He could make it Jim's job, and he probably should. But something within him balked at the thought of not being the first one to see Maddie's delight, if it meant that much to her.
"It's okay, Boone. I understand. You're too busy."
Boone focused on her and saw the disappointment cloud her sparkle. A man who would dim Maddie's glow ought to be shot.
"I can make some time, if you can be flexible."
Maddie lit up like the sun at noonday. "You just tell me when." 
Her gaze on him was so warm and soft that Boone's own gaze lingered while a thousand thoughts danced in his head. Her lips were slightly parted, her breasts rising and falling in the rhythm of her excitement. Boone wanted more than he'd ever wanted anything in his life to take her to the ground, right then and there. To seek within Maddie the warmth that his cold, dark soul craved with a hunger deeper than he had ever felt.
"Hoo-ey, Maddie girl, I'm dying for another taste of that—" Jim stopped in his tracks.
Maddie stepped back from Boone, her cheeks flaming.
Boone turned away, not sure whether to thank Jim or strangle him.
Maddie rose to the occasion. "Boone's going to teach me to ride, Jim. Isn't that exciting?"
Boone caught Jim's startled glance out of the corner of his eye. When Jim's weathered face began to crease into a knowing grin, Boone shot him a glare that should have fried him where he stood.
But Jim just grinned bigger. "Well now, that's real fine, Maddie. There's no one better to teach you than Boone here. He's the finest horseman any of us ever saw."
Boone felt Maddie's gaze studying him and was surprised when his own cheeks warmed.
"I noticed how gentle your hands were on that colt. I was impressed, Boone. I thought cowboys broke horses with spurs and that sort of thing."
Boone turned. "That's the old way, and some people still use it. I prefer to let a horse believe that it's his idea to work together. There's no need to break his spirit. You start him early before he knows his own strength, and you teach him to trust you. He needs to respect you and know you mean business, but it's not your business to be mean."
Boone stopped. He was talking too much.
But Maddie's eye sparkled with curiosity...and glowed with warmth. "That's beautiful. It was wonderful to watch you with him."
For a moment it was like standing on the edge of a magic circle, a private space he could share with Maddie if he'd take another step or two. But he sensed Jim watching them both avidly while snatching another slice of bread.
Whether or not he could keep himself away from her as he knew he surely should, Boone wasn't conducting the dance with Maddie in public.
So he pushed her away with words. "I've got to get back to work."
Her shoulders hunched as if absorbing a blow, but very quickly she squared her posture and shook that mane of hair. "Of course. I need to get on to the garden, anyway. I'll just leave the bread right here." She turned away and set the basket on a shelf nailed to the wall.
Jim glared at him, but Boone refused to respond. It was what had to happen, damn it. He couldn't let go with her.
He would do his best to get along, and he would teach her to ride as he'd teach any other student. But he would use the control that had kept his head on straight in the midst of danger, he would use the discipline that had marked his life for years, and he would keep his hands off Maddie Rose Collins.
If it killed him.
But as he watched her walk away toward the garden, he couldn't quite hold the line. "Maddie," he called out.
The dark hair swung, glistening in the morning light as she turned.
"Maybe tomorrow we can start your lessons."
Her smile was quick, her nod enthusiastic, before she turned back and walked away.
Maddie forgave too easily. And it seemed he was always doing something that needed forgiving.
"Maddie," Jim called out.
She turned back once more. "Have all you want, Jim."
"Oh, I intend to, but that's not what I was gonna ask. Are you going to let Boone here take you to the rodeo dance tonight?"
Her whole face lit up. "A rodeo dance?"
He would kill Jim the minute Maddie was out of sight.
"Yep. Ever been to one?"
Her dark hair swung as she shook her head. "No, but I love to dance." Then she went very still. "But Boone doesn't have to take me. Just tell me where to find it."
Boone bit down on a groan. "I guess I can take you."
Maddie's shoulders went stiff. "I'm a big girl. I can go by myself. I've lived in New York. Morning Star can't be too tough." She looked away from Boone. "Can you give me the directions, Jim?"
Jim muttered under his breath. "Sure I can. But I'll do you one better. Velda and I will pick you up and take you."
Maddie's smile was tentative. "Would Velda mind?"
"Aw, hell—I mean, heck, no. Velda would love havin' a woman to chatter to."
Her smile reached full wattage. "Then thank you. I'd love to go."
"We'll pick you up at seven. You like barbecue?"
"You bet." Maddie hesitated. "Well, I guess I'd better get to work in the garden. Thank you, Jim." She pointedly ignored Boone.
"Thank you for the bread. We'll see you this evenin'."
When Maddie was out of sight, Jim turned on him. "You're a damn fool, Boone Gallagher." 
Boone shot him a quick glance, then headed to saddle up Slow Dance. "I didn't ask you."
"You hurt that little gal's feelings. How hard is it to take her to the dance?"
"I don't want to talk about it."
"She could be the best thing that ever happened to you."
"She won't stay."
"How do you know?"
"I know."
"Because she's from the city, like Helen? You didn't cause Helen's problems."
"She'd be alive if not for me." And so would my baby.
"Maddie isn't Helen."
Boone rounded on him. "She's on a vacation, Jim. Anything can be fun for a little while. She's got restaurants in New York begging for her to come back up there. Why would she want to be stuck on a ranch in Morning Star?"
"Nobody said you had to marry her. Just enjoy her while she's here."
Boone's temper spiked. "Don't you go talking like Maddie is only good for a quick roll in the hay. She deserves better than that."
Then Jim smiled and shook his head. "I never said she didn't. So give her better."
"I'm not condemning another woman to a life she would hate."
"Damn, but I'm going to be glad when she leaves, even though I'll miss her. You're like a lion with a thorn in his paw, and it ain't gonna get any better until you do something about it."
"There's nothing to do, Jim, except wait. She'll be gone soon enough. And so will you if you don't get back to work."
Jim snorted. "Like you think you could run this place without me." His grin didn't fade.
"Go away and leave me alone. I've got work to do."
Jim started to turn, then hesitated. "If you got any sense in that head of yours, you'll be at that dance tonight. I can't keep watch over Maddie and Velda both, and you and I both know Maddie's going to be a powerful temptation to those cowboys."
Boone curled his lip. "It's not my business. She said it herself—she's a big girl."
Jim watched him for a minute, then he started chuckling. "You know, this is gonna be fun to watch, is all I got to say. That is, if we don't kill you first."
Boone shot him a glare. "I only wish I could believe that was all you had to say. The day you quit jawin' at me is the day we put you in the ground. Now go away."
Jim tipped his hat and walked away, whistling.
* * * 
MADDIE PAUSED IN pulling weeds in the garden when she saw Boone and Slow Dance leave the barn. When they moved into a gallop across the pasture, it was a sight that she knew she'd never forget.
Golden man and golden horse. The two moved together as if formed from one flesh. It was a ballet of rugged strength, smooth and sinuous, Boone's strong thighs and the horse's muscled flanks making the breath catch in her throat. She felt as though she'd stepped back in time, like Boone and the horse and the land were part of one another. The sight stirred her at a deep, primal level, and she watched them until she could see them no more.
Then she rolled off her heels and sat back on the ground, smelling the tang of the tomato vines where she'd brushed them, reaching for weeds.
Around her she heard the soft call of cattle, the occasional nicker of a horse in the barn. Birds in the live oak trees around the house sang hello to the morning.
But even with all that, it was so quiet compared to what she'd known. Maddie felt the warm earth beneath her, the wind ruffling her hair, and she knew a moment of contentment so peaceful and deep that it almost seemed holy.
She closed her eyes and let the sun warm her face, the breeze kiss her lips, and in that moment, Maddie thought she knew why her father had never told her about this place. It must have torn a hole in his heart the size of Texas to grow up belonging here—and then to become a pariah.
All the anger and confusion Maddie had felt toward her father evaporated like the morning's dew in the face of the sun. She understood now why he'd done it. To speak of this place and know he could never return would have been torture.
I understand, Daddy. And I'm so very sorry.
He must have felt like Adam cast out from Paradise. Just watching Boone and knowing how this place formed so much of who he was, seeing the pain that lingered from the years he'd been forced away, gave Maddie a sense of what leaving must have cost her father.
That he had done it to save his mother, that he had known everyone else important to him would think him a murderer, seemed to Maddie to be a deed as noble as anything she'd ever heard or read.
That Sam had denied him the chance to return was a tragedy, a betrayal of staggering proportions.
For the first time, Maddie truly understood why Sam had given her this place. He had to know what it would have cost Dalton to lose it. Sam also knew how it felt to lose Jenny. And by his actions, he had condemned her father to needless years as an outcast from both the place and the woman he loved.
But if Sam had looked for her father, what would have happened? She had been a child then. If her father had come back here, what would her life have been like? What would have happened to her, to Boone and Mitch, if Dalton and Jenny had wanted to be together?
It was all too confusing—and all water under the bridge. And much as this place now pulled at Maddie, there still remained the fact that she couldn't make a living here. She had a life and a career back East; here she had nothing but other people's broken dreams.
Drawing in a deep breath, Maddie sent a promise heavenward to her father. I understand, Daddy, and I will soak in all of this that I can before I must leave. Someday I will tell your story to a new generation. I won't let your heritage die. I just hope you understand all the reasons why I can't possibly stay.
Then with a heavy sigh, Maddie bent back to her weeding. 
* * * 
BOONE DROVE UP to the community center that night, asking himself for the fifteenth time why he wasn't at home enjoying the silence.
Maddie would be fine. She was a big girl. Jim was there. He would just watch for a while, then he would leave.
After parking his truck, Boone stepped out and heard the music blaring. How long had it been since he'd attended a dance? Helen had turned her nose up at country music—would Maddie be doing the same? 
Would she mentally be poking fun at the rubes? Would the music grate on her nerves? A part of Boone readied himself to defend the people and the place he loved from mockery. These were good people. They worked hard and had little to show for their efforts, either in material goods or lifestyle options.
Simple people who were the salt of the earth. He had missed them all.
Boone nodded to various old acquaintances, noting the tipped hats and smiles. He stopped to visit with neighboring ranchers and quickly discovered word had spread of the interloper city-slicker who had come to town. 
Boone was surprised to find himself defending Maddie, more surprised to find himself scanning the crowd inside for her presence.
It didn't take long.
She was a flame glowing in the darkness. Around her circled the moths, batting their wings and courting annihilation.
Boone watched her. And he burned.
Standing against a support post in the darkness, he saw the fire and the fun that was Maddie. In full gypsy regalia, Maddie reigned as belle of the ball. Her red halter top glowed against pale satin skin, the full froth of her short red and gold skirt showing off the legs that haunted his dreams.
But it was Maddie's spirit that glowed brightest as she danced and laughed. She didn't know the steps—that much was obvious—but her good nature and natural grace made it unimportant. Surrounded by partners more than willing to teach her, Maddie learned quickly. He watched her do the Cotton-Eyed Joe and the schottische, her legs flashing and drawing every male eye in the place. When she missed a step, her laughter brought smiles to every face.
Maddie's easy affection charmed them all. Sour old women found no fault, for Maddie was unfailingly polite and never favored anyone. She could not be branded easy, but her sensuality wove a spell around every man in the hall. Yet the women smiled at her laughter, at her willingness to poke fun at herself.
The City Girl had made herself at home.
Boone watched his neighbors with amazement, these people who were never rude but didn't take kindly to strangers. One by one, they accepted Maddie into the fold.
It was torture to watch her, to see her move into the arms of old men and boys, young studs eager to show off and mature men who wanted to claim her.
He wanted to step out of the darkness and tell every one of them to get lost.
But Maddie wasn't his. She was only visiting.
Boone felt a gaze on him and turned to the left. Jim nodded toward Maddie and lifted his beer in a salute. His taunting challenge hung in the air.
First thing tomorrow, Boone was sending Jim to walk the miles of fence line. Not ride. Walk.
He merely lifted a negligent eyebrow and turned away from his foreman.
He felt it the moment Maddie saw him.
Her gaze halted on his before moving back to the cowboy whose hand rested on her hip. Boone ground his teeth and meant to look away.
But he couldn't. 
Instead, he glared at the man who had the nerve to touch her, even while he recognized that Maddie was a free agent.
He had no claim on her. He never would.
Tearing his gaze away, Boone turned to the first person he saw, Emma Ruth Rodgers. Sixty-five if she was a day, Emma Ruth had never married but had educated many a child in this town, including Boone.
"How are you, Ms. Rodgers?"
"Boone Gallagher, as I live and breathe. It's good to have you back."
Her eagerness warmed him. "Thank you. It's good to be here."
"I'm sorry about your father."
Boone tensed, then muttered the expected. "He'd been sick for a while."
"No, Boone, I mean I'm sorry about this mess he's left you. Sam Gallagher used to be a lovely young man, one of this town's real treasures, but he changed after your mother died. He was wrong in what he did to you and Mitch."
Boone's surprise must have shown, for she carried on. "You thought no one noticed? People noticed, all right, but it isn't our way to interfere. Maybe we should have done something. We don't have so much that we can afford to lose good men like yourself and your brother."
Boone was sure his mouth must be hanging open. He cleared his throat. "Well...thank you."
She waved it away. "No need to thank me. I'm as guilty as any for standing aside. But I don't intend to stand aside now. If you need any help getting rid of that Yankee, you just let me know."
Just then, Boone felt a hand on his arm and turned. That Yankee stood beside him, her smile fading.
"Uh...Ms. Rodgers, this is Maddie Rose Collins."
"You're Dalton Wheeler's daughter, is that right?"
Maddie gripped Boone's arm tightly, but drew herself up very straight. "Yes, I am." Her tone dared the woman to say anything derogatory.
"Hmmmph," Emma Ruth muttered. "Sam created a mess for Boone."
Boone saw Maddie swallow and struggle for composure. When she spoke, her tone held a bite. "My father didn't kill anyone, Mrs.—?"
"Rodgers. Ms. Rodgers." Emma Ruth's tone broadcast her doubts. "Everyone has known for years that—"
"My father did a noble deed," Maddie interrupted, her silver eyes flashing fire. "He took the blame for something he didn't do so that his mother wouldn't go to jail for defending herself."
"The Caswells are a respected family around here."
Maddie's jaw jutted. "I can't respect a man who beats on women."
Emma Ruth's nostrils flared. Her color rose. She opened her mouth to retort, but Boone stepped in.
"It's true, Ms. Rodgers. Dalton didn't hurt anyone. Folks were wrong in what they thought. He took the blame and exiled himself to keep his mother safe."
Boone saw Maddie's startled glance, the look of gratitude in her gaze. He turned back to see Emma Ruth's frown.
"Surely you can't condone what your father did, giving your house to a—"
In another situation, Boone would have laughed at how Maddie puffed up like mama hen, prepared to defend Sam. Instead, he stepped in to defuse the situation.
"Ms. Rodgers, I can't control what my father did or didn't do. All I can do is deal with it. Ms. Collins is caught in a bad situation and is doing her best. Now if you'll excuse us, I believe Ms. Collins has promised me this dance." Then he turned and led Maddie away.
She was fuming. "That old biddy. Is that how they all feel? Like I'm an interloper? The daughter of a murderer who's come to feed off the remains like a vulture?"
He pulled her into a dark corner, then grabbed her shoulders and turned her to face him.
Tears welled in her eyes, and he couldn't stand it.
"She doesn't matter, Maddie. People talk. Around here, they don't have much else to do."
"It does matter. I can't stand that they're thinking about my father that way. He did nothing wrong. He gave up everything that mattered to him. I don't know why he would love this place, when people are so ready to believe the worst of him. It's not right. I have to defend—" She turned away, ready to head back toward Emma Ruth.
He gripped her tightly and pulled her against him, cupping her cheek with one hand. "Listen to me."
Maddie's face held mutiny, but slowly, she lifted her gaze. The hurt he saw there touched him.
"We know the truth, you and I. What does it matter to you, when you'll be leaving? They're just a bunch of country people who will never set foot in one of your restaurants. Why do you care?"
Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. "I care. For the sake of my father and grandmother, I care. They would have cared. These were their neighbors. They would have been mine, too, if—"
Boone stroked her jaw. "No, they wouldn't have. If Dalton had stayed, you wouldn't have been born."
Maddie glanced away, her head shaking slowly from side to side. "I don't belong here," she whispered.
He knew that, only too well. But he had to do something to ease her pain. "I'll make them understand, Maddie. I'll make sure they know what your father gave up."
She turned a look on him so luminous and grateful that Boone stood, transfixed. For a long moment, she studied him as if trying to understand him.
"Why would you do that?"
"It's only fair."
"I've caused you a lot of problems. I know you'll be glad for me to leave."
Tempting words stuck in his throat. You don't have to leave. You could stay. If only he didn't know better, know what it would cost her in the long run.
"You didn't make this situation. Neither of us did."
She smiled sadly. "A few more weeks and it's over." She sounded relieved.
Boone dropped his hand and stepped back. "Yeah. Not that long." Not long, hell. Eternity. When viewed through the glass of time spent trying to resist Maddie, the days stretched out forever. 
Twenty-five days of too much...and not nearly enough.
She turned away and watched the dance floor, where the band was tuning up again. She drew in a deep breath, then shuddered, seeming to arm herself.
Finally she spoke, her voice wistful. "Did you mean that about the next dance?"
The last thing he needed was to hold Maddie in his arms, but he'd just have to hope the next dance was a fast one. No matter what he knew was smart, he couldn't refuse her. "Sure."
Her smile blinded him. "You like to dance?"
Boone shrugged. "I get along."
Some of Maddie's sparkle flared. She grabbed his hand and pulled. "Well, come on, cowboy. Let's dance."
Despite his better sense, Boone gripped her hand and headed for the dance floor. When the band struck up a quick two-step, he wasn't as happy as he should have been. But it didn't take long to start enjoying himself. Maddie was a graceful dancer and quickly fell in step with him. Soon they moved together as if from long experience. "You ever done this before?" he asked.
Maddie shook her head, eyes shining. "No, but I love it."
"Hick music not too boring for you?"
She batted his shoulder. "Don't be a snob, Boone."
"Me?"
"Yes, you. I know Helen was from the city and I'm sorry she didn't like it, but you think the only people who can appreciate this place are those who were born here?"
"Don't try to tell me you like this place."
"I do like it."
"But you won't stay."
Maddie met his gaze. "I don't have to stay to like it. I'd—I'd like to come back and visit sometime." Her gaze turned hesitant. "Would that bother you?"
Hell, yes, it would bother him. Saying goodbye to her and knowing she might pop back in, anytime she pleased? That he'd get used to having her around, then she'd disappear whenever the mood took her?
She saw his reaction. Her face reflected her disappointment. "That's okay," she said casually. "It was just an idea. I probably won't get much time, anyway. I usually try to make it to Europe once a year to keep up on developments there."
Dancers around them were complaining loudly because they were holding up progress. Boone shot glares all around, but began to move across the floor once again. He didn't look at Maddie as he answered. "I hadn't thought about it. It might be all right."
"Please—don't be so enthusiastic."
"Hey, I never thought about it, all right? I don't know how I feel."
"Do you ever let yourself really feel, Boone?" she asked, her eyes soft and searching.
The music slowed and segued into a waltz. Boone found himself reluctant to take her off the floor and let her go. Instead, he moved into the new steps and Maddie moved effortlessly with him.
"I don't know what you want me to say, Maddie."
Maddie looked at him with sad eyes, and he knew he'd disappointed her. "I want you to say what's in your heart. To let go and just feel."
She didn't, though. Not really. If he once let go of his control, she wouldn't like what she saw. Boone didn't much like it himself. He was a man who had loved one woman badly, who had never earned his father's love. He'd lost a child who should have had a chance if he'd just done things right.
He'd been good in the dark arts of killing and war. He could track an enemy to extinction, could find a grain of sand in the desert. None of those were skills Maddie would admire.
She was a creature of light, and he was darkness. She might think she wanted to know him, but she was wrong.
Since Boone had no answers Maddie would want to hear, he didn't even try. Instead, he pulled her close and let the music fill the silence.
She held stiff for a moment, but he didn't relent. Soon she stopped resisting and swayed against him, and Boone knew a moment of painful longing.
Maddie had weapons of her own.
A soft, tender heart.
A ready smile.
A soul that shone brighter than the sun.
Maddie took the whole world to her bosom and cherished it. A part of Boone wanted to step into the magic circle and inhale Maddie's cheer, her never-say-die optimism, to hold it as a talisman against the darkness inside him.
But Boone knew his own power. His darkness would snuff out her light, and the world would be poorer.
So Boone simply held Maddie close until the music faded.
And then he thanked her, turned her over to the line of men waiting for the belle of the ball—and walked away without looking back.
* * * 
MADDIE WATCHED HIM go, so tall and handsome in the starched white shirt, knife-edged crease in his jeans. She wondered when she'd ever learn to keep her thoughts to herself. Hadn't she warned herself that it wouldn't work for her to come back to visit? He hadn't answered her, which was answer enough in itself.
When she left Morning Star, she would not return.
"You ready to dance, pretty girl?" The cowboy asking the question smiled beneath his straw hat and stepped forward.
An adventure, Maddie. Remember, it's just an adventure. You were having fun until Boone showed up.
She accepted the outstretched hand and smiled her biggest smile. Not from the heart, but it had always been Maddie's belief that if you smiled whether you felt like it or not, you'd soon feel better. "Let's do it, Mr.—?"
"Call me Randy, ma'am."
"Then you call me Maddie."
"Here we go, Maddie. I like it fast."
"Good." She would concentrate on her feet and forget the heart Boone had bruised.
Twenty-five days and counting. The end couldn't come too soon.
* * * 
Boone stayed outside for a long time, staring into the moonlight. He was lousy company; soon even Jim left him alone. He nursed the same beer he'd been holding since he'd walked off the dance floor, less interested in something to drink than having something to do with his hands.
He could still feel her soft curves against him, feel her warm breath on his chest where his shirt parted. He could smell Maddie's scent, unnamable and mysterious, rich and full of sex and sunshine and thoughts of sin.
Why couldn't he just take what she would give and enjoy it while she stayed? What was it about Maddie that made this so damn hard?
So what if she was leaving? He'd had affairs before, had left and been left, had enjoyed rolling on the bed and parting unencumbered. Why not with Maddie?
Because she's not a roll in the hay. Just that simple.
Maddie was more. If he played with fire, he would be burned, but with Maddie it would incinerate him. He knew it in his bones.
A shiver ran down his spine. Boone grimaced in disgust. Maddie's fanciful thinking was rubbing off on him.
Shoving off from the pillar on which he leaned, Boone drained his beer bottle on the grass and took it back inside to the bar. He planned to tell Jim he was leaving and make sure Maddie had a ride home.
Until he took one quick glance at the dance floor and didn't like what he saw.
Hank Caswell was Maddie's partner, and Maddie didn't look happy at all.
Boone and Hank went way back. Hank had a vicious streak. In school, Boone had been the only one around who would go toe-to-toe with him. Hank's crooked nose had come courtesy of Boone, and Hank had never forgotten it.
Boone cared nothing about their past. All he cared about was that Hank was holding Maddie way too close. He started through the crowd, watching carefully to be sure he wasn't mistaken. When Maddie pushed at Hank's chest and tried to back away, Hank jerked her back.
Boone saw red. He picked up speed, shoving through the crowd. But when he got close to them, he slowed down, remembering what he'd once seen Hank do to a reluctant girlfriend. He had to handle this carefully or Maddie could get hurt.
"Evenin', Hank," Boone drawled.
Hank kept a tight grip on Maddie but didn't look at him, only a short nod. "Gallagher. Heard you were back."
Boone shot Maddie a worried glance, then choked back a grin. If Hank gave her an inch to maneuver, he was going to find himself unmanned. Maddie wasn't scared yet—she looked mad as the devil.
But Boone knew Hank was truly dangerous. "Let's go outside and catch up on old times, Hank."
The glare Maddie shot him should have incinerated him on the spot. Impatience vibrated from her every pore. "Let go of me, you big, fat—oof!"
Boone grabbed Maddie's arm and turned suddenly, wedging his shoulder in between them. With practiced ease, he slid Maddie away and behind him. "I don't think the lady is enjoying herself."
Hank's little pig eyes narrowed. "She was dancing with me. We weren't finished."
"Well, you see, Hank, there's just one problem. I was never very good at sharing."
"She's not yours. You weren't here. You left."
"But I was coming back. And here I am." Boone kept his voice smooth. He didn't see how Hank could miss the implied threat. He wouldn't initiate the fight, but Hank couldn't have forgotten who had usually wound up on top.
He pulled Maddie close. "You go on and find yourself another girl, Hank. This one's taken." Turning away, he walked Maddie toward the outside.
They had almost reached the door when Maddie was wrenched from his arms. Hank jerked her to him and grabbed her hair, grinding his mouth down on hers. 
Boone went blind with rage. He leaped toward them. Grabbing Hank by the arm, he jerked him away from Maddie. The solid connection of fist to jaw didn't begin to placate the roar in his head.
Hank had put his mouth on Maddie. Had hurt Maddie.
Boone never heard the shouting around him. He entered a zone of deadly silence, a savage place where forsaken skills had lain dormant. With brutal satisfaction, he punished Hank for daring to hurt Maddie's bright spirit, for endangering the light she had brought into his life.
"Boone, stop! Please—" Finally, Maddie's voice sliced through the rage.
He looked at her, her face drained of all color. Then he looked back at Hank, collapsed against the wall, chest heaving. 
"You crazy sonofa—" Hank roared. "The bitch is the spawn of a murderer. You're welcome to her." He spat at her feet.
Boone charged toward him, but Maddie held on for dear life to one arm while Jim grabbed him by the other, stepping between him and Hank.
"Come on now, Boone. Back away. He's crazy and mean. You know that. Come on. You're scaring Maddie."
The last words broke through to him. Boone looked down at her and saw her eyes gone huge and dark.
Now he'd done it. She'd seen what lay inside him, the dark, howling beast that had been his salvation...and damnation.
He turned to Hank. "You're not fit to walk on the same ground as Maddie. If I ever hear you talking about her like that again, I'll—"
"Boone, please." Maddie's quiet voice settled him as nothing else could.
But he wasn't quite through. "You stay away from her, you hear me? You stay very far away."
Hank didn't respond. He turned and lumbered off, leaning on a friend.
Then Boone realized that his eye hurt like hell. He reached up and came away with blood on his fingers.
"I'll drive you home in your truck," Jim offered. "Maddie can come later with Velda."
Boone looked at Maddie, prepared for her revulsion. Instead he saw quiet strength. 
"That's all right, Jim," she said. "If Boone can't see to drive, I can drive his truck. We'll be all right."
Jim glanced back and forth between them. "You sure about that, Maddie?" 
His meaning was clear. Boone wasn't fit to be with her.
She nodded and clutched Boone's arm tightly. "Yes. I'm sure." Then she looked up at Boone. "Can you drive or would you like me to do it?"
He started to shrug her off. He was unclean, contaminated by the rage that had spewed from him. "I can get myself home. No need for you to come."
She reached for a bar towel someone had brought over. Lifting it to his face with careful strokes, she mopped away the blood. Then she stared him straight in the eye. "Don't trip over that pride, Boone. You took care of me. Now let me take care of you."
Her quiet voice and matter-of-fact manner stirred his hope. Could it be that she wasn't frightened by what she'd seen? Boone studied her as carefully as she was watching him. Then he shook his head. "You always surprise me."
The smile that was never far away reappeared. "Good. Don't forget you said that." Then she clasped his hand. "Take me home, Boone."
For one quicksilver, impossible moment, Boone let himself imagine a life where those words could be ordinary.
Take me home, Boone.
They weren't real. He knew that.
But for tonight, at least, he was the man who had the right to take Maddie home.
He squeezed her hand and led her outside.



Chapter Seven

STUBBORN. A FRYING pan applied to the side of Boone's head seemed more attractive all the time. He'd insisted on driving, denying that he was hurt. Maddie tamped down her concerns, her thoughts still on what had happened.
Some women would have called it Neanderthal, Boone's reaction back there. Maddie tried to imagine a single man she'd ever known who would leap to her defense with such raw physical power.
None came to mind. She tried to picture Robert in that same situation. Robert would have used words or bouncers—or walked away.
Boone had defended her honor with his fists.
As a woman of the twenty-first century, she should have been horrified. Such brute behavior should have revolted her.
It hadn't. She wasn't.
Instead, Maddie was thrilled. She felt safe. Protected. Awed by what Boone had done.
Boone would have mashed in Robert's face for what he'd done to her. Boone would have dispatched the bullies who had taunted the gangly girl who never fit in.
She'd been angry at first, but Hank's strength had frightened her when he squeezed her tighter, spewing sour beery breath in her face. When he'd ground his mouth down on hers, she'd been more unnerved than on any dark New York street.
Then, like an avenging angel, Boone had charged to her rescue, his golden hair gleaming in the light.
Egad. The hair rose on her skin as she remembered him, the sheer power and strength of his passion to protect her.
She'd thought she'd never see Boone lose his formidable control. Now she knew why he clamped down so hard.
It wasn't because he didn't feel. Far from it.
Boone felt too much.
If only that passion could be spent on her...what must it be like? Maddie rubbed her arms at the thought and squirmed on the seat.
"You cold?" He reached out to turn down the a/c.
Maddie looked over at him, but he turned away quickly. Since they'd left, silence had wrapped him like a shroud and he wouldn't meet her gaze.
"Boone, I didn't thank you for what you did back there."
"You mean for acting like some kind of beast let out of his cage?"
She jerked around to see if he was joking. His face was grim.
"You weren't an animal. You rescued me."
Boone pulled up to the house and turned off the truck. Still not meeting her gaze, he stared straight ahead. "I'm sorry you saw that."
"Boone..." She laid one hand on his arm.
He pulled away and opened his door. In the overhead light, she saw anguish on his face.
Boone left the truck and headed for the house, not waiting for her.
Maddie leapt out of her side and followed, racing to catch up. Just before the porch steps, she grabbed his arm.
He spun around. "Don't!" he barked. "Let me be."
"Boone, what's wrong?"
"Go away, Maddie." When she showed no intention of leaving, he turned away toward the barn.
Something deep within her said not to let him leave like this. She practically ran to get in front of him.
"Maddie..." His voice dropped to a growl.
She got a better look at him in the moonlight. His face was all angles and haunted hollows. "Talk to me, Boone. Tell me what's wrong."
He rounded on her then. "I could have killed him. I would have, if you and Jim—" He looked away, his jaw working. "You shouldn't have seen that."
"You saved me, Boone. He was hurting me. I was scared."
Boone exhaled a shuddering breath. He looked away.
Maddie reached up and laid her hands on either side of his face. "Boone...let me in. Please."
The face he turned to her could have been terrifying. To Maddie, it screamed of inner pain. Like a man balanced on a razor's edge, Boone teetered on the brink.
All Maddie could do was hold very still. And hold onto Boone.
Suddenly, he reached for her like a drowning man clawing for shore. With a strength that should have frightened her, Boone pulled her into his body. 
But Maddie wasn't afraid. Deep within her, she knew this man would never hurt her. He would hurt himself instead.
Then the time for thought was over. Boone lowered his head to hers and took her mouth.
All around her, Maddie felt his strength, his power.  She yielded gladly, parched almost to dying for his kiss.
Boone couldn't think at all. The events of the night, the shuddery debris of adrenaline rage, the too-long pent-up need—all ganged up on him and sent his control careening toward the brink.
He wanted her, Maddie, the taste of her, the scent of her in his nostrils, the feel of her under his hands. Boone's ears roared with the wanting, deaf to all sense, to all logic.
He breathed Maddie into his lungs, absorbed her through his skin. Like a cave creature thrust into sunlight, he was assaulted by too many feelings, too much need. He slid trembling fingers beneath her skirt and sought her warmth, shuddering with the power of his craving.
Maddie arched her back and pressed her body against him, fingertips gliding through his hair until her nails scraped his scalp.
Boone didn't care. She could claw her way down his body and he would welcome the pain. All he knew was that he had to be inside her, had to bury himself deep. He gripped her tighter.
Until Maddie tensed and whimpered.
Reality slapped Boone back into the moment. Into the harsh, cold world of what could not be.
He jerked away, staring at her. What the hell was he doing? How was he any different than Hank? He had to get away from her before he ruined everything.
Without a word, he headed for the barn.
Maddie watched him go, torn and confused. She'd been ready for him, swept away by his passion. The power of her own response still shocked her.
Like the familiar man of stone, Boone walked away. This time she didn't try to stop him, for deep within her stirred a knowledge of the true danger.
He could hurt her. Not her body, she didn't fear that. Something much worse.
If she let him make love to her as both of them craved, there would be no turning back.
She had to remember that no matter how much she'd enjoyed this respite, this wasn't where she belonged. She had new friends to make, a career to build. She would someday own a place of her own.
There was nothing for her here but a man who didn't want to want her—and the echoes of a troubled past.
Even if they could overcome all that, what would she do here? It wasn't an option to ask Boone to leave here and go with her. He belonged in this place as much as anyone she'd ever known.
She could make love with Boone on this night, but if she did, she already knew what would happen. Boone would show her passion like nothing she'd ever experienced.
But it wouldn't change reality.
She couldn't stay, and Boone wouldn't leave.
Better to stop now before he broke her heart.
* * * 
THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Maddie headed for the barn. Boone had risen even earlier than usual, surprising her by leaving a note saying that he would be gone all day but that he'd try to get back for her first riding lesson by four o'clock.
She'd spent the day cleaning a house Vondell had left perfectly clean. Maddie wasn't much of a housekeeper, but she needed to stay busy.
She tried to work up the same excitement she'd felt yesterday about learning to ride—before Boone had kissed her. She did want to learn, but she didn't want to face Boone.
Nonsense. You're made of sterner stuff, Maddie.
Squaring her shoulders, she headed toward the pen in back of the barn.
And there he was, intent upon saddling a horse smaller than either horse she'd seen Boone ride. 
The mare moved away as Maddie approached, and Boone reached out to stroke her neck. "Easy, Fancy." Without turning, he spoke to Maddie. "Come on over to my left side, near her head where she can see you clearly."
Maddie didn't know how he'd known it was her but didn't worry about it, far more concerned about the horse. It was one thing to think about riding, another to be next to one. Gingerly, she approached.
Boone finished fastening something on the saddle and patted the horse's rump. "It's okay, Fancy. Maddie's a friend."
The tone soothed, just as Boone had soothed the colt the other day. Maddie marveled that he could be so calm. It was as if last night had never happened.
Until he looked at her. For just one second, Maddie thought Boone might not be as calm as he seemed.
His voice gave nothing away, however. "Reach out your hand, palm upward, and let her smell you. Like this." He demonstrated, strong fingers outstretched, wide palm open.
The mare snuffled at his palm, then shook her head.
Maddie couldn't help jumping.
"She won't hurt you. She's very gentle, and quite the lady, aren't you, Fancy girl?" Boone's voice wooed her.
"That's her name, Fancy?"
"Fancy Free."
Maddie smiled and cast him a quick glance. "I like it. My kind of name."
A quick grin skipped across Boone's face.
Maddie drew a deep breath and stretched her hand open, holding it beneath the horse's muzzle.
The mare blew puffs of air across her palm. Little hairs brushed her skin. Maddie giggled. "It tickles."
A quick glance showed Boone grinning. "Yeah." He dropped a sugar cube in her palm. "Now hold it out again. She'll be your friend for life. Fancy's got a real sweet tooth." Love of the horse suffused his voice.
Maddie put her palm back in front of Fancy's muzzle. When the mare lipped at her palm, it was all Maddie could do to keep still.
Boone chuckled. "I've done it for so many years, I don't notice the sensation."
Now Fancy's head butted her arm.
Maddie tensed but stood her ground, reaching out on instinct to pet the front of her head, just below the eyes.
"That's right. Stroke her there and talk to her. Stroke her neck, too, if you want."
"Do I need to feed her something else?"
"She's a pig. She'd be twice her size if I let her eat everything she wanted."
Maddie placed one hand on the horse's head, then reached around and stroked her neck. "It's so smooth, not soft, exactly, but sort of...satiny. You can really feel the muscles beneath the skin." She turned to Boone. "Is it okay if I scratch behind her ears?"
"Yeah. Fancy likes it. Slow Dance hates it."
"Will you ride him today?"
"No. I'll stay on the ground. Anyway, it's a bad idea to ride a stallion around a mare."
"Is she—" Abruptly, Maddie stopped, embarrassed.
Boone grinned broadly. "In season? No. But stallions always want to show who's boss. They like to round up their herds, and you don't need the distraction. He'd be ordering Fancy around, and we need her to pay attention to you."
Just then, the mare swung her head toward Maddie's. Reflexively, Maddie jumped back.
"It's okay. She's paying attention to you. Just move slowly around her. It's always a good idea to move slowly and to stay where a horse can see you. If you're going into the blind spot behind her, make sure the horse knows where you are by keeping a constant touch on her." He walked toward the horse's tail. "I'm going to walk behind her, but I'm going to let her know where I am by touching her hindquarters. See?"
Maddie watched him move to the other side of the horse and face her across the saddle. Fancy shifted, and Maddie stepped back, then frowned at herself.
"It's all right. It's good to have a healthy respect for a horse. They're big animals, and they can really hurt you. But they also feel your fear and it will upset them. Horses are flight animals—their instinct is to run from a threat. Try to take a deep breath and reach for calm."
"Like I do with my yoga?"
One side of his mouth curved upward. "Yeah, I guess so. Reach into yourself and find a calm place. Horses are very intuitive and sensitive to your moods. Fancy here is even-tempered most of the time, but if you're upset, she'll know it."
Maddie closed her eyes and breathed deeply, searching for that quiet, blue mountaintop pool she visualized while she meditated.
Not easy to reach a state of peace while Boone was around, but finally Maddie found it. One more deep breath and she opened her eyes.
Boone watched her. His gaze held layers. Warmth. Questions. Distrust. 
And something else she was afraid to name.
"Now move closer to her and touch her again, Maddie." His voice was a low, husky rumble.
Maddie had to close her eyes again and breathe deeply to shut out his impact. Then, without looking at him again, she stepped forward and laid one hand on Fancy's neck and the other just behind the saddle.
Boone moved around and stood behind her. Maddie could feel him all across her back.
Fancy stirred.
"Damn," Boone muttered under his breath. "Maddie, shut me out. Focus on her and forget me."
Like that was possible. But Maddie tried, using every bit of control she'd gained, remembering her yoga teacher's admonitions to pull her thoughts back in focus every time they strayed.
"Okay. Now let's get you into the saddle. Grip the saddle horn with your left hand and the cantle—that's the high part at the back—with your right. Don't worry about the reins this time—I've got them."
Maddie complied.
"Now put your left foot in the stirrup and swing yourself upward."
Maddie tried, but Fancy shifted and she fell backward.
"Easy, Fancy." Boone soothed. "Okay, try it again." This time, he put both hands on her hips.
Maddie tried to block out the feel of his hands. Gritting her teeth, she forgot about calm and went for speed. Up she swung and landed in the saddle. The leather creaked, and Fancy shifted, dancing under her weight.
Too many sensations assaulted Maddie at once—worry about falling off, the sense of her legs spread wide across the horse's broad back, her concern that Boone might be hurt. She gripped the saddle horn as though it meant salvation, tightening her legs around Fancy.
"Whoa, Fancy. Easy, girl. Grip her with your legs, but don't jab your heels into her sides, Maddie. Settle down in the saddle." One of his hands rested on her thigh while he held the bridle and spoke to the horse.
Maddie's gaze shifted to his, the connection instant and electric.
After a long moment, Boone squeezed her leg once and removed his hand. "You'll be fine. A horse will seldom stand still while being mounted, but it will get less scary. Just hold on, and I'm going to walk her around, so you can get used to the sensation."
Maddie wasn't sure which emotion held sway: relief that he'd quit touching her—or sorrow at that same thing. Boone's touch both calmed and disturbed her. "Thanks," she got out. Then she straightened and grabbed hold. "I'm ready."
Boone grinned. "You won't fall off, I promise. We're just going around the pen, and we'll take it slow at first."
"I know I can trust you." And she did.
He held her gaze. "I don't know about that, Maddie Rose," he said softly. "But I won't let you fall."
The night before rose between them. Maddie wanted to say something, but she wasn't sure what. Boone's face held a strange vulnerability she wanted to ease, but she didn't know how.
So instead, she smiled. "Okay. I've got some work to do to become the new Annie Oakley. We'd better get started."
Boone laughed out loud, and Maddie's heart swelled. He needed more reasons to laugh.
Then he settled his hat on his head and walked slightly ahead of Fancy.
And Maddie the Cowgirl began a new adventure.
* * * 
THE NEXT EVENING, Boone walked in and saw Maddie hobbling across the kitchen floor. He'd forbidden her to ride today, warning her last night that the soreness would last a couple of days and not to push it. She hadn't liked it, but he hoped now she understood why.
It was painful to watch her.
"Here," he said, taking her place at the stove. "Let me do that."
He should have known better. Her chin jutted and her eyes shot sparks. "I may be crippled but I'm not helpless."
"Maddie, go take a long hot bath and let it soothe your muscles. I can eat a sandwich."
"I already took two today." Mutinous eyes dared him to poke fun.
"Wait right here." He went into Vondell's treasure trove of medicines and emerged with a yellow plastic container. He handed it to Maddie.
"What's this?"
"It's Vondell's magic potion for sore muscles. I suspect it's got horse liniment in it, but she figured out some way to not make it sting so bad or smell so rank." Then he had second thoughts. "Your skin may be too tender to use it, though. Just try a little and see what happens."
"Thank you."
"Now tell me what I can do to help you with supper so you can go work on those muscles."
"It's almost finished. You can set the table if you want."
When the meal was ready, Boone watched her lower herself gingerly into her chair. "You still think you want to ride again tomorrow?"
Maddie's head lifted, grin rueful. "Yes and no."
He couldn't help grinning back. "You did fine for a beginner."
"Really?" 
Delight came so easily to her. She had no idea how seductive it was. He nodded. "You'll be a good rider. You're naturally graceful, and you've got a good seat already."
"It must be the yoga. I'm very limber."
He had noticed. And tried not to think of all the ways those long legs could wrap around him. Before his thoughts could escape to his face, he concentrated on his plate.
Everything fell quiet, so it was easy to hear Maddie's tiny whimper when she shifted in her chair.
Boone looked up to see her toying with her food. "Go on upstairs and take another hot bath and use the liniment. I'll take care of the kitchen."
"All right. Thank you."
He watched her go, walking as if something might break any second, and he admired her pluck. Maddie was not a complainer. She would be a good rider, but she had work to do first. Only time would tell if she would stick with it. A day like this might have changed her mind.
Half an hour later, Boone ascended the stairs, telling himself he was only going to take her a bottle of aspirin. The bathroom door stood ajar, the scent of Maddie's soaps and lotions drifting through the moist air. He almost turned back at the thought of Maddie lying naked in the heated water.
"Maddie?" He'd just tell her where the aspirin was and then head for the front porch.
"I'm in here." Her room, not the bathroom, thank God. "I—I think this liniment might work, but—"
He approached her room gingerly, not sure what to do. "Are you doing all right?"
"Kind of." Her voice was tight and thready.
"Are you decent?"
"Yes."
Boone peered through the opening and had to muffle a laugh. Maddie stood in her room in a bathrobe like none he'd ever seen, a mass of purple fabric that swallowed her up. Her back was to him, and it was covered with an explosion of color forming a peacock that extended from her shoulders down to her legs. It was the loudest damn robe he'd ever seen, but somehow it fit Maddie's colorful personality to a tee.
But his laughter was quickly stifled by the urge to groan when he watched one long, silky leg emerge from beneath the fabric.
"Oh—" She turned and saw him, and the twisted agony on her face stopped him cold. "I—I can reach everything, but—" 
"What's wrong?"
"A cramp. I bent to rub some into the back of this leg and-" Her voice showed the strain. He'd had leg cramps before. There were few things more painful.
"Here—show me where it is."
"You don't have to—" But her voice was small and uncertain, her face white with pain.
"I'll leave if you want, but it's hard to rub out a cramp in your hamstring on your own." After the other night, he didn't want to put his hands on her—yet he wanted nothing more. But Maddie was in pain, and he could control his response to her. There was no one else to help.
He knelt beside her, and he could see the muscle bunched and knotting. With a hand that was more unsteady than he wanted to admit, he touched the skin that he thought of too often.
It was indeed satin. But Maddie was in pain and he couldn't think about that now. "Lie down on your stomach."
Her hands were clenched, her teeth digging into her lower lip. With a small, shaky breath, she nodded and complied.
Boone stood up and slid the robe up out of the way—until he saw the sweet curve of her bottom revealed. His gut knotted. She was naked beneath the robe. 
But Maddie's thoughts were on anything but lust right now, and he had to do the same. He dipped his fingers into the liniment and rubbed it between his hands. Drawing a deep breath, he steeled himself to touch her again.
It helped to stare across the room and knead her muscles by touch. Maddie sucked in a breath, and he responded as he would to any being in pain. "Sh-h-h, breathe slowly and try to relax," he soothed, using the tone he took with the horses, the one that calmed and reassured. "Relief is coming...it'll just take a minute. Breathe through the pain. Slow and steady now. That's my girl."
His back ached from bending over so far, so he settled on the bed beside her, concentrating everything he had on slow, careful motions, working the knot out, little by little.
The edges of it began to soften, and he heard Maddie sigh as the cramp finally let go. Knowing it could rebound, he continued the motions, moving from the one spot to cover the whole leg. As his fingers slid over the back of her knee, Maddie moaned a catchy little breath. Boone quickly shifted past the sensitive spot and down to her shapely calf, then down more to knead her long, slender foot. 
Maddie sighed, and Boone smiled, glad to be easing her pain. He turned his attentions to the other foot, then up that right leg. With every stroke of his hands, Maddie melted and relaxed.
Until he reached her right thigh, and she moaned.
But it was not a moan of pain. 
Boone froze, fingers wrapped around her thigh. He tried to swallow but his throat had turned to sand. Carefully, he removed his hands from Maddie's body, preparing to rise and leave.
"Thank you," Maddie said dreamily, her husky voice even lower, its timbre reaching down to vibrate in his loins. She rolled over, brushing hair out of her face with a lazy feline grace. Her robe gapped at the neck, and he could see the shadowy curve of one breast.
She saw where he was looking. Color was high in her cheeks, but her eyes were dark and knowing. Slender fingers dropped the satin fall of hair and moved to close the robe, her every gesture tempting him to stay her hand and replace it with his own.
Neither one moved.
The air crackled around them. Boone saw his own raging hunger reflected in Maddie's eyes.
He clenched his fingers, denying them access to what he craved. He wanted Maddie like he'd never wanted anyone before her.
"Boone..." she began.
He could have her now. She was here, and she was willing. If only...
No.
He laid one finger across her lips, that one simple touch searing his skin, shooting fire through his blood. "Don't. Don't say it. Don't open that door, Maddie."
"Maybe—"
He shook his head. "No. Don't settle for less than you deserve."
Her eyes widened at that. A tiny frown appeared between her brows.
Before his control completely broke, Boone lifted his finger from her soft, tempting lips and rose from Maddie's bed. Drawing on every ounce of his control, he walked away from a woman who wanted him, too.
Walked away knowing that he had done the right thing.
But when he looked back and saw her curled into a ball on the bed, it was hard to remember why doing the right thing was so damn important.



Chapter Eight

MADDIE ROCKED ON the porch swing and drank her coffee, watching the sky lighten from the sunrise on the opposite side of the house. She huddled deeper into her peacock robe and wondered how she'd ever survive the next three weeks.
Her sleep had been restless, though her soreness was much better, thanks to Boone's care. But another ache replaced the twinge of ill-used muscles.
She had no name for this ache. Part was memory of his touch on her skin, how those hands had felt even better than she'd imagined. Strong, gentle...drawing a different ache from deep down inside her. Maddie shivered at the memory of what Boone's hands had made her feel. Once the knotted muscles let go, the pain had evaporated in the wake of a desire so powerful it had knocked Maddie for a loop.
She would have welcomed him into her bed at that moment and forsaken every ounce of sense she'd ever possessed. She would have opened her body to him and paid the piper later.
But Boone had turned her down flat. Maddie wasn't sure how she'd ever face him again. He didn't know the behavior was unlike her. She had never offered herself to a man before, never come close to pleading, yet twice now she had wanted nothing more. She was still shocked at how easy it would have been to do just that.
Boone had wanted her, too. That much, she knew. Even if she'd been blind and deaf, if she hadn't seen his eyes go dark and hot or heard his voice turn husky, Maddie would still have felt the air vibrate with electric, roaring hunger.
But Boone had had the control she had lacked, and Maddie was still puzzling over his last words. Don't settle for less than you deserve.
Now she heard him on the stairs and held her breath, praying he wouldn't see her out here, wouldn't come near. 
When his steps headed toward the kitchen, Maddie exhaled her relief. Boone could get his own breakfast this morning. She'd been sorely tempted to pack up and leave in the middle of the night.
But if she did, she would never be able to keep the promise she'd made to her father's memory. She'd never satisfy her own growing yearning to know her roots. And she couldn't break her promise to Boone, though she no longer kidded herself that she'd be welcome here once her term was up.
Maddie thought about her naiveté in thinking she and Boone could be friends. Right now, she didn't see how she could even be in the same room with him.
But she would do it, somehow. She wouldn't tuck tail and run. Her father had found the courage to leave all that he loved and make a new life. Her grandmother had endured dying alone. If Sam was right, her forebears had faced drought and disaster, survived the threat of starvation. Maddie would not be found lacking just because she was embarrassed. 
She wanted to give up today's riding lesson, but she wouldn't. She would face Boone somehow and keep going. Maddie Rose Collins wasn't a quitter.
But she would never let such a lapse happen again. She had been right about Boone's hands. They were dangerous, so strong and skilled. She had been in such misery, and he had soothed her, had used his voice to reassure and his hands to heal. When the pain had let go, his touch had scatter-shot desire throughout her body. The memory of it made her shiver still.
When she heard the back door close and Boone's steps head down the porch and away, Maddie sighed.
Twenty-three days and counting.
* * * 
THAT AFTERNOON, BOONE watched Maddie dismount, thankful that those long legs did the trick. He'd stood back and let her mount by herself earlier, not willing to risk touching her unless absolutely necessary. She'd settled into the saddle and pointedly ignored him.
An unvoiced warning had surrounded her all day.
Keep away.
Maddie's voice could have shouted it, but her posture made that unnecessary. She had brought him lunch as had become her habit, but nothing else was the same. Instead of peppering him with questions, her laughter quick and easy, Maddie had barely looked at him. Silent as a wraith, she had only spoken to tell him that she would be ready for her next lesson if he had time. That she even wanted to try surprised him.
It was obvious she didn't understand why he'd pulled away from her last night, but nothing could be served by explaining. He had exactly the result he needed: Maddie had become a stranger again. Unfortunately, this time one who didn't smile.
He should be happy. He had the distance he needed.
He was happy, damn it.
Muttering savagely, Boone dismounted from Gulliver. He and Maddie had passed the time silently, each lost in his own thoughts. The only conversation had been what he'd needed to say to guide her on proper handling of her horse. Maddie's responses had been short and to the point. Not rude or angry, just—
Not Maddie.
Keep away. He hadn't realized how much he'd miss her sparkle.
He heard a car come up the road and stop in front of the house. Glancing at Maddie, he saw that she didn't recognize it, either.
"Want me to see who it is or stay with the horses?" she asked.
The day was too hot. He'd unsaddle the horses first. "You go ahead. I'll be right there."
Boone made short work of unsaddling the horses and turning them out. With long strides he made his way to the house.
When he opened the back door, he heard the sound he'd been missing.
Maddie's laughter.
The black-haired man looked up from his glass of tea, green eyes sliding from laughter to wariness.
"Boone," Maddie spoke. "This is Devlin Marlowe."
Marlowe rose and held out his hand. He was not quite as tall as Boone, lean but with an air of muscles waiting to explode into motion. He reminded Boone of a boxer, and his nose attested to at least one break. But he hadn't taken many blows to the head if he did box—his eyes held keen intelligence, looking at Boone with too much knowledge, too much advantage of who knew what conversations with Sam.
"Boone Gallagher," he replied, taking Marlowe's firm grip in his own.
Then they stepped back to their corners and each studied the other.
"Would you like some iced tea, Boone?" Maddie asked.
He jerked his gaze away and nodded. "I can get it."
Maddie's tone turned formal when speaking to him. "Just sit down. I have a glass right here." She handed Boone his tea, then turned to Marlowe, offering the pitcher with a smile. "More tea, Mr. Marlowe?"
"Thank you. Please call me Dev, Ms. Collins." 
Maddie's smile brightened. "Oh, let's don't stand on ceremony, Dev. Call me Maddie." She turned to Boone and her eyes sparkled. "Dev was in my restaurant once, he tells me."
Marlowe's smile widened. "Best food I ever put in my mouth."
"What did you have?" she asked.
They began discussing the menu as though there was nothing more important in life than fine food. It irritated the hell out of Boone how the two of them smiled and laughed like old friends. 
He cleared his throat. "What do you need from me to find my brother?"
Marlowe appeared startled at the brusque interruption, casting a quick, apologetic smile at Maddie. "Anything you've got. I don't always know until I see it. Your father just handed me what he thought I needed."
The mention of Sam turned the atmosphere strained. Boone wondered exactly what his father had told this man about him. Nothing too good, from Marlowe's manner toward him. 
It didn't matter. Sam was dead, and it was none of Marlowe's business what had happened between Boone and his father.
"We'll go through his office first, then you might want to go through the attic. There used to be boxes of stuff up there. I don't know if there's anything that could help you, but my mother never threw anything away, even items that were here when we moved in."
Maddie's quick gasp caught his attention. "Before you moved in? You mean, there might be something of my grandmother's up there?"
Boone nodded slowly, sorry he hadn't thought of them before. "I think I remember a trunk or something that was in the attic when we first started putting stuff up there."
Maddie looked poised to race up the stairs that very minute.
Boone held up a hand. "Maddie, I don't know if Sam kept any of it."
Maddie rose. "I'd like to see."
"It's too hot up there right now, in this afternoon heat. I wouldn't recommend either of you going up there until morning."
"What about tonight when it cools down?"
"There's no electricity up there."
"What about a flashlight?"
"I don't know how good the footing is, but there's a big window if you can wait until morning."
Impatience jittered in Maddie's expression.
Marlowe spoke up. "I second Boone. I've had to crawl through attics more than once. The heat is usually at least ten degrees higher. It's already a hundred degrees outside. You're talking heatstroke up there."
She subsided, clearly disappointed.
"What are you looking for?" Boone asked.
"Anything I can find that would tell me something about my grandmother or my father."
"I'll show you what I've gathered in my files, Maddie," Marlowe offered.
She turned a grateful smile on him, the wattage blinding.
He's her kind, Boone. He comes from her world, the world you made Helen leave. Boone could see the writing on the wall. Marlowe would find Mitch. Maddie would gratefully return to her life. Hell, they might even wind up in New York together, for all he knew. 
The thought turned his voice curt. "I'll show you Sam's files, Marlowe. Then I've got to get back to the barn."
"You'll stay for dinner, Dev?" Maddie asked.
Marlowe beamed. "You're cooking?"
She nodded.
He turned to Boone. "This woman is feeding you? Do you know how lucky you are? A top-notch chef here in Morning Star, cooking in your kitchen?"
For some reason, Boone remembered radish roses.  He glanced at Maddie, seeing her as the outside world knew her instead of a barefoot woman in cutoffs with flour on her cheek.
And he realized that he'd been a fool to entertain the idea that there would ever be a decision for Maddie to make. She wasn't the woman who'd been living here with him, who petted calves and swung on the porch. That woman was an illusion, just like any person who's on vacation assumes a persona that isn't real.
He'd never even met the real Maddie Collins.
With the force of a sledgehammer, it hit Boone that somewhere deep inside he'd been harboring the tiny seed of a dream that could never happen.
Shaken, he retreated. "I have to get back to work. The files are this way."
With a determined step, Boone crushed the tiny seed into powder.
* * * 
MADDIE STARED OUT the kitchen window at the still-dark sky, her coffee cooling while her thoughts tumbled, unable to land on anything but how much she wished the sunlight would hurry.
Above her, she heard Boone's steps heading for the shower. She glanced at the clock, judging when to put the biscuits into the oven. She'd been up for two hours. Boone might not want anything she'd cooked, but she'd needed to stay busy.
Too bad Dev hadn't accepted their offer to stay here last night. He would talk to her, unlike Boone, who had reverted to the silent stranger she had first met. 
Too bad Dev wasn't the person she really wanted to know.
It was better this way, though. Hearing Dev's enthusiastic response to her food, even when she didn't have access to the ingredients she would have liked, had reminded Maddie that there was a whole world of people out there that would welcome her back from Nowhere, Texas. Maybe it was only because of her cooking, but that was all right.
She knew people. She would be fine.
But Boone would stay here, locked in his self-imposed prison, haunted by ghosts, some he wouldn't discuss. He could die an old man here, never venturing farther than fifty miles away.
Stop being fanciful, Maddie. Boone was a grown man who had traveled the world. He would find someone to marry. He would have children. He would be just fine.
But something deep inside Maddie knew different. And that something ached for the man who had taken a couple of steps toward his prison door until the other night.
Now he had slammed the door shut. The Boone who had begun to smile just a little was long gone.
And Maddie missed him.
The shower shut off.
Maddie shut off her thoughts, too. She had one priority right now, finding out about her family. Proving her father's innocence to everyone. 
She opened the oven door and placed the biscuits inside.
* * * 
Boone smelled bread baking and inwardly groaned. No slipping out of the house without encountering her this morning. When he entered the kitchen, he could see the restless night in her eyes. He nodded and headed for the coffee.
"Two eggs or three?" she asked.
His back turned to her, he sipped carefully. "Maddie, I told you not—"
"I couldn't sleep. The sun isn't up yet. Humor me."
He faced her, studying the lines of strain on her face. "This means a lot to you, doesn't it?"
She nodded. "Two eggs or three?"
"Three. But there might not be anything up there."
She shrugged. "If there isn't, there isn't. But I have to look. I won't prowl through your family's belongings any more than I must to find my grandmother's things."
Boone frowned. "I don't care about that." But he did care about her almost certain heartache. Sam might not have kept any of it, and anyway, Boone had no idea what had been in the trunk he thought he'd seen so long ago.
"Do you want me to wait for Dev?" she asked.
"Do you think you need a chaperone?"
A quick smile curved her lips. "I imagine I can behave."
His own lips did the same. "I doubt that, but go ahead."
Maddie's head lifted, her gaze searching his. Boone realized that it was the first time she'd really looked at him since the other night.
"Are you teasing me, Boone? You?"
Abruptly, he sobered. "Maddie, I don't want you getting your hopes up. There might be nothing there."
"There will be. I can feel it. I know I'll find something."
Boone almost sighed. He'd forgotten the flaky gypsy. "It's really important to you, isn't it?"
Her chin tilted upward. "I'm just curious, that's all."
She was lying. Everything about her spoke of nerves this morning. "Do you want me to go up there with you?"
"Why?"
So I can protect you from what you might find. Or not find. He shrugged. "The boxes might be heavy."
For a long span she studied him, the silver eyes softening to gray velvet. "I'll be all right. I'll come get you if there's something too heavy." With practiced ease, she dished up his eggs and pulled the biscuits from the oven, piling four on his plate. 
His hand reached for the plate. She held on, their gazes meeting. "Thank you," she said softly.
Boone couldn't take his eyes off her. 
Finally Maddie let go. Boone reminded himself of what was real. What was possible. With a nod, he headed for the table.
* * * 
MADDIE CLIMBED THE attic stairs, grateful that Dev had called to say it would be this afternoon before he could return, that he'd deal with Sam's desk then and see if he even needed to search the attic. She really wanted to do this alone, to seek her grandmother's spirit in a way she could never do if accompanied by a stranger.
Her heart thumped heavily in her breast with every step.
Then she reached the top and just stared.
Across the large attic motes floated in the air, turned golden by the rays of the morning sun. The narrow path between boxes was floored with broad wooden planks, undisturbed under a blanket of years of dust. She smelled the slightly mildewed scent of old fabrics and cardboard. With delight, Maddie filled her lungs—
Immediately she was seized by a fit of coughing.
Such a romantic. But she couldn't help smiling, eagerly anticipating treasures in this place.
And treasures there were—but none of them her grandmother's. She found a box labeled in loopy feminine handwriting, "Boone Baby Clothes." Her fingers itched to open its flaps. I don't care about that. She remembered Boone's words. Carefully, she pried open just one flap.
On top lay a pair of tiny brown cowboy boots stitched in yellow and red, so small the soles barely covered her hand. Beneath she could see little garments, but Maddie ventured no further. It wasn't her right, no matter how longing squeezed her heart. These things belonged to Boone and his future wife. And to his children.
With careful fingers, Maddie closed the box, trying not to think of a little boy with Boone's golden hair and blue eyes, and moved on.
Bless Jenny Gallagher for her careful labeling. Box after box marked "Keepsakes 1976" or "Mitch Toys." Maddie wondered if Boone had any idea what a treasure trove lay up here.
A few boxes lay on top, unmarked and jumbled in piles. Maddie opened them carefully but could quickly tell they held papers related to the ranch. Sam must have stuck them up here—instead of the careful folding and packing, these seemed almost thrown into boxes, not a one labeled.
Maddie scoured the attic, lifting box after box, some of them heavy enough that she should have called Boone to help, but she wanted to find Rose's things in private. She reached the single window at the far end and looked behind her, realizing that she'd almost covered the entire attic.
And found nothing.
Her heart clutched. Boone had warned her, but she had hoped.
Oh, how she had hoped.
She swept the flashlight beam across the expanse, stepping upon a pile and trying to be sure she'd covered it all. An odd shape beneath an old torn, yellowed bed sheet caught her eye. Carefully, Maddie picked her way through the boxes, heart pounding as she removed the obstacles in her way. She barked her shin on one sharp corner but hardly minded, so intent was she upon reaching her last best hope.
Her fingers trembled as she tugged at the sheet, hearing the rip of worn fabric. Maddie drew a deep breath and struggled to be calm and careful. With the steps of a petitioner approaching the throne, Maddie moved closer.
It was a very old trunk, the leather cracked with the passage of years, the brass darkened with tarnish. Maddie closed her eyes and prayed that it wasn't locked.
It was. Maddie looked around her, fighting the urge to cry.
She'd always said she was a good hand with a knife. Hoping Vondell would forgive her, Maddie climbed down the steps and retrieved an assortment of kitchen implements.
Maddie didn't care, long minutes later, that her hair was glued to her neck with sweat. All that mattered was that she'd heard a click and that the latch had popped open.
Shaking like a leaf, Maddie lifted the lid and looked inside. The faint smell of lavender and mothballs teased her nose. Another yellowed sheet lay over the contents. Maddie lifted it carefully and set it aside.
On the left side lay a stack of books and things; on the right, a pile of fabric—clothing, she guessed. Maddie lifted a black leather scrapbook in her hands, afraid to open it.
Drawing a deep breath, she took a look. On the front page, hand-lettered, was the name Dalton.
Maddie's heart stuttered. She'd found it. On page two, she saw the tiny dark curl of hair carefully placed inside an envelope turned yellow with the years. On the outside, it read Dalton's first haircut, age two.
Maddie ran one reverent finger over the lock of her father's baby hair. When a tear dropped on the page, she jerked her head up, swiping at her eyes. She couldn't do anything to harm this precious evidence.
It all belongs to you, Maddie Rose. She could almost hear her father's voice. With a shock, it truly hit her. These things were hers now. She was the last of her line, the last Wheeler.
Maddie Rose Wheeler. Was that who she was? And where did she belong?
She lost track of time as she thumbed through the album, seeing her father grow from infancy to boyhood to football team in high school. In the childhood pictures, she could see some of her own features. In the very few teenage photos, she could see the beginnings of the man she'd known.
She almost thought she could see the beginning of the end, the time when Rose had let Buster Caswell and his poison into their lives. Dalton stopped smiling as life grew more solemn. She couldn't bear to think of what had been happening to them then.
Some of the photos had been taken at this very house, on the porch outside. She saw her father riding a pony near a barn that she recognized, and suddenly she was struck by a pain so sharp she gasped aloud.
This ranch held her past. How could she walk away from all that they had loved?
But she heard Boone's voice. You can't mean to stay. Remembered his eyes revealing how much he needed this place.
Please, Daddy. Grandmother Rose. I can't stay. Please understand.
But I won't forget.
Maddie laid down the album and made a mental note to ask Boone to help her carry the trunk downstairs. Then she reached inside for the large cloth item that took up most of the right side. Unfolding it carefully, Maddie cried out as she realized what it was.
A wedding dress. Inside its folds lay a picture of a woman Maddie knew in an instant was her grandmother Rose.
She knew because she might have been looking in a mirror. 
Maddie's eyes filled with tears as she devoured the sight of a tall man who had her father's build and his dark hair standing beside a woman who looked for all the world like Maddie Rose, dressed in this very same gown with its simple cut, the lace now yellowed with age.
Her knees shaky and weak, Maddie stood and set the picture down with care. She backed away into the small open space and held up the dress, trying to imagine what it would look like on her. With careful steps, she pressed it to her body and closed her eyes.
Oh, Grandmother, how I wish I'd known you.
And that was how Boone found her. He'd come inside since Maddie hadn't appeared at her usual time. He'd intended only to make a quick sandwich and go back to work, but the day was hot and he'd begun to worry. Deciding to check and make sure she hadn't passed out from the heat, he'd mounted the stairs, assuming she'd hear his steps.
When he reached the top, he couldn't speak. Maddie stood in the sunlight holding an ivory gown against her, her eyes closed and tears rolling down her cheeks.
With careful steps, Boone crossed to her. "Maddie?" he spoke softly.
Her eyes opened, showing him a world of such pain and confusion that he reached for her without considering anything but that she needed to be held.
Maddie was always so relentlessly cheerful that he'd come to think nothing could bring her low. To see that he was so very wrong struck him in a way that scattered his resolutions. Maddie needed someone. Right now, it would have to be him.
She nestled into him and sobbed softly. Boone thought at that instant that he would slay dragons to bring back Maddie's smile.
"Why couldn't I know her, Boone? Why did I miss so much?"
He had no answers, no way to change the past. So he just held her while she cried.
After a moment, her face turned up to his. In her eyes he saw such need for comfort, such loneliness and despair, that he did something he knew he would regret.
He kissed her.
He only meant it to comfort, to ease her pain, to let her know she wasn't alone. But one touch was all it took. One brush of lips...and he was lost.
Maddie slid one arm out from between them and gripped his shirt in one fist, lifting herself to her tiptoes, bringing back the hunger that never really left him.
Boone forgot about good intentions, forgot about being the wrong man. Forcing himself to go slowly, he licked softly at her full lower lip and heard her intake of breath. A quick prickling heat flashed through him, raising the hairs on the back of his neck. For one instant, an instinct as old as man warned him away, reminded him of danger.
Then Maddie parted her lips, and her tongue stroked him back, her fingers pressing into his side, her breasts soft against his chest.
He had to get closer. With one hand he gripped the back of her head, sliding his fingers into the thick fall of dark hair and turning her into his kiss. His tongue slid into the sweetness of Maddie's mouth, and he wanted to stay there forever, to drink of her kind heart, her cheerful soul, to soothe her despair and her sorrow.
Maddie knew only that Boone was here sharing his strength when she couldn't find her own, that he warmed the cold corners of her anguish and made her feel, for the first time in years, that she wasn't alone.
His kiss was a balm and a solace, but it was so much more. In his kiss, Maddie found a dark, edgy promise of excitement, of bliss beyond the power of words. Maddie felt the ragged border of Boone's own anguish and she poured herself into soothing him, forgetting her own pain as she touched the raw edges of Boone's grief.
He was so strong that he hid his pain too well, but for a moment Maddie thought she knew his heart's need. She lifted herself higher, sliding her fingers into his hair, murmuring soothing comfort mingled with sharp spikes of need.
Through Boone shot the same fierce need to possess her that had driven him the night of the dance. He dropped his hands lower and gripped her hips. Pulling her hard against him, he wanted to tear off her clothes and his own, to salve this endless ache that was so much more than physical.
Maddie thrilled to his touch, to the power of the wanting she felt from him. As his hand slid upward and cupped her breast, she arched against him, pressing into his fingers. 
When they tightened, Maddie bucked against him. Her grandmother's dress slipped from nerveless fingers, and she realized how close she'd danced to the edge of a terrifying precipice. 
It was one second of sanity in a world gone mad with longing.
One second of hesitation, facing the point of no return.
Could she do this to him? To herself? For a moment, Maddie flirted with the idea of staying, of yielding to the ever-increasing sense of connection to this place, to the past—
To this man.
The second's pause was fatal to something too new, too fragile. It gave Boone time to feel her doubts. To remember. 
He couldn't let himself need Maddie. He couldn't let her in this close. She spoke to him on a level deeper than anyone in his life had ever gone. 
Shaken to his boots, he realized that Maddie could break him, when nothing else in his life ever had. 
She felt him leave her, felt him pull away just the tiniest bit. It might as well have been the Grand Canyon.
She dangled over the precipice, naked and needy. Alone again for one eternal moment when she thought she'd found home.
Why hadn't she learned from the past? Robert had brought her low, but he had been nothing like Boone, had not wielded a fraction of Boone's power to hurt her. Boone was a thousand times more dangerous to everything she'd been trying to recover.
Boone wanted her, yes. She even thought he needed her.
But he didn't want to want her. And he needed her gone.
Maddie stepped back, her chest heaving.
Boone didn't stop her, though his empty fingers flexed and his chest ached.
Maddie couldn't look at Boone, couldn't bear to see the truth on his face. One hand pressed tightly to her lips, she turned away and stared out the window, still clutching her grandmother's dress to her breast.
She started to speak, but her voice wasn't hers to command. Maddie cleared her throat and tried again.
"I found my grandmother's things."
Behind her, she heard his voice, low and strained. "I see that. Do you want me to carry the trunk downstairs to your room?"
So polite. So distant.
"If it's not too much trouble."
"No trouble."
Maddie didn't turn around. Behind her, she heard Boone close the trunk and lift it, heading for the stairs. With a shaky breath, she turned and carefully folded the dress, wrapping it back in the sheet she had dropped in her haste. Fighting hard to hold inside emotions careening out of control, Maddie carried the dress down the stairs.
When she passed Boone leaving her room, she cast one quick glance at him. If she had seen the slightest sign that he was struggling, too, she might have tried to talk to him, though she had no idea what to say.
There were no words for the power of what had passed between them.
Nor for the impossibility of what kept them apart.
But Maddie didn't have to worry. The man who had kissed her, the man whose heart had lain bare to her own for a few precious seconds...that man lay safely buried behind a mask of stone. That man might have existed only in her very vivid imagination.
For one endless second, every fiber of Maddie's soul cried out for that man's return.



Chapter Nine

BOONE CLOSED UP the attic and walked out of the house like a man gone blind. He fought an urge to get in his truck and head for the nearest port, to lose himself as an anonymous seaman once again. To hide out somewhere, anywhere, until Maddie left.
He squinted against the scorching sun and lectured the part of him that seemed bent on destruction.
She won't stay.
You haven't asked her.
Remember how she was with Marlowe. She can't wait to get back.
She wasn't thinking about New York up in the attic.
For a minute, that was all. Yes, there was heat between them. Boone shook his head. Heat, hell—there was nuclear meltdown when he touched Maddie.
But it wasn't enough. She deserved so much more. What did he have to offer, a man who knew a hundred ways to kill? A man so incapable of love that his only child never had a chance to be born? A life of hard work and loneliness stuck away in the back of beyond? He'd already ruined one woman's life. He would not risk Maddie...bright, beautiful Maddie.
You could go with her. To the city.
No. He could not. 
He would not forsake this place again. Now, more than ever, he was needed to be its guardian. For the sake of the desolation in Maddie's eyes, he would keep this place safe. It was one thing he could do for her, no matter his other shortcomings. He no longer expected to have a family of his own, but if Mitch didn't want the ranch, maybe Maddie's children would.
A hell of a life, Boone ol' buddy.
It's who I am. It's all I really need.
And with that thought, Boone straightened his hat and headed for the barn. Lunch was the last thing on his mind.
* * * 
MADDIE SPREAD OUT the dress on her bed carefully, smoothing its folds. When she'd first held it, she'd been eager to try it on. 
Not anymore.
Instead, she sank down on the rug by the bed and reached into the trunk again, her movements lethargic. She looked through framed pictures of unidentified people. Maybe later she'd take them out of the frames and see if anyone had marked them on the back, but not now.
At the bottom of the pile Maddie saw a little red leather book that looked like a diary.
With shaking fingers, she lifted it out and sat back down, cradling it on her lap. With slow strokes, she traced the shabby remains of what might once have been gold leaf. Then she drew in a deep breath and opened the cover.
Rose McCall, it said in spiky, formal script. Beneath it was added the name Wheeler, with a heart drawn beside it.
So now Maddie knew. Her grandmother's maiden name had been McCall. And she had loved Jack Wheeler, the grandfather who had died too soon. Rose might even have been a romantic, Maddie thought. Drawing the heart was something a younger Maddie might have done.
The thought of her grandmother as a hopeful young bride brought a smile. Then Maddie remembered how it had all turned out, and her heart ached for the woman she'd never met.
Reining in her thoughts, Maddie turned the page. The diary seemed to start when Rose had been twelve, and soon Maddie was lost in a life utterly different than anything she'd known. Rose spoke of hard times, and Maddie found a date that pinpointed this as what came to be called the Great Depression. But Rose spoke of girlish dreams and seemed to take the hardships in stride.
Soon Maddie traveled with Rose through teenage years in a world so innocent it was hard to believe. She marveled at the simplicity of life, the lack of cynicism, the focus on a world close at hand.
Until Maddie's stomach growled, she never even registered that she'd forgotten to eat lunch. A quick glance at the shifted sunlight told her that lunch was hours past. Reluctantly, she closed the book and reached for the table to set it down, but she didn't reach far enough and it slipped off the table's edge. As she grabbed for it, a folded sheet of paper fluttered to the floor.
Maddie righted the book and opened the paper. The sheet bore no date. Maddie read the words on the page with growing disbelief.

I do not know what to do. I have just heard that Jenny is marrying Sam Gallagher. My heart cries out to tell her that Dalton is not dead, but what good would it do? I curse the day I cast all of our lives into hell by fighting back when Buster raged. Now I have no son, and Jenny is marrying another. My son is lost to me. He paid too high a price to save me. If I knew where he was, I would turn myself in so that he could reclaim his life, no matter what Ben says.
I am the last of my line. My blood will not inherit this place.
My mind returns, again and again, to Jenny's visit before she left town months ago. She was pale and trembling; she would start to speak as if to confide, then lapse into silence. It was all I could do to cling to the story that Dalton was dead.
She has been gone for seven months. I think back to cues that were there and wonder. Did Jenny bear my grandchild somewhere far away? Is there a piece of my son lost to us all?
And do I have the right to ask her? I could be wrong. It could be wishful thinking. Jenny was always an upright child, but she did love Dalton deeply, as he loved her. They could have yielded to natural urges. But once he vanished, would she not have told me or asked me for help?
Perhaps not. She was always a thoughtful girl, and she knew I was half out of my mind with grief.
Sam is a good young man, Dalton's best friend. I have known for years that he loved Jenny, too, though she never had eyes for anyone but my son. If she had borne Dalton's child, would Sam have taken it to his heart? And what would it do to their fledgling marriage if I bring my questions to light?
I must think on this longer, and pray for guidance. Jenny has suffered greatly. I do not wish to cause her more pain. I cannot offer her the comfort of hearing that Dalton is alive without torturing her with the knowledge that he is lost to us both. Ben told him he had to vanish and make a new life under a new name. Even Ben doesn't know where he is now.
Ben is a good man who has helped me carry a heavy secret. He is happy for his Sam to be marrying Jenny. After all he has done for Dalton and me, do I have the right to destroy Sam's happiness?
I do not know the answers. Dear Lord, guide me in the right path.

Maddie didn't know what to think, how to feel. She flipped the diary open to the last page. It was dated a year earlier. She had been through the entire trunk. There was nowhere else to look for the answer to Rose's questions. 
Then it hit her like a ton of bricks. She might have a brother or sister out there somewhere. She might not be alone, after all. Her pulse scrambled.
Where were the answers? What would Boone say when she told him?
Oh, dear. Boone. If there had been a child of Jenny and Dalton's, it would be his half-sibling, too.
Maddie leapt to her feet, ready to race downstairs to tell him—
She froze. Tell him what? Boone thought his mother an angel. Boone had had so much uproar in his life lately. Did she have the right to destroy his image of her, too, the one thing left pure and shining from his childhood?
Maddie knew only too well how it felt to suddenly find out that your parent wasn't the person you thought. She couldn't put Boone through that with so little evidence. She couldn't tell Boone until she was sure. What she'd read was pure speculation on Rose's part, guessing that her son had—
Maddie sat down heavily. Had fathered a child he'd never even known he had. With the woman he had loved first and best. Her eyes filled with tears. So much loss, so much pain. Even if he'd never known it, Maddie ached at one more example of all her father had sacrificed.
Then excitement stirred again. She might have a brother or sister—she couldn't wait to find him or her. She leapt to her feet and prepared to race down to the telephone to call—
Whom? She had no one who would understand but Boone. 
Then she remembered. Dev would be back. Dev would help her.
She had to keep this from Boone until she knew whether or not this child even existed. Then she would figure out a way to break the news.
Maybe he would be happy. It would be a piece of his mother, lost for years.
But even as Maddie voiced the thought in her mind, she knew she might be very wrong. She was alone. She had reason to welcome a sibling. Boone already had a brother and a clear, untarnished image of his mother in his mind.
Maddie would not disturb that fragile memory. Not yet, not until there was no choice. It was the least she could do for a man whose life had already been thrown into chaos by other people's mistakes.
* * * 
BOONE WAS OUT in the north pasture digging postholes when Jim found him. 
"You plannin' to dig your way down to China?"
Boone kept working, needing the exertion. The handles of the posthole diggers held tight in his fists, he struck another harsh blow into the soil, until the clang of metal against limestone sent a shock singing up his arms.
"It's getting late. You about ready to wrap up?"
Boone shot Jim a glance. Without speaking, he shook his head.
"Not easy, diggin' postholes in the dark," Jim observed casually.
Boone jammed the posthole diggers down in the hole and jerked around. "What the hell do you want, Jim?"
"It won't help, you know."
"We already agreed that this fence needs moving."
"This fall. Not today. And you know that's not what I'm talking about."
Boone subsided then, staring off into the distance.
"Three weeks left, right?"
Boone nodded.
"You gonna waste them digging postholes or you gonna see if that little gal might change her mind?"
"She won't." Boone's jaw tightened.
Jim cursed, long and low. "You asked her, flat out?"
"No. But she's said it often enough."
"You might could change her mind. I've seen her look at you."
He shot Jim a glance. "What do you mean by that?" 
"After the dance, she stared at you like you were some kind of hero."
A thousand years had passed between him and Maddie since the dance. A thousand miles they'd traveled on a path leading nowhere.
"Leave it alone, Jim. There's no future for Maddie and me."
"So you're just going to leave it at that? There's nothing left of the boy inside the man?"
Boone's head jerked up. "What does that mean?"
"I knew a fourteen-year-old boy who kept this ranch from going under through sheer will, when everything else in his life had fallen to pieces."
"I had you to help me. And I left as soon as I could."
"Four years later. Four years of hell. And anyone would have left. You came back when Sam needed you, even though he'd treated you like something he scraped off his boot."
"And I managed to kill my wife and—" Boone swore at what he'd almost revealed.
But Jim didn't notice. "You are going to beat yourself into the ground about that worthless woman until the day you die, aren't you? And in the meantime, you're going to let pure gold slip through your fingers."
"You don't understand."
"I understand that you're doing something I never thought I'd see from you. You're giving up without a fight."
"I'm trying to do right by her, damn it. There's nothing for her here." His already-strained temper exploded. "You tell me why a woman who could take New York by storm would want to settle for a piece of dirt in Texas, Jim. I sure as hell can't figure it out. But you go ahead—figure out why in the hell Maddie would want to stay here, and I'll be glad to fight to keep her."
Jim looked only slightly chastened. "Maddie feels something for this place, more every day."
Boone fought the urge to rub his chest where it ached. "But it's not enough."
The older man studied him. "Maybe she's waiting for you to give her more reasons."
He couldn't let himself think about how much he wished that were true. And his pride kept him from telling Jim that he couldn't stand not being enough for Maddie, watching that bright light dim as she got past the sentimental attachment to her grandmother's place and realized that all he had to offer wasn't enough.
"Luanne Mason has been talking about selling The Dinner Bell."
Boone snorted. "Maddie's got job offers in Manhattan. Why would she want a greasy spoon in Morning Star?"
"Maybe there's more to Maddie than you realize. She's been wandering for a long time. I think she's hungry for someplace to belong."
So far-fetched. Jim hadn't seen her with Marlowe, hadn't watched her eyes sparkle, discussing New York. But for one treacherous instant, Boone let himself think about Maddie staying. Even if The Dinner Bell only kept her here for a while, it would buy him time to bind her to him, to think of something else.
No, it was crazy. He was crazy for grasping at straws.
"I can tell you're already talking yourself out of it. I know it's a long shot, but when did that ever stop you before?"
It was more than a long shot. It was a trip to Mars. But there was nothing to be lost by mentioning it to Maddie, he guessed. But was it right for Maddie?
Boone looked at the lowering sun and grabbed the posthole diggers in one hand. "I'll mention it, even though it won't do any good."
Satisfaction lit up Jim's grin. "It's a start, son."
"It's a dead end, and you know it."
"It wouldn’t be the first time Maddie surprised you." Jim walked away, whistling.
Jim had no idea how much Boone wished, for once, that the older man was right and Boone was wrong.
He loaded up his gear and headed for the house.
* * * 
BOONE WALKED IN the back door, both eager and nervous as he hadn't been since his first date.Then he heard a man's voice, along with Maddie's.
Oh, hell. He'd forgotten about Marlowe.
He decided to head for the shower and hope Marlowe would be gone before he got out, but as he passed Sam's office, Maddie appeared in the doorway.
"Oh—hi, Boone." Her eyes were huge and dark, her face pale. "I didn't realize—" She held the edge of the door like she was hiding something.
Then Marlowe opened the door wide behind her, and a furtive glance passed between them.
Boone's hopes died with that glance.
A damn fool, he was, to have courted hope, even for the last few minutes. Marlowe was her type, lived in her world.
You could live in that world, Boone.
No, he couldn't. Not anymore. And Maddie couldn't live in his.
"Marlowe," he nodded. "Maddie."
"I haven't fixed dinner yet," she said. "I can—"
He cut her off ruthlessly. "I'm going out." Not that he knew where. Just away from here.
"Oh." Relief skipped across her features. She and Marlowe traded another glance.
Then it hit him like a sucker punch to the gut, the memory of what it had felt like to be the man deceived. To know that the woman in your life wanted to be with someone else.
Thank God he hadn't yet told Maddie what he'd come up here thinking tonight. He hadn't laid his heart on the ground to be trampled. His pride was intact.
Funny how it didn't feel that great.
"Find everything you need, Marlowe?"
Marlowe's gaze met his with slight hesitation. "Yeah. Maddie's been helping me."
Within Boone rose a howling beast that wanted to punch the man's lights out. Wanted to smash him into a pulp, just for being right for Maddie when Boone was all wrong.
Ruthlessly, he crushed that beast down. "Good." He nodded. Then his voice turned rougher than he intended. "Find my brother, Marlowe."
He thought he saw sympathy in the man's eyes, and the beast roared out again.
Marlowe nodded. "I'm doing everything I can."
Oh, I can see what you're doing. Before he did something he would regret, Boone turned away and climbed the stairs.
* * * 
BOONE HAD BEEN gone for four days, and Jim said he might make one more livestock auction before he returned. Maddie was glad. Waiting for updates from Dev was hard enough without sneaking around Boone. More than once in the two days before Boone had left, Maddie had driven into Morning Star to call Dev, afraid of accidentally revealing the quest to Boone before she had any concrete answers.
But she missed him, more than she'd ever imagined. Never mind that he'd been only a polite stranger before he left—the house felt huge and empty without him.
She'd taken to cooking for Jim and Sonny and sending meals home. Both men's wives had sent their thanks for the break. Velda had even told Jim that Maddie should buy The Dinner Bell and make everyone in Morning Star happy.
Maddie tried to imagine owning a place called The Dinner Bell. Tried to imagine what she would serve.
Her city friends would split their sides laughing.
But Maddie wasn't. For a few moments of insanity, she had actually considered it seriously.
Then last night, Régine had called from Sancerre and upped the ante. She'd dangled a potential ownership interest before Maddie, a very tempting prospect.
But Régine was getting impatient. She wanted a commitment, wanted Maddie there now. Maddie had tried to explain her responsibility to Boone, but Régine couldn't seem to understand why throwing money at the problem wouldn't work. Surely the Caswells would take money to go away and let Boone have the place early.
Maddie wasn't prepared to discuss a past fraught with tragedy to a woman who couldn't care less. Nor could she truly explain why her promise to Boone was so important.
Régine had accused Maddie of falling in love with a cowboy, had teased Maddie about succumbing to a pair of tight jeans.
How could she explain Boone's haunted eyes, his nobility, the way he made her feel inside? Régine made him into a cliché, and Maddie had had to bite her tongue to avoid offending the woman who dangled a tantalizing future before her.
She wasn't in love with Boone. She couldn't afford to be. It was the road to heartache.
The phone rang and Maddie dove for it, grateful for the interruption.
"Hello?"
"Maddie, I'm in Morning Star," Dev said. "Is Boone still gone?"
"Yes, but Jim doesn't know if he'll get home today or not."
"Can you meet me in town, then?"
"Why? Have you found something?"
"I need to see you, Maddie. Meet me in the park, under the trees past the basketball court."
"Dev, what have you found?"
"Not on the phone. How soon can you be here?"
"Give me thirty—no, twenty minutes."
"See you then."
Maddie hung up the phone, heart racing, and ran up the stairs to get ready.
* * * 
BOONE WAS HEADED NORTH toward Morning Star, almost to the turnoff for the ranch, when he saw Maddie's car tear onto the highway without even stopping at the intersection.
Something was wrong. She was driving like a bat out of hell. Was someone hurt? Where was she going?
He was dog tired after long days of examining stock and trying to plan out a future. After long nights when he imagined what Maddie and Marlowe were doing at the ranch while he was gone.
A part of him protested that Maddie was not like Helen, that even Helen had never flaunted her affair. Another part of him dug in claws, reminding him that he had no claim on Maddie, that she and Marlowe were two of a kind. That he had no right to care what she did or didn't do in his absence.
He could have hit one more auction, but he'd done well at the ones he'd attended, buying stock to build a future, one whose emptiness he didn't want to consider.
Boone wasn't sure what was harder, being with Maddie or being without her. He missed her smile, her easy laughter. He missed the bright sparkle. He even missed her sass, damn it.
Seventeen days left before he'd have to miss her forever.
But memories reminded Boone of the furtive glances between her and Marlowe, the calls she'd hung up abruptly before he'd left. The unexplained absences, not that Maddie owed him any accounting for her whereabouts.
He had been an easy man to deceive once before. He knew that his desire for Maddie would make him an easy mark, once again.
Part of him said that Maddie was a big girl, that whatever reason she had for speeding north into town this afternoon was her own business. He was pulling a full trailer of stock behind his truck. He should turn off to the ranch.
But that wasn't the part to which Boone was listening. Maybe she was in trouble. He had to find out. He pressed down on the accelerator, knowing there wasn't a chance in hell that he could catch her, but if he was lucky, maybe he could keep her in sight. If not, Morning Star was plenty small. He would find her.
* * * 
MADDIE PARKED THE car and barely remembered to remove the keys in her excitement. She saw Dev under the trees and raced across the grass.
"You didn't have to break the land speed record," he teased.
"Tell me," she panted. "Have you found the baby? Is it real?"
Dev's face grew solemn. "Maddie..." His voice went soft.
"Don't coddle me, Dev. Tell me what you know."
"All right." Dev grasped her shoulders, his eyes twinkling. "There was a baby. Jenny left Morning Star and gave birth in Mineral Wells. She gave the baby up in a private adoption."
"A boy or girl?"
"A girl."
A sister. She had a sister. Overcome, Maddie threw her arms around Dev's neck and cried out for joy. "I have a sister, Dev. I always wanted a sister. You have no idea how much."
Dev held her awkwardly, patting her back. 
Then his silence sank in. Maddie pulled back. "Where is she?"
His shoulders sagged slightly. "Maddie..." His voice held a note of warning that sent a chill to her heart.
"She's dead." Maddie put one hand to her mouth.
Dev shook his head and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "No, we don't know that. She survived birth, at least. But I don't want you to get your hopes up. It's not going to be easy to find her."
Maddie frowned. "Why not?"
"Her birth was never recorded where she was born. The adoption wasn't done through the system. There was an old doctor in Mineral Wells who specialized in these types of cases. He delivered babies and placed them with parents who, for various reasons, did not want to go through normal channels."
"So how do you know this is Dalton and Jenny's baby?"
"The old doctor is long dead. We only have Rose's speculation that this is Dalton's baby, but I found the doctor's nurse in a nursing home in Fort Worth and she remembers Jenny giving birth."
Maddie's spirits fell. She might not have a sister, after all.
Dev hugged her again. "Hey, chin up. I'm not through looking. And I think Rose was right. When I ask around, everyone is very clear on the fact that Jenny was never seen with anyone but Dalton. They had made it very clear that they would marry, and people still remember them together even when Jenny was as young as fourteen. We'll only be sure after DNA testing, but I doubt we'll find that this girl had any other father than Dalton Wheeler."
"But what if you can't find her?" Maddie brushed at the tears flooding her eyes.
"Hey," Dev squeezed her shoulders. "I'll find her. I'm as good at finding people as you are at preparing world-class meals."
Maddie heard the comforting smile in his voice and lifted her head. "Please, Dev. It would mean the world to me."
He set her away from him, holding one shoulder and reaching into his pocket for a handkerchief. "Here—I can't send you back to Boone with red eyes."
Boone. Maddie's shoulders sagged. "I still don't have enough to tell him, do I?"
Dev shrugged. "That's your call to make."
"I'm so tired of sneaking around. But I don't know what else to do. Until we know she's alive..."
Dev nodded. "It could all be for nothing."
Maddie drew a deep breath. "Then I don't have any choice. He's had so much thrown at him. I'll just have to keep this a secret until you're certain."
"You're a lousy liar, Maddie. What if he shows up today?"
"Then I'll just have to make myself scarce. It won't be that much different. We've been tiptoeing around each other for almost two weeks now."
"Sam made a hell of a mess, didn't he?" Dev's eyes held sympathy.
Maddie glanced up. "I don't know whether to be glad or upset with him anymore. If he hadn't done what he did, I would never have known about any of this—my father, my grandmother, a sister...the house."
"Or Boone," Dev reminded her. His eye held a knowing glint. "Are you sure you can go back to New York now?"
Maddie met his gaze in shock. "It's always been understood that I would."
He shrugged. "Things change."
"What does that mean?"
"Come on, Maddie. Don't try to tell me you haven't thought about staying. I've watched you when you talk about the house." His gaze bored into her. "And when you talk about Boone."
Maddie flushed. "There's nothing to decide. Boone might be attracted to me, but it's only physical. He can't wait for me to leave."
"Are you so sure about that?"
"Why? Has he said something to you?"
Dev laughed out loud. "Boone would just as soon punch my lights out as talk to me more than absolutely necessary."
"I should have asked, though maybe it's none of my business. Are you having any luck finding Mitch?"
"I'm waiting for some information from Colorado, but nothing firm yet."
"Is it hard to juggle both searches? If so, mine can wait. Boone needs to find Mitch worse."
Dev shook his head. "You are some kind of woman, Maddie. I wonder if Boone has any idea how protective you are of him."
"He wouldn't like it. But I feel so badly for him. He's had such a lot of bad breaks."
"You haven't exactly had a great string yourself."
"Oh, well." She straightened. "In just over two weeks, I'll be back in New York, fighting with temperamental waiters and barking orders to my sous chefs." For the first time in years, it didn't sound exciting.
Dev gave her a quick hug. "I'll do my best to find her before then but if not, I'm always up for a trip to New York." His gaze grew solemn. "I'll find her, Maddie. No matter what it takes. You just hang in there."
"Thanks, Dev." Grasping his shoulder, she rose to her toes and kissed his cheek.



Chapter Ten

HE'D KNOWN BETTER.
Boone jammed the trailer bolt shut with a clang. With long strides, he headed toward the cab of his truck.
"You gonna tell me what's eatin' you?" Jim asked.
"Nothing." He jerked the door open and slid inside. "I'll park this and be back to help you move the cattle."
Jim frowned but didn't argue.
Good thing, too. Boone didn't trust himself too much right now. Seeing Maddie in Devlin Marlowe's arms was something he guessed he should have been prepared for, but it had hit him like a ton of bricks.
It wasn't as though the signs hadn't been there, as if he hadn't seen how well the two of them got on together. And it wasn't like he hadn't known all along that he and Maddie weren't suited, but—
But nothing. He'd been a fool to think he had a chance. He'd let Maddie's smile blind him, let her laughter give him hope. And in a weak moment while he'd been gone, he'd actually tried to figure out a way to help her buy The Dinner Bell—that's how desperate he'd gotten to find a reason to keep her here.
Despite what he'd seen between her and Marlowe before today, he'd even given thought to asking her out on a real date. A mirthless grin twisted his lips. Seeing her in Devlin Marlowe's arms had put paid to that idea.
Damn you, Sam. The next two weeks looked endless. He had new stock; he couldn't just up and leave, no matter how painful it would be to have Maddie there and know that she preferred another.
Boone leaped out of his truck and unhitched the trailer beside the barn. Then, there where no one could see, he slammed his fist into the wall. The pain in his fist couldn't hold a candle to the pain in his heart.
For Boone realized that he'd gone and done exactly what he'd sworn never to do.
He'd fallen in love, and fallen hard. For a woman he could never have.
Gallagher men love only once. And he'd done it with the wrong woman. 
He wondered if Sam was watching him now.
If so, he must be laughing.
* * * 
IT WAS ALREADY dark when Maddie returned after driving the country roads for hours. When she saw Boone's truck parked at the house, her heart gave a little leap, then a twist of nerves.
No lights were on in the house. Maybe he was so tired he'd already gone to bed. She hoped so; she wasn't looking forward to keeping her feelings under wraps.
She was exhausted after running the gamut of emotions. Thrilled that she might have a sister, afraid that Dev might never find her or that when he did, she would want nothing to do with Maddie—or worse, that something bad had happened to her.
Then there were the nerves over Boone's reaction when he found out. On top of that was the longing to see him, and beyond that, the qualms about whether or not she wanted him to have missed her.
Her head awhirl with too many thoughts, Maddie almost fell over the pile at the back door before she could hit the light switch.
"Don't turn it on." Boone's voice, deadly calm.
"What's wrong? What is all this?"
"It's my stuff. I'm clearing out. Go ahead and move Marlowe in here. It's your house, but I don't have to stay and watch it."
Maddie couldn't process the words. "What? Why would I move Dev in here?"
"Don't play innocent, Maddie. I know about you and him. I saw you in town today, in the park."
Oh, no. What did he think he'd seen? "It's not what you think."
Boone's harsh laugh grated on her hearing. "I've been there before. Oh, I never had to see my wife in the other man's arms, but I know when a woman is pining after a man who's somewhere else."
"Pining?" He thought she wanted Devlin? "Oh, my word. You think—" What could she do? How did she explain without telling Boone what was going on?
"I don't have to think. I saw."
She heard the chair creak when he rose. She gazed at his outline in the moonlight spilling through the window.
"Did you follow me?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Like a fool, I was worried about you. I saw you take off just as I was driving up toward the cutoff. You were in such a hurry, I thought something was wrong." 
"You don't have to leave."
"I should have moved out to the barn the first day. It would have been easier all the way around."
She wanted to throw something at him. "Just like that, huh? You'd convict me without even asking what I was doing with Dev." In defiance, she flipped on the light.
Both of them blinked against the sudden glare.
"You've been sneaking around for a week, hanging up when I walked into the room, whispering when I was nearby. All you had to do was ask me to leave. It's still your house."
"You think I'm the kind of woman who sneaks around?" 
"It doesn't matter. We always knew your stay here was temporary. You have every right to conduct an affair wherever you want."
His very certainty sent Maddie's temper shooting through the roof. She stepped over a pile of bedding and stalked across the floor, stabbing one finger in his chest. "You pompous oaf."
"What?" Boone's eyes widened in shock, then narrowed. "What the hell does that mean?"
"Oh, God," Maddie's laughter was a harsh bark in her chest. "I can't win." She paced the open portion of the floor.
"What are you saying?"
She whirled. "I can either tell you what I was doing and hurt you or stay quiet and let you believe the worst of me."
Boone shrugged. "It's no skin off my nose if you want to have a fling with Devlin Marlowe."
Hurt wrestled with anger for dominance. Maddie stood there before him, her whole body shaking. "I am not having a fling with Devlin Marlowe."
"Whatever you want to call it, makes no difference to me. You're a free agent."
Maddie doubled up her fist and punched him square in the center of his chest. "Stop saying that, damn you. I'm not like that. I would never—" Maddie stopped short, stunned by the quick flash of pain in his eyes.
His jaw went tight and hard. "I won't stand by and be made a fool again, Maddie. You never lied to me that you would stay. Don't start lying now. You don't owe me anything. The truth is all I ask."
She drew a deep breath. "All right. You want the truth? Just remember that I tried to protect you."
Boone frowned. "Protect me?"
"You'd better sit down, Boone. I honestly don't think you want to hear this."
"I'm fine right here." He crossed his arms over his chest. "And we already discussed whether or not you should be deciding what I'm ready to hear. Go on, Maddie."
She needed to occupy her hands, so she filled the teakettle and started the burner beneath it.
"Come on. Stop stalling. I already know you care about Marlowe. Finish it."
"Dev is only helping me with research, no matter what you think you saw."
His jaw was tight. "What kind of research?"
"I found my grandmother's diary."
One eyebrow lifted, but he simply nodded for her to continue.
Maddie sucked in a deep breath and blew it out, praying for the right words. "Boone, my grandmother believed that your mother might have given birth to my father's child and then given it up after my father vanished."
If she'd hit him with a two-by-four, she doubted that he would have looked more shocked.
"What?" But he was already shaking his head. "No way. Never."
"Boone, Dev has found out it's true. You have a sister, a half-sister."
"No. That's wrong. My mother would never—" His voice went arrow-sharp. "She loved children. She couldn't have any more after me, but she always wanted..."
When Maddie reached for him to console, he jerked away. "That's a damn lie. My mother would never have given away a child of hers. And she wouldn't have deceived us about it."
Maddie had never seen him this agitated, not even the night when he rescued her from Hank. "I'm sorry. I didn't want to tell you until I was sure."
"Show me the proof."
"Dev can't be positive yet that the baby was my father's, but no one ever saw Jenny with another man, so..."
"Don't even think that she was some kind of slut." He headed for the door, then turned, hands clenched into fists, shoulders tight bands of muscle. "If any of this is true—I say if, mind you, then it's Dalton Wheeler's fault. He had no right to get her pregnant and then abandon her just like he abandoned everything else."
Maddie knew he spoke out of shock and hurt, but she had to defend the father she had loved. "I doubt that he ever knew. But it doesn't matter. We have to find her."
"Why are you doing this, Maddie? You're leaving. Why can't you let the past be?"
"I have to know. You can't keep me from finding her, Boone."
"You were going to keep me in the dark."
"Only until I knew for sure."
Boone picked up his duffel bag and the pile of bedding. He jerked the door open and looked back.
"What other secrets do you plan to keep from me? Any other decisions you plan to make on my behalf? How much more are you going to tear up my life before you walk away?"
Maddie would have answered, if she'd had any idea what to say. 
But she would have been talking to an empty room.
* * * 
BOONE PUNCHED DOWN his pillow one more time and rolled over, looking for a spot that felt right. He'd brought a bedroll, so the hay wasn't the problem, he knew.
His problem was trapped inside his skin.
A sister. Half-sister. His mother's child, with a man he'd grown up believing a murderer.
Maddie, why the hell couldn't you leave it alone?
But he knew why—she had no family. She hadn't enjoyed the benefit of knowing where she belonged as he had. Right or wrong, despite all the harm Sam had done after Boone's mother had died, Boone had grown up with a sense of place, had known his roots. He'd grown up with a grandfather who had taken him fishing and let him smoke his first—and only—cigarette. He'd known a sense of community. Maddie had been moved around all her life.
But thinking about his mother having a child with another man didn't go down easy. She had often said how much she wished for a girl, but Boone and Mitch had taken it as teasing. All those years, had she longed for a daughter she'd had to give up?
A sister. Boone had been thinking of her as a baby, yet he realized with a shock that she would be older than either him or Mitch. Would she have his mother's blonde hair? His own blue eyes or the gray eyes that Maddie said she'd inherited from her father?
Would she want to be found? It would break Maddie's heart if she didn't, if she turned away. No matter how the news had rocked Boone's memories of his mother, how much a part of him wished he'd never forced Maddie to answer, another part of him wanted to step in and protect her from this woman's potential to hurt her.
She would be devastated if this sister denied the connection. Boone pictured the look on Maddie's face when she'd told him that she had to know.
While part of him wanted all of this to go away, another part of him realized he had cause to rejoice.
If this sister were real, he and Maddie would have a connection for as long as they lived. Not that she might welcome it, after how he'd taken her news.
Nor did he want to think about a lifetime of crossing paths with Maddie and some other man. Or having to hear about Maddie bearing some other man's children.
But there wasn't another man yet. At that moment, Boone let himself feel the full impact of Maddie's insistence that there was nothing between her and Marlowe, and his spirits soared. She hadn't been having an affair behind his back. For a few seconds, he let himself feel a fierce spurt of hope.
Then he remembered how rough he'd been tonight. Maddie forgave easily, but where did her tolerance end?
And how could he claim it, yet again?
He had to try. Rising from his makeshift bed, he pulled on his boots, then realized that it was well after midnight. Not a good time to go begging, hat in hand.
Even if Maddie forgave easily again—not that he'd earned it—she deserved her rest. 
There would be no sleep for him, however. Dancer snorted restlessly in her stall. Might as well go check on her, since he couldn't sleep, anyway.
* * * 
AT TWO IN the morning, Maddie gave up on sleep and headed for the kitchen to get a glass of water. Through the window she saw a light on in the barn. Maybe Boone couldn't sleep, either. Little wonder.
She'd handled it wrong. She'd known all along that the news of this sister would be rough for Boone to swallow. What she hadn't realized was that the stories Vondell and Jim had withheld revolved around Boone's unfaithful wife.
Maddie had known that the woman named Helen had hated it here, but never once had anyone told her that she'd cheated on Boone. No wonder he'd been upset about the whispered phone calls, the times when she'd made an excuse and driven into town.
She'd really botched it, the whole business. Boone was right—she was making decisions for him as though he couldn't make his own. With good intentions, sure, but Maddie kept hearing his voice in her head.
Why are you doing this? You're leaving.
What right did she have, really, to dig up old secrets when they impacted him as much as her? He was right. She had no place here, but everything she did left a mark on him, too. 
I have to know. And she did. If there was a chance in the world that she had a sister out there somewhere, Maddie would scour the ends of the earth looking for her.
That didn't mean, however, that she could continue to forge ahead without talking to Boone. She owed him an apology. Maybe now was as good a time as any. If that light in the barn didn't mean he was awake, she'd turn right around and come back.
But maybe, just maybe, she could settle things down and let each of them get some sleep.
So Maddie ran upstairs and threw on jeans and a shirt, not even bothering with underwear or socks. Then she ran to the barn, grateful for the moonlight that paved her way.
When she walked inside, she heard his voice, talking soft and low. She headed in that direction, stopping only long enough to pat Fancy's head. Fancy nickered to her, and Boone stepped out in the aisle at the noise.
"Hi," Maddie said, throat tight.
"Hi," Boone answered. "Can't sleep?"
She shook her head. "You?"
He gestured with a nod toward the stall. "Full moon tonight. I'm betting Dancer goes into labor."
Silence ensued. Maddie dug one toe in the dirt as she searched for words. "I'm sorry I did a bad job of delivering the news. I never wanted to hurt you. It's clear how much you loved your mother."
Boone shrugged. "There's no easy way to say something like that. I didn't handle it well. I just—I don't know how to feel about that. The woman I knew wanted a dozen children."
"In those days, she was bound to feel she had no choice. If you weren't married, you gave your child up or had a back street abortion. I can't imagine your mother doing that."
Boone shook his head. "No, she would never end a child's life." He stared hard at Maddie. "And it wasn't fair for me to blame your father. You're probably right. Maybe he never knew."
"My grandmother's diary said she left town for seven months before she came back and married your father a few months later."
"Just long enough." Boone shook his head. "I can't imagine that my father had any idea."
"Do you remember the part of his letter that said that there was always a sadness in Jenny?"
Boone nodded.
"Maybe it wasn't losing my father, as Sam thought. Maybe it was the baby." She saw a shadow cross his face. "What is it?"
"Nothing." He shook his head, then suddenly he stopped. "No. That's not true. I accused you of holding back secrets, but I've held back my own."
"You have a right to your secrets. We all do."
Boone studied her, then seemed to make up his mind. "My wife was pregnant when she died with her lover in a sailing accident. She never even told me about the baby. I didn't learn about it until she was gone, when her mother announced it to me after the funeral." The shadow fell across his rugged features again. "I don't know why it hits me so hard. I never knew that child, never held it in my hands. But it still hurts." He looked up. "How much more painful was it for my mother to bear a child and have to give her up?" 
Oh, Boone... "I'm so sorry. You would have been a wonderful father."
"I've done a lot of things wrong in my life, but I sure would have tried."
Tears welled in Maddie's eyes, tears for children lost and children unborn, for this son who had lost his father the day his mother died. Tears for a missing brother, a lost sister. So many tears needed, and so little she could do.
"Don't cry, Maddie."
She swiped at her cheeks. "Sorry."
"Nothing to apologize for. You have a tender heart." Then Boone's arms surrounded her and held her close. Maddie nestled into his embrace and knew a moment of such piercing longing that she could barely breathe.
No words passed between them, but words weren't needed. Too often, words had driven them apart.
Maddie slid her arms around Boone's wide chest and clung. Then the need for comfort melted like candle wax under the heat of a desire too long denied.
She lifted her head and saw her yearning mirrored in his eyes. "Boone..." 
"God, Maddie...I don't want to fight this any longer."
"Then don't," she murmured.
Still he hesitated, so she took the leap for both of them and rose to her toes. Touched her mouth to his.
His caution burned to cinders. 
They tumbled into the landscape of their dreams, the forbidden territory they'd skirted for long days and endless nights. Every shadow that separated them faded under the bright glow of one heart's need for another.
Her eager hands joined her eager heart, and she welcomed Boone to all she had, all she was.
Boone thought his own heart would burst as he deepened the kiss, as Maddie's fingers clutched at his back. Body to body, Maddie's curves fit him like a second skin.
He craved to drive into her sweet flesh and lose himself. Grasping for control, he sank his fingers into the heavy silk of her hair. The other hand gripped the tender curve of her hip. When Maddie moaned, he slid his teeth down the long, slender column of her throat, longing to brand her, to mark every inch of her skin. At the tender juncture where pale throat met shoulder, Boone used his mouth to seal Maddie as his.
His. Boone didn't stop to think, to reason out how or why he would make it so. 
He simply wanted her, body and soul.
Maddie thrilled at the passion of Boone's strong grip, his fierce possession. She met his hunger, measure for measure.
Boone growled low in his throat, and Maddie smiled. She wanted him crazy, too crazy to think, too far gone to be noble.
They were past the time for noble sacrifices, past the point of logic. Now was the moment, the sacred space for heart to meet body, for flesh to find flesh in naked, greedy hunger. Maddie wanted her hands on Boone, on his bare skin, on the body she'd dreamed of night after lonely night. 
With a small cry of desperation, she pulled away to tear at his shirt. While Boone did wicked things to her with lips and teeth and tongue, her fingers fumbled on buttons she could not see. Finally, she wrestled his shirt open, sacrificing a button or two, but she had to touch him—now. 
Then she laid her palms on his broad, muscled chest. Both of them gasped. Boone glanced down at her pale hands spread across his golden skin.
Then he smiled, slow and wicked. "My turn."
Maddie licked her lips and scraped her nails lightly across his flesh.
Boone's nostrils flared as he focused on the buttons of her shirt, his fingers turning clumsy in their haste.
Maddie leaned forward and licked a slow stroke across his chest, swirling her tongue around one nipple.
He swore and gripped her shoulders, eyes scorching hot. "I said, my turn." But he smiled as she'd never seen him, a smile so rich with seductive promise that the air vanished from Maddie's lungs.
Boone's own breath seized as he watched her eyes spark in challenge. Then she laughed, that sultry chuckle that had never failed to hit him right in the gut. Her smile dared him to push the edge, to test the borders. Maddie was so valiant with her heart, so unafraid of her passion.
And he was so hard he hurt.
But he was not going to rush this, no matter how his body demanded release, no matter that his insides had turned to pure fire at her touch.
That mouth of hers, that sassy, sexy mouth. If he lived to be a hundred, he would never get enough of Maddie's mouth.
With one last jerk, he sent her buttons flying without apology. "Too many damn buttons," he muttered.
And then fell silent.
"No bra?" he croaked.
Maddie's smile could make a man weep. "No panties, either."
Boone closed his eyes and implored the heavens.
Then Maddie laughed, and Boone was done with patience. He swept her into his arms and bore her away to his makeshift bed. "Better say no now, Maddie. I've waited for you too long."
Maddie mimed a zipper across her lips, then grasped his head between her hands and kissed him. Flames danced from one nerve ending to the next.
"You and that kissable damn mouth," he muttered. Then his mouth came down on hers. 
When he laid her on the bedroll still scented from his body, the hay perfuming the air around them, Maddie thought there could be no more perfect place. The bedroll provided protection from stray stalks of hay, and they were far away from the house and all its memories of sorrow.
Then Maddie thought no more, as Boone's naked chest loomed over her, acres of muscles gained not from a pricey gym but from hard work and honest labor, lightly dusted with golden hair shades darker than that on his head. His belly was hard and ridged, his waist and hips narrow. Her gaze traveled down the fine line of hair on his belly to the blatant evidence of Boone's desire for her.
Never before had anyone wanted her this badly. Never before had anyone brought such raw power to the act of love.
Boone's fingers unsnapped her jeans with one flick, then drew her zipper down slowly. With his tongue, he scorched a trail down her throat, flicking it lightly over the shadowed valley between her breasts, then sliding around the curve of her breast, barely missing her nipple.
Maddie arched toward him, her body pleading to feel him suckle her. She wanted his touch on her, every inch. Urgent fingers gripped his shoulders as he hovered above her breast, waiting. Taunting.
Then Boone retreated, and Maddie wanted to scream.
Until she felt his tongue inside her zipper. Inch by inch, he lowered the tab, sliding one finger beneath to protect tender flesh. 
At the bottom he paused.
After agonizing, delicious seconds, he peeled her jeans open. 
Then licked one slow glide to the vee.
Maddie couldn't breathe. His tongue halted scant inches away from her aching center. His breath warm on her belly, he swirled one slow, maddening circle through fine tendrils of hair.
Maddie dug her fingernails into his back and arched against him.
And Boone chuckled.
"Boone..." she moaned. "Now." 
"Not yet, sweetheart. You're killing me, but I'm not going to rush this." He rose above her.
Gripping her fingers in his hair, she dragged his mouth to hers and swirled her tongue inside the dark heat of his mouth.
Boone took the kiss deeper, wrenching a moan from deep within her. Iron-hard arms wrapped around her, and he took her diving with him into bliss. 
Maddie reached between them and slid her hand inside his waistband, curling her fingers around silken, straining flesh. Boone jolted and cursed. Maddie smiled against his mouth.
"God, Maddie. I want you so badly."
"Now, Boone," she pleaded. "I need you now."
In seconds, he had them both naked.
And there he was, poised above her, a golden man whose body wore the scars of a life lived by his wits. Maddie lifted her arms in welcome.
For just one moment, Boone stayed where he was, drinking in the sight of her. Long dark hair tumbled across the makeshift bed where he'd been tossing only minutes before.
So perfect for him. The slender shoulders that bore life's burdens with such cheer, the lush, full breasts more than enough to fill his hands, the narrow waist flaring to form a woman's hips, descending into legs long enough to make a grown man cry.
But what struck Boone like a fist in the chest was more than Maddie's physical beauty, more than any curve of breast or hip or thigh. In the act of love as in all of Maddie's life, it was her generous spirit that made Maddie shine. 
Lying on a mound of hay, Maddie could have been the Queen of Sheba...Cleopatra...Delilah. Shining out from Maddie's tempting body was the beauty of Maddie's soul. A man would gladly die for this woman. The darkened hollows of Boone's heart cried out in longing.
He wanted her as he'd wanted no other before her, though he did not kid himself that they would ever have another night.
But if this night was all they had, he would make it one Maddie would never forget.
Arms open in welcome, Maddie watched sorrow sweep over Boone's face. More than she'd ever wanted anything before, she wanted to scare away sorrow, to replace it with joy, to give Boone all that he deserved.
Such a noble man, filled with valor and strength and determination. Life had not been easy on him, but Boone was far harder on himself. Maddie wanted to kiss away his sorrow, put a final seal on his pain. What woman could have misunderstood the treasure inside this man?
Helen had been a fool. Inside this man lay all the riches any woman would need. Maddie wished with her soul that she could make Boone understand. He blamed himself, and he was wrong to do so.
Suddenly Maddie understood that losing Boone would steal a piece of her soul. Fear of the pain to come sent a barb through her heart.
But Boone wouldn't let her retreat. The formidable strength of his will, the raw power of the man, conquered all else. Soon his hands banished doubt, drove away fear. Maddie blossomed under his caress, every nerve springing to life.
He was everywhere, touching every inch of her, refusing to be denied. His tongue slicked her body, his hands cupped her breasts, then slid to her hips and brought her to his mouth.
There he paused and simply inhaled her scent, eyes closed, a low hum in his throat.
When his eyes opened, the heat in them sizzled down her spine. For a long moment, their gazes locked, and the fever inside Maddie became nearly unbearable.
When at last he sealed his mouth to her, Maddie gasped. Restlessly she shifted beneath him as he laid siege to her with soft, slow licks, with clever nips, with a suckling pressure that drew her further and further into the singing, spinning, aching sphere where thought vanished into pure sensation, where she was wild and free and lost in him.
Until he stopped.
For one stunning second, Maddie didn't know where she was.
Then his hair brushed inside her thighs, and that one silken touch catapulted her to a new level of awareness of his broad shoulders parting her thighs, his heat, his power...
With one agonizingly slow glide of satiny tongue, he shot her higher, and just as all air vanished, he suckled at the sweet knot of screaming nerves—
Her back bowed, her world exploded.
She collapsed, her arms falling limp to her sides as she spun in starlight and magic.
Some time later, she opened her eyes. "Oh. My. God."
Boone grinned, but she saw the tension in his face, felt his body taut with unfulfilled desire.
An answering need roared through her. "Now, Boone. I want you inside me."
He rose over her, his hands swift and sure once more—
Then he stopped and swore, his jaw tight with strain. "Hold on." He left her to tear at his jeans. When he finally extracted his wallet from the pocket, he, who was so adept with his hands, fumbled and dropped it once before he finally extracted the small packet. He glanced at her, grinning in triumph.
Then dropped it in the hay beside them.
Both of them groaned aloud. Then frantically searched the straw.
When Maddie's fingers closed on it first, her triumphant smile matched his relieved one.
And they laughed together, a sweet rush of unity after all that had divided them.
"Here." Boone reached for it.
"Oh, let me," Maddie purred. But first she pressed him back and straddled him, using her own tongue to paint a taunting trail over the broad, muscled chest, across the ridges of his belly, down the faint line of hair leading to—
Boone's fingers clenched in her hair. "Sweet hell, Maddie..." 
She looked up at him, smiling wickedly. "Only seems fair."
"Give me that—" He reached for the packet.
"Unh-uh." She slipped to the side and bent over him.
And took him in her mouth.
Boone's head went light. "Maddie..." he warned.
She could hear the strain in it. She would have smiled, but she was half-crazed herself.
"Not...now. Maddie...." His voice was a harsh plea.
One long, slow swirl upward and around the head, then—
Boone grabbed her waist in his strong hands and lifted her, reversing their positions, then snatching the condom from her hands. "You are driving me insane, woman."
She laughed.
For a second.
Until, with one stunning thrust, he was inside her.
And Maddie wasn't laughing anymore.
Then it was all heat and speed and power. 
Madness. Desire beyond measure. 
Boone tried to go slow, but even if he could have, Maddie wouldn't let him, and with every stroke, every dive into the bliss of her body, he lost himself in the magic that was Maddie Rose.
Her eyes went black with desire, spark-shot with longing. His body screamed for release, yet he could not bear for this to end.
"Maddie—" he gasped. I love you.
But the words stayed inside, too new and too tender.
Boone tried to say it with his body instead. Maddie's sweet flesh surrounded him, gloved him like softest velvet. In all his life, he had never felt this sense of belonging.
Hold me tight, Maddie. 
As if she'd heard him, she did, wrapping the long legs of his dreams around his waist and pulling him even deeper.
"Maddie...sweet—" He clutched at her and tried to hold on. "I can't wait much longer. I've wanted you too long."
"Don't wait." Maddie dug her fingers into his hair and arched against him, pressing heated kisses against his neck. "Please don't wait."
Soon there was no thought, no reason, nothing but the rush of blood, the press of flesh, the slick heat of body against body, denied too long.
"Come, Maddie. Come with me," he whispered. 
Her eyes drifted shut.
"Look at me," he demanded. "I want you to know it's me who's inside you."
Blue eyes could burn with fire, she discovered. Could slice through her, laser-hot.
"I want—" She didn't know what she wanted, except him. More of him. Forever of him.
"I know," Boone answered. "Come with me, sweetheart. Let's make the heavens burn."
With every stroke, Maddie flew higher, losing herself in the wonder of this man. Boone filled her, completed her...made her want to crawl inside his fire and burn to cinders.
And then it was too late for either of them. The fire, so long denied, would be denied no longer.
The power of the moment stunned them speechless, sent them soaring.
For one precious moment, Boone and Maddie became one. One heart. One mind. One soul.
As Maddie convulsed around him, Boone knew that this was all of heaven he would ever need.
And Maddie nestled into the arms of the only man she had ever loved.
I love you, Maddie, again he wanted to say. 
And he almost did. But something within him hesitated.
Then Fate conspired with reality.
Dancer cried out in pain.
And the only future Boone could imagine crashed courses with the one his wounded soul craved.



Chapter Eleven

THREE HOURS LATER, a faint light pearled the sky. Inside the barn, no one noticed.
Boone stole a look at Maddie and saw dark hollows beneath her eyes. More than once, he'd urged her to go to the house and seek her bed.
But not once had Maddie faltered. Even now, at the end of a long night with no sleep and too much emotion, she held steady. Her shirt was buttoned crooked, the last three buttons missing. Maddie hadn't turned a hair, had simply tucked it into her jeans and gone on.
Damn. What lousy timing. All his attention had to stay on the mare and the unborn foal that would be the first building block of his future. 
Never mind that it was a future that no longer seemed enough.
He wanted Maddie. It was that simple. Not logical, not practical, not possible—but he still wanted her. In his bed, yes, but also in his life.
For a few tempting seconds, Boone considered asking. Then he looked at Maddie, really looked, and realized his folly.
She looked like a Madonna, albeit one with straw in her hair. Dirt smudged her face and filled her fingernails. She had never looked more beautiful to him. But was it fair to ask her to live like this when she could have so much more?
Dancer strained, and Maddie soothed, singing to her in a low, soft voice. It had been this way since he and Maddie had scrambled into their clothes, not even granted enough time to linger in the afterglow of the most explosive lovemaking of his life.
Dancer's belly hardened like oak. The contraction rippled through her, and the inexperienced mare grunted low. Yet again, she picked up her head as though trying to understand what was happening.
Maddie never stopped crooning and stroking. "It's all right, sweetie. They're brutes, all of them. Stay away from the male animal. It's my best advice."
Then she looked up at Boone and winked.
Damn, she was magnificent. 
"I feel like I should be defending my sex," he said.
"Don't waste your breath. We're not listening, are we, girl?" But her eyes twinkled with mischief.
He wanted to ask, but now was not the time. Was it as incredible for you? Did you feel what I felt?
Boone couldn't believe himself. He'd always cared about his partner's satisfaction, true, but never had he needed to know that he had been the best. He never left a woman wanting, but tonight that wasn't enough. He wanted to send Maddie to the stratosphere, to be the one she couldn't forget.
To be the one and only.
To be the last.
You're losing it, son. You know that won't happen. Be grateful that you had last night.
Then the mare's eyes widened in panic, and there was no more time to think. 
Maddie looked at him, worry in her eyes, but still she stayed calm. "Getting close?"
Boone smiled grimly. "Very close. You can leave if you want."
Maddie shook her head and blew a strand of hair out of her eyes, never taking her hands off the horse. "Not on your life. We're a team, aren't we, girl?"
A hell of a woman. Maddie might have spent her life in cities, but she was no city girl. He should have seen it sooner.
Boone bent his head and concentrated on the task at hand.
* * * 
HOW SHE WISHED she knew what he was thinking. Maddie schooled herself to pay attention to the mare and not dream about Boone, but it wasn't easy. Her mind kept drifting back, wanting to remember his kiss, his touch...his powerful body filling her and sending her soaring.
It had never been like that for her, ever. Maddie watched Boone's hands on the mare and remembered a day in the garden when she had thought she understood how they would feel on her.
She had understood less than nothing.
For as long as she lived, Maddie would never forget this night. But one night would not be enough.
What did Boone think? Had it meant anything to him beyond a meeting of bodies?
She was doing it again, measuring herself by someone else. You have to be enough for yourself, Maddie. No one else can do it. The words sounded so simple, so logical when her father had drilled them into her head. But now Maddie wondered.
Had he told her that because of all he'd lost? Had it been his way to overcome all that was missing? If he had loved Jenny half as much as Maddie—
Loved Boone?
No. She couldn't. Shouldn't.
But it didn't matter what was sensible. She did. 
"Okay, Maddie. You ready? It's showtime."
Boone's voice scattered Maddie's thoughts like leaves in a windstorm. 
"What do I do?"
He glanced up, his concentration fierce, but his voice was gentle when he answered. "You're doing fine just like you are. She's new at this, and she needs someone to tell her she's all right."
"Will she be? All right, I mean?"
One more quick glance. One fleeting smile. "I think so."
Maddie saw the lines of strain on his face. He'd mentioned before his concerns about the mare, his hopes for the foal. Maddie left him alone and turned her concentration on the mare. "That's a good girl," she cooed, stroking the mare's head slowly. "I know it hurts, but soon you'll have your baby and you'll say it's worth it."
"I thought you said all men were pigs, or something like it." Amusement threaded through the strain in Boone's voice.
"This is just between us girls. You're not supposed to be listening."
Dancer picked up her head again, and Maddie thought she saw fear in the mare's eyes. Once more, she murmured and stroked the fine, proud head.
"Almost there," Boone said. "Easy, girl. Let her go now, Maddie, and get ready to move back. She'll probably try to get up as soon as it's out. If you want to come around and watch, just be sure you stay back." 
Maddie stroked the mare one more time, then stepped away and stared. Two thin legs protruded, guided by Boone's hands. Then she heard a sound she could only describe as squishy, and the foal slid out into Boone's waiting arms.
All wet, dark hair, mucus and membrane and blood, the baby still seemed a miracle to Maddie. Boone busied himself cleaning mucus from the foal's nose and mouth. "Would you hand me that towel behind you, please?"
When Maddie handed it to him, Boone looked up at her with triumph in his eyes, and Maddie's heart gave a hard thump.
"May I touch her? Him?"
"Him. It's a colt." Boone stared at her across the stall, and in the glow of his eyes, Maddie found herself unable to move.
"In a minute you can. Just don't get in the mare's way. She needs to smell him and let him smell her. That way they'll bond." Boone laid the colt down in the straw gently and drew Maddie over to his side. Maddie knelt beside him, overcome with awe.
"He's beautiful, Boone. It's incredible. I've never seen anything so wonderful."
Boone met her smile with his own. Silently, they watched the mare clean her baby.
Maddie threw her arms around Boone and hugged him hard. "Thank you for this. I'll never forget it."
Boone started to protest that he was filthy, but it was already too late. When Maddie pulled away, she was filthy, too.
But she didn't seem to notice, her eyes shining, her smile wide. "It's a miracle, isn't it? Do you ever get tired of seeing it?"
"Never," he replied, but he could have been talking about watching her. How had he ever thought her wrong for this place? How had he lived so long without her joy?  
Dancer had sniffed and licked her way from head to tail. It was time for Boone to get to work.
He talked while he took care of the umbilical cord then began handling the colt, explaining to Maddie what he was doing. "I'm getting him used to being touched right from the start. It will make him easier to train if he bonds with me as much as his mother."
He took the colt through a routine they would repeat for days to come, manipulating his legs and feet, touching every part of his body, not letting the colt rise until he finished.
"I'm teaching him that I'm the head horse, that he is to follow me in whatever I say. That's why I didn't let him get up right away. Now I will. His legs will be wobbly."
Boone rose and came to stand beside her while the colt struggled to its feet.
Maddie couldn't help but smile. "I can't believe he can stand so soon." Then she giggled as the colt staggered like a two-day drunk. She turned to Boone. "We can't prop him up?"
"You'll be amazed at how steady he'll be by tonight." Pride filled Boone's voice, but Maddie heard the exhaustion beneath.
That, she could do something about. "I'm going to fix us some breakfast."
"You don't have—"
"Boone. Don't even say it."
His look was sheepish. "I'd crawl over broken glass for a cup of coffee."
"A simple thank you will do." Maddie smiled.
"Thank you." Boone smiled back. He opened his mouth as though he wanted to say something else. Then he shook his head.
"What?"
"I owe you an apology. You may be a city girl, but you handled yourself like a pro."
Maddie wasn't sure she'd ever heard a sweeter compliment. "I won't say I told you so," she teased. Then she sobered. "Thank you for letting me stay. It was incredible." 
"You were pretty incredible yourself." In Boone's eyes shone another memory of the night.
Maddie wanted to linger, but he was hungry and tired. If she didn't leave now, she never would. "I—I'd better go." 
His voice turned neutral. "I'll come as soon as I'm sure everything's okay here. Jim will be in soon, and he can watch them."
Maddie wanted to say something, to talk about last night. But Boone had already turned back to mother and baby.
He had work to do. There would be time later.
* * * 
MADDIE EMERGED FROM the bathroom, her hair still wet but all of her much cleaner. She already had coffee perking. She'd take a cup to Boone before she started breakfast. 
She was halfway down the stairs when her cell rang. Maddie glanced at the clock. Who would be calling at seven in the morning?
"Hello?"
"Darling, I'm so glad I reached you. Is it too early?"
Régine. Even on Eastern time, it was early for someone whose restaurant closed well after midnight.
"Not as early for me as it is for you, I'll bet."
The older woman's laugh sounded rusty. "I wouldn't be up at this godforsaken hour if it weren't important."
"Is something wrong?"
"Maddie, things have changed here. I can't wait two more weeks for you."
"Oh. I understand. You have plenty of prospects, I'm sure."
"That's not what I mean. I want you, Maddie. Only you. I'm convinced, more than ever, that you are our destiny."
Régine had always had a flair for the dramatic.
"I can't leave here, not yet."
"I'm prepared to up the ante." Then her voice turned tentative in a way Maddie had never heard this hard-edged woman speak. "Maddie, my doctor has discovered a lump in my breast. He says it's manageable, but I have to go into the hospital. I may be out for a while. I need you here."
"Oh, Régine, I'm so sorry."
"Spare me the pity." The other woman's voice was dry. "Just help me out. I'm prepared to offer you an ownership stake in the restaurant now."
"Ownership?" In a place far beyond anything Maddie could expect to own? But she couldn't leave yet. Boone would lose this house. "Régine, I—Anthony can run things for you." Her maître d' had been with her for years and knew everything Régine knew.
"It's what you want, isn't it? To own your own restaurant?"
"Yes, I've always wanted to own my own place. And Sancerre is everything I've ever dreamed, but—"
"I'm not going to let you tell me no, Maddie. You've lost your perspective. You can't seriously think to give this up for some dusty cowboy. You don't belong there. You could be the toast of the town here."
"I—I promised Boone I would stay."
"Maddie, I need you. That place is just a house. You said he would still have plenty of land, even without the house. And he can probably buy the house from those other people. You won't need the money from him if you come in with me. Let him have the place, if it makes you feel better but don't be foolish, Maddie. This is your future."
New York had never seemed farther away. But Régine had been her friend for a long time. She had helped Maddie extract herself from the Robert fiasco.
But Maddie had promised Boone she'd stay.
"Don't answer me now. Tell me you'll call back tonight. Think about it, Maddie. Think hard. You've worked for years for this. And I need you."
Maddie could resist anything else, but hearing a plea from her cynical friend was like finding water in the desert. Régine did not plead.
"I'll call you tonight, Régine."
"I'll be waiting."
Maddie hung up the phone with a sinking heart.
"You have to go." Boone's voice startled her.
Maddie whirled. "What?"
"You can't throw away a golden opportunity. I remember what you said. That place is at the top of the heap and she's giving you ownership, didn't I hear that right?"
Maddie nodded dully.
"It's what you said you wanted. You're good, and this is your chance."
"But the Caswells..."
"Leave the Caswells to me. You can't blow this chance, Maddie. It's exactly what you've always wanted."
"Yes, but..." She'd thought so. But after last night...
"Then the answer is simple." His voice was clear and brisk as he walked to the coffeepot and poured himself a cup. "You have to go." He turned away from her. "Do I have time for a quick shower?"
Maddie didn't know what to think, what to say. So she busied herself with breakfast. "Will twenty minutes be enough?"
"That will be fine." He started from the room.
"Boone..." She wanted to stop him, to—what? Beg him to let her stay? If he wanted that, he would have asked. Boone wasn't shy about speaking his mind.
"What?" He didn't turn.
Maddie drew in a deep breath. "Two eggs or three?"
"Three." His voice never faltered.
When she heard his steps on the stairs, Maddie clutched the sink with white-knuckled fingers.
I will not cry. But Maddie had to blink hard to see her way to the stove.
* * * 
BOONE STOOD IN the doorway to the bathroom and tried to remember why he was here.
You should be an actor, after that performance.
But what else could he do? It was within her grasp to have everything she'd dreamed. How could he make her stay for two more weeks and lose her chance?
You want more than two weeks, and you know it. And the Caswells aren't going to bargain with you. Harold and Sam hated each other, and the bad blood continues.
It didn't matter. He had to do what was right for Maddie. He'd figure out something about the house later. God knew he'd have plenty of time to do nothing but think.
And to miss her. If only she had expressed any doubts about leaving, but he'd heard her on the phone. Her only argument was that she'd made a promise to him, not that she'd changed her mind.
Promises could be broken. There were other places on the ranch to build himself a house. He wasn't sure he could stay in this one, anyway, once Maddie was gone. If he'd thought it was haunted before... He would hear the echo of Maddie's laughter in every room. See her face in every corner.
Boone's shoulders sagged. How the hell was he going to stand this place without her?
Then he straightened. The least he could do was to make it as easy as possible for her to leave. Her strong sense of honor could keep her from jumping at the opportunity of a lifetime if he didn't do this. Two weeks from now, she would still leave, but without that chance.
You could ask her to stay.
He could—but he wouldn't. If even once he'd heard her voice doubts about leaving... If he had any idea that she might...
No. He had no more to offer her than the day she'd arrived. An unexciting life with a man who could seldom afford a vacation. A life of hard work and little profit. The nearest fine dining or music or museums hours away in Fort Worth or Dallas.
He had one more thing he could offer, but it wasn't much of a bargain. He had a worn-out heart that had never figured out how to manage love the right way.
All in all, not much to tempt a woman who could have the world at her feet.
No, he would do the right thing by Maddie.
If it killed him.
* * * 
MAGIC DIDN'T LAST. Stop being a romantic, Maddie. Look at this for what it is.
She'd said it before. Now she had to believe it. She couldn't be a romantic about this.
The night had been magic, but the opportunity of a lifetime dangled before her. She had to take it seriously. She had worked very hard to get where she was, and she couldn't afford to blow this.
So why didn't owning a piece of Sancerre make her heart sing? Why did she keep thinking about owning The Dinner Bell?
Maddie knew why. The Dinner Bell was closer to Boone.
But Boone had made it clear that she should grab this chance. He'd sounded confident that he could work things out with the Caswells so he would not lose the house.
If last night had meant as much to him as to her, she couldn't tell it now. Maddie had stripped her pride bare too often with Robert. She wouldn't beg Boone. It would mean giving up all the progress she'd made since she'd come here.
She was strong. She would get through this. She would ask Boone one more time, to be absolutely sure he wouldn't lose this place that he loved. If he gave her the slightest sense that the house was at risk, she would stay, no matter what. Maddie didn't go back on her word.
But if he were certain, she would call Régine back. She would make arrangements, and then she would pack.
She would get out of here before she fell to pieces.
And she would hope that Sancerre needed her a lot—so much that she could drown herself in work.
And forget a golden man who had broken her heart, just as she'd known he could.
* * * 
BOONE LOOKED AT his empty plate in surprise. He hadn't tasted a single bite of a meal he was sure had been excellent.
A long, silent meal.
Maddie looked up as if to say something, then paused to take a sip of her juice.
Tell me you don't want to leave, that New York isn't important.
But she didn't. "Are you sure you can work something out with the Caswells?"
A lead weight settled in his chest. From some place deep inside him, he drew on long-buried reserves. "It was your family that killed a Caswell, Maddie, not mine." He hated the stricken look on her face, but he had to convince her. "They'll deal with me."
Maddie chewed on that full lower lip that drove him crazy. For an instant, he could remember her taste, remember the velvet feel of that lip between his own.
Boone clenched his fist around his napkin.
"If you're sure..." she said, "I guess I'd better call Régine back." Rising, Maddie picked up both their plates. Her eyes were worried. "I probably should leave today. You'll be all right until Vondell gets back?"
No. I'll never be all right if you're not here.
"Maddie, I've told you—"
A faint smile crossed her lips. "I know—you can take care of yourself."
But I need you, anyway. I can't take care of the hole inside my heart.
He didn't say that, though. He rose and took their glasses from the table. Standing by her at the sink, he remembered a night when he'd thought he'd die of longing to taste her, to touch her.
Now he'd done both. And the pain raged like a wounded beast inside him.
"Well..." he said. "I'd better get back to the barn and check on the colt."
As he turned, he caught one quick glimpse of Maddie's face. There were tears in her eyes.
With an aching heart, Boone clenched his fists and walked toward the door.
I have nothing to offer her. Nothing like what she could have. But with every step, his heart cried out louder, howling to be heard.
"What will you name him?"
Boone couldn't imagine what she was asking. He turned. "Name who?"
Tears rolled freely down her cheeks.
Don't do this to me, Maddie. I'm trying to let you go. I'm trying to do the right thing for you.
"The colt." Maddie sniffed hard and drew her shoulders up straight.
Valiant. Strong. A heart as big as the sky. She was everything he'd ever wanted, everything he'd ever need.
The words came out before he could stop them. "Don't go, Maddie." His heart thundered so loudly he could barely hear her reply.
"What?" Her eyes widened.
"I said, don't go. Please. Stay with me." He hurried on, unable to stop himself now. "I know I don't have anything to offer compared to New York. You could have the world at your feet there. The sky is the limit for you. But if you stay and marry me, I'll do everything in my power to see that you never regret it. I'll work hard and save money so I can take you to those places you like. I know Morning Star isn't much, but—"
"Yes."
"—I promise I'll—" He stopped cold. "What? What did you say?"
Then there she was again, the Maddie he loved. That smile that made the world bright bloomed beneath her tears. Those eyes sparkled again.
Nothing could be very wrong when Maddie was smiling.
"I said yes. I want to stay. We don't have to get married, but—"
He was across the floor in an instant, hauling her into his arms. "Yes, we do," he demanded. "I want to know you're mine, for good."
But honor required that he be sure she understood. He pulled back slightly. "I didn't make Helen happy. Maybe you should think about this. Don't be impulsive."
"I'm always impulsive, Boone," she teased. Then she sobered. "Would you change me?" 
"I don't want to change anything about you. I just want to love you." 
Maddie searched his gaze. "You were going to send me away because you thought it was what I wanted, weren't you?"
"You should still want it. I can't give you New York."
"Making decisions for me, Boone?"
He had the grace to blush.
"I don't want New York. I want you."
"I'll never love another woman but you, Maddie. Gallagher men—"
"Love only once," she chimed in. "That's good. I'm pretty handy with a knife."
He smiled, but his eyes were still serious. "I could come with you to New York. You could still have that dream."
If Maddie doubted that he loved her, here was ample proof. "You mean that, don't you?"
"Yes."
Maddie sighed and laid her head against his chest. "You really do love me."
"What about you, Maddie?" She'd never heard him sound uncertain before.
She lifted her head and placed one hand on his heart. "I would never ask you to leave. I don't want to leave, either. I've never belonged anywhere before. I love you, and I love this place. Here—" She pressed against his heart. "This is where home is now."
Boone's eyes held all the love in the world as he lowered his lips to hers.
"Welcome home, Maddie." 



Epilogue

MADDIE RUSHED TOWARD Sam's old office, which she now shared with Boone. Vondell had found her in the garden, telling her that Dev had returned and wanted to meet with them both before tomorrow's wedding festivities. Maddie chewed her lip, hoping for good news about Mitch or the missing sister. It would be the best wedding present possible.
Though they had intended only a small, private ceremony with a justice of the peace, once word got out, Morning Star had been intent upon something completely different. It was amazing what could be done in two weeks.
It was Vondell's doing, Maddie was certain. But she couldn't really complain. The romantic inside her wanted the world to see her joy, wanted to marry Boone in a sentimental, old-fashioned ceremony straight out of Maddie's girlhood dreams.
There would be no one there to be her family, but she'd found replacements. Jim had asked to be allowed to give her away, and Velda and Vondell had been clucking over her for days. For a moment, Maddie wondered if she wanted to ask Boone to postpone the wedding, depending on Dev's news.
Not really. Anyway, Boone was intent upon marrying her as soon as possible, and Boone Gallagher was not an easy man to stall.
But oh, he was an easy man to love.
"Penny for your thoughts," said the voice that made Maddie's heart thump. Boone grabbed her by the waist, waylaying her before she reached the office. He pulled her into the stairwell and proceeded to remind her forcefully of what lay in store tomorrow night.
The man could kiss. Oh, the man could kiss.
Soon Maddie didn't care who was waiting—or why.
Boone ended the kiss with a sigh of regret. "I can't wait to make you mine again. Are you sure we have to wait another day?" His eyes held smoldering promise.
"I don't know," she sighed. "I'm having trouble remembering why I think it's important to wait."
Boone exhaled sorrowfully. "So I have to be noble, is that what you're telling me?"
Maddie struggled to grin as desire ran like honey through her body. "You're so good at it."
"And you, heartless woman, are going to drive me crazy before I get my hands on you again."
"Boone? Maddie? Devlin is waiting, and I've still got to get Maddie in that dress one more time," Vondell called from the kitchen.
Boone frowned. Maddie smiled. Both of them sighed.
He straightened and tucked her hair behind one ear. "I messed up your hair."
"I don't care."
"I'm not going to live long enough to make love to you," he muttered. "I'm going to die before tomorrow night."
Maddie tucked her hand in his elbow and ushered him toward the office, grinning. "Don't whine, Boone. It's not heroic."
"Never wanted to be a damn hero, anyway," he grumbled.
Maddie stopped and turned. "Too late. You're already mine."
Boone shook his head and smiled, opening the door. "After you, heartless wench."
"Why, thank you, sir," Maddie simpered.
Devlin glanced up at the sound of their laughter, but not before Boone saw his frown.
"What is it?" Boone asked. "Is Mitch—"
"No—nothing's wrong. I just wish I could give you the wedding present I wanted and tell you I've found them both."
"What have you found?" Maddie spoke up.
Dev looked at Boone first. "I'm close to finding Mitch. I've tracked down his whereabouts four months ago. He was in New Mexico."
Boone's brow furrowed. "You really think you're close?"
"Oh, yeah, no question. It won't be much longer."
Boone nodded. Maddie could feel the tension in his frame ease.
She spoke up. "What about Dalton and Jenny's daughter?"
Dev's look turned unsettled.
Maddie gripped Boone's hand. "You said nothing was wrong."
Dev's green eyes went dark and troubled. "Nothing's wrong, Maddie, except..." He shook his head as if trying to clear his distraction. "I still can't believe this, but—" He drew in a deep breath and shot them a glance of disbelief. "I know her."
"You mean, know her, know her?"
"Yeah. Our paths crossed years ago when we were young." An odd look skipped over his features.  "Her name is Lacey DeMille, and she's a society girl in Houston." In his tone, there was another story.
"So what's the problem? Is she a terrible person?" Maddie felt Boone's arm slide around her waist.
Dev's gaze was uneasy. "I don't think she knows she's adopted."
"Oh, my." Beside her, Maddie heard Boone's inhalation of surprise. "What do we do?"
Dev recovered. "Don't worry—I'll handle it carefully. I just want to check a little more to be sure I'm right before I approach her."
Maddie's heart thumped with eagerness. "How soon can we meet her?"
"Very soon. I'm headed back to Houston after the wedding." He squared a look at Boone. "Thanks for inviting me. I'm sorry that it's not all the wedding present I'd hoped to give."
Maddie threw her arms around Dev, giving him a quick hug. "It's a wonderful present, Dev."
Dev set her away from him carefully, shooting glances toward Boone. "Uh, Maddie..."
Maddie grinned at Boone. "Oh, Boone doesn't mind. He knows I'm crazy about him."
Boone pulled her into his side. "Boone does mind. Keep your hands off my woman, Marlowe." But his eyes sparkled, and he held out a hand. "Thank you. It may not be all you wanted to deliver, but it's very good news."
Dev shook his hand. "So you think you might even call me by my first name if I find your brother?"
"Since I know you don't have designs on Maddie, I'll do it now." Boone chuckled. "Thanks, Dev. We appreciate all you're doing."
Then Boone looked at Maddie, his eyes full of promise. "Now, if that's all..."
"Wait." Dev cleared his throat, his face growing sober. "There's something else."
Boone stiffened at his tone. "What's that?"
Dev reached into his briefcase and drew out an envelope. "I have something for you."
Boone recognized his name written in Sam's bold hand. "Why now?"
"I don't pretend to understand Sam's thinking. All I know is that he asked me to hold this until after Maddie had been here thirty days. Yesterday was the thirtieth day."
"I don't want it."
"Boone..." Maddie cautioned, placing one hand on his arm. "Maybe it will be something good."
He had his doubts, but as he looked into Maddie's eyes, he realized that it didn't matter anymore what Sam had done. His father had brought Maddie into his life, for whatever reason, and that had been the best thing the man had ever done. It might not be what Sam had intended, but Boone didn't want to imagine his life without meeting Maddie. Still, he didn't want any more of Sam's surprises to hurt her. If the letter inside was bad, he just wouldn't let her read it.
"It doesn't really matter," he said. "You're here. I have to thank him for that."
Maddie's smile reached into his heart like a warm, calming hand.
His life was so rich, so full of promise, now that Maddie was by his side. He couldn't wait until tomorrow to tell the world that she belonged to him.
But his fingers still trembled a little as he sliced open the envelope. A single sheet lay inside.

Son—
By now, anything may have happened between you and Dalton's daughter. At worst, I've done the right thing and given her a chance to keep her family home. If that's the case, you're probably mad as hell at me, and I can't blame you.
I've done a lot that was wrong by you, Boone. You didn't deserve it. I've never told you how proud I am of the boy who held this place together. Or the man who came back, even though it cost him a wife.
I didn't like Helen. I won't pretend I did. I wanted you to have a woman like your mother, a woman you could love with everything in you. Helen was never that kind of woman. She wanted you to be someone else. That was damn stupid of her. You're a fine man, just the way you are.
I'm going to hope that my best-case scenario happened, that you and Maddie Rose hit it off. No one can predict what will happen when a man and woman meet, but I like what I hear about her from Devlin's research. And she comes from good stock. Rose Wheeler had a hard life, but she took what was dealt and never let it turn her hard. And Dalton...well, bad as I did him, Dalton was my best friend and a good man. Not many would sacrifice what he did. Both of them knew how to love people, and from what I can tell, Maddie Rose does, too.
You need that, Boone. You need someone to make you laugh. I hear she laughs easily, that she's got color and spark to her. I don't want you to live out your life alone.
But either way, I don't expect you to forgive me. I missed a lot of years with you and your brother. I'll never forgive myself for that. I just couldn't get past losing Jenny, but she wouldn't be proud of what I did.
I should have sent for you sooner. Now the doc says there's no time. Just as well, I guess. I don't know how I'd face you. I just hope to God you can find Mitch and bring him home. And I'm going to hope, like some sentimental old fool, that Maddie Rose is there when you do. Dalton and Rose would be happy.
I don't know if it's much solace to know I paid for my mistakes. I lost two fine sons, and I'm sorry for it. 
Dad

"Here," Boone handed it to Maddie. He didn’t trust himself to speak.
Dev rose. "I'm going to leave now, Boone. I don't think I'm needed."
Boone let him go. Asking why would do no good. It was the unanswerable question, why his father didn't realize sooner, before everything went too far. He'd just have to be grateful for what he'd been given. The letter was icing on the cake.
Boone had Maddie, and that was all that mattered.
He heard her sniff and looked over. Maddie rose and came to stand beside him.
Boone pulled her down on his lap and held on tight. For a long span, they didn't speak, just held one another.
"He loved you, Boone."
"I guess he did, in his own way."
"Are you angry that he figured it out too late?"
Boone loosened his hold enough to look at her. "I don't know. I can't be angry, because anything changed would mean I might never have met you. If for nothing else, I'll always be grateful to him for that."
"We'll find Mitch. We will," she promised.
He nodded. "And we'll meet Lacey soon."
"I'm so sad for Sam."
Such a tender heart. "He paid a high price." He looked deep into her eyes. "I understand better now. If I lost you..." He wrapped her up tightly in his arms, his voice cracking. "I could be just like him."
Maddie sat up straight and framed his face with her hands. "No, you would never do that. You already showed me that. You were ready to let me go if that's what would make me happy. You're not like him, Boone. You would never make Sam's mistakes."
"You don't know that."
Maddie looked deep into his eyes. "Yes, I do." Then she grinned. "I take it back. You are like him in one way." Maddie's eyes twinkled. "Stubborn as sin."
The weight of the moment vanished with her teasing. "Anyone ever tell you that you got a mouth on you, Maddie Rose?"
"Why, yes, I believe someone has."
"I've got better uses for it." Boone bent down to show her what he meant.
* * * 
"You are so beautiful. Rose would have loved to see you in her dress." Boone's blue eyes gleamed with tender appreciation.
Maddie nestled against him, loving the moment of quiet they'd stolen on the porch. The entire town of Morning Star, it seemed, was packed inside the big white house that was now her home, having a wedding reception that looked as though it might never end.
Boone read her mind. "Do you think they'll ever leave?" They'd decided to postpone a honeymoon until the lost siblings had been found.
She smiled. "Everyone pitched in to make it a dream wedding. They deserve to stay as long as they want."
"Then I'm stealing you away and we're heading for Dallas," he growled. "I've waited too long already to get you naked."
Maddie tried to laugh past the catch in her breath. "Dallas is a long way."
"Forget Dallas. Fifty miles to Brownwood seems like the moon." He tilted her chin up and sealed his mouth to hers in a hungry kiss.
Maddie's knees went weak. She had it all right here—everything she had ever longed for in the years of wandering.
See if Texas whispers in your heart like it always has in mine.
It does, Sam. In the back of beyond, Maddie had finally found where she belonged.
Then she thought no more, caught up in the magic of the man who had finally let go, finally opened up a wounded heart and let her inside to find a love that still staggered her with its abundance. Maddie answered his kiss with a hunger that matched his.
"Ahem—"
Both of them started at the sound of Jim's voice.
"I'm sorry to bother you two." Jim's eyes twinkled. "You know, there's a party inside in your honor. Think you might want to attend?"
"Go away, Jim." Smiling, Boone held Maddie close. "Just because you gave Maddie away doesn't mean you can start acting like a father." Then he shot Jim a glance. "And get those people to go home."
Maddie laughed.
Jim did, too. "If you think I'm going toe-to-toe with Velda and Vondell, then you better go get your brain checked. My mama didn't raise no fool."
Boone sighed. "I hear you." 
"But you go right ahead, if you think you're big enough." Jim turned to leave.
"Jim—" Maddie spoke up then.
The foreman halted.
"Thank you—for everything."
He nodded. "Never mind what that boy says. You need a father figure, I ain't too old to take him to the woodshed."
Maddie laughed. "I'll remember that."
Boone smiled and shook his head. "I'm firing everyone. Between him and Vondell, I'll never get any time alone with you."
"Vondell's moving into town."
"Yeah, but you know she'll be in the thick of it, once you take over The Dinner Bell."
Jim chuckled. "It's a long way from a fancy restaurant in New York, Maddie." 
"You two just wait. I'll have people driving from Fort Worth and Dallas to eat at my place." Saying the words my place sent a surge of pride through Maddie's heart.
"I believe you will," Boone responded, his gaze locking on hers, delivering a deeper layer of messages.
"You'll put my name on a booth, right?" Jim asked.
Boone's eyes went dark and hot. Anticipation tap-danced over Maddie's nerves. For a moment, she couldn't think what Jim had asked, lost in the world only she and Boone inhabited.
"Never mind," Jim muttered.
"Jim," Maddie roused herself to answer without looking away from Boone, "It's a deal, if—"
"If what?"
"If you'll get all of those people out of Boone's house."
Boone shook his head. "Maddie's house."
Once that would have been enough, a place of her own.
Not anymore.
"Our house." Maddie smiled.
"Our house," Boone whispered, as he lowered his head to hers. "And my woman."
Maddie's giggle turned to a sigh as Boone kissed her.
Jim walked away, whistling.
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THEY DIVORCED FOR all the wrong reasons. Now he wants her back for all the right ones. Texan Sam Haller and his wife young wife Lisa ended their stormy marriage two years ago. Lisa left Texas and took their infant son with her. Now she's back, and Sam wants his wife back in his life. Are there too many hurtful words and heartaches to overcome? From the stockyards of Fort Worth to the rolling Texas ranch land, the two try to recapture what they once had, in spite of their past and Sam's startling complication.



Chapter One 

SAM HALLER SAW her across the crowded stockyard in the glare of the noonday sun. Shooting the bull with a bunch of cowhands was part and parcel of the stock sales, and Sam had been leaning against the rail fence, one booted foot resting on the bottom rung, swapping tall tales with the best of them when his gaze was caught. 
Dust hung in the air, dry as a desert, churned up by the horses and cattle crisscrossing the stockyard. The background noise of bawling bulls and the occasional shrill whinny of a horse was ignored almost unheard. 
In that instant, everything came to a crashing halt. Sam stared, ignoring the other men, the heat of the sun, the cacophony of sound. He felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. Time stood still. Slowly he lowered his foot, standing to his full height, his gaze never moving from her. 
Memories flooded his mind; her laugh, her tears, the fights they’d had, the making up, making love long into the night. They’d been crazy in love, crazy in lust or just plain crazy. 
It felt as if a vice gripped his heart. He hadn’t seen her in two years, except once, briefly, when he’d had to take Joey home early and no ranch hand had been available to deliver him. The jumble of emotions from that day stayed with him for a long time insuring he didn’t risk another encounter. 
What was she doing in a stockyard in Fort Worth, Texas, when he thought she was in Denver? And who was the man she was talking with? Laughing with. 
Jealousy churned as he watched. Was it an illusion? Or the real Lisa?  For months after she left, he'd thought he'd spotted her a dozen times.  Impossible since she moved away from Texas and on to Colorado.  Was this another instance of imagining he saw her everywhere he went?
“Hey, Haller, you going off in a trance?” one of the men in his group asked. The rest laughed, one looking in the direction Sam was staring. 
“From the looks of that babe, guess our Sam is finally going to break down and show he’s human,”  another man joked.
Sam scowled and glared at Tim Higgins. He readjusted his Stetson and resumed his casual pose leaning against the fence, though every fiber of his being urged him to take off across the stockyard and confront Lisa. Find out what she was doing in Texas. See her, speak to her. Touch her. 
Deliberately he turned away, tried to focus on what the men were talking about. Jeez, he had it bad. Still. They’d been divorced two years. It was over. When was he going to accept it and move on? When was he going to see another woman and really be interested in her? 
“If you mean that bay mare, you’re right. I wouldn’t mind having her. If she throws true, I’d have some fine get,”  Sam said, hoping to bluff his way through.
One of the cowpokes slapped another on the shoulder. “Should have known Sam’s coveting some horse. He never cuts loose like the rest of us.” 
None of the men present, recent acquaintances, knew about his marriage. He planned to keep it that way. No man liked to admit failure. Especially when it was his own fault. 
As soon as he could without causing comment, he offered to buy everyone a round of drinks at the bar that night, and headed off. Deliberately heading away from Lisa, he studied some of the cattle for sale, talked with one man at length about one of the bulls, but his mind wasn’t on stock. 
It revolved around Lisa. If it had been Lisa, where was she now? Had she left, or was she wandering around with that man checking out the sale animals? 
A casual glance in the surrounding area let him know he wasn’t being observed by anyone. Turning swiftly, he headed for the spot where he’d seen her. 
She was gone. 
He stood for a moment in indecision, then headed in the direction she’d been facing. In less than ten minutes he caught up with her. She stood to one side, out of the main swirl of traffic, jotting notes in the sales catalog, then glancing up to study one of the bulls penned in the shade. 
He hesitated, wanting to speak to her, knowing they had nothing left to say. Hadn’t it all been said years ago? 
Yet the pull of connection was still there. He tried not to think about her that would drive him crazy. But seeing her again – maybe it was fate. 
What could it hurt to just say hi? It wasn’t as if they couldn’t be civil. Saying hi wasn’t a declaration of intent. Not that they had a prayer of getting back together. There was too much between them. More than even Lisa knew. 
Almost without volition, his feet carried him in her direction. When he drew close enough to smell her flowery scent over the dusty air and pungent cattle, he halted. It wasn’t too late to turn and walk away, she hadn’t seen him yet. 
But Sam Haller wasn’t a coward. 
“Hello, Lisa.” 
She spun around, her eyes widening. 
“Sam! I didn’t expect to see you.” 
“What are you doing here, then?” 
She tilted her head, her eyes narrowing. “I’m on an assignment for my boss.” 
“An insurance agent in Denver?” he asked in disbelief. 
She shook her head. “I’ve changed jobs.” 
He waited, watching as she rolled the catalog up in her hands, unrolled it. Was Lisa as nervous as he felt? He pulled the brim of his hat down a bit lower, tucked his fingers in the back pocket of his jeans, his gaze never leaving her. He tried to ignore the rush of blood through his veins. Damp down the feelings that threatened to rise. 
She looked great. Her glossy brown hair held back from her face with clips, fell in waves across her shoulders. The checked shirt was opened at the throat, revealing her pale skin. The snug jeans fit like a second skin. He remembered peeling them off her, touching every inch of her satiny skin as it became revealed. 
Swallowing hard, he shifted a bit to ease the growing tightness in his own jeans. 
She looked away. “I’m working here now in Fort Worth. I missed Texas. And my folks wanted to be able to see Joey more often and more easily.” 
Joey, their son. A link between the two of them that would never cease. 
“As I do, especially now that he’s older,”  Sam said.
She twisted the catalog. “I got the notice from your attorney. Why now? Why change anything? You didn’t want him when we separated.” 
“That’s not true. But a baby needs his mother. He’s three now, and a little boy needs a dad.” 
“And his mother!” she said, facing him again. 
“I never said he didn’t. You asked why I was petitioning for more time with him at this juncture. I explained. It would make it easier if you’d just come home to Tumbleweed.” 
Easier to deal with Joey, harder to live with the fact their marriage had ended so abruptly, if Lisa was living in town where he’d run the risk of seeing her unexpectedly at any time. 
“I don’t want to do that,” she said quickly. 
“Why not? It’s your home.” 
It was an argument that had raged for days when she first left him. She’d refused to stay in Tumbleweed insisting she needed distance and her own space. So she’d uprooted their baby, said goodbye to all she’d known, and moved to Denver. The distance alone made it almost impossible for a busy rancher to get time to see his son. A subtle way to make her point, but one he’d been powerless to defend against. 
“I have a nice apartment here in Fort Worth. And a good job. There’s nothing for me in Tumbleweed.” 
“You had a nice place in Tumbleweed.” 
“Your ranch?” 
“It was ours when we married.” 
“It was always yours. Yours and Nick’s.” 
At the mention of his brother, Sam’s blood began to heat. Nick had been the final straw in their rocky relationship. The brother she should have married, he thought again, remembering their last blowup. 
Then remembering all the lonely days and nights since Lisa had left. Once again Sam wondered if she had hoped Nick would follow her once she was free. 
Some perverse gene had him say, “You know, it’s probably past time Joey came home to stay. He’ll inherit half the ranch, time he starts learning about how to run it. It would be easier if you lived in Tumbleweed. But it doesn’t matter. I will have my son in my home at least half a year.” It was something he’d discussed with his attorney. Jason Ronald had advised waiting a bit longer before pushing for joint custody primarily because of the distance between the two households. But all bets were off now that Lisa had moved back to Texas. 
If he couldn’t have his wife, he at least could have his son. 
“He’s only three. Too young to learn about ranching,” she said, almost shaking with sudden anger. 
“Joey’s as much my son as he is yours. He can learn a lot by observation. Can’t start too young,” Sam said easily, amazed to hear his voice sound so calm. He wanted to reach out and snatch her close, hug her against him until she softened and put her arms around him like she used to do. Feel her soft body press against his. Rant and rave at her for leaving. For not wanting him as much as he had wanted her. 
What would she do if he kissed her until she was pliant and willing, and as hot for him as she’d once been. 
He was fascinated by the soft curve of her lips, the hint of color high in her cheeks, the flashing blue eyes that glared at him. At least it beat indifference. 
But it still hurt. 
Where had they gone wrong? Had they ever had enough between them to make their marriage work? Had he been fooling himself for years that what they had was more than a sexual attraction that flared in bed and could not sustain itself anywhere else? 
“He’s too young. He needs-- ” 
“Lisa! There you are.” 
Sam turned to look at the man hurrying over to them. It was the same one he’d seen Lisa laughing with earlier. Dark haired, not quite six feet, he looked young maybe twenty-five. Lisa might not think that so young, closer to her age than he was. 
His attire was brand new his boots still had the shine on them, despite walking around the dusty stockyard. Sam was not impressed. Where had she picked up the urban cowboy? 
“I think one of the bulls I wanted is going on the block now,” he said eagerly
“Okay, I’m coming.” She threw a dark look at Sam. “I’m through here.” 
The stranger looked at Sam, not picking up on the tension. He smiled and held out his hand. “I’m Bill Taylor. Lisa works for me. You a friend of hers?” 
Sam slowly gripped Taylor’s hand, his look one of sudden amusement. “You could say that. We go back a long ways. I’m Sam Haller.” 
Bill looked from one to the other, a puzzled expression in his face. 
“Same last name.” 
“Lisa was my wife,” Sam said. 
Bill looked from one to the other, then nodded once. “Lisa just started working for me. She knows a lot about cattle. I just unexpectedly inherited a ranch from a distant relative so I really need someone to show me the ropes.” Bill looked from one to another again, obviously at a loss on how to handle the situation. 
Sam dismissed Bill and glanced at Lisa. “I have work on my ranch,” he said. “If you wanted a change from Denver, all you had to do is ask.” 
“Sorry, I snapped her up first. She’s a whiz on the computer, and knows more about cattle than I’ll probably ever learn,” Bill said quickly. 
“She staying at your place?” Sam asked. He didn’t like Bill Taylor. And he didn’t like knowing Lisa was working for another rancher. What happened to the innocuous office job in Denver? The place that contained more women than men, and where the lines of relationships were sharply drawn? 
Bill laughed and shook his head, his friendly gaze moving to Lisa. “No, she won’t even consider living on the ranch. She’s an independent woman. But I don’t need her to ride and rope. The office work can be done anywhere so the set up in her apartment suits me fine. Gives me an excuse to leave the ranch periodically anyway. We better go, Lisa, I don’t want to miss that bull.” 
“I’ll be in touch,” Sam said, his narrowed gaze on Lisa. “Real soon.” 
She shook her head, but said nothing as she hurried along with Bill Taylor. 
Sam watched her hips sway enticingly as she quickly crossed the dirt expanse. Her rich chestnut hair bounced against her back, glossy and shimmering in the sunshine. He wanted to tangle his fingers in that silky mass as he used to. He wanted to feel the swell of her hips, the taut, sleek muscles beneath that velvet skin. 
He wanted his wife like he’d never wanted anyone. Still, with a hunger that never went away. 
Ex-wife. 
When was he going to remember that? Or all the complications that made it a certainty that’s the way it would stay? 
Sam Haller had been at the sale for two days. He’d be heading home tomorrow with a truck load of new stock to deliver. But now that he knew Lisa lived in Fort Worth, he’d be back. 
* * * 
LISA HURRIED TO keep up with Bill. He was so enthusiastic about his first auction about every aspect of ranching. Of course he’d only been at it a few months. Wait until he had a hard winter and lost half his herd, or the price of beef dropped to the basement, or anthrax threatened, she thought cynically. 
Then frowned. No sense letting Sam get to her. Bill was refreshing to be around, fun, excited, and enthusiastic. She was lucky to get such a great job where she could stay at home, or take Joey with her when she had to visit the ranch. She was doing what she knew and loved. 
She’d been miserable in Denver. If she hadn’t been so prideful and stubborn, she would never have run so far. 
And that’s exactly what she’d done, no matter how she tried to dress it up. She’d run like a scared rabbit from Sam and the mess they’d made of their lives. 
Dodging a group of cowboys studying a pretty mare, she glanced over her shoulder, wondering if he’d followed them. She couldn’t help thinking about Sam. She hadn’t expected to see him today. Though if she’d thought about it at all, she knew he went to stock shows all the time constantly on the lookout for good lines to improve his herd. It would have only been a matter of time before she’d run into him at events such at this. 
But she’d like to think she would have been better prepared if she’d had more time. Wishful thinking? Or would time work to ease the uncertainty that filled her? To erase the feelings and emotions that always rose so strongly when she thought about Sam? 
Bill scrambled up the small set of bleachers, shaded by a flapping canvas tarp high overhead. Lisa climbed up behind him, glancing around once more to see if she could spot Sam. There were dozens of men milling around. A woman here and there showed the growing change in ranching, which was still predominantly a man’s world. No sign of Sam. She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or not. 
The auction went smoothly at least Lisa thought it did. Most of her attention was focused inward. On seeing Sam again and the emotions that churned since he’d spoken her name. Instant heat had flooded through her. Then a vague yearning. 
Now fear grew. How serious was he about requesting more time with Joey? She loved her son, wanted to protect him against all of life’s hurt and disappointments. And she for sure didn’t want him growing up as suspicious and distrusting as his father. 
But how could she fight the Hallers? Their ranch was prosperous in an era when more and more ranches were folding. Their roots went as deep in Texas soil as her own. And Sam hadn’t fled the scene as she had. He had a solid background while she had lived in three different places in two years and had a total of $173 in savings. 
Blindly, she stared at the bull being paraded in front of the crowd waiting to bid for it. She tuned out the drone of the auctioneer. Instead, the years faded and she was that naive twenty-two year old who had been so crazy about Sam Haller, she’d thrown caution to the wind and pursued him until he married her. She’d been dumb, foolish and stupid. All the things she hoped she’d learned from and wouldn’t repeat if she ever decided to take a chance on a relationship again. 
But the hurt from their divorce was too fresh even after two years. She had not dated in that time. Devoting herself to her baby, she’d found contentment in making a home for Joey, and in finding out she could work, earn a living, and become a respected member of the adult world on her own. 
If she had a magic wand, however, she’d go back and change things. Change herself. Maybe even change the outcome of her marriage. 
“The one we want is up next,” Bill said, almost bouncing on the bench. 
Lisa smiled, trying to bring herself into the present. She owed her employer her attention. She was lucky to get this job. To find a nice apartment in Fort Worth, only two hours from Tumbleweed. Her parents were thrilled hoping to see more of Joey, their first and so far, only grandchild. 
If her sister didn’t marry, Joey would end up being their only grandchild forever, she thought sadly. 
When she’d first married Sam, she’d planned on a half dozen boys and girls. She had wanted to fill that rambling old house of his with laughter and joy. 
Instead, they fought like cats and dogs. 
She wished she could blame him as she had when filing. But with the years apart had come maturity, and the knowledge she’d been equally at fault. 
The only purely happy times were when they had been in bed. And she didn’t dwell on those times it hurt too much to know she wouldn’t ever have anything like it again. 
Sam had been the sexiest man she’d ever known. That hadn’t changed. And she’d felt like a different person when he focused that blatant male attention on her. His kisses had been pure bliss. His touch had inflamed her instantly. Just thinking about it had her bothered all over again. She shifted on the bleacher and tried to focus on the sale in progress. 
Get a grip, she told herself. Seeing him had upset her. 
And started her hormones dancing. She needed to concentrate on the threat of his taking Joey, not imagining him reaching out to kiss her, touch her, drive her to the heights of delight with his mouth and hands and body. 
Had coming back to Texas been a mistake? Should she have kept her distance? Stayed in Denver? No use second guessing things now. She’d made the move, and she planned to stay in Texas. 
She’d been so homesick, so lonely away from family and friends in Denver. She’d grown up since leaving. She could handle whatever life threw her way now. She was staying in Texas. And somehow she’d figure out a way to deal with Sam and Joey and all the problems that arose between divorced people who both loved their child. 
* * *
ONE WEEK LATER, Sam Haller pulled his pickup over to the curb and stopped. This was the place. He gazed at the brick building through the windshield. It didn’t look like much, but then he reckoned costs were higher in Fort Worth than Tumbleweed. Maybe the apartments were spacious. But from the size of the small windows, and how closely placed they were, he doubted it. 
He sat in the silent truck, studying the neighborhood. He wasn’t expected. Would she even be home? It had taken three days for his attorney to obtain her current address. Sam had waited impatiently each one of those days. He’d wanted to jump in the pickup and head for Fort Worth the minute he had the address. But he’d waited to see if she’d make any response to the letter his attorney sent. 
He hadn’t heard a word. Today his patience ran out. 
Tugging on his Stetson, he climbed out of the truck. How could she choose this glass and brick complex over her family’s place in Tumbleweed? No trees, no space, even the air seemed clogged with automobile fumes. Nothing like the sweet smells of open range hay drying in the summer sun, or the familiar pungent scent of cattle. The sun shone through a haze, not from a clear sky so blue it almost hurt the eyes. 
Heading to the large double glass doors that led into the apartment building, Sam noticed the tiny grassy area in front. The long asphalt driveway that led behind the structure to the parking lot didn’t offer any hope of more yard in back. Looking up the street again he noticed more of the same brick buildings and little grass. Two trees up the road looked substantial, otherwise, nothing worth noting. Hell of a place for a little boy to grow up. 
Of course if he got his way, Joey would spend at least half his life on the ranch. He’d grow up on the clean open spaces, learn to deal with cattle and horses and the various aspects of nature that went into running a successful cattle enterprise. He’d have his own horse and his own place on the ranch. It was where his son belonged. 
Sam took a deep breath and headed inside. Not that living on a ranch was any guarantee of happiness. He’d proved that with his own life. 
Lisa’s apartment was on the second floor. He bypassed the elevator to take the stairs. Apartment 21 was a corner unit. He doffed his Stetson, ran his fingers through his hair and pressed the doorbell. 
Nothing. 
Well, hell, he shouldn’t have expected to her be home. It was still early on a Thursday afternoon. She was probably somewhere off helping Bill Taylor become a success. He frowned. She could have had a job at his spread, if she wanted to work on a ranch so much. 
He almost laughed at that. She couldn’t wait to shake the dust of Tumbleweed from her heels when she left. Working for him would be the last thing she’d ever want. 
Still the thought wouldn’t go away. 
Where was Joey? At some day care center? Dammit. He didn’t like the thought. He ran his fingers through his hair again and replaced his hat. He would have to come back later. 
Turning, he debated what to do next. He didn’t know Lisa’s schedule. Not that he cared. He had come to see his son, not learn the details of his ex-wife’s new life. 
The sound of a chain scrapped across the door. It opened a crack. 
“Sam?” Lisa croaked. 
Sam turned back. The woman peering up at him couldn’t be the same one he’d just seen a week ago. This one looked like something the cat dragged in. Eyes red-rimmed and bloodshot, hair lank and hanging around her face, her skin looked the color of day-old bread dough. 
Shocked, Sam stared. “Lisa? What in God’s name have you done to yourself? Are you all right?” 
She shook her head and leaned wearily against the edge of the door. “No, of course I’m not all right,” she croaked. “I have the worst case of flu in the history of the world. What are you doing here?” 
“I came to see Joey.” 
“He isn’t home. Go away, Sam.” She began to shut the door. 
His boot stopped it from closing. 
“Open up and let me inside. You look as if you could use some help. Where’s Joey? Is he sick, too?” 
“No. He’s at the neighbors. If you’re here about the custody letter your lawyer sent, I’m not up to battling you today. When I’m better, I’ll fight, but not today. Go away.” 
“Open the door, Lisa.” Ignoring her directive, he knew she needed help. There would be time enough later for her to get in fighting form before they had the discussion he came for. But right now she needed help. And it looked like he was the only one around to provide it. 
At the least, he could take care of Joey. 
Fumbling with the chain, she released it and turned away, stumbling as she walked down a short hallway, reaching out to the wall to steady herself. The robe she wore wasn’t one he remembered. And he would definitely have remembered a terry cloth covering. Lisa had always been pretty as a picture, and usually dressed to show off her sexy figure. He hadn’t thought she knew terry cloth was used for anything but towels. 
He glanced around the apartment when he entered, noting the toys scattered on the floor, plastic horses and cowboys and Indians, coloring books. A newspaper lay on one end table, sections trailing to the carpet. Through the archway into the kitchen, he saw dishes stacked on the counter. 
More proof she was ill. Lisa had always kept an immaculate home. 
The place was tiny. He felt he could touch every wall by standing in the center of the room. It was nothing like his house--the huge old family place where he rattled around all alone. Sometimes he wandered upstairs to stand in the door to the nursery. An empty room that echoed with the sound of his infant son, but remained vacant most of the year. 
He noticed the pictures of Joey from the time he was an infant until his most recent shot. She had put them everywhere on the end table, the bookshelves, on the walls. Captivated, Sam studied them, noting sadly how fast his boy was growing. 
He felt a pang deep inside at all he was missing as his son grew up without him. 
He hadn’t come to make trouble, unless fighting for equal time with his child caused Lisa trouble. If she had stayed in Tumbleweed, they could have worked something out. Alternated weeks, or weekends. Something. He would fight her on this. And he had a good chance of winning. 
At least he had until recently. 
Now he wasn’t so sure. 
He shook his head, wishing he could change the past. But it would forever remain a futile hope. Every damn problem and circumstance. 
Tossing his hat on the sofa, he headed down the hall to where she’d disappeared. 
* * *
LISA CRAWLED INTO her bed and pulled the covers over her head. She felt wretched. The bed cradled her aching body, but gave no respite. No matter how she tossed and turned, she still felt achy, miserable, sick. And now Sam showed up. 
What was he doing here? Why did he have to show up today of all days? 
Maybe she imagined him. Maybe her fever spiked and she was hallucinating. 
Closing her eyes, she sought the oblivion of sleep. If she could just get some rest, she’d bounce back. She had to. She had a job to attend to. And someone had to take care of Joey. Whoever designed motherhood should have made sure sickness wasn’t included until children were in high school and able to fend for themselves. 
She tried to remember if her mother had ever been sick when she was a child. 
It wouldn’t have mattered. Her father had been around, and her older sister Sally and aunts and uncles and cousins galore. She had been surrounded by family and friends in Tumbleweed. Now she had only herself to depend upon. Joey had only his mother. 
No, that wasn’t right. Sam was here. 
“Lisa?” 
The familiar husky voice danced across her nerves. For an instant memories burst forth unrestrained. Her heart raced and she almost gave into the delight that the sound brought. 
It was the flu, it had obviously fried all her brain cells. She lowered the covers slightly and glared at the man standing in the doorway. 
No one on God’s green earth had the right to look so good. She groaned and covered her head again. He was as tall as she remembered maybe taller broad shouldered and muscular. His skin looked healthy and tanned. From working outside so much, she knew. Most cowboys looked terrific, their work demanding physical stamina and honing muscles to perfection. 
But they all didn’t have to be so drop-dead gorgeous. Or so sexy. Or so blackhearted. 



Chapter Two 

“GO AWAY. GO away and let me die in peace,” she groaned, turning on her side, hoping the apparition would vanish. 
“When was the last time you ate?” Sam asked. 
“Oh, God, I can’t keep food down. Even the thought makes me queasy.” It looked as if it weren’t an apparition but the real thing. 
“Some juice, then. Or tea. What would you like?” 
“I’d like to be left alone.” She hated this. She hadn’t seen the man for more than a few moments at a time in two years and he shows up the day she was sure she was dying. Why couldn’t he have come last week, right after seeing her at the stockyard? 
Or next week when she was bound to be back on her feet and ready to face the world? 
“Where’s Joey?” Sam asked.
“I told you, at the neighbors. Go away.” 
“Is Joey staying there over night?” 
Sam stepped into the room. Even to Lisa it felt warm and stuffy. Would he get sick breathing the same air? 
She shook her head, then realized he wouldn’t be able to see her under the covers. Great move, Lisa, she thought. Where was all that maturity she’d so painstakingly built up over the last twenty-four months? 
“No. He’ll be back later this afternoon,” she replied. 
“You aren’t worried about getting him sick?” 
“Yes, that’s why he’s there.” 
“And when he gets home?” 
She flung back the covers and glared at him. “I’ll deal with it, all right? Just get out.” 
“I’m not going anywhere.” His calm tone angered her even more. As did his casual posture leaning against the door frame, his arms crossed across his chest. 
She sighed, too tired to fight. Sam was the world’s most stubborn man. If he planned to stay, there was nothing she could do to dislodge him. Not until she felt better. Which at the rate she was going might be never. 
She closed her eyes and heard his tread as he walked away. The boots sounded muffled on the carpet. It had been a long time since she’d heard boots in her home. 
A wave of homesickness washed through her. She missed Tumbleweed. Missed her friends and neighbors, and the cowboys and ranchers who worked in the community. Missed her mother. She hadn’t known it would be so hard to live away from her family, away from everything she loved. 
Most of all she’d missed Sam. 
She should have returned to Tumbleweed when she’d left Denver. Fort Worth wasn’t home. 
She knew why Sam had come, and wished he’d chosen his time better. He was here about the custody suit. And after seeing her like this, he’d have even more ammunition for his side. She was all alone in Fort Worth, with only neighbors, practically strangers, to rely on for help.
He’d only have to point out he lived in the house his family had owned for generations, a legacy for his son. His brother lived on the ranch property and would be available to help care for the boy if Sam became incapacitated. Not to mention the ranch hands and long time family friends. 
She groaned and turned over to her side, pulling the pillow over her head. She did not want to think about that now. Those wild Haller boys, the most trouble the town had ever seen, and she’d been crazy about both of them at one time or another. 
But the past was all mixed up. She wanted it to go away. Wished it could be changed. Wanted to demonstrate to everyone that she was grown up now, and capable of managing her own life. 
Mostly she wanted to get better! 
Not for the first time she wondered if leaving Tumbleweed had been such a great idea. Another mistake in a long line of them, she thought, feeling sorry for herself. Maybe she should consider admitting that and moving back. 
“I made some tea. You need something to drink so you don’t get dehydrated,” Sam said, crossing to the bed. 
“I won’t keep it down,” she said, swallowing hard. It would be nice to sip something warm, and then try to sleep again. Tears threatened. She’d been alone for so long. Sam’s bringing her tea touched her heart. 
“Try the tea. I found your aspirin, too. You’re sure this is just the flu, you don’t have something else? Have you seen a doctor?” 
Struggling to sit up, Lisa nodded. “It’s the flu. I think I caught it at the stockyard last week. At the auction there was a man coughing really hard.” 
He held his palm open with the aspirin. She took the pills, conscious of the calluses on his hands as her fingertips brushed lightly. Sam always worked hard, she had to give him credit for that. 
Though she wished she could blame him for everything. 
“Thanks,” she mumbled as she took the fragrant brew. Sipping slowly, she realized he had made sure it was the right temperature not too hot to drink immediately. Darn the man, just when she wanted to throw the cup at him, he has to go and do something nice. 
It reminded her of other nice things he’d done for her. Fixing her breakfast in bed, taking her dancing when he’d been tired from a full day's work on the range. 
She blinked, resolving not to give into tears! 
Sipping slowly, she became aware of his gaze. Raising her own to meet his, she tried to glare at him. But she felt sad and knew it was probably reflected in her expression. Better that than the fear that simmered beneath the surface since seeing him last week. 
“Why did you come today?” she asked. 
He sat gingerly on the edge of her bed. The bed she’d bought when she first moved out. It was a double, nothing like the massive king-size bed they’d shared when married. With Sam only a few inches away, she wished she’d bought a huge one, to maintain more distance. 
“I came to see Joey,” he said slowly. “Good thing I did, with you sick and all. I’m taking him home with me.” 
“No! You can’t do that!” 
“And you’re going to stop me?” 
Tears swam in her eyes. He knew she couldn’t do anything not today. 
“It’s best for him, don’t you think?” Sam asked. 
If she let herself think at all, she knew she’d have to admit he was right. But she hated to have her son gone. She hated the visits he’d made to see Sam over the last two years, missed him so much each time. 
Reluctantly she had to agree Joey would be better off away from her while she was sick. 
“I guess. But only until I’m better.” 
He looked at her dispassionately. “Maybe you should come to the ranch, too, until you’re better. Who’s going to look after you?” 
“No.” She couldn’t go back. “Besides, that would infect everyone there. I can manage myself.” 
He stood and paced the small room, glancing at her from time to time. 
He stopped at the foot of the bed, indecision clearly evident. 
“There’s something else you probably should know. You’ll find out sooner or later.” 
Her heart skipped a beat and then began to race. The headache she’d begun fighting two days ago bloomed and she closed her eyes. 
He was getting married again. He’d found another woman to share his life with. Her heart skipped a beat, then blood pounded through her veins. She felt sick and didn’t think it had to do with the flu. 
She wasn’t ready for this. 
Another thought struck her. Sam’s being married would make it even more appealing to a judge when deciding Joey’s custody. Sam would be able to provide a normal two-parent family like every child deserved. 
While she was a single mother, far from family and a support network. Tears slipped beneath her lids and slid down her cheek. 
“Hey, Lisa, are you worse?” Sam moved swiftly to her side, brushing away the tears and steadied the tea cup in her hand. 
She shook her head, and opened her eyes, feeling like a fool. “I feel rotten, but no worse. You’ll get it, Sam, if you hang around.” 
“I’m tough.” He looked at her for a moment, then looked away. “About what I want to tell you,” he began. 
“I don’t want to hear it,” she snapped. 
He looked at her. “What?” 
“If it’s bad enough for you to come to tell me in person after the way we parted, it has to be awful and I’m not up to hearing awful news.” 
Come back in a decade, or two. 
She drained the cup and handed it to him. “Thanks for the tea. No chance of your leaving, is there?” 
Slowly Sam shook his head. “I’m staying until Joey gets home. Then we’ll get out of your way. Unless you want me to stay and take care of you.” 
“You can’t stay here!” she said quickly. She absolutely could not deal with Sam in her apartment for another few minutes, much less the day or two that it might take for her to recover. 
He frowned. “Then I’ll take Joey home with me. When you’re well, you can come and get him.” 
“No.” 
“It’s not open for discussion. I’m his father. If you can’t watch him, I can.” 
“Don’t you have work to do? The ranch doesn’t run by itself.” 
Sam frowned and looked at the empty cup. “That’s part of what I want to tell you.” 
Imagination proved worst then the truth, Lisa decided, as her mind came up with scenario after scenario each more convoluted then the previous one. Had he lost the ranch? Was he already married? Did he have a life-threatening disease? What? 
“All right, say what you came to say. Then maybe you’ll leave.” 
“Nick is capable of running the ranch. I’m cutting back.” 
“Cutting back? On what? I don’t understand. You never took time off. We were lucky to have a weekend in San Antonio when we got married.” 
“Yeah, well, things are different now. I’ve run the place since Dad died. Nick’s taken a more active interest now.” 
She looked away at the sound of his brother’s name. The old memories still had the power to cause strong regrets. But times changed and she was no longer the same high school girl who had once thought she loved Nick Haller. That had ended long ago. Not that Sam believed it. 
She’d made such a mess of things. But she’d learned and moved on. There had been no other choice. 
“Good for Nick.” 
Sam grinned at her. Lisa’s heart almost stopped. That sexy, lopsided grin reminded her of everything that had gone wrong in her life. The way she felt when he smiled at her about melted her bones. Her breath caught and she looked away lest she gave him ideas into her thoughts. Dammit, they’d been divorced for two years, she had no feelings left for the man. 
Except anger. 
And dislike. 
And resentment. 
And...she stopped thinking. It was safer to just ignore him. Or ignore him as much as she could. He wouldn’t stay forever. Once he took Joey, she’d be able to forget him until she was well. 
“The thing is, Lisa, Nick’s getting married.” 
She stared at him. The man Sam thought she still cared about was getting married? Closing her eyes, she waited for a reaction. 
None came, unless she counted a twinge of relief  it wasn’t Sam getting married!

Opening her eyes, she stared at him. Stared into the dark blue eyes that watched her so cautiously, suspiciously. Startled to see the concern in his gaze, she quickly asked, “Who to?” 
“Her name is Jennifer Carson. She’s from Virginia.” 
“Virginia? He’s marrying some woman from Virginia? How in the world did he meet her?” 
“At a horse show last summer. She moved to Tumbleweed in January. She’s teaching elementary school in town. Hits the horse shows on the side. She has a beautiful bay gelding you’d love to see in action.” 
Lisa stared at Sam, disbelief warring with incredulity. Wild, willful, sexy Nick Haller marrying a school teacher?

Unbelievable! 
Almost as unbelievable as it had been when Sam Haller married her, she thought, staring at the man that had been her husband for two tumultuous years. The man who had fathered her child. 
Suddenly she felt exhausted. Her head hurt and she wanted to be alone. 
“You don’t seem to mind,” Sam said. 
“I believe I told you at least a hundred times, I don’t love Nick. You were the one who would never believe that.” 
“You didn’t act like you were over him two years ago.” 
“You misread the situation as I also tried to explain a hundred times!” 
Scooting down in the bed, she rested her head against the pillow. “My head still hurts and I don’t feel so good. Maybe the tea was a mistake.” 
“Lie quietly for a while and see if your stomach settles. Tell me where Joey is and I can go get him.” 
“He’ll want to play with Kevin a bit longer. It’s apartment 39, up one floor. But let him stay. Rosie will bring him down around four.” 
Lisa wanted him to leave, but once he’d left the bedroom, perversely she wished he’d stayed. Wished he’d told her more about Nick and his forthcoming marriage. Told her about the situation at the ranch. And told her what she could expect from him with this custody battle. 
She couldn’t stand to lose her son. Why did Sam start this? He hadn’t done much with Joey when he was smaller. Of course he’d been a baby and Sam had to work. She’d left him even before Joey could walk. For a moment she tried to imagine what it would be like to have Joey live with Sam for six months each year. She’d miss so much of his growing up. 
Like Sam had? a voice whispered. 
* * *
SAM RINSED THE cup and then ran water on the dishes. How long has she been sick? There were the remnants of at least two meals in the sink. Gazing out the small window over the kitchen sink, he didn’t notice the parking garage, nor the row of brick apartment buildings beyond. He was still in her room, seeing the surprise in her eyes when he told her about Nick. 
And not seeing the devastation he expected. 
Was she truly over his brother? 
Not that it mattered. Just because she no longer loved Nick didn’t mean he and Lisa had anything. Their past was too bitter to go down that road again. 
And there was another major complication that would never go away. 
But for a long moment he wished things were different that he’d handled things differently. That he hadn’t been a damned fool from beginning to end. 
One of his biggest regret was he let Joey go without a monumental fight. 
At first, he thought the baby should be with his mother. And he had expected Lisa to stay in Tumbleweed. But as time went on, he knew he needed to be a bigger part of Joey’s life. To teach his son, to watch him grow, to be there for him as Sam’s father had never been for Sam. Nothing like a bad role model to show a man how to parent. 
He’d made his share of bad mistakes--Margot being the biggest. Though he had once laid that also at Lisa’s door, it was his fault from start to finish. It was time to make amends where he could. 
Maybe he and Lisa could find a way to build a truce for Joey’s sake. 
Sam glanced at his watch. It was mid afternoon. If he got Joey now, they could be home by dinner. He went exploring. The apartment was tiny, but had three bedrooms. Each smaller than the last. The smallest Lisa had turned into an office. At least her job enabled her to stay with Joey. He remembered how angry he’d been when he heard his son was spending long hours in day care in Denver while Lisa worked. 
Entering Joey’s room, he paused for a moment savoring the sights of his son. Toys cluttered the floor. Picture books lay scattered near a shelf. Pajamas lay across the end of the bed. Glancing around, he noticed a photograph in the table by Joey’s pillow. It was of him and Lisa in happier times. He strode over and picked it up. At least she kept a likeness of him around so Joey wouldn’t forget him. But it wasn’t enough. He wanted his son to know him, not just what he looked like. 
Quickly he packed enough clothes to last a few days. He’d pick up Joey and head back to the ranch. 
He hesitated outside Lisa’s bedroom door. Should he leave her alone sick as she was? Would the neighbors check in once in a while? Peering in, he saw she was asleep. Probably the best thing for her. 
In less than ten minutes he was letting himself back into her apartment, Joey at his side. They’d grab his bag, tell Lisa goodbye and head out. 
There was a familiar sound coming from the bathroom. 
“Mommy’s sick,” Joey said leaning his head to one side to peer down the hall. “She’s been sick a long time.” 
“Stay right here.” Sam put him on the sofa and hurried down the hall to push open the bathroom door. 
“You’re coming home with me,” he said, reaching down to draw her to her feet. 
“I can’t,” she said, leaning against him weakly. 
“You can and will.” 
* * *
THEY WOULD STILL make dinner, Sam thought with some satisfaction as he turned into the long access road that led to his home. Lisa had protested about coming but he’d won the point, he thought with some satisfaction, glancing at her. She was still asleep, leaning against the window. If he’d known he was bringing them both home, he’d have brought a car instead of the pickup. 
He flicked a quick look at Joey, who was staring rapturously out the windshield from his car seat in the center. 
“Cows,” he said, pointing to a small herd near the fence. 
“Cattle. Steers, to be accurate,” Sam corrected. 
Joey grinned at him. “Where are horses?” 
“There’ll be plenty of horses. Are you coming riding with me?” 
Joey nodded delightedly, clapping his hands. 
They drove round the bend and Nick’s house came into view. Once the foreman’s place, Nick had appropriated it when he moved out of the family house several years ago. 
As he always did, Sam tried to ignore the structure as he drove past, and the memories of his last blasting accusations. The angry, hateful words that had ended his marriage. 
In another mile they’d reach the main house. He ran a practiced eye over the fences lining the road, then checked the grass still green and thick from the winter rain. He was cutting back on the management, allowing his brother to take a bigger role. But some habits would never die. And owning fifty-one percent of the family ranch meant the final responsibility would always fall to him. 
When the house came into view, Sam studied it a moment, wondering what Lisa would think of it. He’d spent the greater part of their first summer apart scraping, sanding and painting the place after he’d done his stint on the range each day. He’d needed the task to keep him from going crazy. Then he’d fall into bed with a bottle. A bad habit that had cost him. 
Stopping by the front porch, he cut the engine and released Joey from his car seat. 
“Okay, partner, let’s get your mommy settled and you and I’ll go check out the horses.” 
“Yippee!” Joey flung his arms around Sam’s neck and hugged him tightly. 
Sam swung him out of the truck and set him on the ground. “Stay with me until you get acquainted, now,” he admonished. 
He took the suitcases from the truck bed and headed into the house. He had to make up a bed for Lisa. She could sleep in the pickup until it was ready, then he’d come and get her. 
Before he had the guestroom bed fully made, however, he heard her run into the house, and slam the downstairs bathroom door behind her. 
“Oh-oh, looks like your mom didn’t make it,” he said to Joey, flicking on a light blanket. The youngster reached over to pull it up to the pillow. 
“I’ll go get your mom,” Sam said, heading down the stairs an odd sense of anticipation building. 
He waited until she slowly opened the door, then scooped her up and carried her up to bed over her protestations. He hesitated a split second before the opened door to their room. The one they’d shared when married. But he’d forfeited the right to have her there. 
The guest room would do until she was fit again. 
“I don’t want to be here,” she complained as he and Joey settled her in the bed. 
“Noted.” 
“Get better, Mommy,” Joey said, patting her shoulder. 
“Okay, honey. I’ll get better fast.” She glared up at Sam. “As soon as I can!” 
He grinned at that. “I’m sure this is the best medicine staying here will insure you’ll get better as fast as you can.” 
Turning her head away, she made no response. 
“Come on, partner, let’s get some chow,” Sam said, holding his hand out for Joey. “We’ll check in on you when we get back from dinner.” 
* * *
LISA SAID NOTHING, listening to the two of them walk away. Closing her eyes, she tried to find some relief. She was so miserable. And not the least was being back in Sam’s house when she’d rather be anywhere else. 
Memories flooded and she tried to keep them at bay. She didn’t want to remember anything good about those years. Or about Sam. 
Maybe she’d call her mother in the morning and see if she could go home. Anything would be better than staying here. The only good aspect was she didn’t have to worry about Joey. No one would take better care of him than his dad. 
* * *
BUT IN THE morning, Lisa changed her mind. Sam had checked on her twice in the night, bringing her warm tea and making sure she was holding down the liquids. The nausea had faded. Now she was just bone weary. Maybe she’d call her mother in another day or so. 
Sam hated seeing Lisa sick. She’d been in robust health all the time he’d known her. And radiant while pregnant. He called the doctor first thing that morning, but was told there was nothing he could do that Sam wasn’t already doing. It was a matter of time. 
He took Joey with him when doing chores, showing him around the ranch again, amazed at what the little boy remembered from his last visit several months ago. 
Nick drove up to the barn at eight. He alighted from his truck, spotting Joey and grinned. “Hey, Joey, I didn’t know you were coming to visit! How you doing?” 
Sam watched as Joey flew across the yard to jump up into Nick’s embrace. He tried to ignore the twinges of jealousy that poked. His brother had not cheated on him with Lisa. They’d both told him so over and over. He believed them. But it had taken a long time. 
He still felt irritated at how easily Nick got on with everyone. For Sam it was a struggle. He knew his more distant nature was a direct result of dealing with their father, but it didn’t make it easier. 
Might as well get it all over with. 
“Lisa’s here, too,” he said, ambling over to Nick. 
Nick looked surprised, his glance flicking to the front of the old house. 
“Here, as in a visit?” 
“Sort of. She’s sick.” 
Nick put Joey down and looked at his brother. “How sick?” 
“She has the flu. There wasn’t anyone to take care of Joey, so I brought him here. She’s so sick, I brought her, too.” 
“You brought her here? After all she did? Are you nuts?” 
“No. I thought you might be glad to see her again,” Sam said. 
Nick’s grin cut off and he narrowed his eyes. “Just what is that supposed to mean?” 
“We’re going riding, Unca Nick,” Joey said brightly. “Me and Daddy.” 
“Good for you, sport. You have fun.” Nick responded to Joey, but his gaze never left Sam’s. 
“Let it mean whatever you want.” Sam looked at Joey, knowing he should have kept his mouth shut. Baiting his brother wasn’t the way he wanted things to turn. 
“I will be glad to see her, but that’s all. Are you forgetting Jennifer?” Nick asked.
Sam shook his head. 
“Come on, Joey, let’s saddle up.” 
Nick turned back to his truck to pull some baling wire from the back. “Damn fool thing to do, if you ask me,” he mumbled. 
Sam headed for the barn, distracted by Joey’s wild enthusiasm about riding. Next time he’d keep his mouth shut. They’d had their problems, but had worked through most of them. Bringing Lisa to the ranch just brought everything up again. 
The past was hard to ignore. And the suspicions and the hurt. 
* * *
BY FRIDAY, LISA was going crazy. She felt much better, was eating scrambled eggs and soup and keeping everything down. But Sam wouldn’t hear of her getting up. Or at least not when he was home. 
As soon as he and Joey left that morning, she rose and took a shower. Making the bed with fresh sheets, she crawled thankfully back beneath the covers a half hour later. Feeling better tired, but clean and fresh again she acknowledged that maybe it was too early to get up and resume her normal routine. 
But the ranching magazines Sam had brought up didn’t hold her interest. Idly, she began to wonder if any of the novels she’d had were still around. Or had he gotten rid of them when he’d sent her things to her mother’s? 
The ranch cook brought her soup at lunch. After eating the huge bowlful, Lisa felt restless. She took the empty bowl downstairs. Someone from the big kitchen at the bunkhouse could pick it up later. Sam obviously took his meals with the cowboys now that she wasn’t here to cook for him. 
Dinners had been the highlight of her day. Especially if he’d take her out. She experimented with different concoctions, but loved eating out. 
That has sure changed in the last two years. First of all, a small child wasn’t conducive to quiet dining. And her finances had been too limited to splurge on something as unnecessary as an expensive meal when she could prepare something herself that was just as tasty. 
Wandering slowly around the first floor, Lisa was fascinated to note the changes. She’d expected everything to remain the same. But he’d bought a new sofa for the front room, upholstered in browns and cream. The scarred coffee table was still in place, lending a familiar touch. 
The large screen TV was new. They had not watched a lot of television. Did Sam fill his evening that way now? Was he as lonely as she sometimes felt? Or did he hang out with his ranch hands at the chow hall until time for bed? 
She’d remembered their evenings. They’d gone dancing, visiting with friends, picnicking on the escarpment that overlooked the ranch. When he wasn’t accusing her of making a play for Nick, or acting childish, or ignoring the demands of the ranch, that was. 
One thing she could say for her marriage, it had been full of passion--passionate fighting, and passionate making-up. 
She crossed the room to the bookcase quickly scanning the titles. Choosing a mystery she hadn’t read, she was saddened to notice none of her books remained. Had he purged the house of all traces of her? 
And why not, she asked herself as she headed back up the stairs. She’d wanted the relationship to end. She’d done her best to erase every aspect of Sam from her life. It was only fair to expect him to do the same. 
Passing the master bedroom, she paused in the doorway. The remembered big bed sat in the same spot centered against the long wall, the huge dresser with the deep drawers on the adjacent wall. She missed all that space in her apartments. 
“Lisa?” Sam said behind her. 
She jumped and turned. How had he come up the stairs without her hearing him? 
“What are you doing?” 
“I didn’t hear you,” she said, taking a deep breath to settle her nerves. Only it didn’t settle anything. She drew in his scent, fresh and clean like the wide open spaces of the ranch with a hint of horse and leather. 
It was said smell was one of the strongest triggers for memories. It must be true, a million crowded instantly in her mind. 



Chapter Three 

“WHAT ARE YOU doing?” Sam repeated, glancing beyond her into the bedroom, his expression enigmatic. 
“Nothing. I went to get something to read beside the magazines you brought up. I wanted something entertaining, not educational.” She held up the mystery, trying to ignore the guilty feeling that swept through her. She had no business staring into their room. The last thing she wanted was for Sam to think she wanted to go in. 
Sam’s room, not their room. 
“Are you feeling better?” he asked politely. 
She nodded, realizing how much the trek downstairs had taken out of her. She looked away, ready to head back to the guest room, trying to quell the memories that filled her. 
She remembered when he would have come in from working, swept her into his arms and kissed her breathless. Then carried her into their bedroom and shut the door firmly behind them. She had loved it when he’d come in unexpectedly during the day just to see her, complaining it had been too long since he’d last kissed her. 
Had she ever told him how exciting that had been? 
The poignant memory caught her unaware. She turned away from temptation, away from sad memories and headed down the hall toward the guest room. She had no business staying in Sam’s house. The sooner she left, the better it would be for all. 
“Lisa?” Sam called. 
She turned. He hadn’t moved, still stood by the door watching her with that unreadable expression. 
“I’m taking Joey on a ride. I came to see if you needed anything before we go.” 
She shook her head. 
“Where’s Joey now?” she asked. 
“Helping Jose soap some leather.” Sam’s expression softened and he almost smiled. 
Lisa felt the catch in her breath. She could look at him all day! Shouldn’t she be beyond this fluttering feeling? Where was the anger she’d felt so explosively two years ago? The hurt of his accusations? The feelings of abandonment that had seemed so strong when he had cut back on their dinners in town claiming ranch work came first? 
“He might want to change his name,” he said. 
“What?” 
“He found out Jose is Spanish for Joe, so now he’s saying he wants to be called Jose.” 
Lisa smiled. Sometimes Joey had the oddest take on things. 
Sam frowned. “If you’re okay, I’ll head back. I don’t pay the men to be babysitters.” 
He turned and descended the stairs. Lisa wondered why the sudden change in mood. She hadn’t asked him to come check on her. 
For a moment she almost called after him. To say what? Thanks for checking up on me? Want to talk? 
Surprised at the thought, she hurried into her room. There was nothing left to talk about. Hadn’t they talked at each other for months? 
And, of course, that had been the problem. They’d talked at each other, neither taking the time to really listen. 
* * *
SAM CROSSED THE yard with long strides. He hadn’t needed to go inside to see Lisa. Pete said he’d checked on her when he took the soup he’d made especially for her lunch. But she was a guest in his household. He would have done the same with any visitor. 
But he wouldn’t have reacted to any other visitor’s smile like he had to Lisa’s. He’d felt it to his toes. His body tightening, his blood heating up in a flash. He didn’t liked his reaction at all. 
Scowling, he headed for the barn. He’d get Joey and take off for the northwest boundary. No one had been up there in a few days, and it didn’t pay to ignore the miles of fencing for long. Cattle had a way of pushing through at the most inconvenient time. The ride would be good for both of them. 
“Lisa doing okay?” Nick asked, leading a saddled horse from the barn. 
Sam nodded, the old memories surging despite his attempts to keep them locked down. At least he didn’t have to give way to them. He would control his reactions. The uneasy relationship he’d had with his brother was slowly solidifying. He would let nothing damage that fragile trust. 
“Did you remember Jennifer was coming this afternoon as soon as school is out to discuss the wedding reception?” Nick asked.
“I remember,” Sam said. “Do you really need me here?” 
“She wants you involved,” Nick slapped the end of the reins into the palm of one hand. “She doesn’t have any brothers or sisters and this is her way to, um, bond with you. She wants your input for the reception since you said we could have it here on the ranch.” 
“I haven’t changed my mind. The main house will easily hold the whole town, if you’re going to invite them.” 
“She just may.” 
“I’ll be back around four.” 
“Think Lisa will still be here?” Nick said. 
“I haven’t heard she’s planning to leave this afternoon. Why?” Sam heard the sharp tone in his voice.  It was instinctive, not intentional.
“Just wondered. Pete said she was up this morning.” 
Nick turned to mount his horse. Settling in the saddle, he looked down at his brother, leaning over and resting a forearm on the saddle horn. 
“Lisa’s the mother of my nephew. If you get to have Joey here half the year, Jennifer will see a lot of him. Might as well meet his mother, I guess.” 
Sam shrugged. “We’ll see.” 
“Where are you heading?” Nick asked. 
“I’m taking Joey for a ride up by the Parkerson’s boundary. He likes riding and we can check that stretch of fencing at the same time.” 
Nick eased back in the saddle, reset his hat. “I’m going to the bore. One of the hands said the windmill was screeching. I want to see for myself before ordering repairs.” 
Sam nodded and continued into the barn. He and his brother had worked through their conflict. If only he and Lisa could have done so. 
But she’d taken off without a backward glance. They could never recapture the past. That door was shut. And there were added complications now that locked the door. 
He stopped in the doorway to the tack room, amused to see Joey industriously trying to help Jose with the leather work. 
“Ready to go, partner?” he asked. 
“Yes!” Joey came up like a shot. “I have to go, Jose. Me and Daddy’re going riding,” he said proudly. He loved being on the back of a horse. 
Sam couldn’t wait until Joey was old enough to handle his own mount. The two of them could cover the entire ranch on horseback. 
As he and Lisa had done when first married. 
He’d wanted to show off to her, show what she got by marrying him. She had been interested and full of questions. Sometimes they picnicked on the escarpment, other times they explored different shady spots as lovers. 
They’d even made use of one of the old line cabins one afternoon. The threatening storm had started sooner than he’d anticipated. Rather than race home in the rain, they’d holed up in the old cabin and whiled away the afternoon. He’d often wondered if that had been when Joey had been conceived. 
Damn, he had to stop thinking about the past, and about Lisa! 
* * *
BY THE TIME Sam and Joey returned later that afternoon, Jennifer’s car was parked in front of the house. Sam debated the merits of asking one of the men to take care of the horse, or doing it himself. Anything to delay seeing Nick and Jennifer so happy together. It was hard to deal with in light of the mess he’d made of his own life. 
Jose ambled from the barn. “Boss,” he touched the brim of his hat. 
Sam lifted Joey. “Jose, would you take care of my mount?” 
“Sure thing.” The old Mexican cowhand reached for the reins. 
“I wanted to brush him,” Joey protested. 
“We have company. Your uncle Nick is getting married soon to a nice lady. She’s come to meet you. When she and Nick are hitched, she’ll be your Aunt Jennifer.” 
“Why are they getting married?” Joey asked, his arms firmly around his father’s neck as Sam strode to the house. 
“They want to be together.” 
“Is she a cowboy?” 
“No, she’s a school teacher. But she’ll live here on the ranch with Nick. She loves him and loves the ranch. And she really loves horses. She has a beauty herself.” 
Joey was silent a moment. Just as Sam reached the porch, he said, “Can Mommy and I live here on the ranch, too? We love it here!” 
Sam glanced at Joey’s shining eyes. This is where his son belonged. “Tell you what, why don’t you suggest that to your mom?” 
Lisa would probably kill him. But for the moment, he didn’t care. He was glad Joey wanted to live on the spread. And he’d be interested in just what she had to say about it. 
When they entered the house, Nick and Jennifer came out of the kitchen, Nick carrying a tray of icy beverages. Jennifer smiled at Sam and Joey. 
“Hi. And who is this? I bet you’re Joey.” 
Joey nodded his head, shyly clutching his dad. 
“I’m Jennifer.” 
“Aunt Jennifer,” he said. 
“That’s right, or I will be soon. I’m happy to meet you. I bet we get to be friends fast,” she said with a friendly smile.
Sam set his son down and headed him toward the downstairs bathroom. “We’ll wash up and join you.” 
* * *
LISA LEANED AGAINST the wall a few feet back from the top of the stairs. No one had noticed her yet, and she took the moment to study Jennifer and Nick before descending. She’d dressed a little while ago in jeans and a comfortable blue top. Not that she had much choice. Sam had only grabbed a few things for her when they left Fort Worth. 
Her shower earlier had left her hair shiny and full of body. She had put on a little makeup just so she didn’t look so pale, she told herself. 
She thought to surprise Sam by coming downstairs. It was she who was surprised. She hadn’t expected company. Should she continue down, or return to her room? Was she up to meeting the bride? 
Nick had looked good--and happy. She was glad to know he’d found someone special. Despite Sam’s suspicions, she was glad Nick was so in love with someone he wanted to marry her. 
They’d been high school sweethearts. Those feelings had faded, however. Not that Sam had believed it. He persisted in thinking she had a hankering for Nick. 
How he could have ever thought such a thing was beyond her. He was twice the man his brother was! Twice as exciting, twice as appealing, and twice as sexy. She should have handled things more maturely. 
Lisa had a real thing about maturity these days because she felt her own behavior in the past had lacked that commodity. 
Taking a deep breath, she decided to continue down the stairs. 
“Mommy, Mommy, you’re better!” Joey came racing down the hall just as she reached the bottom. He flung himself around her legs and squeezed tightly. 
“I’m better,” she said, sitting on the bottom step and pulling him into her lap, hugging him tightly. She looked up into Sam’s dark blue eyes. 
“Guess what,” Joey said, excitedly. “Daddy said to ask you if we can stay here! We can live here all the time, like Jennifer is gonna do. Can we, Mommy? Can we live here?” 
The color left her cheeks as she looked at Sam in disbelief. “No, we certainly can’t live here! How dare you suggest such a thing!” 
He shrugged as Nick came into the hall from the living room. For a moment he glanced between the two of them, then nodded. “Lisa.” 
Not exactly a ringing welcome, Lisa thought. “Hi Nick.” 
He put his hands in the pockets of his jeans and rocked back on his boot heels, his eyes narrowed as he looked at her. Was there a hint of hostility in the air? 
“You’re looking better than I’d thought you’d be,” he said. 
“If you like pale as a ghost,” Sam muttered. 
Lisa ignored Sam. “I’m feeling better, just a little shaky. I hear congratulations are in order.” 
Nick nodded, looking around, and reaching out to take Jennifer’s hand as she joined them, his expression softening as he smiled at her. 
“Jennifer, Lisa.” 
“Hi, Lisa,” Jennifer said. 
Lisa set Joey on his feet and slowly rose to her own. She smiled politely at Jennifer, struck at how fresh and pretty she looked. It made Lisa even more conscious of her own wan appearance. She also noted the contrast in Nick’s manner. What was going on? 
“Nice to meet you, Jennifer. Best wishes for a lifetime of happiness.” 
Jennifer smiled happily and leaned against Nick. “Thanks. I expect to have just that with this guy!” 
Lisa had expected that as well once. Sam had been larger than life for her. Older by five years, he’d already begun to make a mark on his newly-inherited ranch when he’d starting dating her. And with those added years had come experience enough to sweep her off her feet. She’d felt very special in those days. 
It had been a long time since she’d felt special, she thought wryly. 
“I fixed some lemonade,” Jennifer said into the growing silence. “Does anyone want any?” 
“I do,” Joey said promptly, racing for the living room. 
In a few minutes, everyone had moved into the large comfortable room and were seated, icy glasses in hand. Tension shimmered in the air. Lisa looked from one brother to the other, both had their gaze on her. Were they waiting for her to say something? 
Sam dominated the room. It was all she could do to concentrate on Nick and Jennifer and not stare at Sam, absorbing every nuance and expression that crossed his face. 
Not that there would be many. He was a master at keeping his thoughts to himself unless he wanted others to know. 
She felt warm, flushed. It couldn’t be from the flu, she hadn’t had a fever for a couple of days. Maybe it was the sense of awareness she experienced being around Sam again. 
Why was he looking at her? 
Jennifer began to speak rapidly and Lisa tried to concentrate on what she was saying. 
“So, of course it’s the typical June wedding. But I don’t care. I only expect to get married once, so I’m doing it up just the way I want.” She glanced at Nick and smiled. “Or the way we want, I hope.” 
“Whatever you want, is what I want,”  he said with a smile.
Lisa blinked. Had she heard the man correctly? She flicked a glance at Sam, startled to find his gaze still on her. They locked eyes for a second, sharing the moment, almost as if they shared a common thought. Nick? Acting like a love stuck cowboy? It was mind boggling. 
But nice, she thought wistfully, wishing Sam had felt like that about her. 
What, exactly, had he felt for her? Passion and desire, she knew that. She’d been barely twenty-two when they’d gotten married. Now that she was almost twenty-eight, she could see she’d been too young. She hadn’t finished growing up. But at the time, she’d insisted she knew what she wanted and it had been Sam Haller. 
The moment ended and she looked away, upset with the thoughts that came unbidden. They’d married fast, loved furiously, and separated after only two years. 
Jennifer was speaking again, “...so since I’ve lost touch with so many friends since college, I thought we might as well get married here. My folks will fly in and a few close friends. And my grandparents. Otherwise, our guests will be my new friends and neighbors here in Tumbleweed.” 
Lisa nodded as if she’d heard the entire thing. “That’s nice.” 
“And then we can party here all night before leaving on our honeymoon,” Jennifer finished brightly, smiling at Sam. 
Lisa remembered her own wedding, small and quiet. The brief honeymoon in San Antonio. She’d loved the Riverwalk, and the Old Town and the hours spent with Sam in the hotel room. 
Heat swept through her again. She dare not meet his gaze. What if he were remembering? What if the memories were unaccompanied by the same fondness? 
A jarring memory surfaced unbidden--Sam’s jealousy about Nick. She still remembered his comments on their wedding night of how jealous he was of the fact she and Nick had slept together before Sam had known her. Then he’d set about to make her forget everyone she’d ever known before. And done it masterfully. 
There was no comparison between Sam and anyone else and especially teenage fumbling in the dark. 
And it wasn’t as if he’d been celibate before their marriage, she’d reminded him. 
The exploits of Sam and Nick were legendary around Tumbleweed when they could escape from their domineering father. 
Even with all that had gone on between them, she remembered their lovemaking as the stuff of legends. The man had no idea how much she’d cherished their nights together. 
And not only the nights. There were afternoons, mornings and everything in between. In the house, in the barn, under the open sky and once in a leaky old cabin on the edge of the ranch. 
She shifted restlessly in the chair. It wasn’t fair to have perfection and lose it. 
“You all right?” Sam asked softly. 
She looked at him, his eyes dark with concern, his attention focused on her. Once again her heart skipped a beat, then began a rapid tempo. What would it be like to touch his cheek with her fingertips, thread her fingers through that rich dark hair, feel the remembered strength of his muscles against her softness once again? Just once. 
Hadn’t she heard somewhere, or read in a woman’s magazine, that divorced couples sometimes got together for old times sake? Could she do that? Would he even want another night together? 
She swallowed hard, amazed where her thoughts were heading. Had her fever fried her brains? 
“I’m fine,” she said, startled at her husky tone. 
“I’m glad you're feeling better,” Jennifer said. “I hope Joey doesn’t get sick. Though I’m sure the fresh air out here has been great for keeping him healthy.” 
“If he’s missed catching it this long, I think he’ll be fine,” Sam said, stretching out his long legs, leaning back in the chair and crossing his arms across his chest. 
“He’s darling, I can see why he should live here. I bet he loves the horses,” Jennifer said, smiling at the little boy busy slurping the lemonade. 
Lisa stiffened. “Nothing’s been settled,” she said sharply. 
Jennifer looked at her, distressed. “Oh, sorry, I thought...” She looked at Nick. 
He shrugged, glared at Lisa. 
“Lisa doesn’t like the idea, but there’s nothing to stop the arrangement from going through,” Sam said. “Joey's old enough to begin learning about the ranch. And he likes it here, right, partner?” 
Joey beamed at his father, nodding his head rapidly. 
Lisa put her glass on the scarred coffee table and stood up. “I want to talk to you,” she said to Sam, conscious of Joey’s sudden uncertainty as he looked between his father and mother. 
“Alone and away from big ears!” She walked quickly from the room, not waiting to see if Sam would follow. She was seething! How dare he discuss his plans with all and sundry and in front of Joey. Especially when nothing had been settled! 
Sam caught up with her in the entry, taking her arm and swinging her around. “Hold on, Lisa. What’s got you in such a twit?” 
“The discussion is inappropriate!” 
“What discussion? You know I’m petitioning for joint custody. It’s just a matter of form.” 
“And you had to tell the world as if it’s a done deal?” She was finding it difficult to think coherently with his fingers on her arm. Their warmth penetrated the thin cotton sleeve, starting a tingling sensation that distracted common thought. Her skin felt too tight. The heat that swept through made her wonder if a fever was spiking. 
“I told my brother, he told Jennifer hardly all and sundry. They’re family.” 
“Until it’s settled, I don’t want it discussed in front of Joey.” 
“You heard him, he’d love to live on the ranch. He’s not going to mind staying here for half the time. Hell, when he’s older, he might want to live here year round.” 
Lisa swallowed hard, wishing he’d let her go so she could think better. “He’s only three, he doesn’t know what he wants.” 
“Sure he does. He loves the horses, learning to ride, helping where he can. You should have seen him with Jose earlier. Don’t forget a portion of the ranch will be his one day, he might as well grow up learning things, rather than inherit a place one day out of the blue like your employer did.” 
Nick and Jennifer came into the entry way. 
“We’re heading out,” Nick said. “We’ll catch you later, Sam, about the wedding.” 
Jennifer looked subdued. “I’m sorry if I said something inappropriate,” she said quietly, quickly moving with Nick to the door. 
Lisa watched them leave. “Gee, that went well.” 
His fingers tightened then released her. He stepped away. “I always thought Nick would follow you after you left, you know,” he said. “It must have been hard to see him with her.” 
Her gaze flew to his. “I told you we were through years ago. You’re the only one who never believed it.” 
He shrugged. “One reason I didn’t contest the divorce was I thought the two of you would be happy together. Every time you weren’t where I thought you were, you were at Nick’s.” He turned and headed back into the living room. 
“We were friends,” she called after him. It was futile, she knew. If she had things to do over again, she’d have handled it differently. 
Lisa heard him talking with Joey, wished she knew what he was telling their son. But she couldn’t move. He thought Nick would have gone after her? Did that mean he would have contested the divorce, not acquiesced, if he’d known his brother wasn’t interested? If he had believed that she wasn’t interested in Nick? 
Feeling shaky, she sat on the bottom stair, trying to analyze the comment. Was there hidden meaning there? Something she should understand? Idly her fingers rubbed her arm, tracing the spot he’d touched, almost caressed. 
It was past time for her to leave. She was getting in over her head. 
Rising resolutely, she moved to the archway into the living room. Sam and Joey sat together on the sofa, their head bent close together, talking softly. Joey’s trusting eyes were on his father, fascinated by whatever Sam was telling him. 
She felt a pang. This is how it should be. Joey should be learning everything about the ranch from his father. And about manners and responsibilities and school work and everything else. He should have both parents. 
Sam looked up. 
“I want to go to my folks’ place. Can you take me or shall I ask them to come to get me?” 
“Now?” 
“Now. I’ll get our things together.” 
“Joey stays.” Sam stood up, seeming to tower over her. 
She opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. “Fine, for the weekend.” 
“We still need to discuss things,” he said slowly. 
“When I’m feeling better, Sam. Not today. I just want to go home.” 
Wherever that was, she thought as she went upstairs to gather her few clothes. Maybe being with her parents would help her put things into perspective. 
Sam and Joey were standing at the bottom of the stairs when she returned. 
“I want you to consider getting a job in Tumbleweed,” he said as he opened the front door. “It would be the best solution for Joey. Fort Worth is too far to travel back and forth each day, but if you lived in town, when you’re working, he could come here. Save child care costs and having him raised by strangers. When he’s older, he can come after school, and on weekends.” 
“I’ll think about it,” she said, climbing into the pickup truck. 
Joey climbed in from the driver’s side, settling in his car seat. “Are we going to live here, Mommy?” he asked again. “I told Daddy we loved it here.” 
“We’ll work something out, sweetie,” Lisa said, wishing she knew what it would be. 
The drive to her parent’s house would have been in total silence if not for Joey’s chatter. But Lisa wasn’t listening. 
Did Sam remember the nights he’d picked her up in the same truck? The dinners and western dancing they’d enjoyed? The talking and laughing and loving? The passionate good night kisses? She remembered every single one and wished she didn’t. Her defenses were down from being sick, she thought desperately. 
When they reached her dad’s house, she forced a bright smile. “Joey, want to come in and see Grandma and Grandpa?” she asked. 
He shook his head. “Want to go back to the ranch,” he said stubbornly. 
Lisa felt a tug in her heart. She was going to lose her son for a good part of the year, if not longer, she knew it. Her precious baby. How could she stand it? 
“They’d love to see you,” she said, knowing it was a lost cause, but not willing to give up easily. 
“No.” His expression mirrored his father’s stubborn one. She felt a catch in her heart. 
She looked at Sam helplessly. His expression gave nothing away. 
“We do need to talk,” she admitted. “But not today, and not in front of Joey.” 
He nodded. 
“We could discuss it tomorrow, or the next day.” She was sure to feel better by then. More able to cope. 
“Come to the ranch around-- ” 
“No,” she said quickly. “Not the ranch. Not here. Some neutral location. Lunch in town, maybe?” 
“Dinner tomorrow,” Sam said. “I’ll get Nick to watch Joey and you and I can discuss things without the big ears.” 
“The sooner we settle things the sooner we can move on.” 
“I’ll pick you up at six. We’ll go to Rosie’s. Is that neutral enough for you?” 
A pang. Rosie’s was the Tex-Mex restaurant they had loved. 
“Sounds like arms negotiations,” she said to cover any hint of nostalgia. 
“A truce is all I’m after,” he said. 
She kissed Joey, brushing her hand over his hair and feeling the ache of missing him begin. “Be good for Daddy,” she said. 
“Where are you going?” Joey asked, looking confused. 
“I’m staying with Grandma and Grandpa tonight,” she said. “You can stay with them, too, if you want.” 
He leaned nearer Sam. “No, I live at the ranch.” 
“Not live there, you’re visiting.” 
“Give it up, Lisa, he’s going to be living there sooner or later. Let him say it.” 
She frowned and quickly exited the truck. Sam wasn’t the type to gloat, but it sure sounded like it to her. 
She watched the truck disappear, feeling as if something special and sacred had disappeared with it. She’d miss Joey she had every time he’d gone to visit Sam before. But this time there was a difference. Maybe she should have stayed one more night at the ranch. 
To what end, she thought sadly, turning to open the door to her parent’s house. 
Had they already heard from the grapevine she was back in town? Probably not, or her mother would have been on the phone in an instant. 
The serenity of the old house surrounded her immediately when she stepped inside. It felt safe, secure and happy--all the attributes she associated with her childhood. Why had life turned hard as she got older? 



Chapter Four 

THE NEXT EVENING as she watched from the window of her parent’s home, Lisa felt as nervous as a teenager on a first date. It wasn’t as if this were a date, she reminded herself. Treaty negotiations more like. 
Joey’s future to discuss. 
She saw the truck arrive, watched as Sam got out and headed for the front door as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Wasn’t he at all nervous? Blast the man, he probably felt he held all the aces. 
He knocked on the door. 
“I’m going now, Mom,” she called, heading for the door. 
Margaret Ballantine came down the hall, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel. She was baking and the fragrance of fresh chocolate chip cookies filled the house. 
“I’ll speak to Sam before you go,” she said. 
Lisa sighed and opened the door. Twenty-seven years old and her mother had to observe the proprieties of speaking with her daughter’s escort even if it was only a business meeting. 
It wasn’t fair, was her first thought when she opened the door. Sam looked good enough to eat. His hat rode low, his fresh shirt emphasized the breadth of his shoulders, tapering to the new jeans encasing narrow hips and long muscular legs. When his eyes met hers, she could almost feel her blood heat degree by degree. For a second it was as if they were alone in the world. 
“Sam, it’s been a while,” Margaret said, holding out her arms. 
“Margaret.” He hugged her briefly. 
“Bring Joey over tomorrow. I’ve been baking all day and can’t wait to see him again. Just for the afternoon,” she suggested. 
Sam glanced at Lisa. “We’ll see.” 
Five minutes later they were turning onto the highway leading to town. 
“Guerrilla tactics?” he asked, smoothly blending in with the flow of traffic. 
“If you mean Mom, she wants to see her grandson, that’s all.” 
“Then it wouldn’t matter to her if she had Joey at her place or if they came out to the ranch.” 
“I want to see Joey, too.” 
“You can come out as well.” 
Lisa sat back, pressing her lips tightly together to keep the heated words from spilling out. Was this what she could expect? She thought they were going to discuss things rationally like adults. Maybe she should start. 
“I’ve been thinking about working from Tumbleweed. I talked to Bill today and he’s agreeable to try it.” 
“You should have stayed here to begin with.” 
“Look, Sam, if you want to harp on should haves and all, then maybe this evening is pointless. I thought we were going to discuss the future, not the past.” 
“Right, the future.” He gripped the wheel tightly. 
“Anyway, I can drive out to his ranch once or twice a week, and the rest of the time do work from home, like I started in Fort Worth. If I can find an apartment for rent in town.” 
“Put the word out, I’m sure you’ll hear of something before long. Until you get settled, Joey can stay with me.” 
“No.” 
“Sheesh, Lisa, at least give a pretense of thinking about it for a minute or two. What’s wrong with him staying at the ranch?” 
She couldn’t tell Sam how afraid she was that Joey would continue to adore living there, and become dissatisfied confined to a small apartment in town. She didn’t want to lose her son to the lure of ranching, horses, cowboys and Sam. 
“He’s too little,” she said. 
“I’m not sending him out on a roundup alone. He’s having the time of his life.” 
“He needs his mother.” 
“You’re going to be busy, packing up your place in Fort Worth, finding an apartment here, getting things set up. It isn’t going to hurt anything for him to stay at the ranch. It’ll make it easier for you.” 
“I don’t need you making things easy for me,” she snapped, her temper threatening to erupt. 
Sam swerved over to the side of the road and stopped, turning to glare at her. 
“I know that for damn sure. What’s the real issue here?” 
“I don’t want Joey staying at your place.” 
“Why not? What have you heard? What’s the real reason, Lisa? I’m his father.” 
“Heard? What is there to hear? I don’t want to be separated from my son!” 
“He’s my son, too, dammit. And maybe I don’t want to be separated either! You should have considered that before you walked out.” 
“You let me go.” 
“Let you? Give me a break, lady. I thought you were unhappy and wanted Nick. You both surprised the hell out of me when you didn’t take up with each other again after you and I split. Especially after that last night.” 
“There was nothing going on with me and Nick. Nothing! As we both told you.” She looked at him, her eyes narrowed. “Are you saying you were being noble and stood aside for me to find my true love?” she asked scathingly. 
Sam looked away. 
For a stunned moment she stared at him. The faint hint of color in his cheeks confirmed her words. Lisa was dumbfounded. 
“Oh God,” she said softly. 
She thought she would cry. 
Fury changed to hurt, to sadness in an instant. 
He’d thought she loved his brother and had stepped aside for them. 
What a waste of time, of emotions, of pain and separation. 
“You did,” she whispered. 
“Forget it, Lisa. Don’t make it out to be more tragic than it was. The issue, as you said, is the future. I want my son.” 
“I want him, too! I love him so much.” 
“And what, because I’m a man you think I don’t? I made a mistake two years ago. Actually several. But this one I can rectify. I want to see as much of Joey as possible.” 
“What do you want from me? To just give him up? To see him on weekends, or what? What do you want from me?” 
He stared at her for a long moment, then reached for her with a groan, pulling her halfway across the seat, only prevented from pulling her into his lap by her seat belt. 
His mouth came down on hers. Lisa had only a split second before all rational thinking fled. His mouth was warm and firm, moving against hers in a passionate kiss that reminded her of the first heady days of their marriage. 
The feelings that exploded filled every cell as she moved to get closer, her arms coming around his neck. She would have released the seat belt if she’d had enough sense. But when he deepened the kiss, she lost every speck. 
Rainbow colors danced behind her closed lids. Her body heated, softened, yearned for him. Her hands found their solace in the thick texture of his hair. Knocking his hat off, she pressed even closer. Reveling in the spiraling sensations caused when his tongue danced with hers, when his grip softened to allow his hands to roam over her back pressing her closer, she ignored the niggling hint of doubt. This was like coming home after a long hard journey. 
Her breathing became labored, but who needed oxygen? She had Sam. 
At last sanity surfaced. She slowly pushed back and stared at him, dimly award his breathing was as erratic as her own. But kisses like this led to craziness. No matter what magazines said, she couldn’t continue. Not with so much unresolved between them. 
What did he want? Just a kiss? Or more? 
Could they recapture the past? Did either of them wish to even try? 
“I’m sorry,” Sam said, sitting back, reaching for his hat. He ran the fingers of one hand through his mussed hair, then carefully replaced the Stetson. 
“Sorry?” She didn’t want him to regret their kiss. It had been wonderful. 
Or had it only felt wonderful for her? 
He started the engine and pulled out onto the highway again. “It won’t happen again,” he said stiffly. 
* * *
IT COULDN’T HAPPEN again, he reminded himself after he finished calling himself every name in the book. There was Margot. Once Lisa found out about her, he’d be lucky if she’d even talk to him through an attorney. 
What was he thinking of, he berated himself. 
He hadn’t been thinking, obviously, only feeling. Feeling her softness. Breathing in the fragrance that identified her for all time. Tasting that sweet mouth. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. He wanted her even with all that was between them. Dammit, hadn’t he gotten over her in two years? 
For a moment he wished he had the right to carry her off somewhere and make love all night long. Then reality hit him on the head. That would be one dumb move. And not help his fight for his son at all. 
He could feel her gaze still on him. He flicked her a glance, taking in the confused expression. 
“There’s no need to apologize, unless you want an apology from me as well,” she said. 
He shook his head. “What I want is to forget it happened. We’ll be at Rosie’s in a minute. You still like Mexican food?” 
“Of course. Especially Tex-Mex, which was hard to find in Colorado.” 
He drove the rest of the way in silence. He wasn’t looking forward to their discussion. In addition to their plans for Joey, he had to tell her about Margot before she heard about it from someone else. And they would have to decide how to tell Joey. 
He was surprised her mother hadn’t already filled her in. Or maybe she had, and Lisa didn’t care enough to even bring it up. 
Rosie’s was a favorite restaurant in Tumbleweed. The cars and pickups filling the parking lot attested to the crowd they’d find inside. Maybe this wasn’t such a great place to have a discussion, he thought as he pulled into a parking place. He didn’t want to air his business to all and sundry. 
“Looks crowded,” Lisa said. 
“It’s Saturday night.” He stopped the engine. Before he could come around to open her door, she hopped down from the cab and headed toward the restaurant, shoulders back, as if marching into battle. 
Which there was likely to be. But until then, he’d enjoy watching her hips sway, her glossy hair brush her shoulders, and the way her chin jutted out resolutely. She’d lost a little weight, probably from the flu, but she still looked great. 
Too bad he couldn’t charge ahead as he had almost five years ago and sweep her off her feet. 
He almost laughed as he opened the heavy wooden door. He has as much chance of sweeping Lisa off her feet as he did of flying to the moon. 
The noise level was high, the crowd obviously enjoying itself. The hostess found them a table against one wall. Placing chips and salsa in front of them, she waited for their order. 
“Marguerita?” Sam asked. 
Lisa shook her head. “Too soon after being sick. I’ll stick to water.” 
“I’m driving, one beer,” he told the waitress. “We’ll order now, too. The lady will have the burrito special and I’ll have the chile rellenos.”

“What if I’ve changed tastes in the last couple of years,” Lisa asked once the waitress left. 
“Did you?” 
She shook her head, looking around bemusedly. “It seems strange to be here again.” She faced him. “And with you.” 
Sam didn’t know what to make of her statement. He never had been able to understand her. “Strange how?” 
She shrugged. “It’s not a date, yet it almost feels like it.” 
“We’re going to discuss Joey.” 
“Right.” 
“And something else.” 
Her attention caught, she narrowed her eyes. “What else?” 
He stared at her, trying to think of the best way to bring up Margot. Damn, it wasn’t as if he hadn’t had months to think up how to tell her. But the words never came. They still didn’t. 
“After we eat. Let’s enjoy the meal first.” 
She relaxed and took a chip, loading the hot salsa on it and popping it into her mouth. Tears came into her eyes. 
“It’s great,” she said when she could speak again. 
* * *
FOR A WHILE, it was as if time hung suspended, Lisa thought, taking another chip. She and Sam had often come to Rosie’s for dinner. The food was good and plentiful. Gazing around, she saw several couples she knew. When she met the eye of a friend, Ellie, she waved, then almost smiled as her friend’s eyes widened when she saw Sam. 
“Oops, maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all,” Lisa murmured. 
“Why?” 
“Ellie and Martin Taylor are over there, and once she saw you and I were together, they began to talk like crazy. I imagine rumors are circulating even as I speak.” 
He shrugged. “Can’t let what others say guide your life. Especially silly rumors.” 
“Right, silly rumors.” 
She thought about the kiss in the truck. Had anyone driving by seen them? Recognized them? That would certainly fuel rumors. Unfounded ones. 
Glancing at Sam, she thought about the discovery she’d made. They’d fought their entire marriage. But they’d loved passionately when making up. Did they have anything left between them to start again? Or was she just lonely and seeking something that wasn’t there? 
If there were a chance to recapture what they’d had at one time, did she even want to try? Had they burned their bridges said too many unforgivable things, too many hurtful words? 
How did Sam feel about her? Would he be interested? He’d kissed her senseless, then apologized. Why? Why not see if she was interested before slamming the door shut? 
Unless he really wasn’t interested. 
And what else did he want to talk to her about beside Joey? 
She reached for her glass, her hand trembling slightly. He wasn’t going to tell her he was getting married, too, was he? Had he thought Nick’s news worse and told her that first? Now with wanting to have Joey spend more time, was he also looking to get married again? 
No, she couldn’t believe that. He wouldn’t have kissed her if that were the case. No matter what had transpired between them, Lisa knew he was an honorable man. One who would never, ever cheat on someone he’d made a commitment to. 
She didn’t know why he had kissed her. But the memory of the kiss stayed in the forefront of her mind all through dinner. 
They talked sparingly, enjoying the delicious food. Twice friends stopped by the table. Lisa could tell they were dying of curiosity seeing her with Sam but were too polite to ask any questions. Thank goodness for manners--she had no answers to any questions. 
Unable to finish the thick burrito with all the accompaniments, Lisa pushed her plate away when she was full. 
“Want some dessert?” Sam asked, finishing up the last of his dish. 
“No, thanks. Are you ready to talk?” She swallowed hard. Maybe they should have talked before dinner. Her meal was now like a lump in her stomach. She hated this. 
“Can we hammer out an agreement for our son? Without fighting and yelling and making everyone miserable?” Sam asked. “Jason said he saw no problem with getting joint custody.” 
Jason Ronald was Sam’s attorney. Lisa knew he was a good, solid lawyer. Her own attorney, Todd Bennett, had told her so that afternoon when she’d called him to discuss the matter. Of course, Todd didn’t have the file at home on a Saturday, but he knew her, knew the situation. And his advice was to go along with the joint custody. There was nothing to hinder such a judgment, so she might as well not fight. 
“What exactly are you looking for?” she asked, carefully rephrasing the question from earlier. She remembered when she’d asked him what he wanted, he’d kissed her! 
She hoped he didn’t notice the heat she could feel creeping into her cheeks when thinking about that kiss. 
“Something more than a week or two every few months. I thought maybe we could alternate weeks.” 
“Are you up to that? Having a little kid around isn’t as easy as it looks,” Lisa said, wishing she could find the words to change his mind. 
Joey would be gone for days at a time. She’d miss him and be constantly thinking of him and Sam doing things together. Things they might do as a family if.... 
“I’m sure I’m up to it. Let’s try a week at a time at first.” A three year old would be a piece of cake compared to an infant, Sam thought. 
“He’s little, he might miss me. Then what will you do?” Lisa said. 
“He’s fitting in great at the ranch. But if he does miss you, you can come see him.” 
“Even if it’s every day?” 
He raised an eyebrow at that. Then shrugged, “Sure, if that’s what he needs.” 
“I might miss him so much by mid week I’d come out to see him even if he’s getting on fine.” 
Sam studied her for a moment. “That wouldn’t be a problem. Somehow I find this is going too easily,” he said. 
“I talked to Todd this afternoon. He made me see I really don’t have much choice. You're Joey’s father. There’s no reason for him not to spend time with you.” 
Sam looked away, letting his gaze roam around the crowded restaurant, letting the din wash over him. Wishing like hell he didn’t have to go on. That they could end the conversation now and head back. He’d get to see Joey before he went to bed. 
“Oh-oh,” Lisa said, rising. “I’ll be right back.” She hurried in the direction of the restrooms. 
Sam leaned back in the chair, feeling the reprieve. He’d been a damned fool and now had to pay the piper. But he didn’t like talking about it. 
Hell, he almost laughed, who in Tumbleweed didn’t know already? Maybe Lisa. Or maybe she already knew. It didn’t matter he was truly and forever stuck. Margot had no intention of raising the baby they’d made together, and he had no intention of letting his son or daughter go to strangers. Taking responsibility was something his father had hammered into him. There was no question of what was the right thing to do. 
There was only the question of how Lisa would take the news. 
And why should that matter, he asked himself for the twentieth time. She’d left him two years ago. What he did with his life no longer concerned her. 
That kiss had been a mistake of monumental proportions. He couldn’t get it out of his mind. Nor the images it invoked the two of them together, all night long. 
Lisa came back, looking pale and shaky. 
“Sorry about that. I guess it’s too soon after being sick,” she said, sinking gratefully down in her chair. “I hate to cut this short, but I need to get home.” 
Sam handled paying the check in short order and they were soon in the truck, heading for the Ballantine’s home. Lisa leaned her head back, her eyes closed. 
“It was too soon,” Sam said. 
“It was too much spicy food, but my own fault. I thought I was over being sick. Guess not. I shouldn’t have eaten all that salsa. But it sure was good going down.” 
“Don’t push yourself so hard, Lisa. You need to get well before moving.” 
“I also have to make a living. I’ve been a week away from work, do you know how much that piles up?” 
“Yeah, I do. I run a ranch, too, you know.” 
Lisa nodded, she had not forgotten a single thing about Sam Haller. 
Sam walked her to the front door of her parent’s home. 
“Sorry I got sick,” she said, opening the door. The evening couldn’t end too soon for her. She had given in with no fight to his wishes about Joey. And she still couldn’t forget that kiss. 
“Call me when you’re ready to head back to Fort Worth, I’ll drive you in.” 
“My mom can take me.” 
“Hey, I brought you here, I’ll take you back. If you need help moving, give a holler. We’ve got a lot of trucks on the ranch, and willing men who can move you in a day.” 
“Thanks, Sam.” Amazed at the offer, she wondered why he was being so friendly now? Of course. He’d gotten his way about Joey. He could afford to be magnanimous. 
“Good night, Lisa.” He turned and headed back to the truck. 
She watched, conscious of a niggling sense of disappointment that he didn’t even smile at her, much less kiss her again. Sighing softly, she entered the house. The sound of voices from the kitchen let her know where her parents were, but she didn’t want to talk with them or anyone tonight. 
Slipping quietly to her room, Lisa tried to make sense of the latest turn of events. She would have bet money on Sam’s not wanting anything to do with her again. And lost, if his offer were sincere. 
By the time she’d climbed into bed she’d determined that responsibility had prompted the offer of a ride. He’d brought her to Tumbleweed, leaving her car in Fort Worth, so of course he’d felt responsible for returning her. 
She remembered the chores and tasks he and Nick had to do around the ranch before anything else. Their dad had insisted drilling in a sense of responsibility that nothing could shake. 
She wished his offer had been prompted by something else. 
* * *
TUESDAY MORNING, LISA called Sam to take him up on his offer to drive her into Fort Worth the next day. 
“That’ll be great, Joey doesn’t have a lot of toys here so we’ll pick up a few. When will you be moving?” 
“I still don’t have a place here. Until I find something, I’ll have to stay in Fort Worth.” 
“Wouldn’t your parents let you stay there?” Sam asked. 
“They probably would, if I asked. Which I’m not going to. Joey and I need our own place.” 
The silence let her know Sam’s views. 
“Anyway, if it’s not too much trouble, I’ll be ready anytime in the morning.” 
“We’ll pick you up at eight. How are you feeling?” 
“I’m back to one hundred percent. Sorry about last Saturday night.” 
“You said that then. We should have gone someplace that served soup.” 
“See you tomorrow, Sam.” She didn’t want him to continue to see her as someone who was sick. She felt fine. Actually more alive than any time in the last two years. 
Promptly at eight the next morning, Lisa opened the door to Joey. He flung himself against her, hugging her tightly. She lifted him and hugged back. 
“I’ve missed you. I swear, Joey, you’ve grown another foot!” 
He laughed, tightening his arms around her neck. “No, I haven’t, Mommy, I only have two feet.” 
She laughed and looked at Sam. His intense gaze had her smile fading as a wave of awareness swept through. He came so close to them she thought he might touch her. But he stopped inches away, looking back and forth between her and Joey, his eyes unreadable. 
“Ready to go?” he asked in a low, husky voice. 
For a moment Lisa almost swayed toward him. His tone reminded her of dark nights of love. 
“Mom and Dad want to see Joey for a minute, if that’s okay?” Her gaze met his, clung. For a moment things swirled around, but she couldn’t move. Could only stare into Sam’s eyes and feel her heart race. 
“I’ll wait in the truck,” he said at long last. 
“Don’t be dumb, Sam. Come in.” 
He doffed his hat and stepped inside the house. Lisa set Joey down just as her father came down the hall. For the next few minutes Joey was the center of attention with his grandparents. Lisa watched as he chatted a mile a minute about all he’d been doing on the ranch, feeling a pang of regret she hadn’t been there to see all he’d done. 
Better get used to it, girl, she admonished herself. It was the way of the future. 
“Looks like you’re going to be a full-fledged cowboy in no time,” her father told him. 
“You must come stay with us soon,” her mother said, brushing her hand over his hair as if she couldn’t get enough of the little boy. 
“Do you have horses?” Joey asked. 
Everyone laughed. 
“No, but I bake a lot of cookies,” Margaret said, not above bribing him. 
“We better go,” Lisa said, conscious of Sam’s silent figure. He didn’t evidence any impatience, but this couldn’t be easy for him. 
“I have something for you to take today,” Margaret said, holding out a brown bag to Sam. “It’s some of those c-o-o-k-i-e-s I made the other day. For later, if you get hungry.” 
“I’m sure a certain little boy will love them. After lunch.” 
Margaret patted Sam on the arm. “And big boys, too. It’s good to see you again, Sam.” 
He smiled and nodded, replacing his hat and looking at Lisa. “Ready now?” 
The two hour ride passed swiftly. Joey told his mother about his activities, then she looked to Sam for clarification as her son’s explanations sometimes left some crucial fact out. 
Wistfully she watched the animation and delight on Joey’s face. He’d had a wonderful few days. How would apartment living compare? She was worried she would come up on the short end of that stick. Would Joey grow to hate living with her, yearning to spend all his time with his father on the ranch? 
Fort Worth seemed crowded and hectic after the slower pace of Tumbleweed, Lisa thought as they drove through the city traffic. Her street looked tired, closed in. 
She took a deep breath. It was only temporary until she found a place in Tumbleweed. 
All too soon, she had packed some more of Joey’s clothes, and an assortment of games, toys and books. He and Sam were leaving. Leaving her alone in Fort Worth.



Chapter Five 

BY SATURDAY MORNING, Lisa was seething with impatience. Today Sam was bringing Joey home. She'd risen early, making sure the apartment was spotless not that it needed any attention. She hadn’t been able to sleep well the last three nights, so had whiled away the time getting everything cleaned. Even started packing for the pending move. 
She’d also been able to catch up on most of her work for Bill Taylor. It was amazing how much time she had on her hands with Joey gone. 
And how desperately she needed involving tasks to keep her mind from thinking about Sam. 
It was almost nine. When would they arrive? 
She sat on the sofa and tried to leaf through a magazine, but couldn’t concentrate. Glancing at the phone she wondered if Sam would call her to let her know when to expect them or just show up. 
He hadn’t said anything definite about time. Maybe she should call him. If they weren’t coming until afternoon, there was no sense her jumping at every sound as if it might be them. 
The phone rang a long time before Nick answered it. 
“I was calling for Sam,” Lisa said, surprised to hear him. This was the main phone number for the ranch. Nick had an extension, but rarely used it. He had his own phone line. 
“He must be doing something. I picked up because it rang so long.” 
“Do you know when he and Joey are coming to Fort Worth?” 
“No.” The clipped tone let Lisa know he wasn’t thrilled to be talking with her. 
“Nick, is everything all right? I mean between you and Sam?” 
“It’s really not any of your business any more, is it Lisa? You made that clear when you left.” 
“I couldn’t stay,” she said. 
“Well, there’s a difference of opinion on that. If I see Sam this morning, I’ll tell him you called.” With that he hung up. 
Lisa replaced the receiver carefully. She hadn’t imagined his hostility the other afternoon. But why? She had never done anything to him.
Unless it was because of Sam’s accusations. False accusations. She and Nick had been tight in high school, but drifted apart long before she'd become involved with Sam. Only he’d never fully believed that. 
And her actions during their marriage had done nothing to convince him, she acknowledged ruefully. 
Pacing the small apartment, she felt restless and unsettled. Her mother had called yesterday afternoon with information about a possible apartment available in Tumbleweed. She planned to drive over tomorrow to see it, and then would spend the rest of the day with her parents. They wanted to see Joey again. 
She wished her sister, Sally, would settle down, get married and give her folks a half dozen grandkids. They loved children, and it sure didn’t look as if Lisa would be providing any more. 
The phone rang. 
“Lisa, Nick said you called.” Sam’s impersonal tone startled her. 
“I was curious to know when you and Joey would get here,” she said, sitting on the edge of the sofa. Despite the coolness in his voice, she felt almost giddy hearing him. 
There was a pause on the other end. 
“Late.” 
“Late? How late? Lunch time?” 
“After dinner.” 
“After dinner? I wanted to see him today, not have you show up just when he’s ready for bed!” 
“He’s not really excited about going back to that apartment. I thought if he was tired out by the time we got there, he’d go right to bed and it’d make the transition easier.” 
“Oh.” Lisa hated hearing Joey didn’t want to come home. Though she couldn’t blame him. Had it still been their place in Denver, he might not have minded. But they’d only been two months at this apartment too short a time for a little boy to form attachments. 
And she had to admit the excitement of a ranch would offer more to a small boy than the quiet apartment building, with no yard to speak of and no animals. 
“You could stay for a while when you drop him off so he’d know you were still available,” she suggested. 
“I’ve already promised a trip to the zoo.” 
She clutched the phone, her heart sinking. They’d made plans for the day, excluding her. “Joey’s never been to the zoo before.” 
“Yeah, he said that. He’s raring to go.” 
She waited a moment, not wanting to give into the urge, but unable to resist. “I want to go, too.” 
“What?” 
“It’s a first for him and I want to be there when he first sees the lions and monkeys.” 
The silence stretched out for a long moment. Lisa wondered what Sam was thinking. Please, don’t let him refuse. 
“I can see the appeal. I would have liked to have seen his first steps, been there the first time he talked,”  Sam said slowly.
Lisa’s heart tightened. She had deprived the man of those milestones with her impatience with things, the lack of trust and understanding. How much had been real and how much her own inexperience and youth? 
“I’m sorry, Sam,” she said softly. “You should have seen them, too. But please don’t keep me from today for revenge.” 
“I’m not into revenge, Lisa. We’ll pick you up at eleven.” He hung up. 
“Seems to be a tendency with Hallers,” she murmured replacing the receiver. She vowed to teach Joey to always say goodbye before hanging up a phone. 
Her heart rose, they’d be here at eleven! Joey and Sam. 
She wasn’t sure which one she wanted to see more. 
* * *
NICK LEANED AGAINST the counter, watching his brother. He frowned when Sam hung up the phone. 
“You’re taking her with you now?” 
Sam shrugged. “She said it’s a first Joey’s first time to the zoo and she wants to be part of it.” 
“Like you were part of all his other firsts?” Nick asked. 
“Leave it alone, bro.” 
“Seems to me you’re close to taking up with her again. Didn’t you learn anything before? Does she know about Margot?” 
“Not from me,” Sam said, rinsing his coffee cup. “Joey!” he called. 
“Are you going to tell her?” 
Sam shrugged, met his brother’s eyes. “I started to. But, the way things are, it really has nothing to do with her. Now I don’t know.” 
“It has something to do with Joey. In a few weeks he’s going to have a half-brother or sister.” 
“So I’ll tell him when the time’s right.” 
“How a reasonably intelligent man can screw up his life so much is beyond me,” Nick said. “Jennifer's coming over again tomorrow. Can we discuss the reception then?” 
Sam nodded. 
He rested a hip against the counter when his brother left and gazed out through the screened door. Good question, he thought. How had he screwed up his life? When he’d been younger, dealing with his father had been his biggest problem. After his death, Sam thought he’d be free. 
Until he’d been caught by a pretty, bright, bubbly armful of sexy woman called Lisa. That had ended disastrously. 
Next step, get roaring drunk during the lonely holidays and end up sleeping with a substitute for his long-gone wife. And father another baby. 
One the mother had no intention of keeping. 
What else could a man do, but take his child? He’d missed Joey’s firsts, but he wouldn’t miss the new child’s firsts. 
No one said it would be easy. Most people who knew his plans said he was a damned fool for even thinking about it. But he couldn’t let his baby be raised by strangers. 
And who knew, maybe one day he’d find a woman who would take him on with two kids. 
Or maybe not. He wasn’t anxious to venture forth in the matrimonial stakes again. His track record sucked. 
“Joey! Are you ready, yet?”  he called, shaking off the regrets and moving forward, the only way he knew how.
When the little boy came skidding into the kitchen, Sam felt his heart swell with love. The kid had Lisa’s chin and her way of jutting it forward sometimes. But other than that, he looked like he and Nick had as boys. No question he was a Haller. 
“Ready to go to the zoo?” he asked, scooping him up and hugging him gently. 
“Yes. We’re going to see monkeys and lions!” 
“And Mommy. She’s going with us.” 
“Has mommy been to the zoo before?” Joey asked, his expression suddenly serious. 
“I don’t know.” 
Amazing after being married two years, and hearing about her from Nick when they were all younger, he didn’t know that about Lisa. What else didn’t he know about his former wife? 
“I’m sure we’ll have fun exploring together.” 
* * *
LISA WAS STANDING out front when Sam drew up. She smiled brightly and hurried to the curb, opening the passenger door as soon as he came to a stop in front of the apartment building. 
“I thought I’d save you hunting a parking place. Hi, Joey.” She kissed her son on his cheek and slid into the seat, closing the door. 
“Thanks for including me,” she said to Sam, trying to judge his mood. His face was impassive. 
“We’re going to the zoo, Mommy!” Joey said excitedly, bouncing in the car seat. “Have you been there before?” 
“I sure have, but not for a long time.” 
“Did you go as a child?” Sam asked, pulling back into traffic. 
“Many times. Mom and Dad took Sally and me every summer when we were younger. Did your family go every year?” 
“No. I was seventeen the first time I went,” Sam said. 
Lisa looked away, embarrassed at not knowing. And embarrassed when she remembered his childhood. She always felt that way when he’d mention the way things had been so different from her own. He never complained, but she knew from her days of dating Nick how hard their father had been on both boys, but especially Sam because he was the oldest. Ben Haller hadn’t had time for foolishness, as he called anything frivolous or fun. 
Of course, he had had time for his own pursuits, and neglected the ranch more and more as he’d grown older. It had been a mess when Sam and Nick inherited. 
She cleared her throat. “I never told you, but I think what you’ve done with the ranch has been terrific.” 
Sam threw her an odd look. “What brought that up?” 
Nervously, she traced a design on her jeans. “Just thought I should tell you.” 
“Why?” 
“Does everything have to have a reason?” she said, irritated he couldn’t just take the compliment and let it ride. 
“Usually.” 
“Okay, I was thinking about the zoo, then I thought about your father, and then how the ranch was when you first inherited it. I guess I didn’t realize back then how much work would be needed to keep it going, much less recover from the neglect.” 
“And now you do?” he asked, his tone skeptical. 
“Maybe not everything, but I sure have a much better appreciation after working with Bill Taylor’s place. I see all that needs to be done and remember your doing so much by yourself when we were married.” 
“So after all this time, and getting insight from a stranger, you suddenly realize I wasn’t just trying to avoid spending time with you but had legitimate reasons for the work I was doing?” 
“I’m not sure I would have put it that way.” Though it was exactly the way it should be put. But it reminded her how much of the breakup had been her fault. And she hated admitting it. 
“How would you put it?” he asked.
Lisa thought a moment, then sighed softly. “Exactly that way. I’m sorry, Sam. You were working hard and I should have been helping, not adding burdens.” 
“Water over the dam,” he said briefly. 
She asked Joey about his visit, listening with half an ear as he talked about horses and cows and steers. She wondered if he knew the difference with cattle yet. If not, it wouldn’t be long. His animated expressions were precious. She’d missed him so much. 
Better get used to that, she admonished herself. It looked as if there was no help for the change in custody arrangements. She really had no grounds for fighting it. 
She kept flicking glances at Sam. He looked bronzed from the sun, fit and trim. His hat rode back on his head and his shoulders filled out a good portion of the wide truck cab. Wishing to hear his voice, she tried to come up with an innocuous topic that wouldn’t have either upset, but which would let her hear his deep tones, the soft Texas drawl so appealing. 
She’d loved nights they’d spent together in the dark talking, making plans. She could still remember listening to him dream about expanding the herd, trying different strains, adding more fields of experimental grains. 
He’d respected his wife enough to share his life and dreams with her. 
She, instead, had wanted to go dancing, partying and escape the constant workload. A child’s view of marriage. She’d been too young to know what to realistically expect. And too young to pull her own weight. 
She’d grown up in the interim years. 
Had she changed enough to interest Sam? 
She looked at him again and felt her heart catch. He was still the sexiest man she’d ever seen. They were different people from who they’d been when they married, and from when they divorced. He seemed harder, more self-contained. How much was a cover for the hurt she’d inflicted? 
She still felt that strong pull of attraction, even though it was awkward to be around him. The angry words they’d hurled at each other seem to echo whenever she saw him. 
Would they one day have a comfortable truce? 
How did he feel about her? The kiss the other night had been fantastic. Surely that showed some interest in more than a truce! 
Or was he just reverting to form? She remembered laughing with Nick over some of the wild stunts he and his older brother had pulled around town. And they’d included their fair share of escapades with girls. 
Sam’s turning into the parking lot for the zoo interrupted her musing. 
Joey’s exuberance was catching. Lisa felt buoyed up and excited about the outing despite her awkwardness around Sam. 
Exploring the different habitats of the animals proved both fun and educational. Sam and Lisa took turn reading aloud the display signs before each enclosure, teaching Joey and learning new facts themselves. 
By the end of the afternoon, they were more relaxed and almost chatting comfortably together. Granted the topics of conversation were centered on the zoo or their son, but at least the awkwardness had fled. 
It felt surreal, she thought at one point. The two of them had always shared a similar sense of humor, and today they were laughing like old friends. Yet nothing else was the same. They’d been as intimate as anyone could be, and fought like crazy. Now they were acting like polite strangers. 
Was that the way it would always be in future? 
Poignantly, she wished they could at least be friends. She hadn’t wanted their marriage to turn out as it had. Even now, she wasn’t sure exactly how everything evolved. Once started, it had been like a run-away freight train, out of control. Sam deserved better than he’d got. 
“Can you carry me?” Joey asked, reaching up his arms to his father. 
“Tired?” 
“No.” But as soon as Sam picked him up, he laid his head on his shoulder and closed his eyes. 
“I bet he’s exhausted. He’s covered at least twice the ground we have running back and forth like he did,” Lisa said, reaching up to pat his back. She studied Sam holding the boy, feeling a tug at her heart. She imprinted the memory for all time. Who knew when she’d see them like this again? For one bittersweet afternoon, they’d been a complete family. 
“Guess we should head for home. Would you like to stay for dinner?” Lisa asked. “I’ll fix something quick, or we can call for pizza. One of the advantages of living in town, instant pizza delivery.” She said it lightly, hoping Sam would not be reminded of one of her complaints at the end that she could never order pizza because no one would deliver so far from town. 
“There are lots of advantages of living in a city,” he said as they headed for the exit. 
“And a lot to living on a ranch.” Were they taking opposite roles in the old debate? How ironic. 
Joey was still asleep when Sam carried him into the apartment a half hour later. 
“Will he sleep through the night?” he asked. 
“I expect so. It’s only a couple of hours before he’d normally go to bed, and after all that walking and excitement, I’m sure he’s exhausted.” 
“What about dinner?” 
“With all the popcorn and ice cream he ate this afternoon, on top of that whopping burger for lunch, I suspect he’ll survive until breakfast. I’ll put him down if you like.” Lisa took the sleeping child and headed down the short hall. 
Sam watched her, then looked around the living room. Quite a difference from the other time he had seen it. It was spotless just as he expected. In the corner were two large cardboard boxes, already half full with books and nick-knacks. 
A quiet satisfaction unexpectedly filled him. She was moving closer. He’d get to see her – Joey that is – more frequently. 
He turned his hat in his hand, wondering what he was doing. If Joey stayed asleep, there was no need to remain. He could head for home, get something to eat on the way. 
But he didn’t move, just waited. 
“You’re staying, aren’t you?” she asked a few minutes later, coming into the living room and seeing him standing near the door. 
“Guess I will. I haven’t had pizza in a long time.” 
“Me, either. Do you still like everything on it?” she asked, moving to the side table to pull out the phone book. 
“Yes.” 
“Me, too.” 
In a few minutes she’d placed their order and brought each a glass of red wine from the kitchen. Sam sat on the sofa. Lisa sat on the edge of one of the flanking chairs. A blind man could tell she was nervous. 
Interesting, Sam thought, sipping the wine. He’d have rather had a beer. It was as if they were strangers, trying to be polite, with nothing in common to bind them together. 
Nothing like the days they’d been dating. His gaze dropped to her mouth, remembering her taste. He took a large swallow of the wine and looked away. Thinking like that could only get him into trouble. Look at what happened when they went to dinner the other night. He’d been unable to keep from touching her, from kissing her. 
“So how was it having a three year old around all the time,” she asked. 
“Challenging. Time consuming. And a lot of fun. I’m going to miss him this week.” 
“But you’ll be able to get lots more done. I didn’t realize how much until he was gone these few days.” 
“The advantages of living in Tumbleweed. If you have a rush project, just call. I’ll take him. Find anything yet? I noticed you started packing.” 
“Mom called with a possibility. I’m going to check it out tomorrow.” 
What did you talk about to an ex-wife, he wondered. How personal could he get? Did she want to talk about her job or about Joey? Or about the past or the future? Did she want to hear about what he was doing? Or was the severing of legal ties one of many severings? Had all interest waned? 
His presence obviously made her nervous. Because Joey had gone to sleep, was she regretting her offer of dinner? He’d eat quickly and leave. 
She looked directly at him. “Are you happy with Nick’s choice for wife?” she asked. 
“I like her.” 
“That’s all?” 
“What else? I’ve only know her a few months, and we haven’t exactly spent a lot of time together. She and Nick plan to live in his house. They’re going to hold the reception in the main house. That’s why she was there the other day, to discuss the reception.” 
“Uh, sorry. I guess you didn’t get much discussed.” 
“She and Nick are coming over tomorrow. There’s plenty of time. The wedding’s not until June, after school is out. Still two months away.” 
“Big weddings take a lot of planning.” 
“They’ve been planning it since Christmas. How long does it take to buy a dress, order some food and reserve the church?” 
“There is more involved than that.” 
“Wasn’t with ours.” He looked at her sharply. “Did you wish for something different for our wedding?” 
She shook her head. “I just wished for something different for our marriage,” she said without thinking. 
Before he could respond, the pizza arrived. The next few minutes were busy. He paid the delivery man over Lisa’s protests. She brought plates and napkins and offered more wine which he declined. They began to eat and the moment to follow up on her statement passed. 
Not that he had a clue what he would have said. 
There were still two pieces of pizza left when Sam reached his limit. Lisa had finished eating a few minutes ago. 
He tossed his napkin on the plate and looked at her. 
“I guess I’ll head out.” 
“I can fix some coffee before you go,” she said quickly. 
“No need.” 
“I’d like to.” 
Coffee meant staying longer. The tension between the two of them had eased somewhat, the day at the zoo had seen to that. But he still didn’t know where they stood. Stay or go? 
“All right, coffee would be nice.” 
She smiled and jumped up to head into the kitchen. Sam gathered the plates and the almost empty cardboard box of pizza and carried them into the small kitchen. He put the dishes in the sink, and the box on the counter. 
“Where’s your stuff to wrap food in?” he asked, looking around. 
“In that drawer,” she pointed, grinding fresh coffee. “But you don’t have to do anything. You’re a guest. Go sit down.” 
“I don’t mind.” He’d rather be doing something than just sit. Especially the way his thought were moving. 
He wrapped the pizza and put it away, conscious of Lisa only inches away. She finished grinding the coffee and put it in the filter, starting the coffee maker. 
The small kitchen didn’t offer much space, he thought, leaning back against the counter and watching her. Her nervousness viably increased. He almost smiled. At least he wasn’t the only one feeling the strain. 
The silence stretched out while the machine took its time brewing the fragrant beverage. The aroma filled the room. 
“Sam,” she said, turning the cups around on the counter until the handles matched. Moving them a scant millimeter to the left. 
“What?” 
Darting a quick glance, she returned her gaze to the cups. “The other night, you apologized for kissing me in the car. Is there, was there a reason you shouldn’t have?” 
He went on alert. This was the last topic he expected her to bring up. “Like what?” 
“I don’t know conflict of interest or something.” 
“Because of wanting to spend more time with Joey?” 
She nodded, peeking up again, looking away. Had she thought as much about that blasted kiss as he had? Endlessly replaying every delicious, hot millisecond when she should have been pay attention on something else? 
“I didn’t think you’d be receptive,” he said slowly. 
She cleared her throat. “You caught me by surprise. But I wouldn’t say I was exactly unreceptive. The thing is, I’m not sure you needed to say you would never do it again. I mean, you so often hold fast to everything you say and what if you, if we, wanted to...just give a quick kiss goodbye or something. As Joey’s parents, I mean.” 
He unfolded his arms, stepping close enough to feel the warmth she generated. When she looked up into his eyes, hers were plain scared. 
“So are you suggesting that once in a while strictly as Joey’s parents we might want to give each other a quick kiss goodbye?” 
She cleared her throat again. “Maybe.” 
“Goodbye,” he said, closing his mouth over hers.



Chapter Six 

GLORIOUS SENSATIONS EXPLODED. Lisa scarcely had a second to take a breath before she was plunged into the maelstrom of desire. Heat flooded, swept through every cell in her body. Her breath left, but she didn’t have time to take another, she was too busy savoring the pleasure Sam’s embrace brought, relishing the tingling shivers flashing across her skin at his touch. 
His mouth was magical. His lips were warm and demanding, and she was only too delighted to respond. Her tongue danced with his, brushing against the velvety texture, trembling with the sexual awakening that clamored for more. 
They had always been so hot together. So perfect. So magical. She didn’t think, didn’t remember, only felt the shimmering sorcery of his touch. 
Slowly she came back to earth when he eased back from the kiss. Resting his forehead on hers, he stared deep into her eyes. 
“You still pack a wallop,” he said in that husky voice she remembered so well. 
“So do you,” she whispered. 
Sam stepped away, letting his arms fall to his side. 
“I’ll take a rain check on the coffee,” he said, already turning for the living room. 
Before Lisa could gather her wits, he was already at the front door, Stetson in hand. 
“Wait!” She dashed into the living room. Stopping at the doorway, she looked at him. “Don’t go.” 
“Lisa, when a man’s been through all I’ve been through, he finally learns some sense. Staying any longer would blow all that sense clear out the window. Call me if Joey needs anything.” 
She watched in disbelief as he left. Running her tongue over her slightly swollen lips, she could still taste him. Her heart raced, her entire body yearned for his touch. For more than a kiss extraordinary as it has been. 
It obviously hadn’t meant the same to him as it had to her. She wouldn’t have been able to walk away so casually. In fact, Lisa was rather afraid she wouldn’t have walked away at all! 
* * *
THE APARTMENT HER mother had told her about was in an old Victorian home that had been converted to flats. Leaving Joey with his doting grandparents the next day, Lisa walked over the few blocks separating her parent’s home from the Victorian. The day was balmy, with a hint of high heat threatening. With the cloudless blue sky above her, and the wide lawns and huge old trees bounding the sidewalk as she walked over, Lisa knew this was the place to raise her son. The hectic noise and commotion, traffic, billboards, and other trappings of the city were gone. Here was a slower pace of life, friendly neighbors, and lots of open space. 
The Victorian house had been turned into apartments years ago. Lisa studied the house as she drew closer. It was in good shape, freshly painted, with a huge front yard. If the back was as large Joey would have lots of room to play. Maybe they’d even let her hang a swing from one of the limbs of that old oak, she thought as she walked up the brick walkway. 
A truck pulled in to the sidewalk behind her, and Lisa glanced over her shoulder surprised to see Nick Haller. 
He climbed out, studied her for a moment, then headed toward the house. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked. 
“Hello to you, too,” she said, determined not to get riled by his hostility. 
He stopped beside her. 
“Where’s Joey?” 
“At my folks. I’m here to see about an apartment. The one on the ground floor is available.” 
He looked at the house and back at her. “Why are you moving back?” 
“For a number of reasons, actually. Does it matter?” 
“Stay away from Sam.” 
“What?” That was the last thing Lisa had expected. 
“You heard me. You did a number on him before. He’s finally gotten over you. And he has enough on his plate right now. Stay away.” 
“I’m not moving back here to make a play for Sam.” 
“Aren’t you?” 
Lisa glared at him. “No, I’m not. I’m moving back to make things easier for Joey. Not that it’s any of your concern. And I’m surprised at your attitude toward Sam. He was quick enough to accuse us of cheating behind his back when there was never anything going on. You were mad enough two years ago.” 
“Yeah, well things change. We could have done more to convince him. At the time, I was torn from not believing he could truly believe what he was saying to feeling a bit proud my brother was jealous of me. Stupid reaction.” 
The anger suddenly left Lisa. “No more stupid than I was.” She glanced at the house and sighed. “I thought he would fight for me. Show me he really cared. Once started, I couldn’t figure out a way to back out and not look like a total idiot.” 
“You are a total idiot,” Nick said. 
She looked at him again, startled. 
“He was crazy for you. You didn’t realize when you had it good,” Nick said. 
“I know.” For the first time she faced it squarely. She’d been the primary cause of their broken marriage. And she didn’t like admitting that even to herself. 
“It took him a long time to get over you, Lisa. Don’t mess with him again.” 
“Or?” she challenged. 
“Or I’ll see you regret it,” he said solemnly. 
“What’s between Sam and me is between the two of us.” 
“Not any more. There are-- ” 
“Nick!” Jennifer came out onto the porch. “I saw your truck arrive and wondered what you were doing.” She smiled uncertainly at Lisa. “Hi, Lisa. I didn’t know he was talking with you.” 
“We’re finished.” Lisa turned back to Nick. “I’m all grown up now, Nick. And I can take care of myself and my son.” 
“Just remember what I said,” he said, turning toward Jennifer. 
Lisa watched him take the other woman in his arms and kiss her before they both went into the house. Following slowly, she wondered if she wanted to have an apartment in the same place Jennifer did. 
After Nick’s warning, she wasn’t anxious to see a lot of him, and she suspected he was over here quite a lot. Or would be until they married. 
Bolstered with the thought it would only be for a couple of months before Jennifer was gone, she continued to the apartment. 
The manager was ready to show her the space and answer all her questions. In less than an hour, Lisa had decided to take the spacious apartment. Despite Nick’s unfriendly behavior, she wanted to tell Sam. She’d wait until he called about picking Joey up for another visit, but wondered what his reaction would be. 
She found out that evening. Joey was fresh from his bath and ready for bed when the phone rang. 
“Hello?” Lisa answered, glad to sit down for a moment. She’d been on the go since early that morning. 
“Lisa?” 
His voice caused her to catch her breath. 
“Hi, Sam.” 
“I called to see how the apartment hunting went. Did you like the place your mother recommended.” 
“Yes. Actually, I signed a lease. We move in as soon as we want. It’s already vacant.” 
“Where?” 
“That’s a funny thing. It’s in the building Jennifer lives in.” 
“Wait until she hears that.” 
“She might already know. Nick knows I was looking there. He didn’t tell you?” 
“No.” 
“Oh. I saw him as I was walking there. Maybe he forgot all about it once he saw Jennifer.” 
“When are you moving?” 
“This week or next. I need to check with Bill Taylor to see what the work load’s going to be like. He offered to lend a couple of cowboys ” 
“I told you, I’d send someone. We can do it on Thursday, if that’s good for you. Or move the stuff while you’re working. Just mark which rooms you want what stuff in.” 
“You don’t have to do that, Sam,” she said softly. 
“Do you not want the help?” 
“No, I’m grateful for it. But just because we were married once, doesn’t mean I expect you to take care of me now. I can find my own movers.” 
“Let’s not talk about the past, Lisa. I didn’t do such a good job of taking care of you and we both know it.” 
She was shocked. “That’s not true. You were super. It was my fault. All of it.” 
“The anger and jealousy with Nick?” he asked, a trace of amusement in his tone. 
“I wasn’t jealous of Nick, and you had no reason to be. I should have done more to convince you, and maybe stayed away from Nick until you were convinced.” 
“You don’t sound so sure.” 
“He was a friend. When you and I fought, he always had a friendly ear. That’s all it was, Sam. Truly.” 
“I know. Now. They say hindsight is 20-20.” 
“I wish I had done things differently,” she said. How much, she couldn’t tell. But being around Sam reminded her of the wonderful hours they spent together when they weren’t fighting. It had been the most special time of her life. 
She wanted that special feeling again. 
Taking a deep breath, she plunged forward. “Thank you for offering. I’ll take you up on it. I’ll check with Bill about Thursday. I’d like to be there if I can.” 
“Let me know. How’s Joey?” 
“Tearing around the place. I think you let him run wild in the outdoors. He says the apartment's too small.” She wasn’t going to tell Sam how he’d railed against not being at the ranch, how he’d wanted to go there that afternoon instead of his grandparents’ place. 
“Kids need to be outside,”  Sam said.
“The new place has a nice yard in both the front and back.” 
“And he’ll be close by. He can come just for the afternoon some days.” 
“I guess.” It would be easy to dash to the ranch and back to Tumbleweed in a short time. Nothing like the airplane trips he used to make to see his dad. She held the receiver out to Joey. 
“Want to talk to Daddy.” 
If she wasn’t careful, Joey would fall so in love with the ranch, he would never be happy any place else. Or like being with his dad so much, he was discontent being with her. 
Of course she could understand the latter. She had felt discontent ever since she’d left Sam. 
Was there a way to rectify the situation recapture what they’d once had and build upon it? Could she make her ex-husband fall in love with her all over again? 
Or was she playing with fire? Was what they’d had gone forever? 
Only one way to find out, she thought. And moving to Tumbleweed would prove the best way to put it to the test. 
If she dared. 
* * *
BY THURSDAY AFTERNOON, Lisa questioned her outrageous plan to try to seduce Sam. She’d been around him all day and never detected the slightest bit of interest beyond getting the job done. 
He and four cowboys had shown up at her apartment building, complete with five big pickup trucks. Before mid-morning, her furnishings had been loaded in the trucks and headed for Tumbleweed. Lisa had only had to vacuum and clean the kitchen and she was soon following. 
Sam had everything organized when she reached the old Victorian that would now be home. But he treated her as if she were some stranger impersonally friendly, but nothing more. 
Even when they were finished, he merely tipped his hat and went out with the other men. They were laughing and discussing a rendezvous at the local country-western bar. 
Wistfully, she wished he had included her in the invitation. Joey was at her mother’s. He could have stayed long enough for her to have a beer or two. 
Had she read the signs wrong? 
Putting away her kitchen utensils, pots and pans, and all the food she’d brought over, took most of the remainder of the afternoon. 
By ten, the apartment was almost the way she wanted it. Joey was asleep in his bed, excited to be so close to his father. He’d talked about going out to the ranch on Saturday. The week had flown by. 
Lisa couldn’t stand it any longer. She picked up the phone and dialed the main ranch number. If Nick answered, she’d hang up. But if Sam was home  
“Haller.” 
“Hi Sam.” She hoped she wasn’t making a fool of herself. 
“Lisa?” 
“I just wanted to call to thank you again for moving all my stuff today.” 
“You’re welcomed.” 
“With so many men helping, it went fast. I wish you could have moved me from Denver.” 
“If I’d known you were moving, I might have offered.” 
For a moment she hesitated. There was so much between them, behind them. Could she ever make this work? 
“Um, what time do you want me to bring Joey out on Saturday?” 
“Bring him early.” 
She remembered last Saturday when they’d all gone to the zoo. It had been a special day. 
“How about I bring a picnic lunch. We could come around lunch time, I’ll stay for the picnic and then leave.” 
“Want to go riding? We could head for the stream on the southern boundary. It’s too cold to swim yet, but Joey could skip stones.” 
“That would be great. We’ll be there by noon.” Lisa wanted to stay on the phone, continue the tenuous connection with Sam. But she couldn’t think of another word to say. 
“See you then.” Sam severed the connection. 
She replaced the receiver and took a deep breath. That had been easier than she suspected. Now if only the day itself would prove as easy. But she doubted it. Nothing was easy with Sam Haller. 
* * *
SAM REPLACED THE receiver and leaned back in the chair. He’d muted the television before he picked up. Now he watched the moving figures with no sound. Lisa’s call had surprised him. As had her suggestion for a picnic. He guessed things would be different with Joey around. He knew Lisa was used to having their son with her, and it would be hard for her to relinquish him every other week. Was this her way of staying around as long as possible? 
Or was there another reason? 
For a moment he wondered if Nick’s comment earlier had any merit? Was Lisa making a play for him? 
He doubted it. 
But for a moment he let his fantasy take wing--Lisa, back in his life for good. Had they learned enough from their mistakes to avoid them in the future? Or would the old patterns take hold? 
No reason to let them, he thought. He was older and wiser now. Much wiser. And Lisa, herself, had changed. She was more mature, more practical in her outlook. Maybe.... 
Maybe pigs could fly, he thought in disgust. It was past time to get on with his life. He flicked the button on the remote and the sound flooded in. Live in the present, not some fantasy world, he told himself. 

Saturday dawned as perfect as it gets. The wide Texas sky was a deep blue, without a trace of clouds. The sun shone brilliantly, flooding the air with warmth, yet the heat of the summer was still weeks away. 
Sam did his chores in a state of anticipation that grew as the clock moved closer to noon. He tried to tell himself it was for Joey, but he knew he lied. He couldn’t wait to see Lisa again. 
He’d kept his distance on Thursday, to keep his sanity. After that kiss in her kitchen, he dare not relax his guard for a moment especially around men who worked for him. He’d learned enough about gossip over the last few months to know he would never consciously do anything to feed the flames again. 
The after-moving party at the country-western bar had seemed flat with Lisa not there. He’d stayed the bare minimum he needed to before escaping without causing comment. He’d have left even earlier if he’d known Lisa might call. 
Leading the two horses out of the barn, he tied them to the rail fence. He’d saddled his normal mount and the mare Lisa used to like. Would she remember? 
“Going for a ride, boss?” Jose asked as he walked up. 
“Out to the creek. You need anything?” 
“Naw, just coming to check on that gash on Sundown’s leg. Vet said to keep it clean and you know how he likes to roll in the dust. That boy of yours coming again?” 
“Today. He’s the one going with me on the ride. Thought he’d like to play by the water.” 
“He’s a handful, that one. Chip off the old block, huh?” Jose grinned and nodded, heading into the dark barn. 
Sam felt the pride fill him with the comment. He loved his son, and was proud of him. 
The car drove down the long driveway and veered toward the barn when Lisa saw him. He waited by the horses, watching, savoring the anticipation. He could see her behind the wheel. In only moments she was out of the car, releasing a wild bundle of energy who came running toward Sam. 
“Daddy! I’m here!” Joey flung himself into Sam’s waiting arms. Standing, Sam smiled over his head right into Lisa’s eyes. 
“I see you’re here. Both of you.” 
She nodded, and reached back into the car to pull out a cloth sack. He watched as the snug jeans pulled tight over her rounded bottom. Swallowing hard, Sam looked away. Lisa had suggested a picnic, nothing more. 
“I brought everything we’ll need,” she said, slamming the door with her hip. She carried two bags. 
“We can hitch them behind the saddles and be set.” 
Sam put Joey on the ground and went to take one sack. His fingers brushed against hers and he felt the warmth of her soft skin. For a moment he hesitated. They’d discussed kissing goodbye, did that include a hello kiss? 
She smiled and moved to the mare as if she’d been doing it every day for the last two years. 
Sam spun around and soon had his sack tied firmly behind the saddle. Lisa had also finished the task. 
“One more bathroom stop and we’ll be ready,” she said. “Come on Joey.” 
“I want to ride with Daddy,” Joey said when they returned a few minutes later. 
“Sure thing, partner. Let’s get Mommy on her horse first, okay?” Sam suggested. 
“I think I can mount myself,” Lisa said indignantly. 
“Check the stirrups.” 
“Someone else use this saddle recently?” 
“Jennifer,” Sam said, watching as she easily swung into the saddle. The stirrups were a little long for her, so he moved to adjust them, trying to ignore the warmth of her leg, of the eye appeal of her thigh inches from his face. Maybe he should have let her adjust her own stirrups. But he couldn’t resist the sweet torture. 
“All set,” he said, looking up at her. She smiled at him and he felt his heart kick into overdrive. She had the prettiest smile he’d ever seen. 
“Thank you, Sam.” 
“Let’s go, Daddy!” 
In only a minute Sam and Joey were mounted and ready to ride. They left at a walk, Lisa looking around as if trying to see any changes since she left. Joey kept up a running commentary of things he wanted to eat for lunch giving Sam a full rundown of everything Lisa had fixed. 
“No surprises for lunch,” Lisa said. She laughed at Joey’s enthusiasm. 
“Sounds great. I can’t wait to eat,”  Sam said.
“Me, too,”  Joey chimed in.
They crested the small rise that hid the creek from the house, and trailed down the slope to the water’s edge. Cottonwoods grew along the banks, affording shade. The grass was still green from the spring rain. 
Dismounting, they soon had the picnic blanket spread and the food out. Joey took a drumstick and began to eat, beaming at his parents. 
Lisa felt his happiness herself. Looking at Sam, she met his gaze. Once again she felt as if they were silently communicating both knowing what the other thought. Love for their son was something easily shared. 
“This is fun,” Joey said. 
“Yes it is,” Lisa quickly agreed, smiling at Sam. 
He stretched out on his side, eating the chicken. Lisa had always had a way with southern fried chicken. He remembered what a great cook she’d always been. Pete’s chuck couldn’t compare. 
Not that her cooking was the only thing he missed when she’d left. 
“You’re quiet,” she said. 
“Thinking.” 
“Not on a picnic. This is a time for having fun. If you want to think dark thoughts, do it on your own time.” 
He raised an eyebrow. “Dark thoughts?” 
“You were frowning.” 
“Couldn’t have been, I was thinking how good the food is and what a great cook you are.” 
Color stained her cheeks. “Thank you.” For a moment, she looked flustered. Sam liked that look. 
“I didn’t know you thought I was a good cook.” 
“Great,” he corrected. Taking another piece of chicken, he looked at her consideringly. “Didn’t I mention it before?” 
She shrugged. “I don’t remember it if you did.” 
“Probably too busy yelling.” 
Startled she stared at him, then burst out laughing. “I guess we’re not going to pussyfoot around the past.” 
“No need. We both know what was there. Nothing’s changed, has it, Lisa?” 
She hesitated a moment. “I don’t know, Sam. I think some things have changed. I have for one.” 
He sat up and reached for one of the soft drinks she’d brought, popping the top. He looked at it for a moment, then raised it up to drink. Stalling. He knew it. But he didn’t have an answer to her comment. 
“Can I go play in the water?” Joey asked. “I’m finished.” 
“It’s too cold to play in the water today, son.” Sam said, glad for the reprieve. “We can skip stones, though.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Come on and I’ll show you.” He looked at Lisa and she smiled again. She was doing that a lot today. 
“I’ll watch you from here. When you get back, there’s chocolate cake.” 
“My favorite.” 
She nodded. 
He glanced at the picnic and then headed to the water’s edge with Joey. Everything she’d brought was a favorite. Had she done it deliberately? Or was it coincidence? Most of the fare was normal for picnics. 
He found some flat pebbles and showed Joey how to skip them across the surface of the wide, slow-moving creek. The little boy tried time and again, but could only make a big splash with his stones. 
Lisa called encouragements. 
“You come, Mommy,” Joey called back. “You come skip rocks.” 
Lisa joined them on the edge, searching for the perfect stone. She skipped it four times and turned to Sam, her eyes sparkling. 
“Show off,” he said, throwing another one. This one skipped six times. 
“Me a show off,” she muttered, hunting again for another stone. Before long, they were vying with each other on who could skip the most times. 
Lisa laughed and sent another pebble skimming across the top of the water, skipping seven times. 
“Wow, that’s the most I’ve ever done,” she exclaimed, clapping Joey’s hand in a high five. 
“Not bad for a girl,” Sam said. He grinned at her mock anger and sent a stone flying only to have it plop and sink without a single skip. 
Her laughter rang out. It did funny things to his heart. He had missed the laughter. Her passion and zest for life. She threw herself into everything wholeheartedly. 
Including that kiss the other night. 
He had to stop thinking about that kiss. 
Joey threw a rock, making a big splash. He clapped his hands. “This is fun.” 
“The whole day is fun,” Lisa agreed, smiling directly into Sam’s eyes. 
He wasn’t blind. She was making a play for him. There was no question about it. And he wasn’t one to question why. 
Leaning over, stopping a scant inch from her mouth, he gazed into her eyes. “Winner gets a kiss?” he said in a low voice. 
“Do I win with seven skips?” she asked, flirtatiously, her own gaze dropping to his mouth. 
He almost groaned with the intensity of feelings that surged. Closing the distance, his mouth covered hers. Sam savored the taste of her, the heat that enveloped them. For a moment, everything else faded, the water, Joey, the remnants of the picnic. There was only Lisa and him, alone in a world of their own. 
“Mommy, I throwed a rock.” Joey pressed against Lisa’s leg, trying to separate his parents. 
Breaking the kiss, Sam’s gaze never left hers as he pulled back. “Good for you, Joey.” 
She licked her lips and turned to face her son. Sam turned away, wishing for a split second that Joey had not come with them. If he and Lisa had been alone.... 
What was he thinking of? They would not have been together at all today without Joey. And the last thing she wanted was a roll in the hay with her ex-husband no matter how much he might want that! 
He was playing with fire. They were on a family outing, nothing more. And once they finished the picnic, they’d head for home--their separate homes. 
“It’s hard to tell who was the clear cut winner, wouldn’t you say,” Lisa said. “Want to try best two out of three?” 
He swung around. What was she up to? 



Chapter Seven 

LISA ALMOST LAUGHED at the expression on Sam’s face. Normally he never let anyone know what he was thinking. But she knew he was puzzled by her attitude. Good, time to shake the man up. 
“What are you playing at?” he asked. 
“I’m not playing. I’m deadly serious,” she said solemnly. 
“About?” He raised an eyebrow again. 
“About you and me,” she said in a rush. 
“There is no you and me.” 
“There could be.” 
“I don’t think so. We tried it once, and got burned.” 
“So that means you don’t want to try again?” 
“Got it in one.” 
“What if I do?’ 
“Why?” 
She looked away, watching Joey’s attempts at skipping rocks. “Maybe I want to give Joey a family. The way it should have been, two parents.” 
“Most families have two parents who love each other.” 
Love. Lisa felt the familiar clutch in her heart. Did she love Sam? She once thought she did. But had it only been illusion? Sex? 
“What’s love,” she asked softly. 
“Something neither of us had,” he scoffed. Turning he headed for the picnic blanket. “You’re kidding yourself and trying to kid me if you think we can make a go of it again.” 
“We could if we tried,” she said, turning to follow him with her eyes. 
Sam sat on the blanket and opened the plastic container with the cake. It had tilted and one side was squashed against the container. “I’m not going down that road again, Lisa. Did you bring a knife?” 
She frowned and headed for the blanket. “Yes. I wrapped it so it wouldn’t poke anything. Why not?” 
“Why not what?” 
“Sam! Why not try again.” 
He looked up, putting down the knife and the cake. “I could list a whole bunch of reasons starting with I don’t want to. Is that what you want, a list of reasons, or will that one do.” 
“I made a mistake.” 
“I’ve made a few.” 
“I want to make it right.” 
“It can’t be made right.” 
“Okay, then let’s start over. Hi. I’m Lisa Haller.” 
He shook his head. “Lisa Haller? That’s starting over? That’s coming with the past.” 
“So,” she almost shouted, “I do have a past. One I’m trying to change.” 
“You can’t change the past, Lisa. No one can.” He tossed the knife down and rose to his feet. “I can’t change what’s happened and neither can you.” 
“Then maybe we can start over. Why won’t you even talk about it?” 
“There’s nothing to talk about. The answer is no.” 
She watched him stride away with a growing sense of futility. He wouldn’t even discuss the situation. What had all those kisses been about? 
She rose, torn with wanting to follow him and make him talk, and her need to stay with Joey. The creek was too enticing for a three-year-old to be left alone. 
Dammit, she thought, as she headed back to the bank, the picnic was not going like she’d hoped. 
“Where’s Daddy going?” Joey asked, looking after Sam. 
“He’ll be back soon. Want to skip more rocks?” 
“Can we go wading?” 
“No. The water’s too cold. Come summer, it’ll be nice and warm.” She smiled remembering a summer’s afternoon when she and Sam had gone wading, and ended up soaked and laughing. Not all her memories of living on the ranch were bad. As she let herself, she could remember a lot of happy times. Why hadn’t she remembered those when she got so angry with him? 
Lack of balance and maturity, she admitted ruefully. She’d wanted everything her way, and nothing in life goes perfectly for anyone. 
Sadly, she acknowledged that maybe she couldn’t make Sam change his mind. Again, it was what she wanted but she knew now that a person didn’t always get their own way in everything. The last couple of weeks had shown her they could at least be cordial together. Maybe that was the best she was going to get. 
“But I’m not giving up just yet, you stubborn man,” she murmured softly, looking after him. 
“What?” Joey looked up from the pile of rocks he was stacking. 
“Nothing, sweetie. What are you building?” 
“A mountain.” 
“And a fine one it is.” She smiled, happy to see her little boy so delighted with the simple entertainment. It sure beat playgrounds and small apartments. 
* * *
SAM WALKED QUICKLY along the creek’s edge for a long time trying to out walk his thoughts, distant himself from temptation in the form of Lisa. He clenched his fists against the yearning to take what she was offering and hold on with both hands. 
But once burned, twice shy. He had had a hard time getting over Lisa. 
He laughed mirthlessly. Who was he trying to kid? Was he over her? Or would he ever be? 
Even when dating Margot, he’d constantly compared the two. Which had been a disservice to Margot. She was a nice woman. She just wasn’t Lisa. 
But he suspected he didn’t have what it took to make a good husband. He’d blown it the only time he’d tried. And the fallout was too much to risk again. They had their son to consider, as well. He dare not risk repeating what happened when Joey was an infant. A baby wouldn’t remember his parents fighting. A young boy would. 
Sam knew that he remembered his parents fighting before his mother had left. Did that also color his view? 
He stopped and turned toward the creek, watching the water splash and flow to the right, heading for the Brazos. His thoughts were a jumble but foremost was the kernel of happiness that Lisa even thought to try to build some bridge. 
Granted making a family for Joey wasn’t the most ringing endorsement for an enduring marriage but at least she was talking to him again. 
And responding to his kisses. 
He clenched his fists again. He had to stop kissing her. She was like an addiction one taste wasn’t enough. He wanted more, yearned for more. 
But he was rational enough to know that way lay danger. If one kiss weren’t enough, and he wasn’t strong enough to resist, one kiss would lead to two and three and then more than kissing. 
He reset his hat on his head and turned to walk back downstream. Hiding away helped nothing. He would see the picnic through, then stay as far away from Lisa as he could. 
When he reached the two sitting on the bank, racing sticks in the water like boats, he paused for a moment. The temptation to tell her all about Margot was strong. What if she knew about it and it didn’t matter? 
He shook his head. On the other hand, what if she didn’t? One word about it and Lisa would be off like a shot. If she pursued that fanciful notion of getting back together, he’d tell her. 
He’d have to tell her sooner or later. When he told Joey. But for now, he’d opt for later. 
“America’s Cup?” he asked. 
“We’re racing boats, Daddy,” Joey said, grinning happily up at the man. 
Sam didn’t look at Lisa as he hunkered down beside their son. “I can see that. Who’s winning.” 
“We both are,” Joey said. 
Sam wished everything was that easily viewed. 
Lisa rose and dusted off the seat of her jeans. “I’m going to head back,” she said. “I’ll leave the horse at the ranch. You two stay. Joey’s having fun.” 
Sam rose. “You don’t have to leave.” 
“There’s no real reason for me to stay, is there?” she asked, not meeting his eyes. 
Sam wanted to erase the look of disappointment from her expression. But nothing he could say would change things. 
“We’ll ride back with you.” 
“No, I’ll be fine. I know the way. I recognized the landmarks on the ride here. I might call during the week to talk to Joey if that’s okay.” 
“Of course. Thanks for the lunch, it was delicious.” 
She nodded and bent to kiss Joey. Then, still without looking at Sam, she headed for her horse. Tightening the cinch, she swung up into the saddle and turned toward the ranch. 
* * *
LISA RETURNED HOME feeling totally discouraged. The picnic hadn’t lived up to her expectations. She didn’t know what she could have done differently. She parked on the street and saw Jennifer sitting on the porch in one of the rattan rockers as she walked up the flagstone walkway. 
“Hi neighbor,” Jennifer called gaily, waving. “Want to visit a while? Nick’s coming to get me around four, and I’m taking time to just veg out. Kids get really rambunctious in the springtime, as I’m finding out.” 
Lisa smiled politely and debated. “I don’t have any other plans,” she said, deciding to get to know the woman a bit better. “Oops, that sounded ungracious.” 
“No it didn’t. If you had other plans I wouldn’t expect you to cancel just to sit on the porch.” 
Pulling one of the other rockers across the wooden porch, Lisa sat beside Jennifer, and gazed out over the wide expanse of front lawn. The huge oak trees shaded a portion, including the porch. It was peaceful. 
She sighed softly. 
“Problems?” Jennifer asked gently. 
“Not really. Or at least nothing new. Tell me how you met Nick.” 
“Ouch. Actually, that’s rather embarrassing. He picked me up at a country-western bar. I keep trying to come up with a romantic tale to tell the children. I’m not sure I’d want a daughter of mine picked up in a bar.” 
Lisa smiled. “Sounds like Nick, however. What is surprising is that he’s getting married. He, er, had a rather wild reputation.” 
“I know all about it,” Jennifer said, then grinned. “And those days are behind him if he knows what’s good for him. He only gets to be wild with me.” 
“So you’ll be moving to the ranch when you marry?” 
Jennifer nodded, rocking back and forth, her expression dreamy. “Yes. I can hardly wait.” 
“It’s not as convenient as living in town.” 
“I know that. And in winter if we get any snow, it’s going to be a bear to get to school. But it’ll be worth it.” Jennifer looked at Lisa for a moment. “Didn’t you like living there?” 
Wistfully, Lisa remembered the delight she’d experienced when she’d first moved into the big family home. It had been such a thrill. And being with Sam had been exciting, a time charged with passion and intensity. But the sheen had quickly dulled. She’d wanted more, and in retrospect knew she’d been after fools gold. 
“Yes, I liked it when I lived there.” 
“It’s nice Joey will have a chance to spend a lot of his growing up on the ranch. Especially if he decides to take it up.” 
Lisa looked at her in surprise. “Why wouldn’t he?” 
Jennifer shrugged. “I don’t know. If he wanted to be a doctor or something, wouldn’t you want him to pursue that career?” 
“Oh, I see. Yes, I would.” 
Jennifer nodded. “Which makes you a better parent than Nick’s father.” 
“Well, that wouldn’t take much. He had a terrible reputation in town for not being a good father.” 
“So I’ve heard. And justifiably so, from what Nick says. At least he got away for a while. Sam never did.” 
Lisa looked at her in surprise. “Did Sam want to?” 
Jennifer hesitated, then slowly nodded her head. “I thought you would have known. He wanted to be a vet. But his father wouldn’t even hear of it. He wanted Sam to run the ranch and that was that.” 
“I can’t see Sam kowtowing to anyone even his father.” 
“Ah, but psychological manipulation isn’t hard if someone starts when a person is a child. I know. My parents were terribly over-protective of me. To them I was in danger if I lived a normal life. I didn’t even question their views until I was an adult. It was hard to walk away, to move from Virginia to Texas and start out on my own. Sam had twenty years of his father telling him the ranch was his responsibility, that he had an obligation to run it, to build it, for future generations.” 
Lisa shifted uncomfortably on the chair. “I never heard him talk about that.” Was it true? Had Sam really wanted to do something else besides run that ranch? He’d never said a word to her during their marriage about wanting to be a vet. He’d talked about increasing the herd, the repairs needed on the buildings, buying new equipment. What they’d do when they had money enough to travel. 
Jennifer shrugged. “Sorry if I was letting something out that I shouldn’t have. I know you’re not connected with the Hallers any more, except as Joey’s mother. I guess I thought you’d know.” 
“Nick told you?” 
Jennifer nodded. 
Lisa smiled brightly and stood. “At least you and Nick will start off with communications open between you. That’s got to be good. I’ve got to go.” The reminder she was not connected with the Hallers hurt. Especially when she could see Jennifer had a closer place that she’d had when she had been connected. 
“I did it again, didn’t I?” Jennifer said, a stricken look on her face. 
“What?” 
“Put my foot in it. It’s just I’m so much into telling everything so there are no secrets that can harm, I get carried away. Not everyone wants to know the truth, do they?” 
“I do. And I’m learning quite a few truths I should have known before. Nick doesn’t want me around Sam, did you know?” 
Jennifer nodded slowly. 
Lisa crossed her arms over her chest. “Nick and I used to date in high school. I thought he was my friend.” 
“He was. But your leaving hit Sam hard. I think that was the first time Nick realized his brother was human and not some superman.” 
“It wasn’t easy leaving,” Lisa said. 
“Then why did you?” 
“It was harder to stay. At least I thought so at the time.” 
“But not now?” Jennifer asked. 
Lisa shook her head. “I don’t know. When I see Sam... ” 
Jennifer waited, but Lisa wasn’t up to sharing more with this woman she hardly knew. She smiled politely and shook her head. 
“I’ve got to go. See you.” She spun around and quickly went into the house. Closing the door to her apartment behind her, she leaned against it, feeling as if she’d run a mile. Her thoughts jumbled visions of Sam laughing, yelling, kissing her. The newly discovered knowledge he’d wanted something she’d never known about. A poignant sadness enveloped her. 
She had not been enough. She knew that now. The marriage had ended because she had not been enough woman to live with Sam Haller. 
And now he wasn’t interested anymore. 
* * *
LISA SPENT MONDAY at the Taylor ranch, needing to fully occupy herself to keep from dwelling on Sam. And Joey. She really missed her little boy. Was that what Sam felt when Joey was with her? 
Her hours on the ranch were full, but the drive there and back left too much time to think. 
It was a balm to her ego to find Bill Taylor so happy to see her. He discussed the various aspects of the paperwork that needed to be filled out, the accounts to be brought up to date. Then he asked her to join him in a ride around the property. Lisa had gone out with him twice before to survey the newly inherited land. From her two years on Sam’s place, she’d picked up quite a bit of knowledge of a working ranch. Knowledge she gladly shared with Bill. 
When they reached one field, they stopped and looked at the cattle grazing in the high grass. The winter had been mild with plenty of rain. The spring grass was belly high to the cattle, and they made the most of the grazing. 
“You should sell some of the older steers and get some new stock,” Lisa said, studying the cattle. 
“You’re right. There’s another stock show down in Houston next week. Would you be able to go? I can’t go, I have another commitment I can’t get out of. But I know exactly what I want to bid on. I’ve studied the catalog and talked with some other ranchers in the Cattleman’s Association. You can bid on them for me.” 
“Sure, when is it?” 
“Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. I really appreciate it, Lisa. Will Joey be a problem?” 
“No, I’m sure my Mom would love to watch him. Spoil him rotten, I’m sure.” 
“I’ve decided to cross breed one part of the herd to see how it does, while keeping the other part pretty much as my uncle started. A couple of new bulls are key.” 
They continued their survey of the ranch. Lisa made all the right comments, but couldn’t help comparing today’s ride to the one she’d had on Saturday. She wished Sam asked her to see what he’d done. Talked with her about plans. 
Confided in her about his hopes and dreams. 
Sighing softly, she counted the minutes until she could get back in the car and head for home. She’d call the Haller ranch that evening. To talk to Joey. And to Sam. 
Even if he didn’t want to see her, she could hear his voice. 
It was too bad, she thought, as she drove the long way home from the Taylor ranch, that the stock auction hadn’t been week after next, then Joey would be at the ranch and Lisa wouldn’t have to miss even more time with her son. But it was her week to have him, and now she would be missing three days with him. 
But it couldn’t be helped. She liked her job and appreciated the chance Bill gave her. A more experienced rancher would not want to put up with her own lack of experience. He and she were learning together. 
It was after seven by the time she reached home. Tossing her stack of papers on the sofa, she headed for the phone. 
“Haller,” Sam’s strong voice answered. 
“Hi. It’s me, Lisa. Is Joey still up?” 
“Sure.” Without another word, he called Joey. 
Lisa waited impatiently. It wouldn’t have hurt Sam to talk to her while she waited for Joey. 
“Hi Mommy, I ate all my green beans at dinner. Pete says they make strong cowboys.” 
She laughed softly. “That they do. Good for you. What did you and Daddy do today?” 
Listening to his recount of the day made her miss him even more. How could she wait until Saturday to see him again? 
When he was winding down, she said, “Let me talk to Daddy, okay?” 
“She wants you,” Joey said loudly. 
“Yeah?” Sam said a second later. 
“Would it be all right if I came by tomorrow afternoon for a little while. I miss him.” 
“I’m going into town tomorrow. Want me to bring him by for a couple of hours?” 
“That’d be great. What time?” 
“I just have to go to the bank, no set time. When’s good for you?” 
“Afternoon would let me get some work done in the morning.” 
“We’ll come around three.” 
“Thanks, Sam.” 
He didn’t hang up like she expected. Taking a hopeful breath, she asked, “What did you two do besides count all the cows?” 
“Guess it seems like that to Joey. We just ran a tally of one section. Yesterday we stayed around the house. Jennifer came by and we discussed their wedding plans. She and Joey hit it off. Comes from her being a teacher, I guess knowing how to deal with kids.” 
“She and I talked some on Saturday.” 
“Oh?” 
“She was on the porch when I got home. There are these really comfortable rockers which just cry out to sit in them and rock away any cares. I sat out there a lot yesterday. Today I went to the Taylor Ranch to get another stack of work. I’m constantly amazed at the paperwork connected with a ranch.” 
“At least computers have made things much easier.” 
“Ummm.” She toyed with the phone cord. “Jennifer told me something surprising.” 
“What?” 
“That you wanted to be a veterinarian.” 
“Old news.” 
“I didn’t know.” 
He was silent. 
Lisa rushed into speech, “So it made me wonder what else about you I didn’t know.” 
“Funny, I was thinking that about you when we went to the zoo. Joey asked if you liked to go and I didn’t even know if you’d ever been.” 
“Now you know I’ve been. Why don’t you go study to be a vet?” 
“Too many responsibilities.” 
“Cop out, Sam. Nick could run the ranch.” 
“I’m too old.” 
“You’re thirty-two. You’d be a bit older than some of the other students, but not by much.” 
“It takes years, Lisa. I can’t just go and presto become a vet.” 
“I think you should pursue it.” 
“I’ll keep your recommendation in mind,” he said sardonically. 
She felt the old anger flare, but clamped down on it. She could recognize defense mechanisms now when she saw them. 
“All I’m saying is you could do it if you really wanted. Maybe you should stop listening to your father and listen to yourself.” 
“Advice from an expert?” 
“At least I’m trying to learn from mistakes and change things. What are you doing?” 
“Living the life I was meant to, I guess. We’ll see you tomorrow around three.” 
“Goodbye,” she said quickly and hung up. At least she had that satisfaction. 
* * *
Promptly at three the next afternoon, the familiar pickup truck pulled into the curb in front of the old Victorian. Lisa sat on the porch in one of the rockers. That was fast becoming her favorite pastime. 
Sam got out, helping Joey. The small boy ran across the yard up to the porch. Sam followed more slowly. Reluctantly, if her guess was right. 
“I’ll be back around five.” 
“Want to stay for supper?” she asked, hugging her son. 
“No.” 
She looked up at that. “Why not? My cooking is just as good as Pete’s.” 
He nodded. “Better. But you’re dangerous to be around.” 
Lisa felt the warm glow. Slowly standing, she smiled. He found her dangerous, huh? How promising. 
“Spaghetti and meatballs and nothing more dangerous, I promise.” 
He stepped closer, ruffling Joey’s hair, gazing down into Lisa’s eyes. “Nothing more?” 
“Unless you want something more? Garlic bread?” 
The smoldering look in his eyes let her know what he was thinking about and it wasn’t garlic bread. 
“You’ll behave yourself?” 
Widening her eyes, she nodded. “Always.” 
He muttered something and turned away. “Okay, supper.” 
A thought struck. “Sam?” she called. 
“What?” He turned on the walkway and looked at her. 
“Would you like to have Joey again next week? Then I could have him two weeks in a row following that? I have to go out of town next week. Mom would watch him I’m sure, but I bet he’d like the ranch better.” 
“Where are you going?” 
“To a stock auction in Houston.” 
“With Taylor?” 
“For Bill. He can’t go.” 
Sam was silent a long moment. Then he shook his head. “I can’t watch Joey, I’m going to the same show. Want to drive to Houston together?” 



Chapter Eight 

THIS WAS NOT going to rank up there with the most brilliant thing she’d ever done, Lisa thought as she gazed out of the truck window conscious of Sam sitting a few inches to her left. 
What she should have done the minute she heard Sam was going to Houston was call Bill Taylor and say she couldn’t attend the livestock show. Or at the very least insisted she drive herself. 
But no, she had to agree to Sam’s suggestion that she ride down with him. And stay in the same hotel. 
Did that mean meals together as well? 
She cleared her throat. “I appreciate the ride, but don’t want you to feel you have to chauffeur me around Houston. I can get a cab from the hotel to the stockyard.” 
He glanced at her. “If you like. Seems dumb when I’ll be going myself.” 
“Oh, well, if we happen to be going at the same time, then I guess it does make sense to go together.” Did she imagine the hint of smile? She wasn’t sure and she didn’t plan to stare at him long enough to find out. 
She swiveled her head and gazed determinedly out the side window. 
A faint hint of aftershave wafted on the air. She closed her eyes as memories assailed. Behind her lids she could envision the nights they’d spent together, tangled together, tired after working, and making love into the wee hours. 
She opened her eyes, unable to bear the poignant reminders of what they’d once had. 
“Do you get to Houston often?” she asked, trying for innocuous conversation. 
“No.” 
She glanced at him. He looked totally at ease. His hat was pushed back a bit, and she could see the faint line where it rode when down on his forehead. She longed to trace a fingertip over the indentation. Clenching her hands into fists, she quelled the desire. That would only compound her own foolishness. 
She deliberately relaxed her hands. She should be using this opportunity to explore their relationship, see what possibilities might present themselves, not act like a nervous teenager on a first date. They were only a half hour from home, with hours to go before they reached Houston. She’d never have a better time to spend alone with Sam. 
“Tell me about Denver,” Sam said as the silence stretched out. 
“Not much to tell.” 
“Why did you go there?” 
“Job opportunity.” 
“And Dallas or Houston wouldn’t have had them?” 
“I was trying to run away,” she said, angry to have to put it into words. And embarrassed. 
“I was mad at you and Nick, but you didn’t need to run so far,” Sam said.
“I’ll admit I overreacted, okay? I should have just gone home. Or to Austin. Somewhere closer than Denver. But at the time, I was so angry I wanted to put as much distance between us as possible.” 
“Maine would have done that,” he murmured. 
She laughed softly. “Not that much distance. I needed to stay in the west. Though working in an insurance office is nothing like a hardware store or a ranch. And I wasn’t that crazy about big city living.” 
“Yet you were going to live in Fort Worth.” 
“It’s closer to Tumbleweed. But it doesn’t matter now, does it?” 
“No.” 
That sounded final. She flicked him a glance. “You could have come to Denver to check out where Joey was living.” 
His eyes met hers for a second, then he turned back to the road. “No, I could not have. I expected Nick to tell me.” 
She sighed. “Nick and I were friends in high school.” 
“Lovers.” 
She frowned at him. “Twice, if you count fumbling in the car. We were teenagers with all the raging hormones that comes with the territory. I sure slept with you a lot more. Why can’t you let it go?” 
His hands tightened on the wheel. “It doesn’t matter now.” 
“It seems to, you’re still harping on it.” 
“Harping? I mentioned it, that’s all.” 
“I could understand if you came to the marriage lily white and pure, but you’d done your fair share of sleeping around,” she retorted. “I don’t harp on that. Excuse me, mention it.”

“I had a few girl friends, what did you expect from a twenty-seven year old man?” 
“I expected his past to be his business. Like I expected my past to be my business.” 
He was silent for a while. 
“Was that too much to expect?” she asked softly. 
“Maybe not if it had been anyone but Nick. And if you two hadn’t been together so much.” 
“Nick was my friend moreover someone who seemed to understand me a lot better than you did.” 
“That’s Nick understanding.” 
“You have no need to be jealous of Nick, Sam. You’re twice the man he is.” 
“I’m not jealous.” 
“Sorry, my mistake.” 
They drove for several moments before he spoke again. “Maybe a little.” 
“What?” 
“I didn’t like your turning to him when we had a fight. I wanted you to come to me.” 
“We should have taken a course in communications 101. I’ve had time to think a lot about what I had and threw away.” 
“Threw away?” 
“You made me so angry, I just took off. I truly thought you’d come after me. Even after that last night, when you thought I had been with Nick. I thought once you cooled down you’d see how dumb that was and come after me and Joey. You surprised me by not following. And by agreeing to the divorce.” 
“Hell, Lisa, you had told me plain you never wanted to see me again. I can’t read minds. I can only go on what you say. Plus, I truly believed you and Nick had something going and would be getting married once the divorce was final.” 
“I know that now. I wish I’d know it then.” 
“I thought I made it plain.” 
“Only to someone listening.” 
“You’d have to be deaf not to have heard,” he said wryly. 
She laughed again. “You do have a, er, carrying voice.” It had not been funny at the time. She’d been furious. 
“I yelled as loud as I could, but you yelled right back.” 
“You know what was totally amazing about that night? That Joey slept through it all,” she said.
“Yeah. So tell me about Joey in Denver.” 
For the next hour or so Lisa regaled Sam with tales of Joey growing in their small apartment. She left out the nights he was sick and she was so scared for their baby, telling him instead of milestones, like walking and talking. And of funny incidents, like his dumping the full bottle of cooking oil all over the kitchen floor then scooting around in the slippery substance. Of his sticking his tongue out at a friendly man at the bank. Of his first attempts at some words and the odd combination of syllables he’d come out with. 
By the time they reached Houston, Lisa was feeling hopeful that things were smoothing out between her and Sam. 
They parked the truck, each carrying their own small overnight case into the hotel near the stockyards. 
“I need a hat,” Lisa murmured as they stood in the short line for registration. Glancing around the huge lobby, she noticed dozens of small groups of ranchers and stock men talking and laughing. Every man, woman and child in the place seemed to be wearing a western hat. 
“So we’ll check out the shops. I bet you’ll find one in the first one we go in.” 
She started to tell him she could manage on her own, but stopped. How would they get closer if she was set on being totally independent? 
“Thanks, I’d like that.” 
They were next. When waved to the counter, Lisa stepped aside and looked at Sam. “You go on. I’ll wait for the next one.” 
He looked at her consideringly for a moment, then nodded and moved to the registration desk. In less than a minute, another position opened and Lisa when to register. 
“Lisa Haller,” she told the clerk. 
He pulled up her information on the computer, took her credit card and in a short time handed her a folded card with her room key. “You are in 2020, adjacent to Mr. Haller.” 
She hesitated. “Adjacent to Mr. Haller?” she asked. Had Sam requested they have adjacent rooms. 
“Yes, ma’am. It’s an adjoining room.” 
She looked at the key holder for a moment, then picked it up. “Thank you.” Turning, she saw Sam was already talking with some men he knew. She watched him warily as she headed for the elevators. Had he asked for adjoining rooms? Was he planning on using this trip to see what might develop away from home and responsibilities and other people’s prying eyes? 
Or was it merely coincident? 
Unlikely. Coincidences like that didn’t happen. 
She slipped inside when the elevator doors slid open. Punching the button for her floor she leaned against the side, out of sight of Sam. Breathing a sigh of relief when the doors slid closed, she tried to decide if she was happy about the arrangement or not. 
Unpacking took about three minutes. Three shirts, clean underwear and another set of jeans didn’t take long. She was here to work and had packed light. Brushing her hair in the bathroom, Lisa splashed water on her face and considered what to do next. 
The phone rang. 
It was Sam. 
“I ran into some friends. We’re going out to dinner in a little while, want to come?” 
So much for her idea of a big seduction scene. 
“No, thanks.” 
“Suit yourself. I’ll be ready to leave for the auction around 7 in the morning. That too early?” 
“No, I’ll be ready.” 
“See you then.” Sam hung up. 
“So much for doing things together,” she said aloud as she replaced the receiver. 
Well, she’d initially thought she’d be on her own in Houston. She was capable of entertaining herself. But for a moment, she felt disappointment. Had she misread the signs? Wasn’t Sam interested any longer? 
* * *
PROMPTLY AT SEVEN the next morning, the phone rang. Lisa answered it. 
“Ready? I can meet you in the lobby,” Sam said. 
“Why didn’t you just knock on the door,” she asked. 
“What door?” 
“The adjoining one between your room and mine.” 
The silence was surprising. 
“You’re in the adjoining room?” 
“You didn’t know?” 
“No.” 
She walked with the phone to the door and opened her half. Knocking lightly on the other she didn’t have to wait long before he opened his. 
She hung up. 
“I didn’t know you asked for adjoining rooms,” he said, following suit. 
“I didn’t, I assumed you did.” 
His eyes narrowed. “Why?” 
Heat washed through her, flooding her cheeks. “I was surprised, and I don’t know I just thought you’d asked for adjacent rooms.” 
“I didn’t.” 
“Oh.” Flustered, she turned and picked up the small backpack that had all her auction information. “I’m ready.” 
He stepped through to her room and headed out the door. Lisa followed and made sure it was closed. 
As they waited for the elevator, Sam studied at her. “You could have mentioned it yesterday when I called.” 
“I would have if I hadn’t thought you already knew.” 
“Interesting reaction I would have thought you’d have asked for different rooms at the least.” 
She shrugged and watched the elevator doors. “I didn’t think you’d suddenly attack. You’re the one who said he’d never kiss me again.” 
“And you said it would be all right to exchange goodbye kisses,” he began just as the elevator reached their floor. “Maybe you want something more than goodbye kisses.” 
Four interested sets of eyes moved from Sam to Lisa as they heard the last comment. 
She glared at him. “No, I do not!” Head high, she stepped into the elevator and turned to face the front, knowing her cheeks had to be scarlet. 
Blast the man, he looked as if he were enjoying himself. He nodded to the other occupants and stepped inside beside her. 
“We need to get you that hat, too, sugar,” he said in a broad Texas drawl. 
“I can get my own hat,” she hissed. 
“Buying a hat won’t break the bank,” he continued, obviously enjoying her discomfort. “Consider it a return favor.” 
She glared at him. Then looked at the other occupants. “It’s not what you think,” she said. 
No one met her eye. 
She knocked his arm. “Tell them.” 
He looked at her, amusement dancing in his eyes. “Honey, I told you before, I can’t read minds. I can’t begin to imagine what anyone here is thinking, how can I tell them anything?” 
The doors whooshed open to the lobby. Lisa stepped out quickly and headed for the entrance, furious with Sam. How dare he let all those people think there was something going on between them! 
She marched out to the front. 
“Cab?” the doorman asked. 
“Yes.” 
“No, the lady is with me.” Taking her arm in a firm grip, Sam lead her to the side, heading toward the parking garage. 
“Let me go!” 
“When we get to the truck.” 
“I’ll yell,” she said, only halfheartedly pulling her arm. 
“I’ll yell back. Look, I know you’re embarrassed by what happened, but the only way to play it was funny. We don’t know any of those people and they don’t know us. Why make a federal case out of it?” 
“I hate logic,” she murmured, walking beside him, trying to match her steps to his longer stride. 
The rest of the walk was done in silence. When the reached the truck, Sam put her between him and the truck releasing her arm to take her into his arms. 
“I’m sorry I embarrassed you,” he said, lowering his mouth to hers. 
Every thought fled as she was swept away by the excitement of his kiss. His lips were warm and firm, moving persuasively against hers. His tongue teased at the seam and she relaxed and opened for him. 
Roiling emotions swept through her as she responded to his potency. 
A car honked, the sound reverberating throughout the concrete structure. 
Sam released her, reaching around her to unlock the truck. 
“Was that a goodbye kiss?” Lisa asked when she thought she could trust her voice again. 
He shook his head, reaching across her to fasten the seat belt, leaning into the truck, his face only inches from hers. 
“No, I’m experimenting.” 
“Experimenting?” 
“On how far I can go.” 
She closed the scant inches and kissed him sweetly. “Keep experimenting,” she said in a soft voice. “I’d like to see how far you can go, too.” 
* * *
WOMEN LIKE LISA should be locked away, or come with a big warning sign  danger, Sam thought as he went around to get into the truck. Once he was behind the wheel, it took all his concentration to start the engine and back out of the parking stall. 
Her fragrance filled the cab of the truck. He could see her from the corner of his eye, and wanted to turn and take his fill of every nuance to her expression. Revel in the sparkling eyes, her smile. 
He clenched his teeth tightly and focused on driving in Houston’s busy traffic. 
I’d like to see how far you can go, too. If that wasn’t a clear sign, he didn’t know what was. 
They had three days together before heading back to Tumbleweed. How far could they go together in that time? 
He must be crazy. Crazy about Lisa, he thought in disgust. Just like before. Crazy to be with her, to listen to her views on things, to hear her voice, touch that soft, velvety skin, taste that sweet mouth. 
He almost groaned with the way his body was reacting to the thoughts. Flicking her a quick glance, he grew frustrated with her calm outlook. She was gazing serenely out the window while he as about to ignite with unassuaged desire. 
After parking in the lot near the pens, he looked at her. “Well?” 
She pulled out the show catalog. “I have to be at this auction at ten. And then I wanted to check out some of the suppliers at the mercantile to see if we can get better pricing.” She looked up, her eyes sparkling with mischief. 
Sam almost reached across the bench seat and dragged her into his arms. Did she have any idea what she was doing to him? 
“Want to meet for lunch or something?” she asked brightly. 
“I’ll see.” 
Her flirtatious remark floated in the air. But he was wiser this time around. A brief fling with his ex-wife was one thing. Thinking things would change would be another. 
He wasn’t sure, but he thought he detected disappointment in her eyes, but she quickly dropped her gaze back to the catalog. 
“Well if you do, I’ll meet you here around one.” 
He nodded. But he had no intention of waiting until one o’clock to see her again. To see if she was as interested as he was. He’d handle what he could before ten and join her for the auction. They could take the day from there. 
* * *
IT WAS SHORTLY before ten when Sam made his way to the crowded bleachers by the pen where the ten o’clock auction was being held. Cattle bawled. A light haze of dust hung in the air. The crowd seemed to move in the same direction he wanted to go--everyone couldn’t be attending the auction. This was only one of several over the course of the event. 
The bleachers were already crowded. He scanned the faces, finding Lisa near the center about half way up. She was studying her catalog again. And she’d acquired a hat a white straw with a feather headband. At least the sun would stay off her face. 
It took more than five minutes to get up to where she was. Stepping over feet, brushing against ranchers already settled, he stopped beside her. 
“Hi.” 
She looked up. The smile she gave him dazzled. “What are you doing here?” 
“I finished up early so I thought I’d come to watch you spend your boss’s money.” 
She glanced around and then with a murmured apology to the man next to her, scooted over to open a space for Sam. He sat down, hip to hip with Lisa, the warmth of her thigh heating his through the denim. It was crowded, no denying that. 
He didn’t mind a bit. 
She shifted, and he felt every move. Her arm knocked against his. 
“Sorry. It’s crowded here.” 
“Sure is. I was surprised to find so many people for this one auction, but the whole place seems to have more people than usually attend.” 
“Signs of returning prosperity, I guess.” 
Her arm rested against his. When she shifted her leg, it brushed against his. 
Sam began to wonder if this had been a good idea after all. He was growing more and more aroused just being with her. It didn’t matter that they were in the midst of a crowd, that an auction was beginning. 
It just mattered that every time she breathed, he felt it. That her scent seemed to surround them. That her excitement at the auction was infectious. He hadn’t had such a good time in years. 
Not since Lisa had left. 
The thought sobered him like nothing else could have. She’d left once, would she stay in Tumbleweed this time? Or was this just a temporary measure until another job came along? One where the rancher would want an office manager to live on site? 
The thought didn’t set well. Sam scowled down at the dusty arena as the first bull was brought in. He didn’t pay attention, his thoughts suddenly uncomfortable. 

The auction was well underway before the bull Bill Taylor had designated was presented. Lisa sat on the edge of the seat, her numbered paddle gripped in her hand. 
Sam watched her, fascinated. Every damn thing she did seem to fascinate him. Always had. 
“We have a limit,” she murmured to him. 
“Of course. What is it?” 
“No more than fifty thousand for the three bulls he wants.” 
“So roughly sixteen to seventeen grand each?” 
“Except this one is so good, I could go higher with him and then try to get the others with lower bids.” 
“You and Bill discussed strategy?” 
She nodded, leaning closer. “We played out several scenarios, but the ultimate decision will be mine here. He said he couldn’t second guess what might happen, so he trusts my judgment. I hope I don’t mess up for him.” 
“You’ll do fine.” He squeezed her hand, then relaxed. She didn’t pull away, just smiled at him, her attention quickly caught as the bidding process began. 
Auction fever was contagious. The desire to win, to outbid the competition grew as stakes became personal. Sam watched as Lisa bid time and time again, against eight or nine other ranchers. Gradually the competition dropped out and soon there were only three bidding. The price stopped jumping at five hundred dollars and began leaping ahead at a thousand dollars a pop. 
Sam watched Lisa. She raised her paddle. The bid had risen to twenty-seven thousand. Well below her limit, but not if she was still planning to get Bill Taylor two more bulls. 
The auctioneer raised the price another grand. A man two rows down and to the left raised his paddle. The auctioneer nodded, raising the price another thousand dollars. 
Lisa started to raise her paddle. Sam covered her hand, holding it in her lap. 
“Let go, I need to bid.” 
“Think a minute, Lisa. You are almost at two-thirds your limit for the entire amount. Taylor wanted three bulls. What are you going to do if you go back with only one?” 
She struggled to pull her hand free. Then stopped. Taking a deep breath she looked into his eyes, hers widening as reason took hold. 
“You’re right. This is getting too steep.” She looked down at the auctioneer and shook her head slightly. He began the final spiel, then slammed down the hammer. The bull had gone to someone else for thirty-four thousand dollars. 
“Now I have to tell Bill why I didn’t get the one he wanted.” 
“I doubt he wanted it at any price. Ranching is a business. Making business decisions aren’t always easy, but if you follow prudent business practices, you can usually come out ahead. There are plenty of good bulls. You’ll get another.” 
“Maybe, but I’m not much for selecting which one would be best.” 
“Maybe I can help. Tell me what Taylor is looking for and we’ll scout out some stock that will suit.” 
The rest of the morning they reviewed the catalog, went to look at livestock and discussed everything from yield potential to conformation to disposition. 
“Haller, good to see you.” A rancher stopped them and offered his hand. 
Sam shook it and smiled. “Hank Jenkins, I haven’t seen you in a coon’s age. How’re things going?” 
“Great. Cut back on the rodeoing, though that stock cutter of mine is always in the money. What’re you up to?” He tipped his hat to Lisa. 
“Hank, Lisa. Hank and I have been friends for longer than I can remember,” Sam said. 
Hank studied Lisa for a moment, looking puzzled. “I thought I heard you two split,” he said. 
Sam nodded. “We did,” he said shortly. 
“Well, I’m glad to see that was temporary. How’s that boy of yours?” 
“Can’t wait to ride his first bronc. Come to the ranch sometime and see him.” 
“Will do. Say, a bunch of us are meeting at the Sombrero just outside the south parking area for lunch. Join us?” 
Sam looked at Lisa, raising an eyebrow in question. 
“I’d love to stop for lunch. My mind is a jumble with all the facts and figures you’ve been pouring in.” 
The Sombrero was obviously a favorite restaurant. It was as crowded as the auction grounds had been. Hank, Sam and Lisa found the big round table with others already seated. In no time they found more chairs and squeezed in. 
Once again Sam and Lisa were hip to hip. He rested his arm on the back of her chair, wondering how they would all eat when the food came. Baskets of corn and flour tortilla chips and bowls of salsa were already piled down the center of the table. Beer was ordered, conversations flowed, changed, crossed over the table and back. The primary topic ranching. 
“Bored?” he asked Lisa a few minutes later, remembering her comment about so many facts and figures. 
She turned and leaned closer to be heard. “Not at all. This is more fun than I’ve had since ” She stopped and shrugged, the consternation in her eyes revealing what she’d been thinking. 
“Thanks for including me,” she finished. 
The rim of her hat touched the rim of his. He wanted to sweep both off and cover her mouth with his and kiss her until neither could breathe. 
But not in a crowded restaurant with men and women he knew and saw from time to time at rodeos and cattle shows. He’d bide his time, though his impatience was hard to contain. I’d like to see how far you can go, told him nothing about how far she’d join him. They had three days, and he planned to make the most of every minute.



Chapter Nine 

BY LATE AFTERNOON, Lisa felt exhausted. She’d successfully bid for one of the bulls that Bill Taylor had marked in the catalog, and discussed pricing concessions with several major suppliers. The insight and suggestions Sam provided had been invaluable. But her head felt as if it were spinning. 
“Ready to head back to the hotel?” Sam asked. “There are two more days to this show, you don’t have to do everything the first day.” 
“I am tired,” she admitted, nodding her agreement, a spark of excitement flaring. Despite the fact this was a business trip, it would be just the two of them at the hotel, in adjoining rooms, away from the crowds, away from people who knew Sam. Away from the business at hand. 
“Then let’s go.” He teasingly pulled her hat lower on her forehead, shading her eyes from the sun. She wanted him to do more, to take her hand, or throw his arm around her shoulder, but he seemed content with a small teasing gesture.  She wasn’t going to be the one to rush blindly out of control, she vowed as they walked to the truck. Despite her flirtatious words that morning, despite her intentions of a few days ago, she wasn’t confident how far she wanted to go with this new-found friendliness. 
Make haste slowly had been a favorite saying of her grandmother’s. Maybe she should apply it to her own situation. 
Lisa expected Sam to invite himself into her room when they reached the hotel. He didn’t. 
Sam waited until she opened her door, then casually asked, “Want to get supper together later?” 
“I’d like that, but I didn’t bring anything but jeans.” 
“We’ll find some place around here where jeans are the attire of choice. Say seven?” 
“Seven.” She smiled, waiting, but Sam just nodded and walked down the hall to his room. 
She stepped inside, disappointed to see the maids had closed the connecting doors. Would he open his and knock? 
Waiting by the door for several moments, Lisa was baffled when she heard nothing from his side. 
Sighing softly she crossed the room, took off her hat and ran her fingers through her hair. She felt bone-tired. It was hard work buying livestock especially with someone else’s money. 
Reaching for the phone, she called her mom’s to talk to Joey, then headed for the bathroom. A quick shower, a short nap and she’d be ready for the evening. 
Every second she had her ears attuned to the room next door, but heard nothing. 
* * *
THE COUNTRY-WESTERN bar that had been recommended was not crowded when they entered shortly after seven. 
“Nice,” Lisa said, trying to keep the butterflies from kickboxing in her stomach. She hadn’t been on a date in more than five years. The last time they’d dated they’d been engaged to get married. Things were so different now. She had reasons to be nervous. 
“They have dancing after nine,” he said, following the waitress to the tables on the left side of the huge space. To the right a long polished bar gleamed in front of a wall-size mirror. Glasses and bottles of liquor stacked up before the mirror, gleaming in the artificial light. 
Between the tables and bar a wide hardwood dance floor waited, empty. 
Dancing? Sam wanted to dance? 
The butterflies kicked higher. Was she ready for this? Cheek to cheek, chest to chest, arms wrapped around each other? Heat skidded through her at the thought. 
When they’d ordered, Sam leaned back in his chair and looked at her. “So how did you like your first solo stock show?” 
“Interesting, but I wouldn’t have known what to do if you hadn’t been there. Bill should have come. He needs to meet other ranchers, build a network.” She glanced at him shyly. “He could have learned a lot from you today.” 
Sam shrugged. “Have him call me if he needs help.” 
“Thanks, Sam. That’s nice.” 
He smiled sardonically. “That’s me, Mr. Nice.” 
She bit her lower lip. She had not always thought that. Looking away, she pushed back the memories of the past. Tonight was not for thinking or dwelling on things not changeable. Tonight was just for fun. For the two of them. 
And after two years of heartache, she wanted to experience a lot of fun! 
They had Porterhouse steaks with all the trimmings. Her portion was regular, he had the larger size. She remembered when they’d first married, she had tripled what she thought they’d eat, and he seemed to clear his plate every time. Yet not a spare ounce of flesh ever showed. Ranching was tough physical labor and Sam worked hard. 
“Want some dessert?” Sam asked when they’d finished. 
She shook her head, toying with her wine glass. The band had started assembling in the small area to the back of the dance floor. Glancing around, she noticed the restaurant section had filled up. 
“Want to stay?” he asked. 
“Yes. I’d like that.” She smiled, wondering if this feeling of euphoria would last. They had discussed various things over dinner, nothing controversial. The two glasses of wine had mellowed her senses and she wished the night would last forever. 
By the time the band was ready to start, the place had filled up considerably, though it was not as crowded as the restaurant had been that afternoon. At least they had their table to themselves. She almost missed the crowded condition with Sam brushing against her with every move. 
Of course, dancing would change all that. 
“Ladies and Gents, we’ll start off with a Texas Two-step. Come on folks, time to work off that good food you just ate!” The band began playing a lively tune. 
Lisa smiled when Sam rose and offered his hand. In two seconds, they joined others on the floor and began moving around to the familiar tempo. 
She and Sam had often gone dancing. She’d loved every minute. Tonight, keeping time to the music took her mind of everything but the joy of moving with the rhythm, in Sam’s arms again. She’d been so lonely in Denver. 
When the set of fast numbers ended and the band segued into a slow dreamy tune, Lisa didn’t protest when Sam pulled her in close snuggling right up against his hard chest, putting her arms around his neck as his came around her back. It was the closest thing to heaven she’d ever felt, she thought dreamily. 
Resting her forehead against his jaw, she relaxed and moved with the music, conscious of every inch of her body pressed against his. The slow beat of his heart could be felt through their shirts. His long legs moved with hers, brushing against her thighs, causing a deep longing to bud and grow. 
The dance floor was crowded, but Sam kept them from bumping into anyone. Slowly the song ended and another slow-moving tune began. The easy-going camaraderie of dinner was being replaced with an intensity she hadn’t felt in years. 
He tilted back his head and looked at her. “Lisa?” he said. 
“Hmmm?” She opened his eyes and looked into his. 
Lisa felt the deep breath he took before he spoke. “Let’s go back to the hotel.” 
Decision time. 
“Okay, Sam.” 
They didn’t speak during the short walk back, but Lisa felt like her skin had been electrified. Tingling sensations seemed to dance on nerve endings as anticipation grew by leaps and bounds all because Sam held her hand. Or was it her imagination of what they’d do when they reached his room. 
His thumb traced patterns against the back of her hand, his palm felt warm and firm against hers, the calluses from work giving his skin a slightly rough texture that heightened the sensations. 
She glanced at him from time to time, his expression hiding his feelings. 
When they reached their floor, Sam pulled her right past her door, stopped in front of his and opened it with his free hand, his other hand tightening his grip with Lisa. He glanced at her and stopped with the door wide open. 
“I’m not misreading the signs, am I?” he asked. 
She shook her head, her heart racing. 
The room was dark, the only illumination that spilling in from the window. The curtains had not been drawn. 
Sam made no effort to turn on lights, only pulling her into the room to shut the hallway door. 
He tossed his hat in the direction of the dresser and pulled her into his arms. 
“Lisa,” he said softly, kissing her. 
His touch was electrifying. She could scarcely catch her breath. Time and memories mingled. Was she in the past or the present? He held her in a so familiar way, that was almost forgotten only had never been. 
She pressed closer, reveling in the feel of his hands as they roamed over her back, as he deepened the kiss, taking her to that special place only the two of them had ever shared. 
Slowly he moved her closer to the huge king-sized bed. Feeling out of control when he lifted her and put her on the bed, she smiled up at him, her arms locked around his neck as if she’d never let go. Sam’s eyes glittered with emotion, and he kissed her again. 
Before long, kisses weren’t enough. He ran his hand over her arm, as if learning the texture of her skin. His fingertips gliding gently, leaving trails of fire and ice. 
Lisa threaded her fingers in his thick hair, remembering the rich texture, the warmth. She relearned the breadth of his shoulders. Then found the buttons of his shirt. Without thinking, she began to unfasten them. 
He paused in his gentle nibbling on her cheek and ear lobe. “Are you sure?” 
She nodded, not wanting words to spoil the magic of the moment. 
“Say it, then,” he whispered, his voice urgent. 
“I’m sure. I want you, Sam. I’ve wanted you for a long time. I missed you.” 
He groaned at her words and kissed her again and again, his hands moving slowly as he unbuttoned her shirt and spread it wide. He lowered himself until he brushed against the lacy bra, rubbing his chest against her until Lisa thought she’d go crazy with yearning to have her skin against his. 
“Let me take off the bra,” she whispered, trying to move to get enough room to reach behind her. 
“I’ll do it. I’ve dreamed of doing it every night for more than two years,” he said, reaching behind her. 
She wouldn’t let the words infiltrate or their meaning interrupt. Time to think things through in the morning. Tonight was for this. 
Sam didn’t stop with the bra. As soon as he had that off, he sat up to pull off his boots, then hers. Lying back down beside her, he traced a pattern from her shoulder to her waist. Lisa shivered. 
Turnabout was fair, and she traced a matching pattern against his chest, pleased to hear his swiftly indrawn breath when she brushed her nails lightly across one tight nipple. 
His hands moved to the fastener of her jeans, and she matched him, step for step. With the sound of zippers moving in the dark, she caught her breath. The back of his fingers against her belly set fire to her desire. She had trouble with his zipper, there was a lot more behind it than normal with his arousal. 
Feeling cherished and satisfactorily feminine, she delighted in the knowledge that she had the power to cause that reaction in him. Despite what had gone on in the past, there was no denying Sam wanted her. 
When they had shed their clothes, they came together with no inhibition, no shyness. It was as if the last two years had never happened. Their touch aroused awakening long dormant yearnings and desires. 
Lisa grew impatient for the closeness they’d always shared, the spiraling thrill and exquisite sensations that always made her feel as if she were exploding from the inside out. 
Her fingertips touched everywhere, as she reveled in the sensation that continued to build. She was so hot! And felt wound as tight as a spring. She tasted him on his shoulder, his chest, back to his mouth. 
She’d never get enough of this man, and wanted even more. 
His hands worked magic, caressing her, brushing her hair from her face, sending shivering spirals of ecstasy through her very core. She could scarcely think. Her mouth wanted his locked against her. Tugging suggestively, she tried to move him on top of her. 
“Damn.” Sam stopped stroking her and sat up abruptly. 
“What?” Dazed, she tried to read his expression. Why had he stopped? 
“Stay here, I’ll be right back.” He rose and headed for the bathroom. The sudden bright light caused her to turn away and close her eyes. She didn’t want the mood shattered. What was he doing? 
“I don’t believe this!” 
“What?” she called, starting to get cool. The air-conditioning was working quite well in the room and without Sam’s hot body against hers, she felt the drop in temperature. 
He came out of the bathroom. “I don’t have any protection. Do you?” 
She blinked and slowly shook her head. 
“Why not?” 
“I haven’t needed any.” 
His fist hit the wall beside the bathroom door. 
“I thought guys always carried a condom in their wallet,” she said, pulling the light coverlet over her as she grew even cooler. 
“Not if it’s not needed. And I haven’t needed one since-- ” He stopped suddenly. 
Lisa felt like a child all dressed up and no where to go. The blood hummed through her veins, her skin felt two sizes too small for her and she wanted nothing so much as for him to come back and kiss her again. Take up where they left off until they were both complete. 
But to make love without protection would be the dumbest thing in the world. Nothing was resolved between them. And to risk bringing another child into the world without a firm reconciliation would be unacceptable. 
Suddenly the humor in the situation struck her. Lisa smiled a little. “It’s a little funny, don’t you think?” 
Sam glared at her. “I find nothing humorous about this at all!” 
She sat up and switched on the lamp beside the bed. Slowly she reached down on the floor and pulled on her shirt. 
“What are you doing?” 
“I’m freezing. My, er, heater left.” 
Sam stomped over to his jeans and pulled them on. He shrugged into his shirt and then picked up his socks and boots, carrying them to the chair. 
“What are you doing?” she asked. 
“Going to find an all-night drug store,” he grumbled. 
Lisa was hard pressed to keep from giggling. Their big seduction scene squashed flat for lack of protection. 
She studied Sam thoughtfully, and a warm glow filled her. Tonight had not been planned. Nor was he in the habit of carrying around condoms on the off chance he’d score with some woman. Had he been as lonely as she had been for the last two years? Was he a one-woman man as she was growing to suspect she was a one-man woman? 
“I think it’s nice you didn’t have any,” she said softly. 
He looked up, frowning. “Well, that makes one of us. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t go anywhere.” 
Lisa shook her head. He came to the bed and knelt down beside her, kissing her, pressing her back into the pillows. 
They were both breathing hard when he stood. 
“Just to mark our place,” he murmured, snatching up his hat and storming out of the room. 
As soon as Lisa knew he was gone, she lay back and giggled. The release of tension felt marvelous. She felt wonderful and couldn’t wait for him to return. 
* * *
IT HAD BEEN cold in the room, Sam acknowledged as he stepped out into the muggy Houston night. The hotel gift shop had long been closed for the day. But the man at the desk had given him directions to a nearby pharmacy that was open all night. Sam debated driving and decided to walk. It wouldn’t take that long, and the exercise would clear his head. 
He couldn’t believe he had Lisa in his bed and neither had any protection. Of course if he’d ever considered they’d come to this point, he’d have made sure he brought a box. 
He found it interesting that she had none and no need for it. What did that mean? That she hadn’t thought about the two of them getting together even for a night? Or that she hadn’t been sleeping with anyone since their divorce? 
The thought of her with another man burned in his belly. He had always hated knowing he hadn’t been her first. A dumb assumption in this day and age, but one he couldn’t help. He hadn’t been a virgin on their wedding night, why expect her to be, had been her argument. Logically he had no argument for it. But emotionally was a different matter. 
And knowing his brother had been one of the men she’d slept with hadn’t helped matters. Had he not known that, would it have made a difference to their marriage? To the jealousy he couldn’t seem to control around Nick? 
Not as long as Lisa constantly turned to Nick when things got too much for her. Sam had wanted her to turn to him. But she never had. 
He bought a small box at the drugstore and headed back to the hotel. All the way back he wondered if she’d had second thoughts and returned to her room. 
When he opened the door, the light was still on beside the bed. And his first thought was She’d stayed.

Then he saw she was fast asleep. 
Sam stared at her for a moment, unable to believe the way the night was going. Sighing softly, he tossed the box on the bathroom counter and switched off the light. 
With the glow of the bedside lamp, he disrobed and slid in the bed beside her. Lisa didn’t move, her breathing slow and steady. 
Switching off the lamp, he turned and gathered her into his arms, relishing the feel of her warm body against his. They had often slept this way, as if they could feel connected in sleep as they had not managed awake. 
Sam lay awake, gently aroused, holding Lisa as she slept. He stared into the darkness, thinking about the way his life had gone. Searching for some way to reclaim the woman he wanted in his life. Not finding any. 
There was too much between them. And once she knew about Margot, Lisa wouldn’t give him the time of day. 
It was late when Sam finally drifted to sleep. 
* * *
LISA AWOKE SLOWLY. Something wasn’t right. 
She opened her eyes and saw Sam. Her cheek rested on his shoulder, one of his arms was beneath her head, the other across his chest, his fingertips just touching her. 
She blinked and moved back an inch or so to better focus. He was sound asleep and the slight movement she made had no impact. His lashes were dark crescents against the top of his cheeks. His morning beard showed. Daringly, she reached a finger up to brush lightly against the slight abrasion. Memories flooded again. 
Sighing softly for their aborted attempt last night at a reconciliation of a sort, she wondered what time it was. They needed to be at the stockyard before ten when the next auction began. It was full daylight outside, so couldn’t be that early. 
She shifted and scooted off the bed, needing the bathroom. Closing the door and switching on the light the first thing she saw was the box Sam had gone out to get last night. 
“And I couldn’t even stay awake,” she chided herself gently. 
Five minutes later, she slipped back into bed, box in hand. 
The auction could wait. She wasn’t leaving until she and Sam settled something. 
He rolled over and opened his eyes, gazing into hers. 
“I heard you in the bathroom. I wondered if you were getting dressed.” 
She shook her head, and balanced the box on his arm. 
“We have some unfinished business, I believe. And I guess it’s a lot from the size of the box.” 
Slowly he moved to draw her up against him, brushing his lips across hers in a slow morning kiss. 
“If I leave you for two minutes, will you fall asleep again?” he asked. 
She shook her head. “I have no intention of falling asleep any time soon.” 
Sam made a quick trip to the bathroom. Lisa used the time to open the box of condoms and withdraw one, laying it on his pillow. She reached across and put the box on the nightstand. 
When Sam returned, she watched, letting her gaze skim over every inch, her heart racing as she delighted in the visual feast before her. Sam was male perfection wide shoulders, long legs, and a body the men in her insurance office in Denver would have paid big bucks to try to get at some gym. Back in his younger days he'd gotten the tats on his arm.  It seemed deliciously daring.  He had so much he needed to do.  Places he needed to be. 
But for the moment, he was all hers. 
She smiled, her body already anticipating the touch of his, the excitement of being near him more than she deserved. 
His kiss was heady, the beginning of something wild and wonderful. His hands moved with remembered assurance, heating her skin, building the flame that would consume them. 
Lisa gave freely with everything she had. Her mouth relished tasting him, skimming across his jaw, settling on the pounding pulse point at the base of his throat, licking lightly to taste the salty texture of his skin. 
Every touch, every lick, every nibble only sent the spiraling flame higher until she knew she would burn up if he didn’t do something to assuage that fiery desire. 
He made short work of the foil packet and moved over her, his knees spreading hers as he found his place in the cradle of her hips. 
She caught her breath when he entered, it had been so long and she’d forgotten  
She had not time to think. Sam’s touch moved her beyond thought to primal instincts where she could only react to the uproar through her body, the heat building, straining for the closeness that only Sam could deliver. 
When the kaleidoscope of color and feelings exploded inside her, she clung to him, knowing he was her anchor in the world. His own embrace tightened as she felt him move in her and softly groan the delight of his own release. Together they crested the wave and slid down into the sweet lethargy of release. 
Tiny shafts of pleasure darted hither and yon. She tightened her muscles to extend the feelings, wishing she never had to move again. 
He nuzzled her neck, kissing up to her mouth. Then he raised his head and gazed down into her eyes. 
“You all right?” 
“I couldn’t be better,” she said with a smile. She tracked random patterns against his back, feeling the damp skin dry in the cool room. Closing her eyes, she gave herself up to the pleasure that continued to pulse through her body, and the delight of being with Sam once again. 
The minutes drifted by, quiet and slow. She was sleepy, sated, satisfied. 
“Does this change things, Lisa?” Sam asked at long last. 
She opened her eyes to look at him. 
“You tell me.” 
“I don’t know.” He withdrew, rolled to his side. Lisa felt chilled. Reaching for the sheet tangled at the bottom of the bed, she pulled it up, wishing for warmth. 
“Maybe we need to talk.” 
“No kidding.” 
“I’m serious, Sam. I’ve changed over the time we’ve been apart. I realize most of the reason for the divorce was my fault ” 
His head turned swiftly on the pillow as he looked at her. “I thought it was mine.” 
“I said so at the time. It was hard to live with you constantly watching me and Nick as if we were going to hop in bed together at any second. And you didn’t talk to me about things when I’d ask.” 
“I wanted to give you the sun and moon.” 
“I didn’t want the sun and moon, I wanted a husband--someone who trusted me and turned to me when he needed something.” 
Sam gave a short cold laugh. “That’s rich, you turned to Nick every time you needed support.” 
“Maybe because he listened to me. Treated me as if I were an adult.” 
“And I didn’t?” 
She shook her head. 
“I didn’t treat you as a child,” he said. 
“No, but not as a partner in a marriage either. Wait I know what you’re going to say. You would have if I’d acted like one. I have to agree. I was too young, I think, when we got married. Too young to have a baby right away.” 
“You regret Joey?” Sam frowned. 
“No! Never that. But if I had thought it out, I would have waited a bit. I was twenty-three when he was born. Looking back now, I don’t feel I’d finished growing up.” 
“You seemed grownup to me.” 
“Then why wasn’t I privileged enough to be treated as a partner in our marriage? Or even a confident. Do you know I just found out from Jennifer a stranger I’ve known a few weeks that you always wanted to be a vet?” 
He looked at the ceiling. “It doesn’t matter. I have the ranch to look after.” 
“The point is why didn’t I know that from you?” 
“It’s something I thought about as a teenager. Reality stepped in when my father died and left me in charge.” 
“But dreams are what make us who we are. And you never shared that one with me. What does that tell you about our relationship?” 
“There were things you never told me.” 
She reached out and put her hand on his shoulder, startled to find how warm he still was. “That’s my point,” she said softly. “We didn’t do a good job.” 
Lisa held her breath. She wanted him to suggest they try again, doing it differently this time. 
Instead, Sam rose and sat on the edge of the bed for a moment. “You’re right. We didn’t do a good job.” Standing he headed for the bathroom. “We need to get ready to go. It’ll be ten before long.” 
Lisa watched in disbelief as he closed the door behind him. 
“That was not the way I wanted this to end,” she murmured, rising and hunting around for her clothes. Drawing on her jeans, she eyed the bathroom door, wishing she were brave enough to beard him in there and demand they discuss things more fully. 
That’s what they needed, none of this running away when things got sticky. Hadn’t that been her modis operandi from before? 
Dressing quickly, she found her room key and headed for her own room, before Sam could get out of the shower. If he wanted time alone, fine. She’d give it to him. 
She stood beneath a hot shower for a long time, wondering what to do. Was there any significance to his walking away, or had he just wanted some time alone to think things through? 
She’d never been able to second guess the man, and it didn’t look as if she had improved at all in the years apart. 
* * *
LISA FINISHED DRESSING debating whether to call Sam or not. Maybe she should get breakfast on her own and call a cab to the stockyard. She had not come to Houston expecting to be in Sam’s pocket every moment. Time she reasserted her own independence. 
Last night had not change anything. Well, it had ended a long dry spell, she thought, placing her hat on her head. But fundamentally, nothing had changed. If she wanted to see what Sam had in mind, they’d have to sit down and do some serious talking about the future. 
But not today. Today, she had to go and earn her paycheck. 
She opened her door, almost stumbling when she saw Sam leaning against the wall opposite. 
“Ready for breakfast?” he asked. 
“Yes.” 
They walked down to the elevator. “You could have called to ask,” she said as they waited. 
“I wasn’t sure if you’d hang up on me or not. I think I made a tactical error in leaving before we could have that meaningful discussion.” 
A feeling of relief flooded. 
“Actually, it was probably a good thing.  This is neither the time nor the place,” she said almost breathlessly. Did that mean he did want to have a discussion? 
“And the time and place would be?” 
“When we have finished our business here. Maybe on the ride back? We won’t be interrupted or distracted unless we encounter traffic.” 
“And until then?” he asked. 
She linked her arm with his and smiled up at him. “Until then, cowboy, I’m all yours.” 
The elevator doors opened. Five people stared at them. 
“We'll wait for the next one,” Sam said. The door slid shut and he turned and kissed her deeply.
The day at the stockyard flew by.  She successfully bid on two more bulls; one that Bill Taylor had indicated he'd like, and one that Sam recommended. She met more ranchers, and for the most part she introduced herself as just Lisa. Fending off questions of a personal nature, she asked ranching questions and learned as much as she could from the assortment of experts. 
Sam declined several invitations for dinner, his eyes holding hers, rich with promise.
A promise he lived up to.  They went back to the country-western bar for dinner.  And danced until the band quit.
They walked back to the hotel, through the dark streets, fingers laced together as they held hands.  If there were others on the sidewalk, Lisa didn't remember seeing them.
Their night was full of passion and love.  The box was almost depleted by the time they fell asleep.  Assignment successfully completed, tomorrow they'd head for home.
Or later today, she thought sleepily when she dozed off.  She wouldn't have missed the trip for anything. Now if only their discussion could offer a hope of reconciliation.
She thought she was falling in love all over again with Sam Haller. And if he felt the same, maybe they could start over.  And this time, make it work.



Chapter Ten 

“SO WHEN I told Bill what we’d bought, he was blown away. He said he’s going to send me to all the sales and let me handle it!” Lisa said, beaming. 
Sam smiled, enjoying listening to her excited recount of her conversation with her boss. They had left Houston behind them and were heading home. She had called Bill Taylor before checking out, and was now regaling Sam with all the accolades Bill had apparently given. 
He enjoyed seeing her so excited. Almost as much as he enjoyed seeing her flushed with passion, lying beneath him on the big bed they’d shared for two nights. 
Was it almost time to have that discussion she’d mentioned? His gut tightened. 
It was past time to tell her about Margot. Only, he wasn’t sure how to go about it. He should have mentioned it at the very first. But who would have thought the first day he’d seen her in Fort Worth that she’d even give him the time of day, much less end up in his bed? 
He couldn’t just blurt it out. Especially when he didn’t know where they now stood. 
Did Lisa see it as a short fling? Or was she looking for more? 
Hell, he wasn’t even sure what he felt or wanted. 
She touched his thigh. 
“Are you listening to me?” 
He caught her hand in his, resting them on his thigh. He’d tug her closer, but seat belts prevented it. 
“I heard every word. And if Taylor doesn’t give you a big raise, tell him to talk to me.” 
She laughed. “And he wouldn’t find you prejudice on my behalf?” 
Sam shrugged, enjoying her laugh. It had been a long time since he’d heard it. 
Silence filled the truck for a few minutes. 
“Sam?” 
“Yeah?” His heart began to pound. This was it. They had to clear up the past and the present before they could even think about a future. 
“Want to talk?” 
“About us?” 
“Is there an us?” 
“Do you want there to be?” 
Lisa was silent for a moment. “I think I do. But I was really hurt when I left. Your distrust cut deep.” 
“Yeah, well maybe I won’t be distrustful in the future.” 
“You didn’t have any reason.” 
“I know that now,” he said.
“But?” 
“But what?” 
“It sounds as if there’s a ‘but’ lurking somewhere,” she said. 
He shook his head. “No buts. I know you and Nick weren’t having an affair.” 
“And he’s involved with Jennifer now.” 
“Right.” 
“But what if I wanted to be friends with another man. Say Bill Taylor?” 
“Just friends?” 
She nodded. 
“Then, I’d say go for it.” 
“And you wouldn’t get jealous?” 
His lips lifted in a half-way smile. “I didn’t say that. But I’ll handle it better this time.” 
“I need you to know you don’t have any reason to be jealous. I need for you to trust me totally.” 
“A person can’t help his feelings, Lisa, only his behavior.” 
She sighed. 
“Not willing to take the chance?” he asked. 
“On what?” 
“Marriage.” 
“I’ve had a lot of time to think about us over the last two years. One thing I’ve come to believe is we rushed into marriage.” 
“Of course we did, we couldn’t wait.” 
“We don’t need to rush this time. We should take things slowly. Get to learn more about each other. Like you said when we went to the zoo.” 
Only when you know more about me, you won’t want to talk marriage at all, he thought grimly. How was he going to tell her? Straight out, or lead up to it gradually? 
“With marriage as an end?” he asked for clarification. 
“Do you want to get married again to me?” she asked. 
Sam almost laughed out loud. He’d never stopped wanting her in his house, riding the range with him, in his bed. The only reason he’d dated Margot was she reminded him so much of Lisa. 
But there were two little children to consider this time around. Joey didn’t remember their being a family, or the fighting. Sam didn’t want him to be exposed to anything like that in the future. He and Lisa had better be damned certain they were marrying for life if they took it up again. 
“Gee, don’t rush into speech,” she said, tugging her hand free. 
“It’s not that I don’t want get married again to you,” he clarified quickly. “But I’m thinking of the various ramifications.” 
“Like we won’t make it a second time either?” 
He shrugged. “There are other people to consider now.” 
“Joey.” 
“Among others,” he murmured. 
“Joey would be thrilled to have us back together to be a family together.” 
“He just wants to live on the ranch.” 
“That, too.” 
He saw her frown. He wasn’t that pleased with the way the conversation was going either, but he wasn’t going to make any promises he couldn’t keep. 
“Nick,” she said flatly. 
“What?” 
“Nick is the other party, right? And Jennifer. Neither seem overly fond of me right now.” 
“They’ll be living on the ranch.” 
“It’s still your home, too.” 
“Nick isn’t a problem.” 
“Could have fooled me,” she muttered. 
“Why?” 
“He’s told me in no uncertain terms to stay away from you?” 
“Nick did?” This was news to Sam. Why would his brother interfere? 
“He seems to think that I’m some sort of femme fatale where you’re concerned and nothing I do will be good enough.” 
“That’s dumb.” 
“I wonder. Jennifer made some astute observations,” she added. 
“Like?” 
“Like the reason for the fierce rivalry between you and Nick. How your father favored him, and really came down hard on you. I knew some of that from knowing about your family all my life. But I didn’t realize how it could impact our relationship.” 
“And how did it?” Sam didn’t like the idea of Lisa and Jennifer discussing their relationship. What else would Jennifer let slip? 
“I never should have tried to make you jealous by seeking Nick’s company.” 
“You tried to make me jealous?” Sam asked, astonished. 
She rubbed her fingers nervously on her jeans. “Sometimes I thought you liked the ranch more than me and that if you saw someone else liked me, maybe it would make you notice me more.” 
He flicked her an incredulous look. “You were my wife! I was crazy about you. I never liked the ranch more. I was trying to build it up to support you in style!” 
“I didn’t want to be supported in style. I wanted more attention from you! I thought we were going to be partners in everything.” 
“We were.” 
“Then how come I had to find out about your dearest dream of becoming a vet from a virtual stranger?” she almost shouted. 
Sam took a deep breath. “It was a kid’s dream.” 
“Not according to Jennifer.” 
“So now Jennifer is the authority on my life?” 
“No, not at all, but I find it interesting that you share something like that with her and not with your own wife.” 
“Maybe if my own wife had ever asked, or shown an interest, I would have! All I can remember you wanting to do was go into town and dance.” 
Lisa looked at him, her eyes wide. “That’s what you remember about our marriage?” 
He nodded once, abruptly, his hands tightening on the wheel. He remembered coming in from a rough day on the range and having her all dressed up to go into town. When he’d mention being tired, she’d cajole him into a quick shower and change, and off they’d go. 
He also remembered one time he’d flat out refused and she’d gone with Nick. 
“Water over the dam, Lisa. It doesn’t matter any more. We were crazy over each other, but it burned out.” 
“What I remember from our marriage was that you told me that many times you were crazy about me. But now that I think about it, I don’t ever remember you telling me you loved me.” 
“What?” 
“Did you ever love me, Sam? With a bone-deep, abiding love that lasts a lifetime?” 
“Is that what you felt for me? Before or after you walked out?” 
“Maybe that’s why we couldn’t stay together. Maybe the other was just the excuse that split us apart.” 
She hadn’t loved him? He didn’t want to think it had only been infatuation, lust. They’d been so crazy. 
She was right. Was he trying to hide, or had he never loved her like he should have loved a wife? Never shared things with her, never sought her advice. 
She was five years younger. Had he thought she’d have nothing to offer just because he was older? Or because she’d been brought up in town and not on a ranch? How blind could a man get? 
“I want you, Lisa. Anyway I can get you.” 
“But love?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Me, neither.” 
“Then let’s take things slowly. See if we can discover what we really feel.” 
“And if it’s only lust?” 
He shook his head. His feelings for her went far beyond the physical. He liked her sunny outlook on life, her laughter, the sweet way she had with their son, the genuine delight she took in simple pleasures. His life had been lonely the last two years. And not just at night. 
“It is not only lust,” he said. 
“So this isn’t just a fling.” 
“I don’t want it to be,” he said. 
“Me, neither. But I’m not rushing into anything again!” 
“So we take it slow.” 
She laughed softly. “These three days didn’t feel slow, cowboy.” 
“We’ll slow down.” 
“We’ll have to in Tumbleweed, too many people watching.” 
“And you don’t want to be seen with me?” 
“Not that. But I don’t want anything to get blown out of proportion, or gossip to fly. We have Joey to think about this time around.” 
“Actually,” he looked over at her, “There is someone else who will-- ” 
“Look out!” 
He looked back at the highway just in time to see a metal dolly bouncing across the lane. He swerved the truck to avoid it, his right wheels going into the softer shoulder. Ahead of them, the truck the dolly had fallen from was pulling to the shoulder. Trying to keep the pickup under control took all Sam’s efforts. Behind them they heard the sound of metal crashing against metal. 
He stopped and got out. “Stay here.” 
Another car crashed into the first. Then another. The sound of screeching brakes and crunching metal filled the air. 
“I’m going to see if anyone needs help.” He pointed to the glove compartment. “Cell phone inside, call for help.” 
Lisa scrambled to get the phone and dialed the emergency number. She tried to find a mile marker to give them an idea of where the accidents were, and ended up getting out of the truck and running ahead to one she could see. 
When she turned, she was horrified. Several cars were scattered across both lanes of the highway on their side of the median strip. Some were crumpled, one seemed to be smoking, but she hoped it was just radiator steam. 
She hurried toward the wreckage. 
All thought of their discussion fled as she searched for Sam. What if more cars slammed into the pile already several cars in length? What if he were trying  to help someone and got hit himself?  There, she saw him. 
Skirting the first car, she peeked inside to see if anyone needed help. By the time she reached Sam, she’d spoken to four people none seriously injured. 
* * *
IT WAS LATE by the time emergency vehicles had arrived and the mess sorted out. Sam and Lisa gave information to the police and the owner of the rental truck which had dropped the dolly had given his statement. 
“That was good driving you did,” she said when they once again started for Tumbleweed. “If you hadn’t avoided it, we would have been the lead vehicle in that pile up.” 
“The car behind us missed it, too. It was the third guy who wasn’t so lucky.” 
“And all the ones behind him. At least a slight concussion and that twisted knee were the worst of it,” she said, feeling exhausted now that the adrenalin had stopped pumping. 
The rest of the trip passed without incident. Lisa halfway dozed. By the time they reached Tumbleweed, it was dark. 
“Want to go to your place or your folks?” Sam asked. 
“Mom’s. I want to see Joey.” 
“Won’t he be in bed by now?” 
Lisa checked her watch and nodded. “But I can still see him. He just won’t know it. Want to come in, too?” 
Sam shook his head. “I’ll have a million things to catch up on at the ranch tomorrow. Want to bring Joey out on Saturday, or shall I come in to pick him up?” 
Her heart sank. For a little while she’d thought they were making headway. His comment sounded formal and distant. As if their three days together didn’t count and they were back to square one. 
“I’ll bring him out.” 
“And stay for another picnic? It’ll probably be warm enough for Joey to go wading in the creek.” 
“I’m sure he’ll love that.” 
She wouldn’t see Sam tomorrow, but she had work she had to catch up on as well. And they’d spend Saturday together just like a family again. 
She would not get her hopes up. But the warmth that spread through her comforted her. Sam still wanted to see her. 
* * *
SATURDAY WAS HOT and muggy. Lisa couldn’t blame Joey for being excited about their planned excursion to the ranch, she was excited herself. 
Sam had called last night just before Joey had gone to bed to talk to their son. He’d spoken to her for only a moment. But she hadn’t minded she knew they’d have today together. 
She prepared a lavish picnic with ham sandwiches, some of her mother’s pickles that Sam had always liked so much. And the cupcakes were the result of not sleeping last night due to too much excitement. 
Jennifer and Nick were at some horse show this weekend, so if Sam asked her to stay for dinner, it would be just the three of them with no other family to intrude. 
She’d have to talk with Nick come to some sort of truce if she truly wanted this relationship with Sam to grow. Maybe enlist Jennifer’s help to end the hostility. 
Sam was waiting when they drove up. He’d saddled the horses and they stood waiting patiently at the hitching rail. 
Joey scrambled from the car and ran pellmell towards his father, flinging himself into his arms. Lisa felt a twinge of envy. She’d like to do that very thing. 
Instead, she put on her hat, fetched the picnic, packed well enough to withstand the horseback ride, and slowly walked over to join the two most important people in her world. 
Joey was delivering his usual rapid fire recitation of what he’d been doing since he’d last seen Sam. His father nodded, then looked over at Lisa. Her breath caught. Her heart raced and the fluttery feelings she always had around Sam increased. 
“I hope you brought your suit,” he said when she drew closer. He leaned over and kissed her on the mouth, letting his tongue tease her lips. 
She could have wished they were alone except Joey had been so looking forward to the day. 
“Yes, I did. It’s hotter in town, I think. But plenty hot here, too. The water will feel great.” 
“I have my bathing suit on, Daddy. I just have to take off my jeans and I’m ready to go swimming!” Joey exclaimed. 
“Great idea, partner. I have mine, too, so we can all play in the water. 
Lisa nodded and turned to put the lunch in the saddle bag of her mount. Her fingers almost fumbled with the task, her mind was definitely on imagining Sam in nothing but bathing trunks, his broad chest bare to the sun. Ever since they’d returned home, she’d been thinking of their nights together in Houston and wanting more. 
“Let’s go, Daddy. I want to go swimming at the creek!” Joey said. 
“I’m ready.” 
Just then a car came slowly down the gravel driveway that led to the house. When the driver saw them at the corral, the car changed direction. 
Lisa glanced at the vehicle, then finished fastening the straps on the saddle bags. She didn’t recognize car or driver. 
Sam put Joey on the ground. “Go with your mom, Joey. We’ll be ready to go soon.” 
Without a word to Lisa he went to intercept the car. 
She watched, wondering who it was, hoping it wasn’t some sort of ranch business that would tie Sam up. With Nick gone, he’d have to deal with anything that came up. 
Sam leaned down, his hands on the car door, and spoke to the driver through the open window. 
Lisa thought they were arguing, but she wasn’t sure. 
“Can we go, Mommy?” Joey asked impatiently. 
“As soon as your daddy gets done. You want to ride with him, don’t you?” 
“I can go to the creek all by myself!” 
Lisa laughed. “Not just yet. We’ll wait for your daddy.” 
“How much longer?” 
Sam straightened and glanced at Lisa. “I’ll be a minute. You two want to go ahead?” 
“No, we’ll wait for you.” 
The car backed around and parked in front of the house. 
The driver got out and ran up the steps into the house. Lisa didn’t recognize the woman. She had long dark hair, and was wearing some sort of tunic over jeans. 
Sam walked slowly over to the car, glancing back at Lisa. 
Feeling uneasy, she took Joey’s hand. “As soon as Daddy’s guest leaves, we’ll be ready to go. Do you need to go potty? There’s no place to go by the creek.” 
“I can use a tree. Daddy does that sometimes.” 
Lisa smothered a grin. “I bet he does. But I think we might as well use the toilet since we’re here.” 
“Okay, then can we go?” 
“Yes.” 
They walked over toward the car. Just then the screen opened and the woman walked out. 
“You’re a lifesaver, Sam. I needed that!” 
Lisa paused. The woman was pregnant, at least seven months along. Joey kept walking, around the car and up to his dad. Sam jerked, and looked over his shoulder, his gaze meeting Lisa’s. 
Suddenly a frisson of fear darted down her back. His expression scared her. 
“Is this Joey,” the woman asked, leaning over to smile at the little boy. 
“I’m Joey Haller. Who are you?” 
“I’m Margot Pendarvis. Pleased to meet you, Joey.” She rose and smiled at Sam. “Cute boy.” Rubbing her stomach, she looked at Lisa, then at Sam. 
“Nick said there was a resemblance. I guess I can see it a little. I’ll be off.” 
Lisa walked around the car. “A friend of yours, Sam?” 
Margot narrowed her eyes. “Not exactly.” 
Lisa looked at Sam. 
He stood straight and looked her in the eye, his own dark and bleak. “Margot is the mother of my unborn child.” 



Chapter Eleven 

“BUT YOU PROMISED we could go to the creek,” Joey wailed. “I want to go swimming!” 
“Another time, Joey.” 
“But I want to go today. We were going to have a picnic. Why did we have to go home?” He kicked his foot against the bottom of the car seat and glared at his mother. 
Lisa barely noticed. Her entire being was focused on driving, hoping she could hold together until she reached the safety of her apartment. 
The mother of my unborn child.

Sam had made a baby with another woman! 
The pain that ripped through her heart was almost debilitating. Gripping the wheel, she stared straight ahead, glad the traffic was light. 
Hold on, she admonished herself, though she felt she wanted to scream at fate's capriciousness. She thought she and Sam were getting closer. Even let herself daydream once or twice about their getting married again, providing Joey a home with two loving parents. 
What a fool she’d been. 
Not that the pain eased for knowing it. 
“Mommy, I want to stay at Daddy’s ranch.” 
“No, Joey. Not today.” 
Maybe not ever. She should have stayed in Denver. Would he have told her eventually? Or would he have kept it a secret from her forever. 
A small moan slipped out and she blinked her eyes against sudden tears. They were almost home. She could hold on until then. 
Throwing a quick glance at her son, the pain intensified. None of this was Joey’s fault. His subdue expression, his sorrowful eyes, almost broke her heart. He had been looking forward to the day. 
But that was before.... 
Thankfully the curb in front of the house was empty. She pulled to a stop, almost unable to release the steering wheel. Slowly she opened her cramped fingers. 
“I don’t want to go home,” Joey muttered, crossing his arms across his chest in a perfect imitation of his father. “I want to go to the creek!” 
Lisa blinked the tears again, afraid she wasn’t going to win that fight. 
“Joey, you can go to the creek another day. We need to get inside right now.” 
“No!” 
Lisa gave a small hiccup and the tears flowed. 
Joey’s eyes opened wide. 
“Mommy?” he asked, scared. 
“Let’s get inside,” she said, brushing at her damp cheeks. 
He let her unfasten the seat belt and climbed down without help. In less than a minute they were inside. Lisa locked the door, as if someone would come charging in after her. 
A sob burst forth. That was dream stuff. Sam hadn’t come after her before, she would be an idiot to think he’d come now. Especially when he was having a baby with someone else. 
“Mommy, are you hurted?” Joey asked, patting her leg, looking worried. 
“Oh, Joey,” she knelt, and scooped him into her arms, breathing in the little boy scent of him, burying her face against his hair and letting the tears fall. He stayed still for a few minutes, then grew restless. 
“Sorry, sweetie pie,” she said, falling back to sit on the floor, leaning against the door. Burying her face in her hands, she let the tears fall. 
The phone rang. 
Lisa ignored it. 
“Mommy, the phone is ringing,” Joey said. “Should I answer it?” 
She shook her head. She couldn’t talk to anyone now. Maybe never. Secretly, somewhere deep in the recesses of her heart, she’d always thought she and Sam would get back together. Hadn’t that been the real reason she’d returned to Texas. Meeting at the Fort Worth stock sale had just sped up the process. 
Now she wished she’d never left Denver. Loneliness and hope offered more than reality. 
Joey patted her shoulder. “Don’t cry, Mommy,” he said. 
She dashed away the tears and tried to smile at him. “I’ll be okay. Why don’t you go in your room and play with your cowboys? I’ll go wash my face.” Biting her lip, she tried to control the sobs and succeeded until he was out of the room. 
Wearily pushing herself to her feet, she went into the bathroom and ran cool water. Soaking a cloth, she pressed it against her eyes, letting the hot tears continue. She’d cried for weeks after leaving Sam. But that pain couldn’t compare with this. 
The phone rang again. She ignored it. Returning to Tumbleweed had been a mistake. Not as big a mistake as making love with Sam this past week. She groaned when she realized what a easy mark she’d been. 
Let’s have a talk, clear the past. How dumb. He had no intention of clearing the past to make a future with her. Why hadn’t he just told her so? 
If she lived to be a hundred, she’d never understand the man! 
Lisa rinsed the wash cloth again and went to lie down in her bed. She never wanted to face anyone again. 
* * *
BY MID AFTERNOON, she’d regained some of her equilibrium. She’d fed Joey lunch and talked him into taking a nap. She lay down beside him and told a story until he fell asleep. Closing her own eyes, she wished she could find oblivion in sleep. But she kept seeing Margot Pendarvis and hearing Sam tell her over and over that Margot was the mother of his unborn child. 
She would have liked to have another child with Sam. She had thought once that she would be the mother of all his children. The knowledge that she wasn’t and never would be, cut deep. When the tears came again, she slipped from Joey’s side and went back to her own room. 
* * *
BY SUNDAY EVENING, Lisa was exhausted. She’d taken Joey into Dallas that day to a park to let him run off his excess energy. He’d constantly whined about wanting to go to the creek. She’d told him he would some day soon. Sam was still his father and still would have to see him. 
But the way she felt right now, she didn’t want to ever see Sam again. 
Yet the mere thought made her stomach churn. Never to see his eyes crinkle in laughter? Never to hear that sexy voice talking to her quietly in the night? Never to feel those strong arms around her, or hear his views things. 
She didn’t think she could bear it. 
Joey was asleep. Lisa sat on the sofa, gazing off into the dark. She was too tired to even get up to go to bed. Maybe if she sat a little longer  
The knock on the door startled her. After a moment it was repeated, harder this time. 
Crossing to the door, she looked through the peephole. Nick. 
Leaning her head against the wood, she wondered if she was up to this? 
“Lisa, open up.” He pounded on the door again. 
Afraid he’d wake Joey, not to mention annoy the neighbors, she unfastened the bolt and opened the door. 
He looked at her in disgust. “You look like hell,” he said, stepping in beside her, and flipping on the lights. 
“Come in, why don’t you?” she said closing the door behind him. 
Turning in the center of the living room, he crossed his arms over his chest and stared at her. 
“Want to tell me what the hell is going on?” he asked. 
“Why don’t you ask Sam?” 
“Sam looks worse than you do. He says you met Margot.” 
“The mother of his unborn child?” she snapped. 
“So, what do you care? You left him! You had your chance and you threw it away. What’s it to you if he tries to find some happiness with someone else?” His eyes narrowed as he waited for her response. 
Lisa swallowed. Put that way, she had no cause for feeling the way she did. 
But it wasn’t that way. 
“He could have told me.” 
Nick shrugged. “He would have eventually, a kid’s a hard thing to hide.” 
“Is he marrying Margot?” 
Nick shook his head. “I’m sure he asked her. But she has other things she wants to do in life. It was all he could do to convince her to carry the baby to term and let him have it.” 
“Let him have it?” 
“Sam plans to raise the child. Margot doesn’t want anything to do with it once it’s born.” 
Lisa blinked. How could anyone not want a baby? Sam’s baby? 
“I didn’t know.” She walked to the sofa, sitting on the edge as her knees threatened to give way. 
“Yeah, well you might have learned something if you’d answered your phone, or come to the door today.” 
She looked up. “We were in Dallas today.” 
“Sam tried to call you a dozen times yesterday. With Jennifer gone, and you not answering, he drove into town just to make sure you got home safely. He was worried about you.” 
“Why? I’m sure he has other things to worry about, like Margot.” 
“Margot’s doing fine.” Nick unfolded his hands and tipped his Stetson back on his head. He sat on the chair near the sofa and stretched out his long legs. Lisa’s heart skipped a beat he reminded her so much of Sam. 
Looking at her, he tilted his head slightly. “So, tell me Lisa. What did you expect Sam to do, carry the torch for you the rest of his life?” 
“I don’t care what he does.” 
“That’s obvious. You left him, remember?” 
“He drove me away!” 
Nick looked at the ceiling for a minutes. “Actually, I think we drove him into acting like a wild man.” He met her gaze. “I did it to get a rise out of him, why did you?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Every time things didn’t go your way, you hightailed it to my place to dump on me. Sam found you there time after time. I should have barred the door. But I let you come in--it was fun to watch him get jealous. At least at first. But by the time I realized what was happening, you two had split. I have to take part of the blame.” 
Lisa sighed, looking down at her hands. “It was my fault. Marriage didn’t turn out to be exactly what I thought it would. Before we knew it, we had a baby on the way, and then I was confined to the house to take care of Joey. I thought marriage would be glamor and fun, and it turned out to be work.” 
“So you left.” 
She nodded. “I shouldn’t have. My only explanation now is that I was too young to realize what I had. And to know how to hold on to it.” Tears threatened again. She’d done this. There was no one else to blame. 
“Sam was devastated when you left especially when you moved so far away. Maybe he could have handled it better if you’d stayed in town. At least he could have seen you, seen Joey. But to go so far and allow him to see Joey only a couple of times a year, that was hard, Lisa.” 
She nodded. It had been hard for her, too. 
“He about went crazy when he realized you weren’t coming back.” Nick rubbed his jaw. “We got into one hellacious fight.” 
She looked up at that. “I didn’t know.” 
Shrugging, he shook his head. “No reason you should have. Sam went wild, working hours that would have killed another man trying to get exhausted enough to sleep at night. Drinking, carousing. Did you ever take a look at Margot? A good look?” 
“I can see she’s pregnant.” 
“She looks like you. That’s why he started dating her, because she reminded him of you.” 
Lisa stared at Nick, tightening her lips. After a moment, she asked, “Why are you here?” 
“I wanted to talk to you. Maybe make you see things from someone else’s point of view. You sure turned out to be different from the way I thought about you in high school.” 
“We aren’t in high school any longer.” 
“No, and from the mess you and Sam have made of things, I’m glad we stopped seeing each other a long time ago.” 
Lisa looked away so he couldn’t see the hurt his words caused. 
He rose. “Don’t know if it did any good for you, but it helped me get it off my chest. Cut him some slack, Lisa. He loves Joey and wants to see him. I’d say he’s crazy about you, though why he would be after the way you’ve treated him is beyond me. But remember this--when he was dating Margot, he was free and single. He’d been dumped by the woman he’d chosen to be his wife. He had no ties to you, no loyalties, nothing. It’s too bad about what happened, but he’ll love that new baby as much as he loves Joey. And the kid will have a great home. If you two have something going, then it’ll be up to you to get beyond this.” 
“It’s not something to get beyond.” Lisa said through stiff lips. 
“If you met a man for the first time today and knew he had two kids, what would you do cut yourself off from any relationship because he had a past?” He crossed the room, and opened the door. 
Glancing at her, he said, “This is Sam’s week with Joey. I’ll be picking him up in the morning.” 
With that he stepped outside and closed the door. 
Lisa didn’t move. The final click sounded loud in the silence. 
* * *
Monday, Lisa bid Joey goodbye when Nick came to pick him up. The little boy was delighted to be going to the ranch. Lisa wished she could keep him home, but the precedence had been set. He spent every other week with his father. 
And soon a new brother or sister. 
She tried to ignore the thought, but it persisted. Driving to the Taylor ranch, she mentally listed all the tasks awaiting her, focusing on something else beside Sam Haller and the revelation she’d learned of on Saturday. 
* * *
JOEY SCRAMBLED OUT of the truck, running toward his father. “Daddy! Can we go to the creek today?” He flung himself around Sam’s legs, looking up beseechingly. 
Sam ruffled his hair and shook his head. “Not today, partner. I’ve got work to do.” 
“When?” 
“Soon.” He looked up as Nick ambled over. “Did you see her?” 
“Yeah. She’s fine. Took Joey to Dallas yesterday.” 
Sam nodded, and turned back to the boy. “Want to help Jose with the leather today?” 
“I want to go to the creek.” 
“Another time. Work first.” 
“You sound like Dad,” Nick commented as he walked with the two of them toward the barn. 
“Jeez, hit a man when he’s down.” 
“The old man wasn’t all bad, you know.” 
“So you say.” 
Nick paused by the stall containing his horse. “If it helps any she looked like hell, her eyes all puffy and red.” 
Sam barely paused in his stride, the slight hitch the only sign he gave that he’d heard. 
Lisa had been crying. He was the cause. He had known all along her finding out about Margot would change things. And the way she’d discovered it couldn’t have been worse. Why hadn’t he told her when she’d first moved back? 
Because of her reaction. 
He’d known how she’d take it. And he’d wanted those few weeks with her. 
Last week with her. 
For a few days, he’d thought he might have a future with her again. 
“Daddy, when can we go to the creek?” Joey asked. 
“Maybe we’ll swing by tomorrow on the way out to check that part of the ranch, want to do that?” 
“And go swimming?” 
“We’ll see,” Sam said absently, remembering the aborted picnic. They’d all had on suits, planned a fun day by the creek until Margot had arrived. 
“Stay with Jose, now, and help him out, okay, partner?” Sam said when they reached the tack room. 
“Okay. Hi Jose, we’re going to the creek tomorrow.” 
“So? Going to catch some fish?” 
Joey looked up at Sam. “There’re fish in the creek?” 
“Not where we swim. Maybe when you’re older, we’ll see if we can catch some.” 
Joey smiled happily and went to stand by the old cowboy. 
Sam spun around and headed for the million and one tasks that never ended on a ranch. Once again he was plunging into work to try to keep the truth at bay. 
Was there anything he could say to Lisa to have her listen to him? Have her understand? 
And what? Ask her to take on another woman’s child? 
She seemed content with her life the way it was. He’d have to get used to that. 
* * *
THE DAY SEEMED to drag by for Lisa. Bill asked her twice if she felt all right. Smiling brightly both times, she assured him she was. The last thing she needed was to go back to that empty apartment a moment before she had to. She missed Joey. Just Joey. 
But she couldn’t stay away forever. Once home, she changed into shorts, fixed herself some comfort food and went to lie down. She didn’t sleep, but dozed off and on, and thought about Sam and Margot, and the mess she’d made of all their lives. 
She wished she could have had some of the knowledge she’d acquired over the last two years back when she first got married. Nick was right. She had thrown away the best relationship she’d probably ever have. 
She’d released Sam from any and all commitment with the divorce. He had been free to see whomever he pleased. 
The knowledge hurt. She’d childishly wanted him to come after her, demand she return home. How juvenile could she be. He’d treated her as an adult respecting her wishes. 
Only they hadn’t really been her wishes. 
Now what was she going to do about it? 
* * *
WEDNESDAY, LISA CALLED the ranch to talk to Joey. Her voice was cool and distant when she requested to speak with her son. She did not want to talk to Sam. 
When she hung up some time later, she was only marginally happier having spoken with her son. She’d thought Sam might say something at least offer an explanation or ask to see her. 
Not that anything he could say would help. Nick had pleaded his case adequately. It changed nothing. 
Restless and a bit lonely, she left the apartment and went to sit on the porch. A couple walked hand in hand on the sidewalk, waving as they passed the house. Lisa smiled and waved back. From the distance, they’d never know the effort it took to smile. 
She rocked a while, letting the quiet night sooth her. Crickets sounded in the heat, and she tried to remember how to figure out how hot it was by their cadence. But it had been so long ago when she’d known that and other things pressed in on her now. 
A familiar truck pulled up and stopped. Lisa watched as Nick climbed out and went around to let Jennifer out. They laughed as something and headed up the walkway. 
“Oh, Lisa.” Jennifer said when she spotted Lisa on the porch. 
“Good evening,” she said, feeling awkward around Nick. Once they’d been best friends, girl-friend and boy-friend. Even after they had gone in other directions, they’d stayed friends. Now she only felt embarrassed to be around him. His words echoed. 
Jennifer turned to Nick and murmured something, then kissed him. 
“See you tomorrow,” he said easily. Turning, he headed back to the truck without a word to Lisa. 
Jennifer came up and sat in a rocker beside Lisa. 
“Isn’t this weather gorgeous? Warm in the day, but so pleasant in the evenings. I want Nick to get some rockers so we can sit out on nights like this.” 
Lisa smiled, amused for the first time in what seemed like ages. “I can’t see Nick sitting out on a porch at least not before he’s seventy.” 
Jennifer laughed. “I know, but I keep asking. Sometimes just by plugging away at something, you can get what you want.” 
“But not always,” Lisa murmured. 
“I’m sorry about you and Sam,” she said after a minute. 
Lisa tensed. She didn’t want to discuss the situation with anyone especially someone she hardly knew. 
“I know, it’s not any of my business. But Sam’s going to be my brother-in-law soon, and I like him a lot. I think he’s gotten a rotten deal.” 
“Because of me,” Lisa said. 
“Yes, if you want me to be honest. What do you want, Lisa?” 
Lisa looked at her in the dark. “Doesn’t everyone want to be happy?” 
“And how will you accomplish that? By blaming him for being human? You left. He tried to find happiness with you gone.” 
“I wish him well, then, with Margot.” 
“I don’t think so,” Jennifer said. “I think you want Sam for yourself.” 
Lisa looked out across the street, wishing she’d stayed inside. She didn’t need this. The ache in her heart hasn’t ease a bit since Saturday. 
“We don’t always get what we want.” 
Jennifer reached out and patted her hand. “I know. But sometimes we can if we don’t give up. I bet I have my rocking chairs by next summer. I bet you could have Sam this summer if you’d forgive and let him know how you feel. He’s crazy about you, always has been from what I hear.” 
“I want love,” Lisa said stubbornly. She looked at Jennifer. “I’ve thought a lot about it over the last week or so. I don’t ever remember him saying he loved me. He did say he was crazy about me. What does that mean?” 
“Did you ever ask him? You know guys have a hard time sometimes saying what they mean. And from what Nick says, there wasn’t a lot of love going around out there when their father was alive. Maybe Sam doesn’t know how to say it. Or maybe he doesn’t even recognize it when he’s knee deep in love. Give him a chance, Lisa. Don’t let pride and hurt feelings prevent you from having what you want in life.” 
“So what do you suggest I do, ride out there and tell Sam it doesn’t matter that he made a baby with someone else, that I want to try marriage again?” Lisa asked hotly. 
“Only if that’s what you want,” Jennifer said softly. “But if you’re sitting here thinking he’s going to ride up one day on a white charger and sweep you off your feet, you’ll be an old lady before you realize it’ll never happen. That man’s been knocked down more than he can get up, I’m thinking.” 
“I’m not the one who had him sleeping with Margot.” 
“No?” Jennifer asked gently.



Chapter Twelve 

SAM TUCKED JOEY into bed, listening as he chattered about his mother. He’d left the room after giving Joey the phone that evening. Lisa had obviously not wished to talk to him. 
After Joey was asleep, he debated calling her, but didn’t have a clue what he’d say. As far as she was concerned, his betrayal with another woman was the final straw. And he had no doubt she saw it as a betrayal. 
Wouldn’t you have? a voice inside asked. What if Lisa had become pregnant with another man’s baby. The thought burned in his gut. He would have hated it. Could he have gotten past it to see what they could make together? He didn’t know. 
The admission eased some of his anger at her. In her situation, he’d probably react the same. Talking about it wouldn’t change anything. 
There was nothing left to do but go on. Nothing had changed. They were divorced. And he was about to become a father again. 
* * *
SUNDAY MORNING, LISA dressed for church in a pale blue skirt and white eyelet top. It was growing hotter every day. Before long summer would arrive full blast. 
She missed Joey. Jennifer had come down Friday night to say Sam and Joey were joining her at a horse show in which she was participating. Joey wanted to see her ride. It meant a day’s delay in Joey’s returning home, but Lisa wouldn’t deprive him of the event. 
Jennifer had invited Lisa as well, but she’d quickly turned her down. 
Sam had not phoned to say when to expect them. She’d called her mother and arranged to join her parents at the church and then go back with them for lunch. Leaving a note on the door for Sam, she walked to the church she’d attended all her life. 
The large interior was cool and crowded with friends and neighbors. She spoke with several as she made her way up the aisle to where her parents were already seated. 
“Where’s Joey?” her mother asked when Lisa slipped in beside her. 
“Still at Sam’s. He’s coming home later today.” 
“In time to join us for lunch?” 
Lisa started to shake her head when she heard, “Hi, Mommy.” 
Joey ran between the pews and sat beside her with a bounce, beaming up at her. “We surprised you.” 
Lisa looked up into Sam’s hard stare. Her breath caught. He wore a sports jacket and bolo tie with a western stitched white shirt. The slacks were a change from jeans. His boots had a high polish. He held his hat in one hand. 
“Lisa,” he said as greeting, sitting beside Joey. 
“What are you doing here?” she whispered. 
“I brought my son to church. Do you have a problem with that?” 
She stared at him, feeling the churning emotions that had never eased all week threaten to overwhelm her. She wanted to reach out and touch him, make some connection. Conversely, she wanted him to leave and never come around her again. 
Her mother leaned over. “Hi, Joey, Sam. Glad you could make it. We’re all going back to our place afterward for lunch, join us?” 
“Mother!” Lisa hadn’t told her mother about Sam and Margot. But she couldn’t stand the normalcy of everything. Her world had tilted when she’d learned the news. 
Sam shook his head, his gaze holding Lisa’s. “Joey would like it, I’m sure. But I need to talk to Lisa. If you wouldn’t mind taking him, that would give us some time alone.” 
“I don’t want to talk to you,” Lisa said. 
“Tough. We need to talk and we will.” 
She blinked and looked to the front of the church. Somehow the emotions that bubbled weren’t conducive to peace on earth good will toward men. Especially the man next to her. 
The sermon seemed interminable. Normally she enjoyed the minister’s lesson, today she was too conscious of Sam sitting only a few feet away. Of the revelation of last Saturday. Of the aching hurt that wouldn’t fade. 
Joey squirmed impatiently a time or two. She was annoyed to find that Sam’s merely touching him gently on the shoulder was enough to settle him down. 
Finally it was over. 
“If you change your mind, come over,” Margaret said to Sam, holding Joey by the hand. She glanced at Lisa and back to Sam. 
“I hope your discussion is fruitful.” 
Lisa’s dad shook hands with Sam and followed after his wife and grandchild. 
Sam took Lisa’s arm in a firm grip. 
“I don’t have anything to say to you,” Lisa said in a low voice as they joined the crowd making its way down the aisle to the back of the church. She would not draw attention to them by trying to tug her arm free. 
Not that she’d need to. People were already noticing, and whispering. She could just imagine what they were saying. Color flooded her cheeks. 
“I have plenty to say to you. And I’m sure you must have a question or two.” Sam seemed oblivious to others in the church. His attention was solely on Lisa. 
“I think you said it all last Saturday.” 
Sam didn’t reply. The tightening of his hand was the only indication he gave that he even heard her. 
Walking out into the bright sunshine, Lisa wished she had brought a hat or something to shade her face. Or dark glasses to shield herself from Sam’s gaze. Instead, she felt as if she were in a spotlight. 
“Where did you want to have this talk?” she asked, stopping to one side on the crowded walkway. 
“Some neutral place.” 
“Right here?” 
“I think this might take longer than you think.” 
“We really have nothing to talk about.” She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to scurry home and shut the door on the world. 
He turned to face her, blocking her from the crowd dispersing behind him. 
“I want you to marry me, Lisa.” 
“What?” 
His sardonic smile mocked. “I thought that would get your attention.” 
“Is that a joke?” she asked suspiciously. 
The smile faded. “No. I’m deadly serious. I think we should get married again.” 
“No.” She looked away, afraid of what he might see if she didn’t. 
“Don’t dismiss the idea out of hand.” 
“Are you crazy? You sleep with some other woman, make a baby and then want me to marry you?” 
He took a deep breath. “I knew this wouldn’t be easy.” 
“Easy, nothing. It’s dumb, stupid, ludicrous. I wouldn’t marry you if--” 
He put a finger over her lips. “Don’t say it. Don’t say anything. I want to talk to you and you’re going to listen if I have to hog tie you to do it.” 
She opened her mouth to refute his assertion, then snapped it shut. Maybe she would listen to him. Just to hear what he had to say. To see if it would ease the ache in her heart at all. 
“Okay.” 
He headed for his truck, parked up the block. The pounding of her heart was because of the heat, she decided as she hurried to keep pace beside him. Not in reaction to his touch, to the feel of his fingers on her skin. The tingling was an interruption in her blood circulation, not awareness, not a joyful delight in his touch. 
He drove to the park in the center of town. There were benches scattered beneath the tall century old oak trees, affording shade and some privacy as they were spaced wide enough apart conversations couldn’t be overheard. Sam chose the one farthest from the playground area. Sitting down, he half turned to look at Lisa. 
She sat and stared ahead, refusing to meet his eyes. Making her displeasure as clear as she was able. 
“I think getting married would be perfect,” he began. 
That caused her to swivel around and glare at him. “I don’t see it that way.” 
“Why not? Are you going to tell me those nights in Houston meant nothing?” 
“Not in comparison with your nights with Margot.” 
“I know you’re upset about that. It’s not exactly what I had hoped for, either.” 
“If you want a wife, why not ask her?” 
He hesitated a moment. 
Lisa closed her eyes and sighed. Obviously he already had. Margot must have turned him down. 
Opening them again, she hoped the tears she felt welling wouldn’t fall. He had asked another woman to marry him. To share his life. 
“I didn’t even date in the last two years,” she said softly. 
“And I went on a bunch of dates trying to get you out of my mind. Including a whole series with Margot. Your leaving left a big hole in my life. I was trying to fill it up. Nothing worked.” 
Lisa felt the familiar guilt mixed with sorrow. 
“We should have worked harder on our marriage when we had the chance,” she said.
“Yes.” 
She waited, but he assigned no blame. 
“I should have,” she said. 
He shrugged. “It takes two. The way I see it, we’ve learned from our mistakes. We wouldn’t make them again.” 
“I don’t think I could ever marry you again, Sam.” 
“Because of Margot?” 
She nodded. “I’m really hurt. Not that you dated. Not even that you slept with someone else. You were free to do whatever you wanted. But that you made a baby...” 
“I can’t change that, Lisa. And if you can’t live with it, you can’t. The child is mine. Margot doesn’t want anything to do with it once it’s born. So we come as a packaged deal. You’re right. I was free to do whatever I wanted.” 
He paused a moment, as if marshaling his thoughts. “I might not have ever thought you and I would have a chance again, but seeing you in Fort Worth, and then our spending time together we’ve got something, sweetheart. You can’t deny the feelings that sizzle between us.” 
“Sex isn’t everything.” 
“It isn’t only sex and you know it.” 
Lisa refused to admit to that. 
“And you’re a wonderful mother. Look at how well you’re bringing up Joey. You love kids, I bet this baby would wrap itself right around your heart.” 
“You ask too much.” 
He sat back on the bench and stretched his long legs out in front of him, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “Maybe I do. I want you back, Lisa. I’d give you anything I have.” 
The tears eased over her lids, slid down her cheeks. The lump in her throat was impossible to swallow. It was too late. 
“I guess I thought it was fate when I saw you again in Fort Worth. Maybe it was capricious and mean. I thought I had put you behind me. That I could go on fine the way I was. One glimpse of you and I knew I’d been kidding myself.” 
She reached out, hesitating just before touching him. Clenching her hand into a fist, she let it fall in her lap. “I can’t do it, Sam. I’m sorry about everything. The divorce was my fault and I’d change it if I could. But you are asking too much of me.” 
And nowhere had he mentioned love. What kind of marriage would it be without that primary ingredient? 
He looked up at the branches of the trees. The silence was punctuated by the distant shouts and laughter of children playing on the swings and slides of the playground. A soft breeze ruffled the leaves, soughing through the branches. 
“Want to hear about Margot?” 
Lisa lifted a shoulder half-halfheartedly. “I guess.” Might as well know it all. 
“I started dating her last fall.” He threw her a quick glance. “She reminded me of you a little.” 
“Nick said that.” 
“You and Nick are speaking now?” 
“He came by to lecture me, if you call that speaking.” 
“Interesting. Do any good?” 
She shook her head. “Go on.” 
“Margot isn’t you. She looks a little like you with that auburn-brownish hair and blue eyes. And she has a fun sense of adventure. It wasn’t meant to be. She doesn’t like ranching or horses or anything to do with cattle. So for an occasional date, we did fine. When I tested the waters for something more, she backed off quickly enough.” 
He’d been searching for a replacement wife. 
What did she expect, that he’d remain celibate the rest of his life? Sam was young and virile and deserved to have a full, rich life. Had she truly expected him to martyr himself because of her? 
Childishly, she rather thought she had. 
“An occasional date doesn’t end up pregnant.” 
“We went to a Thanksgiving Day party with a bunch of married friends. Everyone was talking about family and traditions and I had asked you if Joey could come for the weekend and you’d said no. I was mad and lonely and--” He took off his hat and rubbed his fingers through his hair, resettling the Stetson. 
“I got drunk, Margot got drunk and the next thing I knew two months later she’s telling me we’re parents-to-be and she wants nothing to do with the baby.” 
“Hard to walk away from,” Lisa murmured dryly. 
Sam nodded, his eyes dark as he gazed into hers. “She agreed to have the child when I said I’d take care of all expenses and raise it myself.” 
Lisa swallowed hard. Would things have been different if she’d come home last Thanksgiving? Her parents had urged her to bring Joey to share a family celebration. She’d stubbornly refused. 
“That baby will need a mother, Lisa. Think about it, won’t you? I’m still crazy about you.” 
“You want a mother for your new baby.” 
“And a mother for Joey. And a family. You know I didn’t have much growing up. Wouldn’t you like for our son to have a mother and father living together? He’ll have a little brother or sister soon. Wouldn’t it be better for them to grow up together? Making memories, setting traditions?” 
It was what she’d wanted. Could she take it without love? Find it in her heart to love a child that wasn’t her own? 
But was Sam’s. 
The hurt threatened to drown her. 
“Just think about it, Lisa. Will you?” 
“It’ll be hard to not think about it,” she said with some asperity. She’d done nothing all week except think about Sam and Margot and Joey. And the new baby. 
And lie in bed nights remembering Houston, and all the other nights they’d shared together. Longing for that closeness, that feeling of connectedness, of belonging. Could she marry for that? Would it be enough for the long years ahead? 
“Come on, I’ll take you to your parents. Unless you want to stop somewhere for lunch?” 
She shook her head. 
“You might still be in time for dessert at your folks.” 
The short drive was accomplished in silence. Sam pulled to a stop in front of the Ballentine’s house and looked at her. 
“Can I see you this week?” 
“I don’t think so,” Lisa said, fiddling with the shoulder strap of her bag. 
Just then her mother ran out of the house and up to the car, her eyes worried. 
Lisa opened the door. “Mom?” 
“Do you have Joey?” she asked in agitation. 
Lisa’s heart skipped a beat. “Joey? He went home with you and Dad.” 
“He’s gone. Your father's out looking for him, as well as the neighbors. I hoped maybe you’d found him.” She looked frantically around. “I don’t know where he went. Or why.” 
Sam got out of the truck and came around to Margaret. Gently taking her shoulders he turned her to face him. 
“Tell us what you do know,” he said firmly. Lisa bumped his arm trying to get closer. 
“When did he leave, Mom?” 
“We got home from church and he changed into shorts. Then he asked to go to the creek. We said no, we had to eat lunch. I was in the kitchen preparing the meal and your father was on the front porch reading the paper. You know how he likes to do that in the nice weather. We thought Joey was playing in his room. When I called him for lunch, he wasn’t there. We searched everywhere. I don’t think he’s hiding, I think he’s gone off.” 
“To the creek,” Sam said, looking down the street. 
“He couldn’t do that. The creek's on the ranch property, miles from here,” Lisa said. Panic threatened. She had to do something. Her little boy was missing! Wandering who knew where! 
“A kid wouldn’t have any concept of distance.” 
“We’ve got to find him!” 
“We will, honey. We will. Margaret, which direction did George take?” 
“He and Ben Lattimore went that way,” she pointed down the street. “Bud Hazelwood and Thomas Ayers went that way.” She pointed in the opposite direction. “I’m so sorry. I never would have left him alone for a second if I’d thought he’d do something like this.” 
“It’s not your fault, Mom,” Lisa said, impatient to be off. “Joey should know better. He’s probably feeling a lot more adventuresome now after spending so much time on the ranch.” 
“Lisa, stay with your mom. I’ll have a look and see what I can find. There’s no way he could get through the back yard, is there? I could try that direction, rather than just follow where the others are searching.” 
“There’s the old gate. But I don’t think he could reach the latch,” Lisa said, already starting to run to the back yard. Sam right beside her. 
“What gate?” 
“We used it as kids. It opens on to a field. Sally and I played there lots when we were little. It was the wild open spaces for us. But I don’t think--” 
They came to the section of fencing where a gate stood opened ten inches or more. 
Lisa yanked it wider and dashed through, scanning the area. A wide open field stretched several acres in front of her. A thick copse of trees grew in the distance to the left and a rocky rough terrain to the right marked the edge of an arroyo. The deep ditch had been carved from the ground over the years by flash floods. The field was lush with fresh spring grass and wildflowers. No sign of a little boy could be seen. 
“Looks like he might have gone this way,” Sam said, kneeling down to study the grass. “See the path of bent grass? Someone or something came through here not too long ago.” 
“Someone? Do you think he was kidnapped?” 
“No, I think he wandered off searching for the creek. He talked about it all week.” Sam rose and looked at Lisa. “We didn’t get our picnic last Saturday and I think it meant more to him than we thought.” 
“We’ve got to find him, Sam,” she said urgently, starting across the field. He caught her arm. 
“Wait a minute. Stay with your mom. I’ll bring him home if he went this way.” 
“I’m going.” She shrugged free and resumed walking briskly. 
“Your shoes won’t hold up,” he warned as he began to follow the direction of the faint tracks. 
“Then I’ll walk barefooted,” she snapped. She wasn’t going to let a pair of sandals keep her from searching for her baby. 
They walked in silence across the field. The faint trail Sam was able to follow rambled, heading toward the rocks, but never in a straight direction. 
Lisa’s heart froze in fear. She couldn’t lose her son, her precious Joey. She loved him. He had to be all right. 
Sam looked over and reached out a hand. Gratefully, she gripped it tightly with one of her own. His calmness in the face of the possible tragedy was reassuring. His hand a comfort and lifeline. 
“Joey!” he called. They waited for a moment, Lisa holding her breath to hear better. Nothing but the soft sound of the wind in the long grass. 
“If he went to the rocks, he could have fallen down the hillside and hit his head,” Lisa said, wanting to run, but knowing she’d do better if they followed Joey’s tracks. No sense getting to the edge of the arroyo if he’d veered left or right. 
“He’s pretty smart for a little guy,” Sam said. They found a patch of clover, where a bunch of flowers lay scattered. Sam pointed to them. “He stopped to pick some, then decided to let them lay. Wonder what he was thinking?” 
“We made a clover flower chain once, maybe he thought he could do it and when he couldn’t he gave up.” Lisa said, more for something to do than that it mattered. “Joey!” she called. 
They reached the edge of the bluff and looked left and right. In the distance a small figure was sitting on the edge, feet dangling over. 
“Joey!” Lisa began to run. In only seconds, she was close. 
Sam reached out and stopped her. 
“Joey?” he said calmly, his arm a tight band around Lisa’s waist. 
“Let me to go him.” 
“No, the edge looks insubstantial. Your additional weight could cause it to break away.” 
She took a shaky breath and examined the terrain. Sam was right. From their angle she could see the lower part of the bluff had been undercut in a recent storm. It would be a long fall if the edge gave way. 
“Joey?” 
“Hi Mommy, Daddy. I camed to the creek. But there’s no water.” 
“This isn’t our creek, son,” Sam said calmly. “Come on back with us and we’ll go to the creek. The one on the ranch has water.” 
“Can Mommy come, too?” 
“Of course,” Lisa said. “We’ll have fun. Come away from the edge now, baby.” 
“I’m not a baby!” Joey stood and glared at his mother. “I’m big. Ask Daddy.” 
“Yes, you are. Come on now and we’ll go to the creek.” 
“Okay.” He turned to fling a stone as far out as he could, the movement crumbling the edge. 
“Watch out!” Lisa called, startling the little boy. The earth began to shift. 
Sam darted forward, reaching Joey just as a section gave way and slid down into the gully. 
“Sam!” Lisa stared in horror as both her son and husband disappeared. 
Caution reigned. She eased toward the edge, peering over to see if they were all right. It was a twenty foot drop to the bottom. The ground seemed to move beneath her feet and she quickly moved back. Going up a few yards to where the edge was more sturdy, she looked over again. 
Joey was held against Sam’s chest, moving and struggling to get up. Sam wasn’t moving at all. 
“Joey, are you two okay?” she called down. 
“Daddy’s sleeping,” Joey said, scrambling to his feet. “And I got an owie on my leg.” 
Lisa saw him examine his leg, sure it was scraped from their fall. Why wasn’t Sam moving? 
Her heart caught. “Sam?” 
“He’s sleeping mommy. Can we go to the creek now?” Joey called up. He seemed so tiny on the floor of the wide arroyo. But she could tell he was fine. It was Sam she worried about. 
Eying the edge, she didn’t find a place that offered a trail to the bottom. The sheer rock-studded wall was impenetrable. 
“Mommy, Daddy’s bleeding!” Joey called up after trying to wake Sam. 
Panic flared anew. He’d hit his head in the fall. Oh, God, Lisa thought, don’t let him be dead. Not with all that was still between them. Not before she’d had a chance to tell him that she loved him! 
Love? 
“Gee, your timing stinks as usual,” she murmured as the full realization of her feelings swept through her. She loved Sam. Had from the first. Separated by time and distance had not erased that love. Even knowing about the new baby hadn’t extinguished it. 
She loved him and now she was afraid she wouldn’t get the chance to tell him. 
“Joey, I can’t come down. I have to go to grandpa to get help. Can you stay with Daddy?” 
“Okay Mommy. Guess what? There’s water here after all.” 
“Water?” Lisa looked closely. There was a small stream in the center of the arroyo. Looking toward the mountains, she noticed the storm clouds. If they got too much rain in the mountains, this arroyo could fill with water. Flash floods weren’t the only kind of runoff, a steady rise from a distant storm could threaten to drown her family if they didn’t get to higher ground. 
“If the water gets higher, Joey, climb up as high as you can,” Lisa called, fear beating in her heart. She didn’t want to leave, but she couldn’t do anything herself. She had to have help. 
“Mommy loves you,” she called. 
Joey smiled and waved. He plopped down beside Sam and patted his arm. 
“I’ll be as quick as I can, Joey. Stay with Daddy.” 
“Okay.” 
Lisa ran like she’d never run before. Her sandals rubbed blisters. Half way across the field a strap snapped. She kicked off the shoe, taking time to discard the other one and began running again. The grass was cool against her feet, but she scarcely noticed. 
The field seemed miles long. Was the water rising? Had Sam regained consciousness? Please God, let them be all right, she chanted as she ran as fast as she could. 
There the fence came into view. Her breath was labored, and her legs burning, but she didn’t slow her pace at all. 
Slamming through it, she raced to the house. 
“Mom! Mom! Is Dad back? I need help.” 
“Lisa?” Margaret appeared at the back door, holding it wide for her. “Heavens, did you find him?” 
“Sam's hurt. He and Joey are in the arroyo and there’s water,” she gasped, leaning over to catch her breath. “We’ve got to get help to get them out. Oh, Mom, Sam hit his head. Joey said there’s blood.” 
“Run out front and blow on the horn. I told your father that would be our signal. I’ll call the emergency services.” 
“Mom, what’ll I do if Sam’s dead.” 
“It would take more than that to take Sam out.” Margaret looked at her searchingly. 
Lisa headed for the front, hoping her mother was right. “Tell them to hurry,” she said. 
She leaned on the horn for a long moment, then pounded it in short bursts. Neighbors came running from all direction. As soon as the first one was near, she explained. 
In less than five minutes, three men and two coils of rope were heading across the field. Lisa had only stopped to put on a pair of her mother’s shoes at her mother’s insistence before leading the way. 
She wanted to run, but one of the neighbors was too old for that. Settling for a quick pace she hurried back to the two she loved most in the world. 
When she reached the stable area near the cave in, she held her breath as she looked over. Joey sat beside Sam, and the water had risen until it almost touched Sam’s boots. 
“We’re back,” she called. 
Al Thompson quickly organized things. He himself went over the edge, tied firmly with one of the rope, and eased over by the three men who remained on top with Lisa. She wanted to go down, but they insisted she’d be more help on top when Joey came up. 
Once Al reached the surface with Joey in his arms, Lisa burst into tears and reached for her son. Squeezing him until he complained, she tried to absorb his very essence in to her body. 
“Sam?” She asked Al. 
“He’s still unconscious. Hope those paramedics arrive soon. The water’s rising.” He glanced toward the distant mountains. “Must be a humdinger of a storm. Don’t think we’ve had water here since the last of the spring rains.” 
“Joey can stay up here with the others. I need to go to Sam.” She said, placing her son on the ground, telling him to stay by Mr. Potter, a neighbor Joey knew. 
“Now Lisa, nothing you can do.” 
“I have to get to Sam!” She reached for the rope and tried to walk down the face of the bluff as Al had. She scraped one elbow when she banged into an outcropping. Skinned her knee against the abrasive dirt, but reached the bottom without a major mishap. She unfastened the rope and ran over to the man she loved. 
“Sam?” His hat was several yards away. His eyes were closed. She could see a small pool of blood beneath his head, and the rock he’d landed on. 
Hoping against hope that it wasn’t as serious as it looked, she took his hand in hers, searching for a pulse. It was strong and steady. Almost collapsing with relief, she cradled his hand against her breasts. 
“Sam, can you hear me? Wake up. You’re scaring me.” 
He remained motionless. 
“Sam? I love you.” 
He didn’t move. 
“I didn’t need that much time to decide. You’ve scared me. And made me realize how fleeting life can be. What if you died now? We would have wasted so much time. My fault. But a mistake I can remedy. I love you, Sam. Wake up, Please? Wake up and ask me again!”



Chapter Thirteen 

THE PARAMEDICS ARRIVED without fanfare. Working in tandem, they lowered a stretcher, fixed guide ropes and soon had Sam at the top of the bluff. 
The water continued to rise, covering the bottom of the arroyo. It was cold and muddy, but Lisa didn’t even notice. She went up after Sam, worried because he still hadn’t regained consciousness. She fervently prayed as she scrambled to the top. 
The ambulance was already crossing the field when she reached level ground. Her father and mother were waiting with their car. 
“Come on, honey, the paramedics said you and Joey were to come to the emergency room as well,” her father said. 
She felt dazed, but not hurt. Except....  
She looked down, her knee was scraped, and various bumps and bruises began to be felt. She’d never be able to wear this outfit to church again. 
“How’s Sam?” 
“Too early to tell,” her father said, ushering her into the back seat. Joey was already there, in his car seat. 
“Is Daddy better?” he asked forlornly. 
“He will be. We’ll go to the hospital now and check on him, okay?” she said, trying to keep the anguish from her tone. Sam had to be all right. She couldn’t imagine a world without him in it. 
Her mother looked back over the seat. “How are you?” 
“S-C-A-R-E-D,” she spelled, looking after the ambulance. 
“He’ll get the best attention at the hospital,” Margaret said. 
“I know. But what if--” She couldn’t say the words. Couldn’t even think them. And especially not in front of her son. She gripped her hands tightly together. Sam had to be all right. He had to be!

* * *
THE RIDE TO the hospital seemed endless, but in fact took less than ten minutes. Stopping near the emergency entrance, her father quickly parked and opened her door while her mother took care of Joey. 
The emergency room was bustling. One look at her and the nurses whisked her into a cubicle, Joey and Margaret right behind them. 
Quickly explaining what had happened, Lisa insisted they check Joey over first. He was the one who had tumbled all the way down with Sam. 
In no time, the doctor pronounced him fine. Lisa burst into tears. She hugged her son and only reluctantly releasing him to let her mother take him when the doctor wanted to examine her. 
“How is Sam Haller?” she asked as the nurse cleaned up the abrasions. 
“Came in right before you?” 
“Yes, he’s Joey’s father. Joey’s all right because Sam sheltered him somehow on the fall. He was unconscious for a long time. Has he regained consciousness?” 
“I’ll get someone to check,” the doctor offered, nodding at the nurse. 
By the time Lisa had her scraped knee bandaged and received a tetanus shot, the nurse returned. “Sam Haller's being admitted. He regained consciousness, but there is a slight concussion and we want to keep him over night for observations.” 
“Can I see him?” 
“Not just yet. Once he’s settled in, family can visit.” 
Lisa nodded. She slid off the examining table and thanked the doctor; then went in search of her mother and father. 
“I need to see Sam,” she said when she joined them in the waiting room. 
“Come home and change. You’ll scare him looking like that,” her mother said firmly. “We’ll bring you back. 
“No. I need to see him as soon as I can. Can you take Joey home?” 
“Yes. And I will not let him out of my sight!” her mother vowed. 
“I’m nailing that gate shut as soon as we get home,” her father said. “Honey, we’re so sorry.” 
“It wasn’t anyone’s fault, except maybe Joey’s!” she said, giving her son a familiar mother look. 
“I’m sorry Mommy. I shouldn’t have gone to the creek alone. Is Daddy mad at me?” 
“You think about what happened, Joey. Next time you want to go to the creek, or anywhere else, you wait for a grownup to take you. Do you understand?” Lisa said firmly. 
Joey nodded solemnly. 
“Okay then.” She kissed his cheek. “No, Daddy isn’t mad at you. He’s just hurt from the fall. He’ll be fine in no time.” She fervently hoped she was right. 
By the time she reached the reception desk on the second floor, Nick and Jennifer were already there Nick pacing in front of the nurses' station. 
“Lisa, are you all right?” Jennifer asked, her gaze on the scrapes and bandages. 
“Yes. Any word on Sam?” 
Nick paused and glared at her. “No. Why are you here?” 
“Nick,” Jennifer said softly. 
He looked at her and then away. 
“He’s worried about his brother,” Jennifer excused. “Come sit down. We can’t see him yet. What happened?” 
Both listened attentively as Lisa explained. Just as she finished, a doctor came down the hall. 
“Nick.” He smiled and crossed to shake hands, including the two women in his greeting. 
“Jim. How’s Sam?” Nick asked as they gripped hands. 
“Ornery as ever. He’s going to be fine. But he was out for quite a while. Always better to err on the side of caution though try convincing him of that. He insists he’s ready to go home.” 
Lisa felt the weight of the world lift from her. He was going to be all right. Thank God. She took a breath. 
“Can we see him?” 
Jim turned. “One person at a time and only for a few minutes. We’ve given him something to reduce swelling and ease the pain. His head’s pounding, naturally. Took five stitches to close the gash. But barring complications, he’ll be right as rain.” 
“When can he go home?” Nick asked. 
“Tomorrow if everything checks out normal by morning. He does have a slight concussion. We want to monitor it tonight. Want to see him?” 
Nick nodded. 
Lisa started to protest, then closed her mouth. Nick had a right to see his brother first. 
She regretted not arguing the point five minutes later when Nick returned and told Jennifer she could go in for a couple of minutes. He looked at Lisa when Jennifer left. 
“Sam doesn’t want to see you.” 
She felt as if he’d hit her. “What? Why not?” 
“He asked after Joey first thing. I told him the kid was fine and that you were here. He said he didn’t want to see you. That you both had said all you had to say.” 
“I want to see him.” 
Nick’s expression soften fractionally. “He’s going to be fine, Lisa. He looked okay to me, except for the bandage around his head. He’s a bit pale, but otherwise he looks okay. However, his wishes do count. You can’t see him.” 
She nodded and rose, feeling shaky and scared. She didn’t want to leave, but there was nothing to stay for if Sam refused to see her. 
“Tell him I was concerned. And there is more to talk about.” 
“I’ll tell him.” 
She had forfeited all rights to demand to see him. She was no longer family. 
Slowly walking down the hall, Lisa wished Sam had not said no. She really wanted to see him, make sure he was all right. Tell him she loved him. 
* * *
LISA LEARNED FROM Jennifer on Tuesday that Sam had gone home from the hospital Monday morning. But she heard nothing from Sam. 
Wednesday she called to see how he was. Nick answered, and told her he was asleep. She asked him to have Sam call. 
By Friday she knew he wasn’t going to. Every day she’d waited, working with one ear attuned for the phone, the hope dimming each day. 
But there was Joey to consider, she thought. Was Sam planning to have him come to the ranch this next week or not? How was he? Jennifer said when she’d told Lisa that Sam went home that he was doing all right. 
He had told her to think about their relationship. She had and more quickly than he probably imagined. 
She waited until after dinner Friday evening to call him. She didn’t want him to be outside. Or around the men on the ranch. She knew he ate in the bunkhouse, so gave him plenty of time to return to the house before she called. 
Joey was in bed so there’d be no interruptions. 
The phone rang a long time. She was about to give up when it was answered. 
“Hello?” 
She’d met her only once, but Lisa recognized Margot’s voice instantly. 
“I was calling for Sam,” she said. 
“He’s busy right now. Can I give him a message.” 
“This is Lisa Haller. Would you ask if he wants Joey this week?” 
“I’m sure he does, he’s crazy about that kid,” Margot’s tone was wry. 
“Is he feeling all right?” Lisa hated having to ask Margot, didn’t like talking with the woman. All she could see was Margot and Sam in bed. And that she’d driven him there. 
But she had to know about Joey. 
“Yes, he’s almost back to normal. Still has a headache, but it’s getting better. You know men, so macho. He was off the pain pills by Wednesday.” 
“Oh?” 
Margot drew in her breath. “Oops. You probably didn’t want to know I was staying here, did you? Someone needed to watch him. Nick had to go somewhere on business, and Jennifer's still teaching, so I was drafted. It’s the least I can do, according to Nick. I’m not his favorite person.” 
Lisa was surprised, she thought she had that honor. 
“I’ll tell Sam you called. He’ll probably send someone into town to get Joey since he’s still not driving.” 
Lisa hung up feeling hurt anew. Sam had needed help and not called upon her. 
Had he changed his mind about wanting to marry her? Nick had asked Margot to come help out. Sam had obviously not rejected her. She’d been there all week. A week of Margot’s taking care of Sam, cooking for him. Maybe a week in which they came to view things differently. 
Her first instinct was to pack up and move away from Tumbleweed again. 
She shook her head. Hadn’t she learned anything? If Sam didn’t want her, then so be it. She’d learn to live with that. But Joey deserved to know his father, to grow up on the ranch that would one day be partially his. To know his uncle Nick and his grandparents. 
She would stay, continue to work for Bill Taylor and make a home for her son. 
If it was hard, she’d learn to do hard things. 
* * *
LISA WAS LONELIER than ever the next week. Joey had gone off with Jose Saturday morning. He’d called on Tuesday night, and again Friday. But neither time had Sam asked to talk to her. 
She listened with mingled emotions as Joey joyfully related how he helped his father and where they’d gone. No mention of the creek. She could see the two of them together in her mind, and longed to be a part of that fantasy. 
Jennifer asked if Joey could accompany them to another horse show and Lisa had agreed. But when Saturday dawned she regretted it. She missed her son. Wished he’d be home soon. 
When her mother called, Lisa jumped at the chance to have lunch with them. 
“We don’t get to do this nearly often enough, now that you’re back in Tumbleweed,” her mother said as she placed the chicken salad and rolls on the table on the patio. Shaded from the hot sun, the table was placed to give a view of the garden. Looking over her shoulder, Lisa noticed the gate had been boarded over. 
Her mother caught her look. 
“Your father did that immediately after we got home from the hospital that day. I was so worried about all of you. If anything had happened...” 
“Don’t worry, Mom, everything is fine.” 
Her mother sat at the table and took one of Lisa’s hands. “Is it, honey? Is everything fine?” 
Lisa opened her mouth to reassure her mother, then abruptly closed it and shook her head. 
“No, everything is horribly wrong. And it’s my fault and I don’t know how to correct it.” She eyed her mother speculatively for a moment. “Do you know Margot Pendarvis?” 
Margaret nodded, her gaze steady. 
Lisa took a deep breath. “She’s pregnant with Sam’s baby.” 
Margaret nodded. “It was a nine-day wonder last Christmas when it came out.” 
“You never told me.” 
Margaret shrugged, releasing her hand and reaching for a serving spoon. She heaped salad on Lisa’s plate and nudged the basket of rolls closer. “I wasn’t sure you wanted to hear that. At first I thought Sam had moved on. But then it looked like Margot didn’t want marriage. The boy looked so unhappy for a long time.” 
“The boy is thirty-two years old--old enough to know better,” Lisa said with asperity. 
“Maybe, but mistakes do happen. What did you want him to do, Lisa, remain a monk the rest of his life?” 
“What I really want is for him to marry me again.” 
Margaret looked amazed. “You’re kidding.” 
Lisa shook her head, glad to have it out in the open. 
“I should never have left in the first place.” 
“You were very sure of yourself two years ago.” 
“I know. I thought I was. But two years on my own taught me a lot, Mom. A lot about life and a lot about myself. I was too young when we got married. You and Dad told me that, but I wouldn’t listen. But I’ve grown up and understand a lot of things I didn’t before.” 
“Sam doesn’t come unencumbered this time around,” Margaret said gently. 
“I know. That’s a stumbling block, but only that. I’ll have to deal with it if I want him.” She picked up her fork and leaned forward a bit. “And I do want him in every way and forever.” 
“Well, then.” Margaret began to eat as if she couldn’t think of anything else to say. 
“Only, I’m not sure he still wants me,” Lisa said a moment later. 
“One way to find out go ask him,” her mother suggested. 
“I’ve been thinking about it. I sort of wanted some sign from him that he’s still interested. Before we came home that Sunday, he said he was still interested. But he didn’t want to see me at the hospital, so I don’t know what to think. And since then, he’s not called, or even answered the phone when I call the ranch.” 
“You have to be careful with people’s hearts, Lisa. I suspect you hurt Sam more than you know when you left. He’s not an easy man to know.  He's not open and trusting like Nick. Remember some of the things Nick would say when he’d hang around you in high school? Sam had a difficult row to hoe with their father.” 
“It would serve me right if he doesn’t want anything to do with me again. But I’ve got to find out.” 
“So eat up and head for the ranch.” 
“They’re all at Jennifer’s show. I’d like to go see her perform sometime.” 
“I understand she’s quite good, and quite crazy about horses.” 
“And Nick.” 
Margaret nodded. “The wedding is in just a few weeks. Nick sent an invitation to your father and me.” 
“Not me.” 
“Do you want to go?” 
“Not unless things are settled between Sam and me. I’m not Nick’s favorite person these days. Blood is thicker than old ties.” 
“As it should be,” her mother said. “But love is the strongest emotion and bond of them all. If you love Sam, you need to do your best to make sure he knows that.” 
“I plan to do just that, Mom!” 
* * *
SUNDAY MORNING, SAM fixed Joey pancakes. He wasn’t much of a cook, preferring to eat in the mess hall with the men, but he liked spending time alone with his son. And Joey loved pancakes. 
“Make them look like a cat, Daddy,” Joey said. He stood on a stool near the stove, critically watching Sam’s every move. If Sam deviated from the established routine, Joey was quick to point it out. 
“One cat coming up. Did I tell you about the cat I caught up on the ridge?” 
Joey grinned and nodded. “A giant cat ready to spring and kill all the cattle. And you caught it!” 
“That’s right,” Sam said gravely, launching into the tale once again. His son loved to hear stories about the ranch. He was glad he was here to hear them. Sam still hadn’t gotten over the fear that had swept through him when the edge of the arroyo had given way. Fear for his son’s life. 
“After breakfast, we’ll get you dressed and head for town. I bet your mom misses you,” Sam said a little later as they were eating. 
“Naw, she works all the time.” 
“But she makes time for you.” 
Joey shrugged and swished a bite around in the syrup. “I like it here better. Can’t I stay?” 
“We’re taking turns, remember? You stay with your mom and then with me.” 
“That’s dumb.” 
“Don’t I know it,” Sam murmured beneath his breath. 
He hadn’t seen or spoken to Lisa in two weeks. He wondered how he was going to go the rest of his life without her especially if she stayed in Tumbleweed. Which it looked like she planned to do. 
He’d tried, but she had been adamant in refusing to even consider  giving them a chance since learning about the new baby. He sighed and stared at his son. His wife should be sharing breakfast with them. She should be laughing at Joey’s comments, and admonishing him to sit up straight. 
And she should look up at him and smile--the two of them sharing the moment. 
Sam put down his fork. He was going into town. He was going to talk to Lisa until he was blue in the face. One way or another, he was going to convince her to give them another chance together. 
Their time in Houston proved they still had strong feelings. She’d have a right to be angry about Margot. But she also had to get over it and move on. With him! 
“Come on, Joey, let’s get you dressed. 
* * *
LISA BUTTONED THE shirt and studied it in the mirror. It was the fourth one she’d tried on. She wanted to look just right--not too obvious, not too casual. This one would have to do. 
She brushed her hair, double checked her makeup and took a deep breath. She was as ready as she would ever be. 
Heading out of town, she swung into a convenience store and bought a new toy for Joey to keep him occupied while she talked with his father. 
On the road again, she felt anticipation rise. She was going to flat-out ask Sam if he still wanted to marry her. There were lot of things they had to discuss, and decision to make, but being apart was not an option she wanted to explore. Been there, done that. Didn’t like it at all. 
She loved Sam Haller, stumbling block and all. It would be up to her to make the first step and she was ready today. 
The ranch was quiet when she arrived. She passed Nick’s place, noticing Jennifer’s car parked on the side. In another two weeks, school would be out and they would be married and setting up house together. 
If she hadn’t been so focused on her quest, she would have spared a moment to envy them starting out fresh, deeply in love, with their whole lives ahead of them. 
Not so with her and Sam. They had a past. One that wouldn’t ever go away. 
But one from which they could learn and grow and move on. And if he didn’t love her, she had enough love for the both of them. She felt almost giddy with excitement. 
Stopping by the house, she killed the engine, looking for Sam’s truck. It wasn’t parked in its usual place. 
Slowly she climbed out of her car and headed for the front door. She rang the bell and waited. The echoing silence was her only response. 
Trying again, she waited impatiently. Where were they? Had he taken Joey on a ride before heading to town? 
Slowly wandering to the barn, she saw two cowboys working on one of the stalls. 
“Hi. Have you seen Sam?” 
“Not today,” one replied. The other shook his head. “Try the house,” he offered. 
“I did, there’s no answer. Did he take a horse to ride somewhere?” 
One man shrugged. “Check the corral. There should be seventeen horses. If one is missing, maybe he did.” 
“He usually takes that big black.” 
Lisa nodded. She knew Sam’s favorite horse. 
Checking the horses in the corral, she saw his horse. But upon counting, there were only sixteen horses. Had he taken another one this morning? 
She went back to the porch and sat on the top step. She’d come this far. She wasn’t going to be turned back until she’d talked to him. 
* * *
“I NEED TO go potty, Daddy,” Joey said plaintively. 
“Your mother isn’t home and neither is Jennifer. Do you know anyone else in the house that would let you in?” Sam asked. They’d been waiting more than an hour for Lisa. He’d called her mother’s place earlier, but Margaret hadn’t seen Lisa, nor spoken with her that morning. 
He’d drive around town once, checking at the grocery store. Her car wasn’t there either. 
Where was she? 
He leaned against the porch railing and looked down the street once more. “We can go to the cafe in town and get something to eat. And you can go potty,” he told Joey. 
“Okay. I want a hamburger.” 
Forty minutes later they were back. Still no sign of Lisa’s car. Sam sat on the top step and watched Joey play in the year. It wasn’t a ranch, but it at least afforded him room to run and play. Better than the apartment he’d seen in Fort Worth. 
Where was Lisa? 
Had she gone out with someone else? 
The thought made him feel sick. He’d tried to talk to her before the accident. She’d made no effort since to contact him. How clear did a man need it? 
A lot clearer, he thought. He wanted to see her, touch her, kiss her. Then ask her again. Maybe he should take her to bed and ask in the midst of passion. Or maybe he shouldn’t ask again, just move in with her until she agreed to move out to the ranch with him. 
“No, it’s marriage or nothing,” he said. 
“What, Daddy?” Joey asked, pausing in his game. 
“Nothing, just wondering where your mother is.” 
“If she doesn’t come home, can I go back to the ranch with you?” 
“Sure, partner.” 
If she doesn’t come home, he wanted to know why no one had mentioned Lisa dating anyone. She’d said she hadn’t dated during their two years apart. 
Not like him who had tried to drive her memory away by making as many new ones as he could. 
But he was determined he was going to see her today. Even if they waited until dark! 
* * *
AS THE HOURS ticked slowly by, Lisa grew uncertain. Maybe this had been a bad idea. Obviously Sam wasn’t even around. Had he tried to call her after she’d left that morning to tell her where he and Joey were going? 
Finally around two, she gave up and headed back to town. 
Turning on her street, the first thing she noticed was Joey running in the yard. Then Sam’s truck. Then Sam sitting on the top step of her apartment house. 
Instantly anticipation rose. She licked her lips, knowing she’d worn off all traces of lipstick. Darn the man, what was he doing here? 
The carefully rehearsed words fled. Heart pounding, she stopped the car and climbed out, her eyes meeting Sam’s holding as she walked around the front of the car and started toward the porch. 
“Where the hell have you been?” he roared, coming up in one swift movement.



Chapter Fourteen 

“WHERE HAVE I been?” she asked, stopping and putting her fists on her hips. “I like that. How long have you been here?” 
“It seems like forever. Out with a date?” 
Lisa almost burst out laughing. “That’s a joke, right? I’ve been sitting on your front porch since nine o’clock this morning!” 
He looked at her. 
“Hi, Mommy,” Joey ran over to give her a hug, then ran back to his game. 
One side of Sam's mouth lifted in a half smile. Her heart skidded began beating frantically. He was a beautiful man. 
“We’ve been here since about then. We must have passed each other.” 
She blinked. Some of her indignation faded. “You’ve been here? Why?” 
He walked down the steps and met her on the walkway. “Why were you at the ranch.” 
“I wanted to talk to you.” 
“About time.” 
“What?” 
“I said about time. I’ve been waiting for two weeks for you to want to talk to me,”  he said.
She frowned. “I don’t think so, buster. I wanted to talk to you at the hospital. I called during the week. Left messages.” 
He reached out and brushed a strand of hair off her check, his fingertips gentle against her skin. “I didn’t know that.” 
“Nick said you didn’t want to see me,” she said, memorized by the flame in his eyes. 
“Oh, I wanted to see you, Lisa. I wanted to more than see you.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. 
Lisa threw her arms around him and held on tight. She kissed him with all the pent up love and heartache and uncertainty in her. This is where she belonged. This is where she longed to be right with Sam. Forever. 
Sanity returned slowly. He leaned back and gazed into her eyes. 
“I need to talk to you,” he said. 
“Yes.” 
“I want you to marry me again. I’m crazy about you. And you still feel something for me, I know it.” 
“Yes.” 
“Those days in Houston were as close to perfect as we can get. I didn’t want them to end.” 
“Me, neither.” 
“And this bit about Joey spending one week at the ranch and one week here is for the birds. He needs both parents and we owe it to him to provide him a safe, secure home.” 
“I agree.” 
“So no arguments, I want you to marry me and stay with me forever this time.” 
“Yes.” 
He pulled back and tilted his head to one side. “Are you all right?” 
“Yes.” She laughed joyfully. “Yes, to getting married. Yes, to giving Joey a united family. Yes, to living on the ranch, and yes to being crazy about you. That’s why I went to the ranch. I was going to talk to you about that very thing. I love you, Sam. I did before, I did while we were apart and I still do. It obviously isn’t going to change.” 
“I’m crazy about you, Lisa Haller.” He kissed her quickly, then picked her up and spun her around. 
Her shrieks of laughter drew Joey’s attention. 
“Daddy, swing me, too!” he yelled, running over to his parents. 
“Sure thing, partner. Guess what? Your mama just agreed to come to the ranch. We’re all going to live there, what do you think about that?” Sam picked his son up and held the two of them in his arms. 
“Really?” Joey’s eyes grew big as he looked from Sam to Lisa. 
“Really,” she concurred. “As soon as your daddy and I get married.” 
“Not today, huh?” Sam asked, his eyes twinkling. 
“Not today. But soon?” 
“Soon as we can make it. I’ll call about getting a license first thing tomorrow. Wish the courthouse was open today.” 
Lisa felt sheltered in the arms of the man she loved. True, he hadn’t said he loved her. But maybe he didn’t know the words. Or the feelings. 
“Sam?” 
“Yes?” 
“Do you like me more than your horse?” 
He looked at her as if she’d gone crazy. “What kind of dumb fool question is that? Of course I like you better than my horse.” 
“Better than Nick?” 
He took a moment to consider the question, his eyes narrowing. “Maybe. Different, that’s for sure.” 
Lisa smiled. “How about Joey?” 
“Same different, but yeah, maybe a shade better. What’s got into you?” 
“Nothing.” He loved her. He just didn’t say the words. ‘Crazy about you’ would have to do. Her love blossomed and consumed her as she reached up to kiss him gently on the lips. “I’m crazy about you,” she whispered. 
“Me, too, babe. Me, too!” He hesitated a minute, then set Joey down. “Run play, Joey. I have something else to talk about with your mom.” 
“When can we go to the ranch?” 
“Later. We’ll go back later.” 
Lisa watched as Joey ran across the yard, yelling his delight. How could she have taken her son from his father? She would never leave again. 
“Lisa, there’s still the new baby,” Sam said. 
“I know. I’ve thought about it a lot. You’re right, I’ll probably fall in love with it the moment it’s born.” 
“I’d change that if I could.” 
She nodded. “I know you would. But we can’t. And the situation is of our own making. Each has a responsibility to it. But I love you more than I’m jealous of Margot.” 
“You needn’t be, sweetheart. I tried to replace you, but couldn’t. Margot is just a wild girl who got caught.” 
“Is two kids all you want?” 
“I want a house full, how about you?” 
Lisa nodded. Things would work out. She would make sure this time. 



Two Years Later.... 

“MOMMY, MOMMY, DADDY’S coming!” Little Holly Haller jumped up and down on the porch in her excitement as she spotted Sam heading for the house from the barn. Joey ran along side him, talking nineteen to the dozen as usual. 
Lisa stayed on the rocker, keeping an eye on Holly so she didn’t get too excited and tumble off the steps. She’d done that once months ago when first learning to walk and scared six months out of Lisa. 
“He’ll be here in a minute, honey, don’t get near the edge.” 
Holly spun around and ran to Lisa, flinging her arms up. 
“Up!” she demanded. 
Despite her bulk, Lisa readily complied. She loved holding this child of her heart. Holly was sweet and loving and a joy to be around. The prophesy had come true. Lisa had fallen in love with Holly the day she was born the very moment, she often thought. Margot had graciously allowed both Sam and Lisa to be in the delivery room. She’d signed the adoption papers while still in the hospital. 
Every once in a while she’d drop by to see her daughter, but she had no regrets about relinquishing her care to Lisa and Sam. 
“So how are my girls today?” Sam asked, stepping up on the porch. 
“I painted, Daddy,” Holly said, struggling to get down as quickly as she had to get up. 
Lisa laughed and reached up her hands. These days she needed assistance in getting up. 
“We had a lovely day, thank you. How about you and Joey?” 
“He rode all the way to the property line without a lead, right partner?” Sam asked. 
“I did, Mommy. I can ride all by myself now.” 
At five, he was growing so fast she could hardly believe it. In September, he’d start school. She’d miss him being around all the time, but by then, his new brother or sister would have arrived to fill up her time. With Holly just two and a new baby, she’d have plenty to do. 
And Sam. She spent as much time as she could with Sam. They had so much they liked doing together, she almost resented the time they spent apart. But the ranch and her work did place certain demands. 
Which enable their time together to be all the sweeter, she’d decided long ago. 
Sam kissed her, rubbing her swollen belly gently. “I’m crazy about you,” he said for her ears alone. 
Lisa smiled. It was more than enough. 
~ * ~ 
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To our family’s own “Marlboro Man,”
my father, Stephen M. Totton,
who first introduced me to
the wonders of the West. 




Prologue

At the A-OK Corral, outside Lullabye, Colorado...
 
HOLT WINSTON FLIPPED through the stack of resumés cluttering his desk, his expression growing darker by the minute. Why the hell had he waited so long to fill the last remaining wrangler position? Procrastination wasn't his usual style. But it sure had grabbed hold on this particular task.
He glanced at the next resumé and tossed it aside with a practiced flick of his fingers. He knew damned well why he sat here as stubborn as a mule asked to jump the Grand Canyon. It was for one reason and one reason only.
Gwen.  As usual, he could trace the root of his recent woes straight to his city-loving ex-wife.  When she’d waltzed out the door, she’d scooped up and pocketed every last penny in his bank account.  She’d even cleaned out the spare change under his couch cushions.  She’d come as close to bankrupting him as he’d ever care to get.
Turning the A-OK Corral into a dude ranch offered his only chance for salvation.  Not that he liked it.  No way, no how.  Unfortunately, it didn’t change a damn thing.  What was done was done. What remained as a result…  Well, he’d just have to swallow it down like some sort of foul tasting elixir.
He turned his displeasure on the stack of resumés.  Even so, hiring hands for a
dude ranch gnawed at him, twisting in his gut like a blunt-edged knife. Being good with rope, horse, and cow didn’t count for much anymore. To be worth their salt, wranglers who worked dude ranches had to be good with people, too. A sorry state of affairs, that's what it was. But one he'd put up with until he'd got himself back in the black. And the only way to accomplish that involved opening his gates to outsiders.
Now because of his little aversion, all the good wranglers were taken. Which left him a day late, a dollar short, a man shy and knee deep in cow—  Hold the horses!
He snatched a resumé from the pile and tipped back his hat. Well, now. If that didn't beat all. Here in the middle of this heap of manure, he'd found a gold nugget. A gold nugget by the name of Tex Greenbush. A natural born cowboy who, if the people recommending him weren't exaggerating, could "sweet talk the rattle off a diamondback."
Considering the strange and varied "city slickers" who visited each year, a sweet talking wrangler was one he couldn't afford to pass up. Hell, he couldn't afford to pass up a wrangler who could string more than two words together.
That decided, he yanked his standard contract from a drawer, scrawled his signature on the bottom, and stuffed it into an envelope with a brief acceptance note. A lick and a stamp and it was ready for the post office. With a practiced snap of his fingers, he sent the envelope spinning lazily through the air. It landed smack-dab in the center of the "outgoing" box on the far edge of his desk.
Then he tilted his oak swivel chair to a reckless angle and lifted a mud-spattered boot, dropping it square on top of the remaining resumés. Settling his hat low over his eyes, he grabbed his chipped mug and took a deep, satisfying swallow of coffee as thick as molasses and black as tar. Yep. Now that he’d taken care of that minor detail, he could enjoy the rest of his day.
Life was perfect.
* * * 
A few days later in Richmond, Virginia...
 
CAMI GREENBUSH WHOOPED for joy. "I did it! Holy mackerel, he hired me!" Tossing the letter, envelope, and contract she'd received into the air, she rushed to the window and flung it open, leaning out farther than caution dictated. "Hey, everybody!" she shouted, thick black curls tumbling about her flushed face. "I'm not just a cowboy, any more. I'm Tex Greenbush. A gen-u-ine, hired-for-the-season, employed cowboy."
Enthusiastic applause greeted her announcement. "Way to go, Cami," one neighbor yelled.
"We knew you could do it!"
"That's our girl."
She grinned at the well-wishers. "This calls for one heck of a celebration. Texas style, of course. You're all invited. Tonight. Up here. Seven o'clock. And fair warning, the chili's gonna be tongue-blisterin' hot."
"Er, Cami," her roommate, Diane, interrupted. "Have you read this acceptance letter?"
Cami retreated from her precarious position at the window. "Sure I have. It said, 'You're hired.' What else is there to read?"
Diane sighed, studying the papers. "Well, the contract for one thing. It stipulates a two week trial period."
"No problem."
"No problem, unless this Holt Winston decides you can't do the job. Then, according to this, he can fire you."
"He won't," Cami reassured, crossing to the kitchen. "Did I buy extra chili peppers last time I went shopping? I'm sure I did. We'll need lots for tonight."
Diane trailed after her. "Will you please pay attention? Once Mr. Winston realizes you can't rope, haven't been near a ranch in more than twenty years, and the last horse you rode was made of plastic and connected to a carousel, he'll have you on the next plane out of there."
Cami poked through the refrigerator. "Train. Real cowboys use two, and only two, forms of transportation. Their horse. And, when they absolutely must, a train."
"Girlfriend!"
"What?"
"He's going to discover you lied on that resumé and that's going to make him very angry."
Cami rocked back on her heels and glared indignantly at her roommate. "Lied? What lies are you talking about?"
"Your roping skills for one," Diane said pointedly.
"Oh, that." Cami shrugged. "Everyone knows Texans are prone to exaggeration. I admit, one or two details might be open to broad interpretation. But I wouldn't call them lies. Lying is wrong. And if there's one thing I never am, it's wrong."
“There’s another thing you’re not.”  Irony underscored Diane's voice. "And that's a wrangler."
"Sure I am. I just need practice."
"You need to have your head examined."
Cami returned her attention to her pepper search. "You don't understand."
"What don't I understand?" her roommate asked in exasperation.
"That I'm a Texan.” An aching intensity colored her words while wispy memories of her late father crowded in. If only he were here to see her now.  Daddy’s little cowboy.  It was her dream.  Her goal.  The one thing that meant more to her than anything else in her entire life.  Determination ripped through her, giving weight and passion to her words.  “And being a Texan means I'm a cowboy by birth. The rest will come naturally."
Diane groaned. "You've got to be kidding."
"It's not a problem," Cami insisted. "You'll see. Cowboying is in my genes." With a smothered exclamation, she grabbed a plastic bag half hidden behind a carton of milk. "Found you, you devils." She held the chili peppers aloft and grinned in triumph. Life was perfect.



Chapter 1

WES SLOWED HIS battered pickup and made a sharp right, bouncing onto a long dirt road. "Here we are," he said to Cami. "Around this next bend is the A-OK Corral."
Cami scooted to the edge of her seat and strained for her first glimpse of the place she'd call home for the next several months. The truck cleared a rise and a huge ranch appeared before her. She sighed in delight. It was the embodiment of a lifelong fantasy and perfect in every detail.
The builder had tucked the two story log house into a hillside. Behind it the Rocky Mountains rose sharply, stabbing the intense blue sky with craggy, snowcapped peaks. A stand of ponderosa pine surrounded the buildings and a sweep of green daisy-studded scrub grass bobbed beneath the late spring breeze like a living welcome mat.
Off to the right of the main house and dotted among the trees were several smaller cabins. For the help, she wondered, or the guests? To the left stood the barn and corral. A meadowlark called to her from a fence post, it's flutelike song a pleasant welcome. She inhaled deeply, taking in the brisk mountain air. What could be more ideal than this?
She turned to Wes. "Thanks for the lift," she said with a wide grin. "And tell that wife of yours to visit real soon."
"You can count on it. Remember, you promised to come by my shop for a soda next time you're in Lullabye."
Cami ticked off on her fingers. "And by Clara's for more cowboy duds—she dressed me up real fine, didn't she? And by Reverend Sam's for a chat—lordy, that man can chat. And by Trudy's Feminine Fripperies for any unmentionables I might need—though what half that stuff is used for, is beyond me." She caught her breath before adding, "Oh, yeah. And by Lem's Mercantile and General Gathering Spot for—well, just for the heck of it, I guess. That sure is one friendly town you have there. Who's left to meet?"
Wes thought a minute. "You missed Tommy Torrino. But he's down Denver way and won't return ’til tomorrow. He's our mayor."
Cami grimaced. "I guess that's what I get coming in a day early."
Wes climbed out of his pickup and plucked her suitcase from the bed of his truck. "That's youth. Always in a hurry to be gettin' and doin'. Guess I'll shove off, if you're positive you'll be okay."
"Not just okay. Being back on a ranch..." To her horror, tears filled her eyes and she blinked rapidly to dispel them, offering a wobbly smile. "I've dreamed about it for a long time. I can't believe I'm finally here."
"Now, now." He patted her shoulder. "You need anything, anything a'tall, you give me or Sadie a holler.  Remember now, cellphone coverage is spotty out this way.  But Holt has a landline.  You call anytime, hear?"
Impulsively, Cami threw her arms around him. "Thanks, Wes."
He gave her an awkward hug, than scrambled into his truck. "Tell Holt howdy. And don't be a stranger, hear?"
"Will do."
Wes started his engine and reversed out of the yard in a huge plume of dust. Cami waved, then turned and crossed to the ranch house. It seemed unnaturally silent. To be on the safe side, she banged on the front door. No one answered. Maybe arriving ahead of schedule hadn't been the smartest idea, after all.
Then she shook her head.  Nonsense. It showed incentive. It showed drive. It showed an eagerness to start work. Who wouldn't appreciate that? She'd tuck away her suitcase on this fine porch of Mr. Winston's and borrow his equally fine rocker. Eventually someone would show up to welcome her, and they'd be delighted she'd had the good sense to come early. In the meantime, she'd relax and enjoy the view.
“Look, Daddy,” she whispered, almost dancing in excitement.  At least, she would if her brand spanking new jeans—no charge for the extra heavy-duty starch—permitted such an action.  “I made it.  It’s not quite home.  But it’ll do.”  She settled into the rocker and stretched out her legs, also a necessity given all that starch.  “Fact is, it’ll more than do.”
She’d no sooner given the rocker a practice push than an approaching cloud of dust heralded the arrival of another vehicle. A few minutes later, a minivan pulled into the yard and a man in his late thirties climbed from behind the wheel, looking around in bewilderment. He poked his head in the open car window and said something to the woman seated on the passenger side. In the back, Cami could see several wriggling children. The family's youngest member announced his presence with a strident wail.
Cami glanced from the silent ranch house to the car. This wasn't right. These were guests, no doubt about it. Someone should be here to meet them. It wouldn't do for their introduction to the A-OK Corral to be so lacking in welcome. Coming to a swift decision, she stood, gave her stiff britches a “forward ho” nudge with her hip to set them into motion, and strode across the yard toward the car.
"Howdy!" she shouted over the shrieks of their baby. "Cami Greenbush at your service." She stuck out her hand.
The man latched onto it in relief. "Rob Radburn," he said, pumping her arm up and down. "I didn't think we'd ever get here. We've been on the road for four days straight, and the kids..." He turned a harassed gaze toward the van. "They're sort of sick of being penned up in there."
"Completely understandable." Gingerly, Cami eased her crimped fingers from his desperate grip and peered in the open window. The woman on the passenger side stared blankly out the front windshield. "Er, your wife?"
A young freckle-faced redhead opened one of the sliding doors. "Aw, she's been like that for the last day and a half. Randy was foolin' around with his slingshot and it sort of went off by itself and beaned her one."
Rob shuffled in the dust. "It was supposed to be a second honeymoon," he mumbled. "But Rhonda and I couldn't find anyone to take the kids."
"Well, they'll have plenty of running space here." Cami leaned in, popped seatbelts at random, and hauled out the nearest squirming body. "So. Where do you all hail from?"
"Ohio. Columbus, to be exact."
"You don't say. Well, don't worry." She winked broadly. "I won't hold it against you, even though I'm a Texan myself."
He managed a weak grin. "Thanks. This is sort of new to us," he admitted, clearly at a loss. "What should I be doing?"
"Unloading sounds good to me. I'll start with these fellas, if you'll unhook that roof rack." She caught the belt of the next youngster and yanked him into the sunshine. Two bodies later, she came across the noisy one. "Hey, I think this little guy's hungry. Is there a bottle handy?"
With a grunt, Rob unlatched the roof rack and struggled to free the first suitcase. "Try the cooler."
Within minutes she had the baby freed from his car seat, a bottle in his mouth and peace restored. Next, she turned her attention to the assorted redheads wrestling in the dirt. "Okay, boys. Everybody grab a bag or suitcase and carry it to the porch. Once that's done, I'll show you some of the best yo-yo tricks this side of the Mississippi."
It took a bit of work, but she soon had them organized. She even managed to coax Rhonda from the car, onto the porch, and into the rocker.
"Sit down anywhere. Make yourself comfortable." Cami wriggled her hand into the pocket of her jeans and tugged out a yo-yo. "Rory, the baby doesn't eat lizards. Give it up. And Rufus, you shake that can of soda one more time and you won't get to try my Buckin' Bronco trick. Now, come stand by me and watch how it's done."
She grinned at her obedient audience. Hey, this was a snap. She was really getting the hang of this cowboying stuff.
* * * 
"I DO BELIEVE we've got company, boss," Gabby announced, reining in his mount beside Holt and Frank. "You expectin' anybody?"
Holt swiveled in the saddle and studied his ranch house through narrowed eyes. "Only that new wrangler, Tex Greenbush. But he's not due ’til tomorrow. Whoever they are, they've made a mistake."
His foreman snorted. "Looks to me like that mistake's taken over your entire front porch."
Holt glanced at his neighbor. "They yours, Frank?"
"Could be," he admitted with a shrug. "I have a passel of Radburns arriving anytime now. I suppose that could be them. Wonder why Miss Agnes hasn't sent them on their way?"
"She's on vacation," Holt said. "Not due back until next week."
He examined the group. They weren't local, that was for damned sure. Even from this distance he could make out the standard uniform of a tourist—plaid shorts, T-shirt, white socks and sneakers, along with the mandatory camera strung around the neck. Most striking of all was the expanse of pale skin, which at this altitude, near guaranteed a nasty sunburn.
"It would appear I've been overrun by a herd of redheads—a herd of redheads with a mountain of luggage."
Gabby yanked on his mustache. "Except for the one in the cowboy hat. He's no redhead."
"If your eyes weren't as ancient as the rest of you," Holt informed him drily, "you'd see he's a female."
"And a fine figured one at that," Frank added. He leaned forward and squinted into the sun. "Getting old sure is hell. I can't quite see what she's playing with. Some kind of ball?"
"Nope. A yo-yo."
Gabby peered down the mountainside. "Get on with you. A yo-yo? I never heard such a ridiculous—"
"You'll see soon enough." Holt circled his horse around a pile of boulders. "Come on. Let's get this settled and those folks on their way. We've got fences to mend." He nudged Loco into a trot and started down the hill, Gabby and Frank at his heels.
Pulling up alongside the porch, he eyed the group and buried a smile. Yep. Tourists. He tugged at the brim of his hat. "Excuse me," he said. "Mind if I ask what's going on here?"
The yo-yo whistled past the kids, coming to within a hair of Holt's nose, froze in midair, then snapped back into the woman's hand. In one smooth move it disappeared into the pocket of a heavily starched pair of jeans.
She turned to face him, a wide, appealing grin splitting her face. "Hey, there," she called in greeting. She trotted across the wooden planks of the porch, her gait a bit stiff-legged from the batwing leather chaps she wore, and on down the stairs, huge, pointy spurs jangling with every step.
She was a looker, no two ways about it.  At least, for a city slicker. He fought to keep a straight face, striving to ignore her pseudo-western gear. But he found it near impossible to ignore a loud red, white and blue checked shirt with silly silver fringe dangling from every conceivable seam.  He found it even tougher to ignore her longhorn cow buckle, a buckle that threatened to gore anybody who came within courtin' distance. But it was toughest of all to ignore the perfectly good Stetson perched atop her head. A Stetson some fool had dyed bubblegum pink and decorated with more feathers than a gaggle of geese. One good gust and she'd be airborne.
"Been shopping at Clara's?" Holt couldn't resist asking. Beside him, Frank choked. Gabby proceeded to thump their neighbor on the back. Hard.
Eyes as wide and blue as the morning sky stared up at Holt from beneath a tumble of thick, curly black hair. And then she smiled, the most adorable dimples he’d ever seen winking in her cheeks.  "Clara did me up real fine, didn't she?"
He swallowed his laughter, the ingenuousness of her expression stealing the urge to tease clean away. "She aims to satisfy," he conceded gruffly.
This was a city woman, Holt reminded himself.  He shouldn’t be seeing her as anything other than a second coming of Gwen, no matter how innocent she appeared on the surface.  City was city.  Period.  
Her adorable dimples winked at him again and his train of thought evaporated as though it had never been.  He’d never kissed a pair of dimples before, but these seemed like the perfect punctuation marks to a mouth a man could get lost exploring.
As though remembering her manners, she doffed her hat. Feathers spurted into the air, drifting downward to snag in her hair and in the fringe of her shirt. "How do. Cami Greenbush at your service. I work for Mr. Holt Winston and since he's not around, I thought I'd help his guests unload and keep them entertained." She gestured toward the porch. "This is Rob and Rhonda Radburn and their boys, Randy, Rory, Rufus, Rollie, Rusty, and—" She glanced uncertainly at the baby.
"Junior," Rob supplied.
Cami grinned. "And Junior."
Holt tensed, mild amusement rapidly dissipating.  A horrible suspicion grabbed hold. A suspicion he sincerely hoped would prove wrong. "Did you say your name is Greenbush?" he bit out, praying his ears deceived him.
"I surely did. Actually, it's Camellia Greenbush," she admitted.
"Camellia..."  His voice dried up.
She scowled. "God's honest truth. I'm a Texan, myself. But my momma is from Virginia and thought it would be kinda cute to name me after her favorite shrub."
He tried again.  "Camellia..."
"Now, don't rub it in. With the last name Greenbush, nobody would want to lug around a handle like Camellia. Leastwise, I wouldn't. But I don't hold it against Momma. She meant well.  I guess. Still, I'd appreciate it if you'd call me Cami. Okay?"
For a split second stunned silence reigned. Then Frank exploded with laughter, Gabby muttered a colorful expletive, and Holt closed his eyes. No way. If there was an ounce of fairness in the world, it wouldn't be true. But how many Greenbushes could one planet hold? The odds of this one being anybody other than the wrangler he'd hired were staggering.
He fixed her with a stern gaze. "First, Holt Winston's around now. You're conversing with him. Second, these aren't my guests. They belong to my neighbor here, Frank Smith."
Frank, still fighting to bring his amusement under control, flicked the brim of his hat with his forefinger. "Ma'am," he said.
"And third," Holt continued in a hard voice. "I don't have an employee named Cami Greenbush."
Not one whit abashed, that stunning smile reappeared, along with the adorable dimples.  Lord help him, but they caused a calamitous reaction to certain inappropriate parts of his anatomy.  An unwanted calamitous reaction. Hadn’t those inappropriate parts learned their lesson last time a city woman had sashayed across his path?  
She took a step in his direction.  "You may not have hired Cami Greenbush, but you do have an employee named Tex Greenbush and they're both me." She offered her hand. "Pleased to meet you, Mr. Winston."
"Likewise, I'm sure. You're fired."
Her hand dropped slowly to her side, her smile faltering. "Fired?"
"Fired. I hired an experienced wrangler, not a duded up wannabe."
She planted her hands on her hips and stuck her chin into the air, a flush blooming across her cheekbones. Holt released his breath in a silent sigh. He'd had close and personal experience with other females wearing that particular expression. Unfortunately, it usually meant the wearer intended to tear a strip off his hide with the cutting edge of her tongue.
"You can't fire me," she announced. "We've got a contract."
He nodded. "And I just broke it."
To his amazement, the light of battle faded and she burst out laughing. He shot a look at Gabby and Frank, relieved to see he wasn't the only one she'd taken by surprise. Their jaws hung somewhere in the vicinity of their belt buckles.
"You figure she got hold of some locoweed?" Gabby asked in a loud aside, scratching his whiskered jaw in puzzlement.
Holt didn't respond. Instead he leaned across his saddle horn and waited, waited until her laughter died and those incredible blue eyes were once again fixed squarely on his. Then he spoke in his most cordial—and most discouraging—tone of voice. The voice smart people took heed of. The one that kept even the more ornery of his wranglers toeing the line.
The one he used right before he decked someone.
"Something amusin' you, miss?" he asked softly.
She didn't appear in the least intimidated, let alone as scared as any soul in her proper mind ought to be. He watched in stunned disbelief as she stepped within reach of him and ran a gentle hand along Loco's neck. To his utter disgust, the dumb horse stood there and took it.
"It's just, I know a cowboy's word means more than that. We have a contract. You'd sooner shoot yourself in the foot than go back on your word." She peered at him from beneath ridiculously long, thick lashes. Not a lick of makeup touched her porcelain complexion, it’s pale perfection marred only by the sweetest smattering of freckles.  And yet he’d never seen a woman more beautiful, every bit of it one hundred percent natural.  "Isn't that right?"
It took an instant for her words to penetrate, no doubt because he’d been distracted by those bitty freckles dusting her nose, along with the insane need to count each and every one of them.  The instant his brain kicked into gear again, his brows tugged together. "Where the hell did you get such a harebrained notion as—"
"Er, Holt?"
He turned and glared at his foreman. "What?"
Gabby gave a significant nod toward the porch. "You was sayin'?"
Holt glanced at the litter of pitcher-eared redheads lining his railing. Sixteen narrowed, unblinking eyes appraised him with cold disapproval. "I was saying... I... You..." He fought hard to rein in the words clamoring to be spoken. Jamming his Stetson low on his brow, he gritted his teeth. Blasted female. "I was saying, gol'durn it, that of course a cowboy always keeps his word."
She beamed. There was no other word for it. Even the smattering of freckles across her pert upturned nose glowed. "I knew it. A cowboy, a real cowboy is always true to his horse, true to his woman, and true to his word."
Gabby slapped a gloved hand to his chest. "God bless America!" he exclaimed.
"Oh, shut up, you old buzzard," Holt muttered and dismounted.
He stepped in Cami's direction, grabbed one of the wide brass horns of her longhorn belt buckle and hauled her in close. He lowered his head until their hat brims collided.
She stared up at him, her expression all sweet and innocent. Not that it fooled him.  Hell, no.  The light flowery scent of her warred with the more familiar odor of sweat and horses. Lord, she was a pretty little thing. But pretty little things were about as welcome on his ranch as curds in the buttermilk. Especially after Gwen.
He didn’t dare allow another pretty little thing on his spread. Not when his last experience almost cost him the ranch his family had owned for 109 years. Not even when this one had eyes bluer than blue, dimples he could get lost in, and—dear God—those freckles.  His mouth tightened and he spoke quietly in her ear, determined to ignore the way her silky black curls blew against his face and tickled his jaw.
"Listen up real close, Tex. You help those fine folks settin' on my porch off of it and on their way. And then you and I are going to exchange a word or two about that resumé you sent and that contract we signed. Got it?"
She nodded energetically, her brim clipping his and knocking both their hats askew. "Got it," she said. "I'll take care of it right away, boss." She swung around.  The wickedly curved horn on her buckle caught him in the gut and snagged his shirt.
"Son of a—"
The sound of rending cotton and popping snaps brought her up short. "Oh, dear," she said with a gasp and turned back.
"Whoa, Nellie!" Holt dodged a swipe from the opposite horn, moving away before she could do any real damage.
"Put a rope on that maverick she's wearing," Gabby suggested, "before it turns you from a bull to a steer."
Holt examined his gaping torn shirt and the long, angry scratch scoring his stomach. Anger stirred and he nailed her with a look. “This is not a good start to our relationship," he announced.
She gulped, her gaze fixed on his injury. "Is that...blood?"
He took one look at her suddenly white face and slapped a hand to the scratch. "No, it's not," he lied without compunction. "It's ooze."
"But, it's red." She swayed. Gently. From side to side.
"Right. It's red ooze." As much to distract her as for his own peace of mind, he held out his free hand. "The buckle, Tex. Give it over.” He gave the order in his most implacable tone of voice.
A hint of color returned to her cheeks, his diversion tactics apparently working. "But my pants…"
"Those britches of yours have enough starch in them to stand on their own. They'll stay up just fine, belt or no belt. Now give it to me before you put someone in the hospital."
With a great show of reluctance, she unhooked the belt and slid it through the loops. "I'm real fond of this buckle," she said wistfully. "I've dreamed of owning a buckle like this for a long, long time. Don't you like it?"
Now she'd done it. Gone and made him feel like a heel. A heel making a fuss over a little bitty nothing of a scratch. Shoot. "It's a fine buckle," he found himself saying.
He avoided looking at Gabby and Frank. He knew if he did the two would get to laughing and he'd be forced to discourage them, undoubtedly with his fists. Matters would slide downhill from there, and more ooze would be spilled. Plain and simple, keeping his attention focused on Tex seemed the wisest course of action for all concerned.
"Really?" she said. "You really think it's a fine buckle?"
"A buckle like that demands respect. A lot of respect." He glanced downward at his torn shirt again. "And a lot of distance."
She peered at him hopefully. "Then I can keep it on?"
He wasn't that stupid. "No."
She sighed, handing over the belt. "Okay. You're the boss."
"You got that straight." He held the thing gingerly by one horn and jerked his thumb toward the family of redheads. She took the hint.
She jangled onto the porch and faced the Radburns with an encouraging smile. "Okay, boys, everybody grab a suitcase or bag and haul it to the car." Rhonda clung to the arms of the rocker and moaned.
"Can't we stay here?" Rufus demanded. "I wanna be with you."
Cami ruffled his hair. "I wish you could, buster. But it seems you belong next door. Now get going. Rollie, you let that mouse out of your pocket before you get in the car. Rob? Think it'll be too much trouble to reassemble the roof rack?"
"Not at all. I'll get right on it, Cami." He hustled toward the car.
"Rhonda, you come with me, honey. Now, now. Whimpering won't solve anything. Give me the baby. Heavens, looks like there's been a flood south of the border. We'll have him changed in no time."
Holt watched in amazement as, without missing a step, she plucked the diaper bag from the pile of luggage, settled the wriggling baby on top of a canvas tote and commenced to buff, puff, and dust. In no time, she'd restored a cooing infant to his mother's arms and convinced the contrary woman to return to her car. Once they were settled, Cami poked her head in the window.
"Here you go, boys. Take my yo-yo and do some practicing. I've got plenty more where that one came from. I expect next time I see you, you'll put me to shame with the stunts you can do. No, no, Rusty. Bopping your poor momma is not a good trick." She pulled back and waved. "Don't be strangers, now. We're just one big, happy family around here. So, you come and visit real soon. Hear?"
"Well, now," Gabby muttered. "If that don't beat all."
Frank nodded in agreement. "Wish I could stick around and see if she's as smooth a wrangler as she is a talker. But I better start for home. Once my housekeeper gets a load of those Radburns, she's gonna up and quit on me. No question about it."
Holt gave them a look of disgust. "Nobody who dresses like that has been within spittin' distance of a ranch, and you both know it." He folded his arms across his chest. "She's no wrangler. I'd bet my bottom dollar on it."
His gaze wandered in her direction. No, he realized grimly, she wasn't a wrangler, but she was trouble. He didn't doubt for a minute Tex could sweet talk a chicken out of the jaws of a starving coyote. He didn't intend to let her sweet talk him. No, sir. Not him.
And yet... Doggone it. With all that black hair hanging halfway to her waist in tight, shiny curls, even the back of her appealed. Not to mention her nipped-in waist, a pert little rump and long, lean legs that could clamp around his saddlebags any day of the week. She was too pretty by half. Which meant the only way to protect himself was to get her off his ranch. Pronto. Before she opened her mouth and changed his mind for him.
She turned and practically sashayed across the dusty yard to his side. He forced himself to be fair. With those ridiculous chaps and jeans, sashaying was probably the only way she could move. He spoke before she had the chance. No point in giving her an unfair advantage. "I'm calling your bluff, Tex. Time to put up or pack up."
She didn't seem the least concerned. "I'm ready when you are," she said.
He gave an abrupt nod. "I'll go find your resumé and we'll get this nonsense over and done with." He strode toward the ranch house and snagged his foreman by the arm. "Get Petunia," he ordered in a quiet aside.
Gabby started. "Petunia? You sure?"
Holt risked a quick look over his shoulder. Tex stood in the middle of the drive as soft and fresh as newly churned butter. He almost changed his mind. Almost. Then her dimples winked at him. "Just do it!" he barked, slamming his hat down on his head.
He stomped up the porch steps, his inappropriate parts once again in an uproar. Hell's bells and little fishes! That woman was yanking his chain something fierce. And worst of all? 
She didn't even know it.



Chapter 2

CAMI WAITED IN the middle of the deserted yard, watching Gabby strike out for the barn and Holt disappear into the ranch house. This was the moment of truth. Here she stood in the midst of a hostile environment, able to count on one person and one person alone. Herself. In a short while she'd be faced with a set of near impossible tasks, a challenge she could not and would not refuse. A challenge she'd face dead on, never once flinching no matter how rough it got, just like the gunslingers of the Old West.
She stretched out her arms and laughed aloud. Lordy, she loved being a cowboy!
Several minutes later Holt Winston returned to the porch, a roll of papers crumpled in his hand. She simply stood and stared, overcome with admiration.  Admiration, and something more.  Something she had no business feeling toward her employer. He appealed in a way no other man ever had. There was a strength about him that drew her. A permanency that reflected the landscape surrounding them. And it didn’t hurt that he was sexier than hell.
Holt shoved his Stetson to the back of his head, revealing dark brown hair shot with streaks of sun-ripened gold. Without the shadow cast by his brim, she could also see his face more clearly, and she liked what she saw.
His features contained none of the smooth, boyish charm of so many of her male friends. The weathered crags and valleys of Holt's face revealed a man who'd lived hard and on his own terms, who'd known his fair share of sun, dust, and wind. A starburst of tiny lines emphasized his unwavering gaze, and deep creases bracketed a firm mouth and square chin. From the high jutting cheekbones and uncompromising blackness of his eyes, not to mention the hint of copper tinting his skin tones, she suspected Mexican or Indian blood had found its way into his ancestry.
He'd changed his torn shirt, she noticed with some relief, the heavy denim free of distressing blood specks. His fleece-lined vest blew open in the breeze, revealing a pair of work gloves tucked into a wide black belt. His leather chaps rode low on his hips, clinging to long, lean legs and emphasizing the fluid grace of his movements.
Here before her stood an honest-to-goodness cowboy. He was tall, spare, and muscular. And absolutely perfect. She gave herself an entire minute to drink him in, aware that a big part of the attraction related to his occupation.  She’d always had a soft spot for a cowboy. This one fell into the category of super-sized cowboy. How she envied the life he'd led, the life she'd always dreamed of leading.
"Don't just stand there. Haul your citified tail over to the corral and let's see what you can do," the honest-to-goodness cowboy groused. "Or, like as not, can’t do," he added beneath his breath.
"Yessir, boss," she said, trotting after him. This was it. Her big chance. Boy howdy, it didn't get any better than this!
Gabby exited the barn, weighted down by a saddle and blanket, and leading a large dun mare. He gave the horse a light swat on the rump and it trotted into the corral. With the ease of long practice, he swung the saddle onto the upper rail of the fence and climbed up next to it.
"All set," he called.
Holt nodded, slapping the resumé and references against his thigh. "Says here you're quite impressive with a rope," he addressed Cami. Snagging a length of thick braided manila off a post by the corral, he tossed it to her. "Try impressin' me."
The rope uncoiled, half the length slithering in the dirt. Not a problem, she decided, gathering up the excess. She'd impress him. Sure she would. Besides, how hard could it be?
Holding the bulk of the rope in her left hand, she swung the looped end into the air and twirled it. To her utter delight, not to mention amazement, it worked. A large spinning circle appeared above her head. She looked over at Holt and grinned.
"Where'd you like it, pardner?" she drawled.
"Lasso the post next to Gabby. The post," he emphasized, "not my foreman."
"You got it." She snapped her right arm back and then forward, toward the post. The rope obediently flew off behind her. It never reappeared. Instead, the rope went taut and she heard an anguished howl. She whipped around and stared in horror.
"Congratulations," Holt said. "You roped my sheepdog. Any time we need Git hogtied, I'll know who to call."
"Lord have mercy!" she exclaimed, running for the dog. Gently she eased the rope from around the animal. He gave her hand a pitiful little lick and flopped onto his back. "I'm sorry, Git," she said earnestly. "Truly, sorry."
Holt strolled over and peered down at the dog. "I do believe he surrenders. If you can convince the cows to do that, we've got it made." He eyed her sternly. "Now, would you care to tell me what you do with a rope that's so all-fired impressive?"
"Hang swings," she admitted.
"Come again?"
She cleared her throat. "I...I hung a couple swings for the neighborhood kids. Their parents were very grateful. When I asked for references, they were happy to oblige."
"You're kidding."
"Am not. I have a real knack for knots, too. And one other thing." She dug deep into her pocket and pulled out her spare yo-yo. "I can rope something fierce with this."
"The hell you can."
She looked him straight in the eye and said, "The hell I can, too."
"That's not even a rope," he scoffed. "It's a string."
She shrugged. "Rope, string. It's all the same. Only difference is the thickness."
He shoved his hat back on his head, clearly put out. "I'd call that a rather significant difference. Wouldn't you?"
"No. Just watch."
She jumped to her feet and stood a comfortable distance from the post he'd wanted her to lasso. Planting one heel firmly in the dust, she gave the yo-yo a few warm up spins. Ready, she jerked her wrist and sent the yo-yo flying toward the post. It whistled by Gabby, spun around the post and tied in a pretty knot.
Gabby nearly tipped off the railing. "Son of a bitch!"
Holt folded his arms across his chest. "Is that what you plan on doing to my longhorns? I've got news for you."
Cami frowned. "It won't work?"
"Glad you agree."
"But don't you see? I'm a natural with ropes." She glanced at the yo-yo. "Okay, with strings. But I can graduate to ropes. I know I can. The only difference is—"
"Thickness. So you say. Fact is, I need a wrangler who's already good with ropes. Not with yo-yos," he added, stemming her attempts to argue. "With ropes."
"Strike one?" she asked.
He inclined his head. "Strike one. Let's see how you do with horses." He examined the papers in his hand. "Says here you're a natural with livestock and you first sat a horse when you were three."
"True. Every word."
"Uh-huh. Well, don't just stand there. Go get your horse saddled."
Cami scuffed her boots in the dirt. Would this be the right time to point out that her resumé didn't mention anything about saddling horses? Perhaps not. Somehow she doubted Holt would appreciate the distinction. Besides, how hard could it be?
"Er, what's his—" She peeked at the animal's hindquarters. "Her name?"
"Petunia."
"Good. A Petunia." Anything named after a flower couldn't be too bad. "I can handle a Petunia. Sure I can." With a decisive nod, she headed for to the corral fence.
The horse stood ten yards away, swishing flies with her tail. Reacting to the jangle of spurs, the animal swung her head around and gave Cami the once-over. Apparently unimpressed, Petunia turned away with a noisy snort.
"Hey, there," Cami called. "Nice day, isn't it?"
The horse ignored her. Was it her imagination, or had the animal suddenly grown? Not that it mattered. Huge or not, she'd have to find a way to stick a saddle on her back and climb aboard. Catching the reins, she led Petunia over to where Gabby sat with the saddle. He tossed her a pad and blanket.
Okay. A pad and blanket. They undoubtedly went under the saddle so the horse wouldn’t suffer from saddle sores. Made sense. She could do this. But which came first? Pad or blanket? She struggled to recall and drew a total blank. No problem. When all else failed, use logic and reason. Then guess.
She stepped in front of the horse, stroking the soft tan muzzle. Petunia ducked her head and Cami took the opportunity to whisper into the huge horsey ear. "Time for you and me to reach a little understanding. I need to look good and I'd appreciate your help with that. I've already struck out on my first cowboy skill. I'd be real sorry, if not downright annoyed, if I struck out on this one, too. So what do you say we girls stick together and make a small—though profitable—bargain? Say a lump of sugar in exchange for fifteen minutes' good behavior?"
Petunia snorted, grabbed a mouthful of silver shirt fringe and chowed down. Cami scuffled with the horse and came away with a bit less fringe than when she'd started. "That's a yes, right?" she asked. Petunia grabbed for more fringe and Cami darted toward the horse's midsection. "Well, if that's a yes I'd hate to think how you'd tell me no. But I'm willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. I guess."
"That horse ain't gonna saddle itself, no matter how long you stand there and jaw with it," Gabby informed her.
She gave a decisive nod.  "Gotcha. More saddle, less jaw."
Trusting to dumb luck, a quality that rarely let her down, she placed the pad first and the blanket second, across the horse's back. Great. She scratched her head. Not great. There seemed to be a whole heck of a lot more blanket than horse. This couldn't be right. The deep creases in the thick cotton caught her attention and inspiration struck. She folded the blanket and eyed the results. That looked much better. She returned for the saddle.
"Allow me," Gabby said. He straddled the rail, grabbed the saddle horn, and passed her the saddle.
"Too kind," she said. She grasped hold of it, staggered beneath the unexpected weight, and measured her sixty-seven inches in the dirt.
Gabby chuckled. "Heavy sucker, ain't it?"
"I hadn't noticed," she claimed, struggling to get the saddle off her chest.
Holt leaned against the fence, his arms folded across the top rail. His shoulders quivered in a most suspicious manner. "Need help?"
"Oh, no. I'm doing just fine. Thanks."
She managed to get her legs beneath her and stand.  All that starch in her jeans helped. Approaching the horse, she gave a tremendous heave. The saddle whacked onto Petunia's back, stirrups and straps flying. The horse snorted, kicking at the stirrups. Cami planted her hands on her hips, quite pleased with herself, until she noticed that the saddle horn pointed south, when it should have pointed north.
She sneaked a glance at Holt. Had he noticed? His shoulders quivered again, which probably meant he’d noticed. Dang. She turned back to the horse.
A few twists and turns and grunts had the saddle where it belonged. Now for the hard part—getting it connected. Crouching, she peered beneath Petunia's belly at the two woven straps dangling from the far side of the saddle. Large brass rings decorated the ends.
Connected to the back strap ring she noticed a beltlike contraption. Finally. Something familiar. Something that should be easy and straightforward. She darted under the horse and grabbed the back strap.
"Ahem."
Cami glanced at Holt. "Ahem?"
He nodded. "Ahem."
"Gotcha."
She let go of the one strap and grabbed the other, gently easing it beneath Petunia's belly. Now to figure where the darn thing connected. Striving not to appear as green as she happened to be, she poked and prodded. How many cowboy movies had she watched over the years?  More than she could count.  How did they saddle horses in those movies? A memory clicked into place. The rider lifted something up and...
Experimenting, she lifted a leather flap connected to the saddle and found a matching ring with several thongs attached to it. Aha! It only took a minute to wind the thongs from the one brass ring to the other. Last of all she tackled the back strap. This one proved easier still, fastening like a belt. Finished, she slapped the dust from her hands, proud as punch. She'd done it. She'd actually done it!
"You want me to mount up now?" she asked, facing the two men with a broad grin.
"Boss?" Gabby nodded toward Cami's feet. "Best get those spurs taken care of first."
Holt nodded. "Climb up on the fence," he ordered.
Somewhat awkward in her stiff, new duds, she did as ordered, while he strode over to Loco, waiting patiently in the shade. Unsnapping a leather holster buckled to the saddle, he pulled out a tool that looked like a cross between a pair of wire cutters and a hammer and carried it back to her perch.
"Hold on a sec." He grabbed her boot and twisted, snipping the long, sharp points off her spurs.
"Hey, there. Whatcha doing?" Cami cried in alarm.
"You aren't getting anywhere near Petunia with these on your boots. You'd cut her to ribbons." Once he'd snipped the spurs down, he bent in the sharp ragged edges. "Okay. Now you can mount up."
She climbed off the fence and frowned. Her spurs didn't jangle worth a darn now, but real cowboys learned early on to face adversity. And spurs that didn't jangle were a minor adversity, nowhere near as bad as losing her longhorn cow buckle.
Assuming a horse was like a car, she approached the driver side of Petunia, determined to get this one thing correct. She'd done a truly pathetic job at roping, worn the wrong kind of spurs, and gotten the saddle pointed backward. She didn't want to embarrass herself further by getting herself pointed backward, too. She closed her eyes and pictured the dynamics involved in putting the proper foot into the correct stirrup in order to end up facing Petunia’s head rather than her tail.
Satisfied with the game plan, Cami stuck her left foot into the stirrup and grabbed the horn, swinging her right leg up and over. The next instant, the saddle slid rapidly beneath her. She released a muffled shriek and clamped on with all her might.
Silence reigned.
Well, she'd done it. She was, indeed, facing the horse's head. Unfortunately she was facing it from the vantage point of the horse's belly.
Gabby exploded with laughter, toppling from the fence rail. Petunia ducked her head between her front legs and peered at Cami as if she'd taken leave of her senses—which in all likelihood, she had.
Familiar chap-encased legs appeared beside her. "Tex?"
She gulped. "Yessir?"
"You ever saddle a horse before?"
"No, sir. I sure haven't. And if you look real close at my resumé, I don't think you'll find any such claim."
"Trust me. I'll give it a real close look." He stooped. "You need some help?"
"Maybe a little," she admitted reluctantly.
He reached beneath Petunia and plucked her off the saddle by her shirt collar. "This does not bode well for your future as a wrangler. You realize that."
"Yessir. I do. Is this strike two?"
"You could say that."
He unhooked the saddle and tossed it onto the rail. "Pad first, then blanket. Shake them out, checking for burrs and lumps. They need to be smooth under the saddle," he explained as he went. "Place 'em high on the withers."
"High on the withers. Got it."
"Next comes the saddle. Hook the offside stirrup on the horn, so you don't clip her elbow, and put the saddle on her." He glanced down at Cami. "Horn in front."
"Horn in front. Got it."
Lifting the saddle off the rail, he dropped it onto the horse's back with an ease she could only envy. Next he ran a hand across Petunia's ribs. "Check her flanks," he ordered.
"Nice flanks."
He closed his eyes. For some reason his face went all tight and still and she had the ridiculous impression he was counting. Finally, he spoke again. "I'm glad you approve. You might notice, they aren't moving."
"No, they aren't," she agreed.
"Which suggests?"
"That she's holding real still."
He released a long-suffering sigh. "It also suggests she isn't breathing."
Cami stared harder at Petunia's flanks. "That doesn't sound good. Should we be worried?"
"I'm beginning to think so.” He jammed his hat down and explained, "She's holding her breath."
Cami nodded solemnly. "Me, too."
He ignored that. "You can't get a saddle on good and tight when a horse is holding its breath." He gave a significant pause. "Once she releases it, the saddle slips off."
"Well, I'll be!" Cami exclaimed. "That sneaky devil. She sure put one over on me. So what do we do?"
Holt grabbed the front cinch and clipped Petunia's side with his knee. The horse exhaled and he pulled the strap tight. In short order, he finished saddling. What had taken her twenty minutes to accomplish, he'd done in two.
He leaned against Petunia's side. "Like to give it another shot, or you want to concede defeat now?"
She drew herself up straight and proud. "You're forgetting I'm a Texan. That means I’m tough as nails and danged stubborn to boot. I'll never concede defeat. Long live the Alamo!"
For the first time, a genuine smile eased his mouth. "You've got grit, I'll give you that."
"Thanks." She grabbed the reins and gave Petunia a conciliatory pat. "Don't forget our bargain," she warned the horse, and once again shoved her foot into the stirrup.
This time she gained the horse's back without further incident. Not bad, she decided. Anchoring her hat more firmly on her head, she steered Petunia away from the fence. This was it. Her final chance at the big time. She could do it, no sweat. Besides, how hard could it be?
With an enthusiastic "Hiyah!" she slammed her newly trimmed spurs into Petunia's sides. She realized her mistake a moment too late.
Petunia didn't take kindly to having spurs, trimmed or otherwise, slammed into her sides. With a shrill whinny, she launched straight into the air and landed with a bone-shattering thud. Still not having expressed her disapproval thoroughly enough, she took off like a shot. Cami bounced once in the saddle, once on Petunia's hindquarters and once on the ground, skidding to a halt on her much abused posterior. Her hat drifted down to settle at her side.
She struggled to her feet, spitting dirt. "I hope you realize this cancels our bargain!" she shouted after the horse. Reluctantly, she glanced toward the two men. Gabby had fallen off the rail again. Holt occupied himself staring at the ground. She picked up her battered pink cowboy hat and hobbled across the corral.
"Strike three?" she asked.
"Strike three," Holt confirmed. He lifted an eyebrow. "You sticking to that story about first sitting a horse when you were a toddler?"
She slapped dust from her hat. Feathers filled the air. "Yessir. I am."
"Uh-huh." He eyed her keenly. "I assume that was also your last experience sitting a horse."
"Yep." She offered a crooked grin. "But look on the bright side. At least this time I didn't break my arm when I got thrown."
"I'm so relieved."
She heaved a sigh. "Mr. Winston—"
"Make it Holt. You've earned the right to that, if nothing else."
"Thanks." She stared at him earnestly, wiping a trickle of sweat from her brow. "I know it doesn't seem likely, but I can do this job, given half a chance. I'm a fast learner. You only have to show or tell me things once for me to catch on. And I want this job. I want this job more than I've ever wanted anything."
A deep frown creased Holt's brow. Slowly he shook his head. "Sorry. There's a dozen dudes scheduled to arrive next week and I need a wrangler who can carry his weight."
"I can carry my weight," she insisted, forcing herself to meet his hard, unemotional gaze. "I can carry more than my weight if it means working on a ranch."
"Sorry, but I have to pass."
He turned to leave and Cami knew she'd better talk fast, or her job would be over before it ever started. "Is there anyone else you can get on such short notice? At least give me a chance until you've found a replacement."
"You have my answer," he said without slowing his gait. Something in his voice warned her to proceed with the utmost caution.
"If I haven't convinced you I can do the job by the end of those two weeks, I'll go. I'll even refund my wages."
"No." He kept walking.
It was all or nothing time. A few more steps and he'd be gone and so would her dreams. "Our contract provides for a two week unconditional trial period," she called after his retreating back. "I'm asking you to stand by your word and give me every minute of those two weeks."
She saw him hesitate and she played her final card, the one that in ages past would have gotten her a bullet in the gut. "Or don't you stick by your word? I thought a cowboy's honor meant everything to him."
That stopped him. Slowly he turned to face her. With a low, menacing growl, he snatched off his hat and buried it in the dust. "That tears it."
"Head for the hills, girl!" Gabby yelped. He hopped off the rail and loped toward Holt.
Deciding the foreman had offered a decent piece of advice, Cami did some rapid backpedaling. Suddenly the corral seemed a whole heck of a lot smaller. At the rate Holt advanced, she'd run out of retreating space real soon. Perhaps she shouldn't have played that last card with quite so much enthusiasm. "Um, Holt? Mr. Winston? Sir?"
He continued to stalk her. "You and me seem to have a small communication problem. I think it's time we cleared that up."
Gabby gained Holt's side and grabbed his arm. "Now take it easy, Holt."
"Yes. Let's take it easy," Cami agreed, with an urgent nod. "Very easy."
Holt shrugged off his foreman's hand. "Forget it."
"It was desperation talkin', not her," Gabby tried to convince his boss.
"Desperation," she said, tripping over her shiny new boots. "Absolutely. It was desperation."
Holt snagged a hunk of fringe and yanked her to a stop. "When I'm done with her, desperation won't do her talking ever again."
She stared in horror at his restraining hand and dug in her heels like the most ornery of mules, pushing against his pull. He let go and she stumbled, sprawling in the dust at his feet.
Petunia trotted over and shoved her muzzle into Cami's face. Cami shoved back. "Move aside, Petunia. He's gonna kill me, sure as I sit here. And I wouldn't care to have you caught in the crossfire."
Gabby danced at Holt's side. "She just wants to be a cowboy, is all. She didn't know what she was sayin'."
Cami frowned. Up until that moment, she'd been in complete accord with Gabby. Now she wasn't so certain. "Wait a minute,” She scowled up at the two men. "If he's going to kill me, I intend to die for the right reason. I did mean what I said. I meant every word. True, desperation encouraged me to say it. But we signed an agreement, and I intend to make him stick to it."
"What? You... He... I..." Gabby sputtered to a halt and folded his arms across his chest. "I give up, boss. Go ahead. Shoot her."
Good, old Texan cussedness came to the fore. "Not until I've had my say." She pushed dark curls away from her face and spoke from the heart. "For my entire life, all I ever wanted was to be a cowboy like my poppa. I was born on a ranch. If my poppa hadn't died, I'd have been the sixth generation to grow up on Greenbush land. I know I'm a mite clumsy right now, but give me a chance. That's all I'm asking. You won't be sorry."
"I'm already sorry." Holt spoke roughly, but she sensed his anger fading. He reached down and held out his hand. "Come on, Tex. As much as the thought appeals, I'm not going to shoot you. Leastwise, not today."
She took his hand and stood. "Can we come to some sort of compromise? You want a wrangler and I want a job. By the end of two weeks, I'm willing to bet we'll both be satisfied."
He mulled over her words. His gaze, hard and stern and unrelenting, met hers. "I need a wrangler who can groom horses."
"No problem."
"Ever do it?"
"Nope. But I'm strong and I'm determined and I've never been afraid of backbreaking work. You show me how, and it'll get done."
"I also need someone who can saddle a horse and stay on it while riding."
"I guarantee, Petunia and I will come to terms."
"I believe you, Tex. But that still leaves me short a wrangler who can handle cows and knows how to rope."
She spoke with certainty. "Give me those two weeks and you'll have all that. Otherwise, I'm gone without a word of complaint."
He shook his head in disbelief. "You expect to learn everything in two weeks?"
"Just watch me." She peered at him anxiously. "Does this mean I can stay?"
Gabby grabbed Holt's arm and muttered, "No sense in turning away help, incompetent though it may be. Get some work out of her for all your time and trouble. Tomorrow you can phone around for a replacement."
Holt still didn't seem convinced. "Give me one good reason why I should let you stay," he said to Cami.
"I'll give you three. I like people and I like animals." She threw her arms around Petunia's neck. "And they like me."
Petunia snorted and swung her head, knocking Cami back on her keister. "See?" Her dimples flashed. "The exception that proves the rule."
Gabby rolled his eyes heavenward. "Lord Almighty, have mercy. Cuz we're gonna need a heapin' helpin'."
"Amen," Holt concurred.



Chapter 3

THE BEDROOM LIGHT switched on, practically blinding Holt. He sat up cursing. "What the hell is going on?" he demanded.
"You awake?" Gabby whispered.
"I am now." Holt threw back his covers. It had to be serious for his foreman to rouse him from a sound sleep. "What's wrong?"
"I'll show you, if'n you give me a minute," Gabby muttered. "I'm gonna turn the light off, okay? See if you can get over to the window without breakin' something."
"Worry about yourself, old timer. I can make it just fine." The room went dark once more. Holt kicked his boots to one side and gained the window without barking his shin more than twice. Quite an achievement, considering his eyes were blurry slits and his brain hadn't sputtered to life.
"Now, real easy like, twitch that curtain apart," Gabby instructed, "and tell me what you see."
Holt looked and swore again. "Damnation, I don't believe it." He turned and glared at Gabby. "What time is it?"
"Four-thirty."
"Four-thirty? What the devil is she doing up at this hour?"
"Don't holler at me! You were the one who told her she better not be late on her first day of work." Gabby yanked at his mustache. "You also said, if'n she was, you'd fire her and t'hell with the contract. Those were your exact words. I'll fire you and t'hell with the contract.'"
"I remember, you old coot. You don't have to repeat it a hundred times." He glanced out at her again and winced. Moonlight spilled over Tex, encasing her in a cold silver glow. Did she have to look so lonely? So vulnerable? So female? And, damn it to hell, even from this distance she drew him on some level, making him wish he were close enough to watch the twitch and tremble of all those curls.  To watch the way her blue, blue eyes sparkled with enthusiasm.  To wonder if those dimples were going to take to winking at him.  To lose himself counting all those bitty—  Aw, shit.
He pulled back from the window as though escaping the gates of hell. "Late for work does not mean four-thirty and she damn well ought to know that. It's ridiculous. She's got Petunia saddled and everything."
"Petunia don't 'pear none too happy about it, neither. Not that I blame the poor horse." It was clear from Gabby's tone whom he did blame.
"I can't help it if the woman has a burr under her saddle about being a cowboy."
"Yes, you can." Gabby folded his arms across his chest. "She ain't gonna be happy and outta here till she shakes that burr loose. And you're just the man to help her do it."
The muscles tightened in Holt's jaw. "Fine. When I get up in another hour and a half, it'll be my pleasure to check her saddle blanket for burrs.” Maybe other parts of her, too. “In the meantime, I'm going back to bed."
"And leave her shivering out there? Look at her. Even her hat's got goose bumps."
"Those aren't goose bumps," Holt said in disgust. "She's plucked some poor chicken bald and filled her hat up with more of those danged feathers."
Unable to resist, he peered through the window again and frowned. He hated it when Gabby was right. And this time he was very right. Tex shook so hard she could probably register as a minor earthquake. Didn't she have more sense than to stand there in that cold spring wind? He ought to open the window and blister her ears with a few home truths. That would warm her up. And then some.
"Look on the positive side," Gabby said, peeping around Holt's shoulder. "At least she'll leave a trail if she ever gets lost."
Holt returned to his bed and sat down. "So long as that trail heads east, I don't give a damn. Now get out of here and let me sleep."
"Now, now. Here's your boots."
"I don't wear boots to bed." His voice held a warning.
"You ain't goin' back to bed. You're goin' down to that little girl and teach her how to be a cowboy."
Holt glowered. "In case you hadn't noticed, she isn't a little girl. If your eyesight wasn't so bad, you'd be able to see that."
Gabby grinned. "I see jes' fine. You'd be amazed at how well I can see and just what it is I’m seeing."
"You're getting on my nerves, old man. You best fetch clothes for yourself, because I won't be going alone. You're coming with me." He shook out his boot and shoved his foot into it.
"At this hour? What are you, loco?"
"Not yet. But it won't take much more to get me that way. Two weeks with her and they'll have to put a rope around me and put me out to pasture because that’s all I’ll be good for."
"Well, until that fine day comes, you've got a job to do. And since you agreed to it of your own free will, you're stuck doing it all by your lonesome. You take care of Tex, and I'll take care of things around here."
"I might have agreed to it," Holt grumbled. "But I'm not so sure about the free will part. Ever since that female showed up, I've been doing things I swore I'd never do and saying things I swore I'd never say. She's trouble, I tell you."
"Dang tootin'!" A slight flush streaked across Gabby's weathered features. "You take one look at that long black hair and the silly dimples twitching in her cheeks and pow!" His fist connected with Holt's gut. "Gets you right there, don't it? Then she stares at you with those big blue eyes and you start to grinnin' and countin' those itty-bitty freckles perched on her nose and—"
Holt shot to his feet and glared at his foreman. "Never you mind those freckles."
Gabby held up his hands. "Take it easy. I didn't get far with ’em. Only up to fourteen. Why don't I go fix you a nice hot thermos of coffee?"
"Fine." Holt snagged his hat off the bedpost.
Gabby made his way over to the door and cleared his throat. "Feed some to Tex, okay?" he said, before beating a hasty retreat.
Smothering a curse, Holt crushed his hat down on his head and stomped from the room. Somebody would pay for his irritation. And he had a good idea who.
* * * 
CAMI SHIFTED CLOSER to Petunia, trying to absorb some of the horse's warmth. Lordy, it was cold. And dark. And lonely. She thought longingly of her bed. Another hour's sleep wouldn't go amiss, either.
Aw, quit your bellyachin'! This is what she'd waited for, the dream of a lifetime. A bit of cold weather wasn't going to keep her from being a cowboy. It might freeze her stiffer than a June bug in the Arctic, but it wouldn't stop her.
After a moment's hesitation, she unsnapped the rope from her saddle. A little practice while she waited wouldn't hurt anything. And it might warm her up. Now if she could only see what she aimed the rope at. She peered through the moonlit darkness.
"Wait here," she ordered Petunia, and moved off a few paces. No sense in roping her horse. Besides, she doubted this particular one would stand for it.
With a quick toss, she spun the rope over her head. That part, she had down pat. Now if she could get the throwing part figured out, she'd have it made. She gave the rope a few more practice twirls. Satisfied, she snapped her wrist back. Once again the rope sailed off behind her. Once again it snagged on something, refusing to reappear. And once again, Holt's sheepdog howled in anguish.
She turned and winced. "Tell me I didn't do that," she groaned, running to the animal's aid.
She dropped to her knees and gently loosened the rope. The sheepdog whimpered, shoving his cold, wet nose into her hand. "I'm real sorry, Git," she murmured, stroking his thick coat. "I hope you realize I didn't do it on purpose. I just can't get the hang of this roping business."
The dog gave her hand an encouraging lick, and with a quick apology for the delay she eased the rope off him. "Tell you what. Why don't you go stand over there by Petunia, and I'll try and rope something else."
The dog skulked toward the safety of the barn and Cami sighed. She couldn't keep roping that poor dog. She had to get this cowboying stuff right sometime soon, or she wouldn't meet Holt's criteria. And she had to succeed. She had to.
With renewed determination, she stood and walked to the middle of the yard. She tossed the rope into the air, spinning it in a smooth circle above her head. So far, so good. Now, a quick jerk of the wrist, and... To her exasperation, the rope flew off behind her and went taut. Something thudded to the ground and she heard the tinkling of shattered glass.
"You crazy female! What the hell do you think you're doing!"
Cami swiveled in her tracks. Lordy, lordy, lordy. She'd done it this time. She'd gone and lassoed her boss. And he seemed upset. Mighty upset. In fact, he appeared hotter than kerosene put to a match. Her gaze moved to the thermos rolling at his feet. Another casualty, if she didn't miss her guess.
"The thermos?" she asked. "It's broken?"
"Bingo, Tex," he practically snarled.
The porch light snapped on and Gabby stuck his nose out of the door. He took one look at the damage, yelped, "Head for the hills, girl!" and darted inside.
With a smothered exclamation, Holt grabbed a piece of the rope wrapped around him and gathered up the excess, reeling her in. He stopped once they stood toe-to-toe and brim-to-brim. "You broke my coffee!" His breath smoked the air between them.
"I didn't mean to. Honest." She swallowed. Who'd have thought his black eyes could get any blacker? Not her. "Holt. Mr. Winston. Sir."
"I don't take kindly to people who break my coffee. I need that coffee. That coffee's the only thing that keeps me civil at four-thirty in the morning. Fact is, it's the only thing that's going to keep me from strangling you. And. You. Broke it!"
Her head bobbed up and down. "Yessir, I did. I don't deny it for a minute." She stared at him earnestly. "Holt?"
"What?"
"I'm sorry," she said with heartfelt sincerity. "Real sorry."
"You... I..." He gritted his teeth and she watched, fascinated by the play of muscles across his jaw. "Apology...accepted," he finally bit out.
Heavens, he was a fine-looking man. Even angry, some undeniable essence drew her, spoke to her on a subconscious level. Did he feel it? Did he sense anything at all? She stared, captivated by the jet black eyes and the lock of gilded brown hair tumbling across his forehead. Every line of his face revealed the strength and determination and drive that personified the man.
No wonder her Momma had fallen in love with a cowboy.  How could you not?  Everything about this type of man appealed. Granted, the fact she couldn’t turn around without seriously ticking him off might be an issue. But that would change over the next two weeks. It might also cause a tiny problem. If she found him impossible to resist now with smoke curling from his ears, what would happen if he dared look at her with a different attitude?  If he looked at her with longing?  With hunger? With the sort of warmth and heat she saw slipping into his gaze?
"What's this?" His eyes narrowed and he cupped her chin, tilting her face upward. His brows drew together. "You're bruised." His thumb caressed her cheekbone.
Was that concern in his voice? "It's nothing." She shrugged off the injury, unable to shrug off her reaction to his touch as easily. It sparked a forbidden desire deep in her belly. A desire she had no business feeling toward her employer. "If it makes you feel any better, I've learned it's best not to land face first when you come off a horse." She gave him a tentative smile, relieved to see a glimmer of humor appear in the sooty depths of his eyes.
His head dipped lower, and he turned her face to better examine her cheek. His touch remained gentle, at odds with the hardness of the man. She fought to hide her reaction, struggling to identify it.  Lust, she realized in astonishment.  Even though she’d never experienced the emotion before, she had a strong suspicion that the urge to rip a man’s clothes off and have her wicked way with him could probably be attributed to good, old-fashioned lust. 
"You have bruises in less visible places?" he asked.
Her smile widened. Who knew one of the seven deadly sins could feel so utterly fantastic? "I might have a bruise or two in less visible places," she conceded, striving to conceal her lusty thoughts.
"Fair warning, you'll have even more before the week's over.” His hand slid slowly from her face, leaving behind a trail of liquid fire. "I've got cream that'll help. Be sure you rub it in well."
"Thanks. I—"
The door banged open and instantly Holt stepped away from her. Gabby scampered down the porch steps. "I got you more coffee," he said, holding aloft a new thermos. "No real damage done." He helped untangle Holt from the rope and shoved it into Cami's hands. "Best get this put away," he muttered in her ear.
"Thanks, Gabby," she said. "You're a sweetheart."
He reared back, glaring from beneath thick white brows. "Don't go gettin' mushy on me. If there's one thing I hate, it's mush."
Holt glanced from one to the other. "You two through sweet talkin' each other? We've work to do."
With a noisy "Humph," Gabby shoved the new thermos at her, picked up the broken one and stomped into the house. Cami bit down on her lip to keep from laughing.
Holt nodded toward the coffee. "Drink some of that while I get Loco saddled. It'll take the edge off the cold."
She hesitated, reluctant to create further contention between them. "I'd be happy to, if it were tea.” She wrinkled her nose. "But I'm not overly fond of coffee."
He lifted an eyebrow. "You best get this straight right off. Real cowboys have two and only two beverages they drink. Coffee and whiskey. And every once in a while, when they're pushed, they'll take a gulp of water to ease a dusty throat. But they never, ever drink tea."
"Got it. Coffee and whiskey. Ace out the tea." She peeked up at him, a teasing grin playing across her mouth. "Got any whiskey?"
"It's in with the coffee," he drawled, and started for the barn.
Cami eyed his retreating back. Furtively, she turned around and uncapped the thermos. In with the coffee? Seriously? She took a cautious sniff. All she could smell was coffee. Pouring a bit into the top, she took a quick sip and choked. Dear heaven! This had to be the strongest stuff she'd ever tasted, not to mention the worst. If it wasn't laced with whiskey, it ought to be, if only to dilute the coffee.
"Don't let it go to your head," Holt murmured from right behind her.
With a cry of alarm she whirled around, coffee flying in all directions. Petunia, in particular, took exception to the bath and clipped Cami on the shoulder. The thermos tumbled to the ground, a quart of spilled coffee rapidly turning the dirt to mud. At least this time the coffee didn’t break.
Before she had a chance to move, let alone speak, the ranch house door slammed open and Gabby tumbled down the steps. "Couldn't help but notice what happened. And it's the strangest thing," he called as he trotted across the yard. "Just happened to have this extra thermos all ready to go."
Cami gave a relieved sigh. "Thanks.”
"Quite a coincidence," Holt stated grimly.
"Yeah, well." Gabby scowled at Cami. "I have a feeling we're in for a lot more such coincidences."
He deposited the thermos in Holt's hands, snatched up the one lying on the ground and retreated toward the house. "Thought I'd fill in for Agnes ’til she returns. I'll make us a stack of my buckwheat flapjacks. You get along with the chores and I'll have the griddle sizzlin' hot when you're ready to eat."
The door banged shut behind the foreman and Cami glanced at Holt. "Sorry about that," she murmured. "I guess you surprised me."
"Likewise." A hint of irony crept into his voice. "It might be smart if you and I kept our distance."
Cami eyed Holt speculatively. Maybe her reaction to her new boss—not to mention, his to her—hadn't been her imagination, after all. Maybe he had felt something when they'd touched. If it came close to what she'd felt, they’d both wandered into “deadly sin” territory.  The question was… What did they plan to do about it?
Granted, they could ignore it.  But considering they’d be working side-by-side all summer might make that difficult. Even so, she didn’t want to risk her job.  Cowboying meant everything to her, even more than a certain irresistible ranch owner.  And if steering clear of him meant fulfilling her dream, then that’s just what she’d do.  Maybe.  If she could stop picturing him naked.  The image of a devil and angel popped into her head.  The angel attempted to push a naked Holt out of her right ear.  The devil simply tried to climb aboard the man and take him for a test ride.
Cami sighed. "Keeping our distance would be safer, that's for sure," she muttered.
Amusement gleamed in his eyes. "Agreed." Turning away, he crossed to Petunia and checked her cinches. With a satisfied nod, he said, "Okay. Mount up. We'll go get the redondo." At her confused look, he explained, "The workhorses. We bring them in from the pasture and take a curry comb to them. Once that's done, we'll try Gabby's cooking."
"And then?"
His smile made her nervous. "And then we start work."
* * * 
"TODAY, I'M GOING to take it easy on you," Holt announced.
"That's what you said yesterday," Cami griped good-naturedly. "And now that I think about it, that's what you said the day before, too. Your taking it easy is liable to kill me deader than a cockroach beneath a flyswatter."
"Ready to give up and go home?"
"No way." She shifted in the saddle. "I gotta admit though, I have blisters in spots I didn't know I had skin to blister."
He shot her a quelling look. "Real cowboys don't blister."
"Maybe you should explain that minor detail to my tailbone." She grimaced. "Not that I'm complaining. If cowboys don't blister, I'll stop blistering. Any minute now." She peeked over her shoulder at the part of her planted in the saddle. "I hope."
Holt cleared his throat. "About today's work."
"Don't keep me in suspense. How are you taking it easy on me today?"
"By riding fence."
"Great." She glanced at him from beneath her hat brim. "Doesn't that hurt?"
“Only when you sit down.”
A grin creased his lean face, causing her heart to stutter.  That grin gutted her every single time.  The devil and angel in her head commenced wrestling. She cheered on the angel, though perhaps not as enthusiastically as she should. But given the nature of that grin, who could blame her?
"Come on. We've fence lines to check." He nudged Loco into a trot.
The sun broke above the mountains before her, tinting the snow-topped peaks with varying shades of pink and purple. She caught up with him before he cleared the next rise. "I never noticed before, but the mountains have faces.” She pointed to a huge craggy one off in the distance. "See that pointy one?"
"They're all pointy."
"The one way in the back. With the mustache. It looks just like Gabby. The snow hangs off that ridge the same way his droopy ol' mustache hangs off his face. And see that top part? Those are his bushy eyebrows. I'd know them anywhere."
"You have a mighty vivid imagination for a cowboy." Holt dismounted and dropped his reins to the ground. He snagged a fallen section of barbed wire and stretched it to the nearest post, hammering it in place. "You'll find those hills take on a whole new appearance with each season."
"Wish I could be here to see it." She leaned across the pommel and watched him. His efforts pulled his cotton shirt tight, the muscles across his back and shoulders rippling with each blow of his fence tool. "I can't get over how beautiful this part of the country is."
He spared her a quick glance. "You haven't been out here before?"
She shook her head. He'd touched on a sore subject, one she preferred to avoid. "Aside from Texas, I haven't been anywhere but Virginia. And to be honest," she admitted in a low voice, "I barely remember Texas. I was three when we left."
He tipped back his hat and rested his forearms across the top of the post. She read a sympathetic warmth and a certain gentle humor reflected in his dark eyes. "That would be after you fell off your horse and broke your arm?"
Cami laughed. "Yep. Right after that." Her smile faded. "Actually, Momma decided to return to Virginia when Poppa died. So, I spent my formative years there." She shrugged carelessly, hoping to conceal her pain. "Sad, but true."
She could tell she hadn't fooled him. He sheathed his fence tool, giving her a moment to collect herself. "If you grew up back East, explain the accent," he said, steering the topic onto a more neutral course.
"I'm a Texan," she said kindly. "The accent's a birthright."
"Like your cowboying skills?"
She ignored his dry tone. "Exactly. I haven't had the opportunity to use those skills, is all. Which is why they're a mite rusty. But don't you worry. I'll catch up faster than buckshot chasing a varmint's tail."
His lips twitched. "Tell me something."
"If I can."
"Why wait so long to act on your cowboy birthright?"
She frowned. "Momma... Well, let's just say Momma wasn't suited to ranch life. It would have hurt her something fierce if I'd up and left. I couldn't put my own interests first. But this seemed the perfect solution." She ticked off on her fingers. "It's temporary. It'll give me the opportunity to see if I'm truly suited to the life. And it fulfills my dream."
"And if it ends in two weeks?"
She gave him a level look. "I'm like my yo-yo. I may take to spinning and getting tied up in knots, but I always come back."
"Which means?"
"Which means that if this doesn't work, I'll try again. And again. And again. Eventually, I'll get it right." She tugged her hat lower on her brow. Feathers burst from the hatband, caught in the breeze and spun in little circles around her head. "But you know what?"
His dark eyes glittered with laughter. "What?"
She firmed her chin. "I'm not leaving in two weeks. And, mister, you can bank on that."
The humor faded from his eyes and he straightened away from the fence post. "Banks in these parts have a history of folding. You'll have to excuse me if I prefer to wait and see."
He climbed onto Loco and hesitated. With a muttered exclamation, he reached into his saddlebags and rummaged for a tube of lotion. "Haul your tail over here, Tex. You forgot to lather up that nose. You're starting to look like Rudolph."
Cami urged Petunia closer and held out her hand. To her amazement, he snatched off her hat and hung it on his saddle horn. Then he squeezed a generous dab of zinc oxide onto his finger and with great care smeared the ointment across her nose. "This sun has given your freckles freckles." His voice dipped lower, acquiring a rough edge. "Lots of itty-bitty pinprick freckles."
She froze, his tone unsettling her, reviving a keen awareness between them, along with an aching tension that left her confused and wanting.  Why did she have to feel this way about Holt?  Why couldn’t he be older?  More of a father figure, like Frank?  She could have learned the necessary skills without the distraction of so much…man.
He was so different from other men she’d known. Tough. Lean. As strong and intimidating as the mountains around them. And equally as impervious. Just the way he stared at her, with those riveting black eyes, burning with the merest hint of passion.
She was out of her depth and knew it. 
She eased away from his touch. "Thanks for the nose job.  My freckles are eternally grateful."
He dropped her hat back onto her head and a few more feathers bit the dust. He nodded in satisfaction. "Won't be long now."
"Won't be long until what?"
"Until that hat starts looking like a hat again, instead of something out of a chicken's worst nightmare."
"You don't like my hat?" she asked, insulted.
"I like it just fine. Except for the color and the feathers. Hats should be black or brown, and feathers belong on birds."
There didn't seem to be an adequate response to that. Holt turned Loco east along the fence line, and after a moment she followed. They dipped into a deep ravine, muddy from spring runoff. At the bottom, he drew up short.
"You hear something?"
She listened carefully. "Sure do. Sounds like somebody's crying." She pointed toward thicker brush. "That way, I think."
Single file, they picked a path through the scrub. In a small clearing they found a cow and her calf. The calf bawled its head off. The cow, bogged down in mud, simply stood looking miserable.
Alarm swept through Cami. "What do we do?"
"We pull out the cow," Holt stated, matter-of-factly.
She couldn't conceal her relief. Of course. They'd pull out the cow. She knew he'd have the perfect solution. A sudden thought occurred and she frowned. "How do we pull her out?"
"With a rope."
"Good. A rope. We have ropes. This will work." Holt continued to sit and study the cow's predicament and Cami gazed at him in concern. "Well, what are we waiting for? That poor baby looks half starved. Let's get to it."
He sighed. "It's a calf, not a baby. And it probably is half starved. But the first thing to learn about cattle, Tex, is you don't go in half cocked. In case you hadn't noticed, cows are big and heavy and dumber than a rock. You need to decide the safest way to handle the situation. Then you do it."
She nodded decisively. "No problem. Plan first. Execute plan second. Tell me what you want and it's yours."
"It can get tricky, so do exactly as I tell you," he instructed in a stern voice. "Understand?"
"Yessir, boss."
"I'm going to wade in and pull the cow's legs loose. Once that's done, we need to put a rope around her horns and haul her out."
He shed his gloves and dismounted. Gingerly he entered the mud hole, sinking in up to his knees. Keeping a weather eye on the distressed animal, he worked his way around her, shoving his hands along her legs and carefully lifting them free of the mud. The cow rolled her eyes and bellowed, struggling against the pull of the ooze.
Cami watched anxiously. She couldn't just sit and do nothing. She had to help. City slickers sat around without a clue. Like Holt said, cowboys, real cowboys,  formulated a plan and took action. That decided, she freed her rope and twirled it carefully overhead.
Take it easy. Don't screw up. Snagging the bushes won't help the cow. And more than anything, she wanted to help. This time she took care not to snap her wrist back, but used the natural impetus of the rope to throw it forward. The loop flew through the air and dropped cleanly. Unfortunately it dropped over the wrong animal. With the immediacy of long practice, Petunia danced backward and the rope pulled tight. Holt measured his full six-foot-three inch length in the muck.
"Whoa, stop," Cami shouted, bouncing in the saddle and digging her heels into the horse's sides.
Petunia, seeming to have a mind of her own, ignored the order and continued in reverse. With a loud slurping, sucking sound, Holt popped out of the mud hole and slid across dirt and rock. The horse shifted into neutral.
Slowly, Holt stood. All she could see were two black eyes glaring from a mountain of mud. The mountain of mud whipped off the rope and threw it down. She swallowed. Hard. He took a step toward her and she fumbled for her canteen of water and burst into panicked speech.
"Gee. I'm real sorry about this, Holt. Mr. Winston. Sir."
"Get... off... that... horse."
She unscrewed the top.  "You see, Petunia got it into her head to back up and I couldn't stop her."  
She aimed the water in his direction, intent on hosing off some of the mud.  She might have squeezed the container a bit too enthusiastically.  A hard spray of water caught him full in the face.  For an instant, neither of them moved.  Neither of them even breathed.  Even the calf broke off bawling, seeming to sense the danger thickening the air.  The water definitely cleaned off the mud.  Now she could see quite clearly the full extent of his fury.  And then he broke the silence, blistering the air with words she’d never heard spoken before in all her born days.
"Get. Off. That. Horse. Now!"
"Yessir. Right away, sir. You think we should get that cow out first? I mean, as long as I'm up here and you're down there all muddy and every—"
"Get off the fool horse, woman!"
She tumbled off Petunia. "Oh, Holt. I’m so sorry. I was just trying to help. Honest, I was. And you said we had to rope the cow. We. That means both of us. Like, you and me. So, I thought, why not me? You were busy pulling the cow's legs from the mud. You couldn't do that and rope at the same time. Which left me to do it. So I did. Only I missed. And you... I... Petunia wouldn't stop. I said, whoa. I said, stop." She glared at Holt. "Doesn't your horse understand English?"
He started for her and she belatedly shut her mouth, deciding a full retreat was in order. Before she could back out of reach, he grabbed a fistful of shirt with mud-coated hands. The next instant she found herself plastered up against him, stuck tighter than a bug on a strip of flypaper.
His hard, muscular thighs rode her softer curves, his wide shoulders eclipsing her view. His chest heaved and his breath came fast and furious. He seemed to have trouble speaking, but she suspected that wouldn't last long.
She was right.
"You and me are going to come to an understanding, Tex," he informed her through gritted teeth.
"You got it. Anything you say." She peeked up at him hopefully. "Um, do you think we might come to this understanding with a bit more distance between us? Remember? For safety's sake?" She wriggled tentatively. Slippery curves slid over taut, sinewy muscles. It was the wrong thing to do.
She froze. He groaned.
"You haven't been safe from the minute you hit Winston land." His head dipped lower. "And neither have I."
And with that, he kissed her.



Chapter 4

EVEN THOUGH MUD covered him from top to toe and most points in between, Cami had never experienced a kiss this marvelous…or this devastating. In fact, if her boots hadn't been in the way, his kiss would have knocked her socks clean off. Instead, he knocked her hat into the dirt. Not that she cared.
She tilted back her head, wrapped her arms around his neck and enjoyed. His mouth took hers, rough in a passionate sort of way, though not in the least hurtful or insensitive. He'd done this before, she could tell. And he'd learned to do it real fine, too. For an instant she considered telling him so, but she couldn't seem to gather her wits sufficiently to speak.
He eased his grip on the front of her shirt, his hands sliding upward to cup her face instead. They were strong hands, hands as quick to calm any misgivings as they were to curb any opposition. Not that she offered much opposition. Not a chance. Why would she fight a touch as smooth and warm as good whiskey? Especially when his brand of whiskey licked through her veins with dizzying speed.
Her lips parted and she opened to him.  He tasted of coffee and need, a need that echoed her own, sparking something deep down in the pit of her stomach.  It spread outward, threatening to consume her.  Maybe she could have resisted, if he hadn’t chosen that moment to spin them in a slow circle, pressing her back against a nearby cottonwood.  The thick, furrowed bark pressed against her spine.  Overhead, a light breeze caused the glossy leaves to rustle, the sound restless and turbulent, similar to distant waves crashing against the shore.  For some reason, it seemed to magnify her own inner turbulence.
Holt must have felt something comparable.  A low groan escaped him and his hands slid downward along the sides of her throat, leaving streaks of slick, warm mud.  He reached the snaps of her shirt and gave a hard yank.  They popped, one after another, the edges falling open.
“God, you’re beautiful.”
“I don’t think anyone’s ever told me that before.”  She stroked the side of his face, shuddering.  Beneath his gaze she felt beautiful.  “This is a first.”  Everything he did was a first.
“Then the men you’ve known are fools.”
He cupped her breasts, his thumbs sliding across the soft cotton bra and causing her nipples to harden.  She tilted her head back against the tree, her eyes drifting closed.  He teased her nipples and when she would have cried out, his mouth closed over hers again.  She wrapped her arms tight around his neck and clung to him. Gave to him.  Took everything he offered.  She couldn’t think straight anymore and she knew why.
She was totally, completely passion drunk.
To her eternal frustration, he chose that moment to pull away, his touch no longer easy and caressing, but hard and inflexible. She resisted. She held on and resisted with every ounce of her strength and determination. Heck, even their shirts resisted, cemented together as they were by drying mud. Unfortunately, he was stronger and more determined. With a popping of shirt snaps, he set her from him. For a long moment they simply stood and stared at each other, his breath as fast and gusty as hers, both their shirts agape.
"I shouldn't have kissed you," he admitted, putting more space between them and folding his arms across his exposed chest. Mud oozed down, painting the solid muscles of his abdomen a rich dark brown.
Cami swallowed, struggling to turn a blind eye to such an irresistible sight. It proved an impossible task. The temptation to close the distance separating them almost bested her. For the first time ever, she found herself at a loss for words.  She fumbled with her snaps, fastening them all the way to her throat, no doubt getting them mixed up due to her nervousness.  She managed to get it done, though she almost strangled herself in the process.
What should she say? That he could kiss her anytime he cared to? That she didn't mind if he kissed her silly? That she wanted him to do it again and soon? She shifted beneath his cool, remote scrutiny, dropping her gaze to her pointy-toed boots.
Spying her hat, she bent and picked it up, twisting the brim between nerveless fingers. Tarnation! Wasn't this a fine mess. She glanced at his filthy clothes and that tantalizing glimpse of naked chest. A fine mess in more ways than one.
"I gather you don't make a habit of kissing your wranglers?" It seemed a reasonable guess.
"No, I don't. And if you'd been a man, I'd have knocked you on your backside for pulling a stunt like that." His black eyes continued to burn with a strange intensity. "But since you aren't a man—"
"You kissed me." They couldn't avoid the truth. The sooner they faced facts, the sooner...what? What happened now? Did they ignore the kiss and put it behind them? She wasn't certain she could. Did they pretend the kiss never happened? It would take a heap of pretending.
"I shouldn't have touched you," he stated baldly. "It won't happen again. I don't kiss my employees, nor do I kiss city slickers. And you qualify on both counts."
She flinched at his harsh tone. "I may be your employee, but I'm no—" She broke off at the look on his face. She'd never seen him so cold and distant. She'd stumbled onto something here, and instinct told her she'd better find out what. "What's wrong with kissing city slickers?" she asked instead, dreading his response.
For a minute, she didn't think he'd answer. Then he said, "The cost is too high. Last time I kissed one, I ended up married to her. That mistake almost lost me my ranch."
She stared in shock. "You're married?"
"Divorced."
Divorced. Of course. It made perfect sense. It explained his flashes of anger and bitterness, she thought with compassion. It also explained his attitude toward her, both for being a woman and for being fresh from the city. "And because of that one experience, you hold a grudge against all city slickers?"
"Good guess, Tex." He picked up her rope and tossed it to her. "Our arrangement isn't working. You realize that, don't you?"
Panic-stricken, she shook her head. "No, I don't realize it. I'm a little green, I admit. But I can do the work. I know I can."
He crushed down his hat, his jaw settling into rock-solid lines, suggesting he'd made up his mind, and come hell or high water he'd stick to it. "No, you can't. You've proved that here today. You're more hindrance than help."
"Dropping you in the mud was an accident," she protested.
A grim smile eased the lines around his mouth. "If I thought otherwise, we wouldn't still be talking. You'd be packed and on your way by now, sorer but smarter." He snapped his shirt closed and snagged his rope off Loco's saddle horn. "The fact remains, I don't have time for your brand of accidents. I have guests arriving in a couple days."
She nodded enthusiastically. "Great. I can't wait."
"Not great. There's work to be done that isn't getting done. You're holding me back. I need someone experienced enough to get a solid day's work under his belt."
"His belt?"
"His or hers, makes no nevermind to me," he replied coolly. "So long as they do the job and help train the newcomers, that's all that matters. You can't do either. I’d spend more time bailing you out of trouble than I would the damned dudes. You're dangerous, Tex. Putting someone like you on a ranch is just asking for it."
Desperation edged her voice. "I'll get better. I know I will."
He didn't give an inch. "Not on my ranch, you won't. And not on my time."
"But—"
He stopped her with a single cutting look. "I have enough hands to cover the general ranch work. Baling hay, hazing cattle, that sort of thing. And I have a couple of women who will take care of the guests' children. What I want and what I need is a wrangler who can help Gabby and me with the dudes. That's an experienced, honest to God, knows-what-he's-doing wrangler I'm talking about. I don't have the patience, nor the inclination, to play cowboy with you."
"Great. Because I'm not playing.” She faced him down. "You're tromping on sacred ground here. Cowboying is serious business to me, not just a game. I'm here and I'm here to stay."
Two swift strides brought him to her side. He towered over her. "Wrong. You're here because I'm a man of my word. I signed a contract with you and I'll honor it. You'll have your two weeks. But once those two weeks are up, you're gone. And nothing and no one is going to change my mind."
"Unless I meet your conditions, you mean," she corrected.
"Not likely, Tex." Grim certainty marked his expression. He pointed at the mud hole. "See that cow? My job is to yank it free and return it to the herd. A cowboy, a real cowboy, would have helped me drag her outta there by now. Instead, I'm still picking mud from between my teeth."
"I already apologized for that. It's my fault you got a little dirty. I admit it."
"A little dirty?"
"Okay," she conceded. "A lot dirty. But as far as wasting your time…" She took a deep breath and plunged onward. "You didn't seem in any all-fired hurry to get down to business once you slid out of that hole."
"You're walking a thin line here," he warned.
"I don't doubt it. But that doesn't change the facts. You had other concerns on your mind after you got up close and personal with that mess of muck." She tilted her chin to a reckless angle, daring him to disagree. "And not one of them had a blessed thing to do with helping that poor cow."
"What's your point, Tex?" he snarled.
She continued doggedly. "That my being inexperienced isn't why your cow's still sitting rump deep in mud. You were the one sidetracked, not me. You were also the one doing the grabbing."
He whipped his hat off his head and slammed it into the ground. "That tears it."
Cami gulped. Maybe she'd gone a tad too far with her last remark. She took a hasty step back. Not that it helped. He swallowed the distance between them in one swift stride. She looked up at him. Boy howdy, was he tall. And hopping mad, too.
"Excuse me there, Holt," a laughter-filled voice interrupted.
Holt froze in his tracks, slowly swiveling to face the newcomer. Cami peeked around a wall of Holt, surprised to see his neighbor, Frank Smith. The rancher had a shoulder propped against his horse and his arms folded across his chest.
"Been there long?" Holt demanded.
A knowing grin eased the lines of Frank's tanned face. "Long enough. Thought maybe before you get to killing your wrangler, you might like some help pulling that cow out of the mud.  Then you can strangle the girl or shoot her.”  His knowing gaze swept the two of them.  “Or whatever else you had in mind."
The muscles in Holt's jaw tightened and Cami caught a brief glimpse of the fury still sparking in his dark eyes. A long minute ticked by before he gave an abrupt nod. "Fine. Let's get it done."
Frank straightened and tossed his reins to Cami. "Take the horses off a piece. It wouldn't do to be anywhere nearby when the cow gets on her feet." He joined Holt, addressing him in a low voice. But a sudden gust of wind gave Cami full benefit of his words. "You know, it's just my opinion, but if you don't want folks to know what you two have been up to, you best learn not to leave fingerprints."
Cami flinched and stared down at the front of her shirt. An ample helping of mud coated her clothing, along with two telltale handprints where Holt had grabbed hold of her shirt to rip it open. That hadn't been the only place he'd touched, she suddenly remembered. He'd cupped her face, too. Surreptitiously, she rubbed her cheeks and looked at her hands. Streaks of mud stained her fingers. Dismayed, she glanced at Holt to check his reaction to Frank's comments.
Not that Holt's expression told her anything. He'd closed down, shutting off all thought and emotion. Without a word, he picked up his hat, slapped it on his head and climbed on Loco. One easy spin and toss of his rope and he'd lassoed the cow's horns. A moment later, he'd pulled her free of the mud. She lay on her side, bawling miserably.
Frank joined Holt and studied the cow. "She doesn't look like she's going to get up on her own."
"Nope,” Holt spared Cami a quick glance. "Come get Loco. Ground hitch him over yonder. Hear?"
With a nod, she led Loco to where the other horses stood.
Holt caught hold of the cow's tail. "Let's tail 'er up. Get the horns. Ready?"
"Set," Frank said.
At Holt's nod, they both lifted and flipped the cow onto her feet. She immediately tried to charge Frank. Holt, his heels dug into the ground, held her back by the tail.
Once Frank reached the safety of his horse, Holt let go. The cow appeared uncertain what to do next. The bawling of the calf decided the issue. She trotted over to her offspring. Holt kept behind the animal and joined Frank and Cami.
"Go back to the ranch and get cleaned up," Holt instructed.
"What about you?"
"I have work to do."
"But—"
He tensed, his hands balling into fists. "Don't argue with me." He’d clearly reached the end of his patience. He took a deep breath, struggling to rein in his temper. "Go to the ranch and get cleaned up," he repeated in a low, stern voice.
Deciding to follow the prudent course for once in her life, she nodded obediently. "Yessir. And then?"
"We'll get the cow and calf back with the rest of the herd down by the river. You can join us there."
"Yessir," she repeated and climbed aboard her horse.
With a shrill "Hiyah!" she wheeled Petunia around and dug in her heels. The horse took off like a shot. This time, Cami clung to the saddle with all her might. Judging by the look in Holt's eyes, falling off meant death. And most likely a slow one, at that.
* * * 
HOLT WATCHED CAMI charge through the bushes and up over the ridge, shiny black curls bouncing against her back. He remembered sliding his hands through that hair and the feel of her curls beneath his hands. The softness had taken him by surprise, the little ringlets twisting around his fingers, clinging and twining so he'd been afraid he'd hurt her when he'd gathered sufficient wits to pull free.
He also remembered what her mouth had felt like beneath his.  Soft.  Soft and sweet and welcoming.  And then there’d been the rest of her.  The scent of her skin.  The tiny groan of desire slipping from her mouth to his.  Delicate curves pressed tight against him. Breasts as close to perfect as he’d ever laid hands on.
He’d almost stripped her down and taken her right there beneath the cottonwood.  Would she have resisted?  Something told him she wouldn’t have.  Something told him, she’d have given herself to him with the same determination and generosity that had characterized her from the minute he’d first seen her.
Of course, if nature had taken its course Frank would have gotten quite an eyeful.  Then he’d have had to shoot Frank.  Frank probably wouldn’t take well to having been shot and feel obligated to do something about it.  Plus, Holt would have the small problem of the law frowning on ranchers shooting each other.  Once upon a time he might have gotten away with it.  But today people tended to frown on it.
He sighed.
"You've got trouble," Frank said.
Holt didn’t bother denying it. "Big trouble.”
"So what are you going to do about it?"
"Keeping my damned hands off her might be a good start."
"A difficult proposition."
"A painful proposition." They both fell silent for a few minutes. In a resigned voice Holt asked, "I don't suppose you've heard of any decent wranglers looking for work."
"I put the word out. The few I heard were free I wouldn't have within a thousand miles of my spread. What about those other resumés you received? Isn't there anyone else you could hire?"
Holt shook his head. "Only one’s still available and she’s eighty-two. I'd have hired her on the spot, but she's just been released from the hospital following a bout of pneumonia and the doctor won't okay it."
"Which leaves Tex."
"Which leaves Tex and all that damned black hair," Holt agreed.
"And those big blue eyes."
"Not to mention the dimples."
"Or the freckles."
Steel crept into Holt's voice. "Mention those cute little freckles in that tone and I'm like as not to knock you on your arse."
"You've got trouble."
Holt yanked his hat low on his forehead. "Big trouble."
* * * 
CAMI WALKED TO the side of the ranch house and into the laundry room. Holt had pointed it out the day she arrived and told her he'd recently put in sufficient machines to service the hands as well as the guests. "Feel free to use it anytime," he'd said. "You'll get plenty dirty working around here." He hadn't been kidding.
She bypassed a long folding table covered with a pile of heavy duty commercial towels, several pairs of faded jeans and a neat stack of flannel shirts. Crossing directly to the washing machine, she opened the lid and dumped in her muddy clothes and a cupful of detergent. Her mouth curved downward.
Here she stood, squeaky clean from head to toe and poor Holt rode the range with mud filled boots, a dusty hat and a six-inch coating of muck. By now the muck would have dried beneath the warm spring sun into something akin to plaster. If he hadn't been cemented in place atop his horse, he'd at least be itchy and miserable. And ticked.
And it was all her fault.
With a sigh, she started the washer and turned to leave. Feeling guilty wouldn't help. Nothing she could do would help, except, perhaps, to stay away from ropes, mud holes, and Holt. And considering that cowboying on the A-OK frequently involved all three, her future looked decidedly dicey.
Time to get moving. Time to return to work. Time to give Holt more of her special brand of help. She hesitated, her gaze falling once again on the stack of clean clothes lining the folding table. Inspiration struck. Maybe, just maybe, she’d found a way to make amends.
Snatching up jeans, shirt, and a towel and washcloth, she headed for her horse. Shoving her collection into the saddlebags, she mounted. "Come on, Petunia. Let's find Holt. He sure is going to be pleased when he sees what I've brought him."
They'd be working down by the river, he'd said. To her surprise, she found him in the first pasture she crossed. She pulled up short and watched, her brow wrinkled in confusion. What in the world was going on? Frank and Holt, whistling and hiyahing for all they were worth, pursued a bunch of longhorn cows.
She took another look. Those weren't just cows they were attempting to corral. The herd contained a huge infuriated bull, as well. Cami winced as a wickedly curved horn slashed a path inches from Holt's thigh. This was no place for an amateur, she realized, deciding to sit tight. She didn’t dare risk distracting Holt. And without doubt, she seemed to have an uncanny knack for distracting, not to mention riling the man.
An instant later, a huge longhorn thundered by, heading straight for Holt's back. On the other hand... Acting on sheer instinct, she clipped her heels against Petunia's rump and gave chase. She reached for her rope and hesitated, an image of this morning's disaster flashing before her eyes. The longhorn continued on its path of certain disaster and Cami realized she needed to act fast. If she didn't stop the beast, Holt would be on the hurting end of those horns.
Without further consideration, she shoved her hand into her pocket and yanked out a yo-yo. Petunia increased her stride, until they were just behind the cow. Cami hollered a warning to Holt. He whirled around, but she knew it was too late for him to escape those huge horns. She let fly with the yo-yo.
The bright red yo-yo spun to within a hair of the longhorn's nose and jerked back, looping around and around one horn. Cami slipped the string off her finger and pulled Petunia up short. The cow bellowed a protest and skidded to an abrupt halt, inches shy of Holt. The yo-yo dipped and bobbed, dangling from one horn like a giant earring. Completely distracted, the longhorn stood, front legs spread wide, and shook its head, attempting to rid itself of this new annoyance.
A split second later, Holt cut between her and the irate cow, swiftly guiding her clear of harm's way.
"She was going to gore you. It was the only thing I could think of to stop her," Cami explained breathlessly. "I didn't dare use my rope. Not after this morning. Like as not, I'd have lassoed you or Loco instead of the longhorn. And I didn't want to hurt the poor thing, just get her attention off you."
"Fast thinking, Tex," he soothed. "I don't doubt for a minute that you saved my hide. Stay right here. Don't move from this spot. Understand?"
"Sure thing."  Her confused gaze moved to the chaotic scene around them.  “I don’t understand.  What’s going on?”
"We need to finish corralling that bull and get him to his own pasture. Do not," he paused, holding her gaze with a severe expression, "do not help."
Her head bobbed up and down. "Yessir. No, sir. I'll wait here and not be a bit of help."
Pulling his neckerchief over the lower half of his face, he pivoted Loco around and disappeared into a thick cloud of cattle dust. She watched anxiously for Holt and Frank to reappear. Eventually they did, guiding a struggling bull into another pasture. Securing the gate, they rode toward her.
"Is everything all right now?" she asked, noting their grave expressions. "What happened?"
Holt took his time answering. He removed his hat and wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his gloved hand. If she thought him dirty before, it didn’t come close to comparing to the thick layer of dirt, dust, and muck covering him now. His eyes, angry and dust rimmed, finally turned in her direction. "You see that bull?" He gestured toward the animal ramming the stuffing out of a large aspen in the far pasture.
"I see him," Cami nodded.
"He's a Hereford bull. He's part of the herd raised for beef. See those longhorns?" He pointed to the cattle a short distance away.
"Yes, I see them," she repeated, more warily this time.
"Those are very expensive show cows. I culled them special and stuck them here because they're ready to be bred. Someone," he continued, "and I can't say for sure who that someone is.  But someone left the gate open between the Hereford bull and longhorn cows. Do you realize how much money it'll cost me if that bull sires an offspring with one of my longhorn?"
She gulped. "No."
"Believe me when I tell you it's a lot." He leaned across his saddle horn, fixing her with a gimlet stare. "If I ever found out who left that gate open, I'd be tempted to shoot the varmint. Because only a varmint would be foolheaded enough to do such a thing. Especially in these parts."
"Why especially in these parts?" she whispered.
"Because in these parts the first lesson kids learn when they crawl out of their cradles is to keep the damn gates shut. First lesson. Shut the gate."
She bit down on her lip. "Got it. Shut the gate. Shoot the varmint."
"Perhaps Tex should call it a day," Frank suggested.
Holt inclined his head. "Good idea."
She glanced from one to the other. "But I'm all clean and ready to get dirty again. Besides, look what I brought you." She clambered off Petunia and flipped open a saddlebag. She pulled out the towel and washcloth. "I figured you'd be dirty and itchy from all that mud and could use the river to clean up. And see?" She yanked out his jeans and shirt. "I even brought a change of clothing and everything." She frowned at the empty saddlebag. "Well, maybe not everything. I sort of forgot the soap. But that dirt should come off with a spit and a polish."
"Tex," Holt began.
She clutched his clothes to her chest and peered up at him hopefully. "Yes?"
He cleared his throat. "Thanks. That was mighty thoughtful of you. There's one or two more chores I need to see to. It's a one man job, so consider the next few hours off as a...a sort of bonus."
Her gaze dropped to her toes. "A bonus," she murmured. "Right. Much obliged."
He reached down and tugged the shirt, jeans, and towel from her arms. "I appreciate your bringing these to me. I'll be along in a bit."
Without another word, she mounted and turned the horse toward the ranch house.
"Tex?"
She reined Petunia in. "Yes?"
"Don't forget to close the gates behind you," he said gently.
Cheeks burning, she gave a quick nod. A feather drifted from the hat brim and landed on the tip of her nose. "I won't forget," she assured, blowing irritably at the feather. "Shut the gate and shoot the varmint."
Keeping her spine ramrod stiff, she trotted Petunia across the pasture. She didn't even attempt to steal a backward glance as she passed through the gate and carefully and deliberately closed and latched it behind her.
* * * 
HOLT LAY IN bed and settled his arms behind his head.  For some reason it felt cold and lonely.  He stared out at the starry night, unable to sleep.  A huge moon filled the narrow window, nearly blinding him.
Tex wasn’t a wrangler, he reminded himself.  She’d never be a wrangler.  Sure, she was tough.  She didn’t give up, no matter how difficult it got.  But she didn’t belong here, at least not on his ranch.  Even so, the memory of the kiss they shared stole over him, along with the feel and taste of her.  She’d roused a powerful need within him, a desire to make her his in every sense of the word.
What would have happened if she’d been competent?  If she’d been able to rope and ride and handle cattle?  What excuse would he have found to get rid of her then?
Admit it, Winston.  It’s not just because she’s a city slicker.  You don’t trust any women, not after Gwen.  
Even a woman as open and guileless as Cami Greenbush.  So what sort of man did that make him?  What sort of man took a woman into his arms and possibly to his bed, all the while refusing to commit to her?
A man who didn’t trust…no matter how deep the want.
* * * 
CAMI LAY IN bed in the cabin assigned to the female hands. So far, she had the place to herself and she didn't like it. It felt cold and lonely. She stared out at the starry night, unable to sleep. A huge moon filled the narrow window, nearly blinding her.
Some cowboy she'd turned out to be. Tears filled her eyes and she gritted her teeth, fighting with every ounce of determination to hold them at bay. Texans were tough, she reminded herself. Texans didn't give up, no matter how difficult it got. Her poppa had taught her that. She squeezed her eyes shut. If Poppa could only see her now. His pride and joy. His little cowboy. The phrase joggled a distant memory and slowly it surfaced.
She'd been tiny. Very tiny. And sitting astride her very own pony. She'd made a successful circuit around the corral and her father had held out his arms to her. "Come here, Camellia bush," he'd said with a laugh. "What a good little cowboy you're gonna make. Daddy's little cowboy."
Daddy's little cowboy. Oh, yeah. He'd be real proud if he could see her now. A tear spilled free, curving across her temple and soaking into her hair. With a muffled sob, she rolled over and buried her head in her pillow. 
Real proud.



Chapter 5

CAMI STOOD NEAR the corral, practicing her roping. Twelve of her fourteen day trial period had passed and hers remained the only optimistic outlook regarding her future employment at the A-OK. Not that she couldn't change those other less-than-positive viewpoints. Unfortunately, it would take time, something in distressingly short supply.
On the plus side, she'd taken to grooming, riding, and mending fences just fine. She grimaced. Okay. If she were honest, she'd admit she could groom and saddle Petunia, keep mostly atop the horse when riding, and string barbed wire without getting stuck more than six or seven times. On the minus side, she couldn't for the life of her get the hang of roping. And that was a big minus. Because until she did, her job remained in jeopardy.
Not that it wasn't anyway.
Ever since the mud hole and gate incident, her days on the range had been few and far between. Even now, Holt and Gabby were off together taking care of various "one man" jobs. They never could adequately explain, if these were one man jobs, why it took two men to do them. And if it took two men, why she couldn't be one of the two, freeing up the other for the real one man jobs.
Oh, she'd asked, all right. And they'd hemmed and they'd hawed and they'd muttered beneath their breath a whole lot and shuffled in the dirt enough to raise a miniature dust storm. Gabby had turned a bit pink about the ears. And a frown as black as a thundercloud had darkened Holt's face. He'd slammed his hat low on his brow, and said "Just because, damn it," as if that ended the discussion. Then he'd wheeled Loco around and taken off before she'd had a chance to set him straight.
Agnes, Holt's housekeeper, acted even worse. She'd returned three days ago from vacation and made it clear “hands” weren’t welcome in the ranch house, especially hands not worth their salt and citified to boot. Set on a course guaranteed to aggravate, she kept shaking her head and grumbling about "history repeating itself" and "there goes the ranch." That in particular stung.
But most frustrating of all, the first batch of guests was expected any time and, unlike all the other wranglers, she didn't know what to do when they arrived. Not that she hadn't been told.
"Keep out of the way," Agnes had sniffed. "I'll take care of the guests."
"Show 'em your yo-yo tricks," Gabby suggested. "Jes' don't bean nobody."
"Give me your rope," Holt ordered. "I can't have you dragging any of the guests through the mud."
"Aw, Holt," Cami replied in a mortified undertone. "Don't ask me to give up my rope. How am I going to meet your conditions of employment if I can't practice with it?"
He started to speak, then changed his mind. "Fine. Keep the rope. But stay away from anything that breathes. Got it?"
"Got it."
Now she stood, feet planted firmly in the dust, determined to practice until she collapsed. Not that it did much good. The closest she'd come to roping something happened when she'd dropped the blasted loop on top of herself. But she wouldn't give up. No, sir. Not her.
For the fiftieth time that day, she swung the lariat into the air and tossed it toward the corral. For the fiftieth time it spun out in front of her. To her utter amazement, this time it dropped neatly over the fence post. A quick tug and it pulled tight. Son of a gun! She stood for a moment, staring in disbelief. A slow, wide grin split her face and she whooped for joy, punching the air with her fists. She'd done it. She’d finally done it. She'd lassoed what she'd meant to lasso.
So what if it couldn't move, let alone moo. Once she got the hang of roping fence posts, she’d have no problem roping cattle. Holt would be impressed. Gabby would be amazed. Agnes would be speechless—finally. And Holt would sweep her up into those strong, powerful arms of his and twirl her around.
He'd say wonderful things like, "You're hired for the season. And by the way, this calls for another of those mind-splintering kisses." He'd duck down and capture her mouth with his. Romantic music would swell from speakers hidden in Gabby's mustache and she and Holt would ride off into the sunset searching for cows to rope. Life would be perfect again.
As if her success set off a predetermined signal, a car pulled into the drive. A man and woman climbed out and looked around. From the back seat tumbled a little girl no more than five. Agnes appeared on the porch and greeted the couple. The little girl gave the housekeeper the once over with a shrewd and discerning eye, abandoned her parents, and skipped over to Cami's side.
"Hi. My name's Tina. This is my first time on a ranch. We had to drive hours and hours to get here. I almost threw up three times. Mommy has a headache and Daddy said a bad word." She took a quick breath and clasped her hands behind her back. "What's your name?"
"Cami."
Tina stared, her shiny brown eyes filled with awe. "Are you a real cowboy?"
Cami stood a little straighter, tucked her thumbs into her belt and rocked back on her heels. "Sure am."
"Can you rope and ride and shoot and everything?"
"Well..." Cami strode over to the fence post to retrieve her rope. "To be honest, I can't shoot," she admitted.
The little girl appeared momentarily disappointed, but she made a quick recovery. "Will you show me how to rope?"
Another car pulled into the drive. Two boys and a girl crossed to Cami's side, their parents joining Agnes and the first couple on the porch.
"You gonna rope something?" one of the boys demanded.
She hesitated, recalling Holt's explicit instructions to keep her rope away from anything that breathed. She glanced from the eager faces gathered around her, to Agnes nattering on the porch with the adults. One little toss couldn't hurt, could it?
"Well, ah, I guess so," Cami said. She gathered up her rope and stood next to the children. Swinging the loop into the air, she peered down at them and grinned. "Now don't get in the way. And whatever you do, don't go off behind me."
She aimed for the corral fence and tossed. For the second time, the rope dropped dead center over the post. It took every ounce of self-control not to jump up and down for joy and execute a very uncowboylike happy dance. She'd done it. She'd actually done it. Twice! Over the hill beyond the corral she caught a glimpse of Holt and Gabby riding toward the ranch. Guilt stabbed her. Had they seen? She shook the rope loose and reeled it in, wrapping it around her arm as she did so. With any luck, they hadn't.
"Do it again! Do it again!" the children clamored.
"I don't know," Cami said, reluctant to borrow trouble. Obeying Holt warred with her desire to show him how much she'd improved. If he could see her actually lasso something, maybe he'd keep her on as his wrangler.
"Please!" they begged. "Once more?"
"One more time and that's it for now," she said, twirling the lariat.
She peeked Holt's way. She could tell by the sudden jerk of his head and the way he straightened in the saddle that she'd caught his eye.  And he'd taken note of the children at her side. To her dismay, Loco's pace picked up significantly. Did he really consider her such a hazard? Well, she'd show him. She'd prove herself. Boy howdy, would she prove herself. She twirled the rope for all she was worth.
"Oh, look!" Tina exclaimed the exact instant Cami started into her throw. "A sheepdog."
It proved just enough of a distraction. Reacting without thought, Cami snapped her head to watch Git slink by. The rope, acquiring a mind of its own, snaked through the air. It landed clean again. Only this time it landed clean over Git. The sheepdog, literally at the end of his rope, howled in anguish and took off at a dead run.
Horror made her reactions a shade too slow. Before she had time to drop the rope, it twisted around her arm and yanked tight. This can't be happening, she had a split second to think, before Git's momentum jerked her off her feet and onto her belly. She yelped at the unexpected and painful meeting of rock against rib.
"Whoa, Git!" she shrieked. "Stop!" To her everlasting relief, he obeyed. He skidded to a halt and turned to face her. Cami gulped.
This was one pissed off animal.
She stripped the rope from her wrist before he could take it into his head to run again. "Now, Git," she began, slowly backing away and holding up her hands. "It was an accident. I swear." He was having none of it. With a furious bark, he stalked her. "I'm sorry," she tried to placate him. "Truly sorry."
He didn't look convinced. In fact, he appeared determined to explain the full extent of his pissdom. A rapid retreat seemed in order. With a quick "Excuse me, folks," she spun on her heel and ran. She darted around the hay wagon and into the barn, a barking Git at her heels. She raced past the stanchions, manure gutters, and troughs to the ladder at the far end. Dogs couldn't climb ladders, right? Lordy, she hoped not. She climbed. Fast. Git stood, paws planted on the bottom rung and howled.
Gaining the top of the ladder, she flopped onto the bales of hay, gasping for air. Whew! That was a close one. Not that she blamed the poor dog. Goodness, no. She'd be the first to admit she'd proved a bit of a trial for him. And until today, he'd been very patient. But all critters had their breaking point. She understood completely. She also understood Git had reached his.
She nibbled on a fingertip. Now to explain why she'd taken to hiding in the hayloft to Holt. Somehow she suspected that wouldn't be too easy. A low warning growl brought her head up and she shot to her feet. So much for dogs not climbing ladders. This one had managed just fine. She retreated.
"Now, Git. I'm sure we can work a deal. Let's be reasonable. How about a doggy biscuit?" He kept coming and she kept retreating. "Okay. How about two? Three? You're really serious about this, aren't you?"
He stopped and sat, scratching furiously. Cami relaxed. "Good boy. Good Git." She offered her hand. "Wanna be friends again?"
He seemed to consider. It didn't take long. Giving in, his tail twitched into a wag and his tongue lolled out of his mouth. With an enthusiastic bark, he bounded toward her. Relieved, she took a final, unthinking step backward to brace herself against the arrival of sixty pounds of playful dog. 
Bad move.
Empty air greeted her booted foot. She teetered on the edge of the open loft door, scrambling for purchase, her arms pinwheeling madly. Git bounced up and gave her a forgiving lick. Gravity didn’t require any extra help. With a shriek, she tumbled in a general down-and-out direction. This is it. I'm dead, came her final, wild thought. Her last sight was of Git standing at the loft door, staring at her, his head cocked to one side and a wide grin spread across his doggy mouth.
With a loud poof, she hit something reasonably cushy, something that broke her fall and closed around her, burying her in a bristly embrace. Cami opened her eyes, realizing she couldn't see a blessed thing. A strange thundering sounded in her ears, growing louder and louder. Then silence, an eerie, waiting sort of silence.
I've died. I've died and am floating through limbo. Scratchy limbo, but limbo. I see a light ahead of me. I'm drifting toward the light. It's growing brighter. And brighter. I can see now. I see...
Holt stared down at her from Loco's back, a clump of hay in his hands. She coughed on bits of dirt and debris.
"Is this heaven?" she asked in dazed wonder.
"Nope. Not unless your idea of heaven is my idea of hell. Leastwise, it will be hell once I get done scorching your tail feathers." He reached into the wagon, shoving hay off her.
"Maybe I should explain."
"Maybe you shouldn't. Stop wriggling, Tex. Let me make sure there's nothing broken." He checked her limbs with an impersonal touch and nodded in satisfaction. "You'll live," he informed her, though the blatant fury deepening his voice made her suspect he'd hoped otherwise. "You can thank your lucky stars you landed in the hay wagon and not three feet to the left or right. Of course, by the time I'm finished with you, you may wish you had missed the wagon altogether."
The next thing she knew, he'd snatched her up onto Loco and cradled her in his arms. They trotted across the yard and she sighed and collapsed against him. She should be worried. She should be nervous. Instead, she grinned like an idiot. "If this is hell, heaven must be incredible," she mumbled, snuggling deeper into his arms.
"Pull it together, Tex. End of the line."
He plucked her from the saddle and planted her on the ground. She swayed, struggling to anchor herself on legs turned to mush. A dozen frightened faces spun before her dust-blurred eyes.
"Hey, there. Nice meetin' you folks," she said in greeting. She managed a beaming smile, ruined by the fact that her knees buckled. "You'll forgive me if I don't stand, won't you?"
Holt leaped from his horse and wrapped a supporting arm about her waist before she hit the ground. "Hang on another minute," he murmured in her ear. In a crisp carrying voice, he announced, "Welcome to the A-OK Corral. We hope you enjoyed our little stunt show. It's our way of welcoming you to the wild and woolly west."
There was a moment of silence before relieved laughter broke out. "A show! Of course, a show," the guests commented to one another. They applauded enthusiastically. A moment later, the more astute of the ranch hands followed suit.
"Give them a wave and a smile," Holt instructed in a forceful undertone.
She obeyed, then tried to go one better. She bowed. It was a big mistake. The world tilted upside down, black dots obscuring her vision. Swearing beneath his breath, Holt scooped her into his arms and slung her over his shoulder.
"Happy to have you here," he said, pumping hands as he edged his way through the press of people. "Tex is going to get cleaned up and will be back real soon. In the meantime, Agnes can tell you where to take your bags." With that, he pushed through the last of the guests, climbed the porch steps, and disappeared into the ranch house.
"Dang!" she moaned. "My ribs hurt."
"The state of your ribs are the least of your worries," he growled. "You're lucky you weren't killed."
"Aw, Holt."
He continued down the hall and shoved open a door at the far end. It was a bedroom, she noted. A very stark, masculine, and upside down bedroom. He set her carefully on her feet. With swift, economical movements, he slipped off her hat.  A single flick of his wrist sent it soaring through the air.  It nailed one of the bed knobs. His own followed ringing the opposite bedpost, the two hats spinning in identical lazy circles.
"Of all the stupid, idiotic stunts. What the hell were you thinking?" He dropped to his knees in front of her and unbuckling her chaps.
She shoved at his hands. He shoved right back. "That would be hard to say," she admitted.
"I'll bet. Because you weren't thinking, were you, Tex?"
"Could we skip that question and move on to the next?"
His shoulder clipped her hip and she toppled onto the bed. "Not tonight, dear," she groaned. "I have a headache."
"That's not the only thing you're going to have. Honey."
He tugged off her boots and stripped her chaps from her legs, tossing them to one side. She made a passing attempt to straighten her clothes, but he stopped her.
"Give it up. Your modesty's already shot to hell. All this shirt's good for is the ragbag. And that's being generous. Besides, I've seen women's undergarments once or twice before."
"Not mine you haven't.” She reconsidered. “Well, except for my bra."
"I'll try and contain myself," came his dry response. He peeled back the dirt-streaked ripped cotton and released a long, gusty sigh. The fury faded from his face. "Good grief. You sure do take this cowboying business to heart."
"That bad?"
A small frown appeared between his eyebrows and the muscles in his jaw tightened. "I've seen worse.” He traced her rib cage, probing with gentle fingers.
It was more than she could bear. She shivered, wriggling beneath his callused touch. "Cut that out," she complained. "You're taking advantage."
His hands stilled and a quiet laugh broke from him. "You call this taking advantage? No, Tex. When I take advantage, count on it, you'll be able to tell the difference. Now hold still. I want to check for damage."
"Damage?" If she didn't miss her guess, damage meant cuts and scrapes. And cuts and scrapes often leaked. And that type of leaking usually came in the form of vile and gruesome red splotches. She closed her eyes, unwilling to look for fear of seeing something that might make her woozy. Or rather, more woozy. "What's the verdict?"
"A few scratches. And you've got a nasty bruise on your side."
She risked a quick peek. "I seem to recollect a small skirmish with a rock."
"A losing skirmish, by the look of it. Nothing some soap and water and a few days' rest won't cure."
"I don't have a few days to rest."
"You do now."
She stared at him in distress. "Holt, please."
His expression might have been carved from granite. "Don't start in on me, Tex. You'll come out on the losing end."
She eased onto one elbow, wrapping the remaining bits of shirt around her chest. "It was an accident."
He inclined his head, a shaft of afternoon sun highlighting the strands of gold in his brown hair. "It always is with you."
"I wanted to show you how well I could rope," she tried to explain.
"Oh, you did that all right."
"You don't understand." Enthusiasm crept into her voice. "I nailed it, Holt. You should have seen me. I roped the fence two whole times!"
His eyebrows rose. "You roped the fence. Twice."
She beamed. "Sure did. And I would have done it a third time if I didn’t get distracted." She bit down on her lower lip, suddenly remembering. "Poor Git. I hope he's not still mad."
Holt folded his arms across his chest. "Last I saw, he was chewing your rope into scrap. That dog's going to be rope shy for the rest of his natural days. I should just shoot the poor mutt and put him out of his misery."
Wincing, she struggled to her feet. "You wouldn't," she said, appalled at the mere suggestion.
"He'd probably thank me for it." He thrust a hand through his hair and glared at her. "Turn off the waterworks, Tex. You know damn well I wouldn't shoot Git. Come to think of it, the one I should shoot is you."
She bowed her head, overcome with remorse. "Are you very angry?"
"Very," he said in an uncompromising voice. "You disobeyed a direct order. And I take a dim view of employees who can't even follow the simplest of instructions."
"Is there any way I can make amends?" She glanced at him, fascinated by the sudden gleam in his dark eyes.
"I could come up with an idea or two, if pushed." He took a step closer and dropped his hands on her shoulders. "What the hell am I going to do with you?" he muttered.
Nervously she shifted backward and lost her balance yet again. The bed provided a much more comfortable landing than the hay wagon. Holt followed her down, his hands braced on either side of her so he wouldn't bring further harm to her bruised and battered ribs.
For a long moment, he stared at her. She saw in his face the battle he fought, one between anger and desire. She knew the instant desire won, just as it had the day she’d dropped him in the mud.
"Your eyes are the color of a summer sky," he murmured. "And your smile's like a tiny ray of sunshine." He swept the curls from her face, tracing her high cheekbones with a surprisingly delicate touch. "It's been a long time since I last saw sunshine."
"Maybe you were looking in the wrong place," she suggested.
"Maybe I just wasn't looking." He slid his hands into her hair, his thumbs stroking either side of her jaw. Never taking his gaze from her, he eased down, bracing himself on his elbows so his weight was a soft brush of leather and cotton against her breasts.
Without a word, he kissed her, a slow, searching kiss. She groaned, wrapping her arms around his neck. "Are you taking advantage of me now?" she whispered.
A laugh rumbled in his chest. "I'm sure trying my best."
"I appreciate that." She raised her mouth to his. "I don't suppose you'd care to take further advantage?"
"My pleasure."
He kissed her again, harder this time, more consuming.  He remained braced above her, careful not to cause her additional pain.  She tugged him closer.  She could handle a little pain if it meant being held by him.  Kissed by him.
Touched by him.
As though sensing her longing, he swept aside the tattered remains of her shirt.  He hesitated for an endless moment.  Then slowly, so slowly she thought she’d go insane from the wait, he cupped her breast.  She shuddered beneath the gentle caress, lifting herself a scant inch to encourage him.  Apparently, he didn’t need much encouragement.  He found the back clasp to her bra and an instant later, cool air washed between them.
“Freckles,” he whispered in wonder.
She started to cover herself, but he stopped her.  “You like my freckles?” she asked, self-conscious beneath his scrutiny.
He nodded, his fascinated gaze locked on her breasts.  “Every last itty-bitty one of them.  All twenty-three.”
A soft laugh escaped.  “You counted them?”
“Every last itty-bitty one of them.  Twenty-two on your nose.  Twenty-three on your breasts.  And right now, they’re all mine.”
Curiosity consumed her.  “What do you plan to do to them?”
“This…”
He lowered his head to her breasts and kissed a path of fire across them, counting them off as he went.  By the time he hit twelve, she couldn’t help squirming in reaction, her breath escaping in desperate little gasps.  “Holt, please.”
“I’m doing my very best to please you.”
No question about that, though it also left her with a powerful frustration, a need that built until she’d do almost anything to satisfy it.  Like rip his clothes off and have her wicked way with him.  She possessed a general idea how to go about that sort of wickedness, if little practical knowledge.  But then, she had little practical knowledge of cowboying skills and look how well she’d taken to them.
He reached the twenty-third freckle.  She waited, barely breathing, curious to see what he’d do next.  She didn’t wait long.  He took her nipple between his teeth and gently, slowly ran his tongue across the hardened tip.  Her breath exploded from her lungs and she dug her fingers into his hair, holding him tight against her breast.
“Do that again,” she pleaded.
He did.  He gave it his full attention before turning to her other breast and repeating the process.  Unable to explain her actions, she parted her legs and wrapped them around his waist.  He sank against her, locked tightly into the vee of her thighs.  There were too many clothes between them.  He shifted against her, the abrasive rub of masculine against feminine driving her insane with need.  She lifted her hips against his helpless thrust.  He cupped her breasts again, teasing the tight buds, before renewing his acquaintance with her mouth, kissing her with a delicious desperation.  And all the while, he shifted against her, rocking to a rhythm as old as mankind.  
She didn’t know what might have happened if her enthusiasm for the embrace didn’t override common sense. A sharp jab of pain reminded her of her less-than-perfect physical condition and she winced.
Holt's reaction was instantaneous. He rolled off her. His breath escaped in a gusty sigh and he swore beneath his breath. Did he regret his actions? She studied his shuttered expression, searching for a clue to his thoughts. She came up empty.
He glanced over at her, a lock of gilt-edged hair tumbling across his brow. "I hurt you. I'm sorry."
She shrugged awkwardly. "Don't be."
In a swift, easy move he gained his feet. "Time to get you cleaned up." She started to stand, but he shook his head in warning. "Sit still."
"I can do it," she insisted.
He raised a single eyebrow, pinning her with a stern, cool gaze. She sensed the return of his anger. But who was he angry at? Her, for her free fall into the hay wagon? Or himself, for having followed his more basic instincts? Probably a bit of both. Not that it mattered. She'd receive the brunt of his fury, regardless.  She reached for the remnants of her shirt, pulling the tattered scrap across her chest, abruptly self-conscious of her nudity beneath his annoyed appraisal.
"You don't listen too good, do you, Tex?" he snapped. "Let me make myself crystal clear. Stir at your peril."
Considering how every muscle in her body protested the slightest movement, she decided he'd offered some sound advice. She lay back down. She ached from her belly flop into the mud puddle. But more painful still, she ached with a need so great it hurt to breathe. She suspected the latter would be the more lasting of the two.
Holt disappeared through a doorway and a moment later she heard the sound of running water. Unexpected tears filled her eyes and she shut them, fighting an acute sense of despair. Perhaps her injuries were worse than she'd suspected. How else to explain this sudden weakness? A moment later, Holt lifted her in his arms.
"Okay. Let's go," Holt said, crossing to the bathroom. There he thrust her, fully clothed, into the shower.
"Oh, good golly," she said with a sigh, enjoying the flood of warm water that poured over her. Her thick coating of dust turned rapidly to mud, pooling at her feet. Bits of hay dripped from her hair.
"Tex," Holt called. "It's time we discussed this problem you have with ropes."
"You'd like to discuss it here? Now?"
"Here and now. Help yourself to shampoo and soap."
"Thanks, I will.” Considering what they’d just been doing, hiding behind a scrap of material more rag than shirt seemed ridiculous.  She dropped it to the tile floor and reached for the plastic bottle and squirted a dollop of shampoo into her hand before applying it to her hair. It lathered up easily, smelling pleasantly of cedar and spice. "About my roping skills..."
"Or lack thereof."
"You, ah, you'd prefer me to keep away from ropes from now on?"
"'Fraid so. It's only for two more days. After that our contract will be satisfied and you can practice all you'd like. On somebody else's property, that is."
Cami bowed her head, suds dripping from her hair. What else had she expected? Had she really believed his kiss meant something? Had she really believed he'd want her to stay? "Is there any way I can change your mind?" Please, say yes. Please.
His response came in a hard unequivocal voice. "Not that I can think of. I'm sorry, Tex."
Her heart sank clear to her toes. "Me, too," she whispered.  She spared him a peek.  Was he counting again?  She could have sworn he mouthed twenty-three.
Then he said, "Tex?"
"Yes?"  Hope overflowed that single word.
He simply shook his head and her hope washed down the drain.  "I'm going to get you a change of clothes. Don't go anywhere, hear?"
"Yessir. No, sir."
With that, the door closed behind him and Cami was left to her misery. She stood beneath the warm spray, a bar of soap clutched to her chest. So what did she do now? Concede defeat? Give up and go home?
Frowning thoughtfully, she rubbed the soap across all twenty-three of her freckles. She still had two days. She'd have to find a way to prove her worth to Holt. She'd force him to see he was making a huge mistake. But how? She set her mouth in a firm line. Texans were tough. Texans were determined. 
She'd find a way.
* * * 
CAMI'S LAST DAY on the job dawned clear and bright. Desperation marked her expression. This was it. Today she'd prove herself to Holt. Come hell or high water, today he'd hire her on a permanent basis. She just needed to rope something without hurting anyone. Then he'd realize she could do the job and she'd become his official wrangler for the summer. That decided, she snagged a length of manila off the corral fence, determined to practice. Instantly, every child on the ranch gathered round.
"Whatcha doing, Cami?"
"You gonna rope Git again?"
"Could you tie us up instead?"
Cami grinned at her following. "Practicing roping skills is serious cowboy work. You all stand clear and let me get on with my job."
Obediently they stood to one side, calling the occasional word of encouragement. Just as she tossed the rope for the third time, Tina screamed. Cami glanced from the rope to the child. No way had she done anything this time. Absolutely, positively, no way.
"Cami! Snake!" Tina pointed at the ground. A huge rattler sat coiled inches from the little girl's feet.
"Get back," Cami ordered the other children. "Go for help. Hurry!" She turned to Tina. "Now, sweetheart, don't move. And try not to be afraid. I'm right here with you. But you have to promise me you won't budge so much as an inch."
Tears filled Tina's big brown eyes. "I promise," she whispered. "Please, make it go away."
Urgently, Cami cast around for something—anything—with which to save Tina. Sweat beaded her brow. She had to think fast. She had to act now. Any minute the child would panic and run and the snake would strike. Her gaze fell on a shovel leaning against the barn and she could have wept with relief.
She addressed Tina once more. "I'm going to get something to hit the snake with, but don't worry. I'll be back in a sec. Don't move."
With that she darted for the barn, snatched up the shovel and raced to within clubbing distance of the snake. "Close your eyes and hold real still," she instructed. Aiming carefully, she brought the shovel down on top of the snake in a single powerful blow. Moving with lightning speed, she swept Tina clear and, for good measure, smacked the snake a half-dozen times more.
Cautiously, she raised the shovel and peered at the snake.
Across the yard, Holt and Gabby came running, the other children at their heels.
"The kids said there was a snake. Where is it?" Holt demanded.
With a shaky finger, Cami pointed, then threw the shovel from her, her gesture one of loathing. She turned and buried her face in Holt's shirt. She couldn't bear to look at what remained of the critter. Holt's shirt, heck, Holt's arms, seemed a much safer place to be. "Did I kill it?" she asked his top button.
"Dead and then some," he confirmed.
She risked a quick peek over her shoulder and shuddered. "Is that...that...blood?" she whispered in horror.
"I've noticed you tend to get kinda white and funny looking whenever you see blood," Holt said. "You have a thing about it, don't you?"
She swallowed. Hard. "Blood makes me faint," she confessed.
"Faint?"
"As in, pass out cold."
"Got it. That's not blood."
She gazed up at him trustingly. "It's not?"
"Nope. No way."
"What is it?"
"It's... Why, it's snake ooze."
"Snake ooze?" she asked doubtfully, risking another quick glance. She burrowed into his shirt again. "It's awful red for snake ooze," she said in a muffled voice.
He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight. "It's red snake ooze," he insisted. "Trust me. I've killed many a snake and they don't bleed. They ooze. There's a big difference."
"I still feel sort of dizzy."
"Listen up, Tex." He captured her chin and lifted her face to his. He spoke firmly. "Cowboys, real cowboys, don't faint at the sight of ooze. Blood, maybe. I've seen it happen on occasion. But never ooze."
She shivered, wanting to believe him, desperate to believe him. "No fainting over ooze?"
"No, not ever."
She relaxed marginally. "It's just that I was so frightened. And Tina... Tina!" She looked frantically around. "Where's Tina?"
He rubbed her back with slow, soothing strokes. "She's safe in the ranch house. Everything's fine now. I've got you and everything's going to be all right."
She clutched his shirt, calming beneath his gentle touch. "It's okay? Really okay?" She stared at him, losing herself in his gaze. Something hot and urgent burned in his eyes and her breath caught in her throat. Her grip on his shirt tightened.
"No, Tex. It's not okay," he muttered, his head tilting toward hers. "I don't think it ever was."
Before she had time to react to his harshly spoken statement, Tina's mother descended on them in a flood of grateful tears. The next thing Cami knew, she found herself parted from Holt and knee deep in guests. As one, they proclaimed her a heroine, shook her hand, slapped her back, and passed her around for a group hug.
Gabby approached Holt. "That tears it," he said with a grimace. "Don't suppose we should tell them she killed herself a harmless old bull snake?"
Slowly Holt shook his head. "Best not."
"You do realize this means we'll have to let her stay on. Wouldn't do to fire the fool girl after she's gone and made a hero of herself by beating the stuffing out of a poor defenseless snake."
"No, it wouldn't. Fact is, they'd probably lynch us." A smile crept across Holt's mouth. "Looks like we've got ourselves a new wrangler. She may not be much use with a rope, but she sure has a way with people."
"Not to mention snakes. If'n you was smart, you'd lock up every rope and shovel on the place.  Afore she kills somebody." With that, he stomped off.
Holt waited until the excitement died and the guests had turned their interest to other pursuits before approaching Cami. She peeked at him through shiny black curls, her expression slightly abashed.
More than anything he wanted to sweep her into his arms and kiss her senseless. He wanted to watch those glorious blue eyes deepen with passion, to see that dimpled smile slip across her face, to count each sun-ripened freckle bridging her pert, upturned nose. But most of all, he wanted to toss her across his saddle and take her up into the hills where he could make love to her beneath a star-studded sky, losing himself in her warmth and desire.
But he couldn't. He'd learned that lesson once already. He didn't care to learn it again.
"They sure did make a fuss," she said hesitantly.
He leveled a cool, serious gaze in her direction. "You did good, Tex. You kept your head, you acted instead of panicking, and you saved Tina from a potentially dangerous situation."
A swift flush streaked her cheeks. "There wasn't any choice," she insisted in a low, earnest voice.
"Sure there was." Unable to resist, he tucked a stray curl behind her ear. "But it's nice to know I can count on my newest wrangler to act sensibly in times of crisis."
It took a moment for the words to sink in. When they did, he caught the small hitch of her breath right before a huge quavery smile spread across her face. "I'm hired? Permanent for the summer?" He nodded and she launched herself into his arms.
He caught her in a tight embrace. "You're hired, Tex," he confirmed in a husky voice. "Permanent for the summer."
A horn blared behind them and they hastily parted, turning as one. A pale blue Honda glided to a stop, and out of the driver's seat slid one of the most beautiful women Holt had ever seen.
He guessed her to be in her mid-thirties, a mass of silky blond curls floating like a silver curtain about a perfect oval face. She wore a pink silk suit, frilly lace blouse, and pearls.  On almost anyone else they would have looked ridiculous, but in this case they suited such a tiny, delicate woman. Eyes as blue as a summer sky stared at him, amusement and curiosity gleaming in their depths.
Beside him, Cami started. "Momma," she exclaimed in an astonished voice. "What in the world are you doing here?"



Chapter 6

HOLT SHOVED HIS hat to the back of his head. "Momma?" he repeated in disbelief, looking from Cami to the blonde. "You've got to be kidding."
"No, I'm not kidding." Cami rushed to her mother’s side and pulled her into a fierce hug. Then she released the tiny woman and turned to face her boss.  "This is my momma, Charlotte Greenbush. Momma, this is my boss, Holt Winston."
Holt tipped his hat. "Welcome to the A-OK Corral."
"It's a pleasure, Mr. Winston. And I appreciate your taking such good care of Camellia." Charlotte glanced at her daughter and smiled. "I'm so relieved your two weeks are up. It seems like years since you left Richmond, instead of days."
Cami stirred uneasily. "I've missed you, too." What in the world was going on? Her mother hadn't mentioned visiting, and yet here she stood, big as life.  At least, as big as her five-foot-two inch frame allowed. Something had to be up. "Um, you haven't mentioned why you've come. Just passing through?" She couldn't keep the hope from her voice, vain as she knew it to be.
Charlotte laughed. "I've come to bring you home, of course."
Of course. Cami sighed. "Momma," she said, not in the least surprised by her mother's misinterpretation of the facts. "I explained all this to you before I left. I'm working here for the summer."
Her mother clasped her hands together in a white-knuckle grip. "I assumed that once Mr. Winston realized you didn't know a blessed thing about ranching, he'd send you on your way."
Cami cleared her throat and darted a quick look in Holt's direction. "A reasonable assumption, I'll admit. But he hasn't fired me. Yet."
Holt inclined his head. "Give it time."
Concern lined Charlotte's brow. "In all honesty, I'd rather not give it any more time. I'd hoped that once Camellia had a chance to see how a ranch worked, how different reality is from imagination, she'd be ready to leave." She addressed her daughter, her request softly spoken yet firm. "Why don't you get your things together? We can drive home, just the two of us, and have a nice mother/daughter vacation along the way."
Cami stared at the tips of her boots, struggling to find a tactful way of handling this latest turn of events. Hands down, she couldn’t ask for a sweeter mother in the world, or a woman who inspired any greater devotion. A kinder, more considerate person didn’t walk the earth. True, she often seemed a mite helpless. But caring for and pampering her tiny mother came as naturally to Cami as breathing.
For all her twenty-four years she'd tried very hard to grant each of her mother's requests.  Well, within reason. Unfortunately Cami couldn't grant this particular one. Being able to work a ranch was important, too important for giving in.
"Momma, you and I need to get a few things straight.” She nailed her mother with a cool, unflinching gaze. "All my life, all I ever wanted was to be a cowboy like Poppa. You know that."
"It's a dream," her mother insisted. "A child's fancy."
"I'm not a child anymore," Cami said gently. "And being a cowboy's no longer a dream, but an ambition. It’s time to let go of the old memories and make some new ones."
"Old memories die hard," Charlotte retorted. Her chin wobbled and a sheen of tears misted her eyes. "It's not safe," she whispered. "I lost your father to ranching. I couldn't bear to lose my baby, too."
Regret swept through Cami. But it didn't sway her. She refused to allow it to sway her. If she didn't hold her ground now, she'd never be able to in the future. "I know you're afraid. But I won't let your fears stop me. I have to make my own decisions now."
Her mother laughed through her tears. "I have no problem with you making your own decisions. So long as your decision is to return to Virginia." At Cami's pointed silence, Charlotte took a step closer. "Please," she implored, offering her hands. "Come home."
Cami closed her eyes, wanting with every ounce of her being to clasp her mother's hands and submit. She could practically smell Charlotte's terror, and that awareness caused an upwelling of love and compassion, almost tipping the scales in her mother’s direction. Almost. Until a picture flowered to life in her mind. Once again she could see her father, raven black hair tumbling across his forehead, hazel eyes aglow with humor and enthusiasm, reaching up and saying, "Come here, Camellia-bush. What a good little cowboy you're gonna make. Daddy's little cowboy."
Slowly she opened her eyes. She couldn't change her personality or dreams, no matter how much they threatened her mother’s peace of mind. Sure, she'd delayed the inevitable as long as possible. Empathy for Charlotte's fears and memories kept her close to home far longer than she'd have preferred. But no more. She had to follow her own star. She was a cowboy, through and through. Her decision made, she took a deliberate step back.
"I'm staying." They were the hardest two words she'd ever uttered and she knew how much her decision hurt her momma. But she couldn't help it.
Charlotte's lips trembled and her hands slowly dropped to her sides. She pulled herself up straight and nodded. "Fine. It's your choice and I respect that. But I'm not leaving until you do."
Cami started in surprise. "Come again?"
"You heard me. I'm not leaving until you do. When you go, I go. Until then, I'm here to stay."
Cami's mouth fell open. "But you can't stay. Only guests and employees allowed. No mothers!"
"Then I'll be a guest," came the obstinate reply. "This is a dude ranch, isn't it?" She looked around for confirmation. "So, make me a dude." With that, she crossed to the car and popped open the trunk.
"Now, Momma..."
"I'll unload and you can show me where to take my luggage. We'll have a wonderful time together. You can play cowboy and I can keep you safe."
"Good luck," Holt muttered.
Charlotte glanced over her shoulder at Cami. "All you have to do is stay away from cows, horses, and sharp instruments. That's not asking too much, is it?"
"Yes!"
"And ropes," added Holt. "You forgot to mention staying away from ropes."
Charlotte blinked. "Really? You have dangerous ropes around here?"
"Only in the hands of certain people." He folded his arms across his chest and gave a significant nod in Cami's direction.
Cool determination settled in Charlotte's blue eyes. "Fine. And no ropes. Aside from that, the sky's the limit."
"Unless you think up any other dangerous activities?"
"Exactly. We'll still have lots of fun. You'll see."
"Oh, no, we won't see!"
"Sure you will," Holt interjected on an encouraging note. "And once you two are done having fun, you can both go home to Virginia."
"Exactly!" Charlotte concurred.
"Now wait just one gol'durn minute here." Cami stepped between her mother and the trunk. "Momma, this isn't right. You can't do this. I'm supposed to be working here and you're disrupting that work."
"Now, Camellia—"
"Enough." Her tone brooked no argument. "We had an agreement. You'd allow me to work a ranch for the summer and I'd be home by fall. You gave me your word you wouldn't interfere. Are you going to break your word?"
Charlotte bowed her head, her lips pressed tightly together. "Don't send me away," she whispered in an agonized undertone. "Please, don't."
For an endless moment, mother and daughter faced each other, at an impasse. Then Holt interceded.
"You're in luck, Mrs. Greenbush," he said. "Up until yesterday we were booked solid. But it just so happens we have a two week cancellation. You're welcome to take over the reservation."
"Two weeks?" Charlotte grabbed his offer like a lifeline.
He nodded. "We can discuss the possibility of prolonging your stay at the end of that time. Tex?" He shot her a warning look.
"Sounds perfect," she reluctantly agreed, seeing the merits of his suggestion.
She didn't like it. But since her mother possessed an ornery stubbornness, one of her less admirable traits, this offered a reasonable compromise until Charlotte calmed down a tad. Unfortunately, that might take a bit longer than two weeks. More like two years.
Stark relief marked her mother's delicate features. "Thank you so much, Mr. Winston. And please, call me Charlotte."
He held out his hand. "Make it Holt." He glanced at Cami. "I'll put your mother in the blue room at the ranch house. There's a spare bed. You're welcome to stay with her if you'd like."
Stay with her mother? Like a guest? Cami's brows pulled together. Oh, he was smooth. "Come and join your mother," he’d offer expansively. "Enjoy your two weeks together. Relax. Have fun." And at the end of Charlotte's visit he'd have them both on their way out the door and off his ranch. She slammed her hat down on her head in perfect imitation of her employer.
"I'm no visiting dude," she informed him. "I sleep with the hands, where I belong."
His expression cooled. "Then snap to it. Help our guest with her luggage."
She nodded grimly. "Yessir, boss. Anything you say."
* * * 
"OKAY, FOLKS. LISTEN up." Holt reined Loco to a stop in front of the guests, all mounted on various trail horses. "The next three days away from the ranch are going to be long, action filled, and I hope entertaining. Today we ride to the south pasture where my neighbor and I keep our longhorns. More than two dozen have been hazed down from higher pastureland and need to be rounded up for the drive into Lullabye." 
Cami, holding a restless Petunia in check, kept to the far side of Gabby and Frank Smith. She wanted to be close enough so her mother could see her and be reassured, and yet still remain grouped with the other wranglers.
"Are longhorns dangerous?" an older man questioned.
Holt shook his head. "These animals are used for show, so they're familiar with people and pretty docile."
"How do you define docile?" another guest asked nervously.
Holt sat back in the saddle. "To be honest, I give any animal with six plus foot of horn plenty of respect and even more maneuvering room. But it takes a bit to rile a longhorn. They're some of the smartest, gentlest cows around."
"Number one rule," Gabby hollered. "Don't rile the longhorns."
Holt waited for the laughter to fade before continuing. "It's a good three or four hour trip to the pasture with lots of fine scenery between. The one thing we won’t have is cellphone coverage.  You may have already noticed that you can only make calls close to the ranch house. So, if you brought a phone with you, I suggest you stow it.”
“Second rule,” Gabby shouted.  “You can’t herd a longhorn by cellphone.”
More laughter followed and Holt waited it out. “We'll do some preliminary roundup work today. Afterward, we'll have a hot meal over the campfire. Cami, explain to the good folks here how that works.”
“Yessir, boss.” She raised her voice in perfect imitation of Gabby’s.  “Campfire cookin’ is a snap.  You hold the cold thing over the hot thing and you pull it off before it turns into a black thing.”
“And what do I do when someone is foolish enough to turn the black thing into a burning thing?”
“You throw a bucket of water on the burning thing.  ’Course that sometimes means the person who causes the burning thing gets a face full of cold water.”
“And how do you know this, wrangler?”
She grinned.  “Aw, Holt.  You know how.”
“I do.  But these good folks don’t.”
Her grin broadened. “I know cuz I’m the one who usually gets the face full of water.”
More laughter followed and this time, Holt joined in.  “Let me give you fair warning.  You'll work hard today, but you’ll also sleep well tonight."
Since the cattle were owned jointly by Holt and Frank, both ranchers had wranglers and guests working the herd in a collective effort. Unfortunately, those who knew what they were doing were significantly outnumbered by those who didn't, which made the job much more difficult.
Holt leaned across his saddle horn, his deep, authoritative voice carrying with ease. "Tomorrow, we round up the last of the stray longhorns and get them situated in the holding pen. Should be another full, hard day's work. There's a cabin nearby, so you'll have the choice of using the bunks there or sleeping on a bedroll under the stars. Friday, we drive the cattle into Lullabye to kick off Western Roundup Days. Any questions?"
A woman raised a tentative hand. "What if it rains?"
A smile drifted across Holt's face. "Why, ma'am, then you'll get wet. Any more questions?" There weren't. "Okay. Let's move out."
By design, each wrangler blended among the guests, chatting casually and answering the unending stream of questions. Holt trotted over to Cami's side.
"How's your mother settling in?" he asked.
Cami tugged the brim of her hat low over her eyes, shading her face from the bright morning sunshine. "Okay, I guess. She's still a bit nervous that I'm going to kill myself."
"With good reason, I'd say."
She ignored him. "Aside from that, she seems to be doing just fine."
"I arranged for Frank to ride with her. Thought it would help take her mind off her only chick."
She peered over her shoulder. Sure enough, Frank Smith rode at her mother's side, engaging her in an animated conversation. They looked good together. At forty-three, her mother was a beautiful woman. Yet she'd never remarried, never even had a serious relationship in the twenty-one years since her husband's death. For the first time, that struck Cami as odd.
She glanced at them speculatively. Frank couldn't be much older than Charlotte, at a guess only a few years. He rode tall in the saddle, a striking man with salt-and-pepper hair and calm gray eyes. Of course, she didn’t consider him anywhere near as striking as Holt. But for a temporary suitor, he'd do.
"Thanks," she said to Holt. "I appreciate your thoughtfulness."
A lazy grin tugged at his mouth. "Frank didn't take much convincing. He seemed happy to help."
Breathtaking scenery enhanced the enjoyment of the ride. Cami, content to let the leaders set the pace, chatted with guests and enjoyed the view. Several hours later, Holt drew up short and waved them in. The guests and wranglers obediently gathered close.
"We're almost to camp," he announced. "As we ride, keep your eyes open for strays. If you see anything, alert one of the wranglers and he'll show you how we round them up. Okay. Fan out and keep your eyes peeled."
Cami winged off to one side of the group, picking her way through brush and rock. She heard the occasional shouts whenever various members of the group found a stray and herded it in. Gradually, she parted company with the others, intent on finding her own cow. A sudden suspicious movement drew her attention to a mountain mahogany bush. It twitched, rustling in a manner no wind ever created.
She stiffened, excitement blossoming. The distinct possibility existed that a cow made that noise. And if so, this was it. Time to round up them doggies. She brought Petunia's head around and circled the bush. On the far side she found what she sought—a calf.
The calf turned to look at her. A more wicked, mischievous expression, she'd never seen. If she didn't miss her guess, this tyke threatened to be hell on hooves. Fine. She'd find a way to handle hell on hooves.
Maybe.
First, she tried to usher the contrary critter toward open pasture. Breaking into a trot, the calf circled the bush and came up behind. She chased him in the opposite direction with similar results. Several more attempts to flush junior from his hiding place ended the same way, the calf the smug winner and Cami the frustrated loser.
Perhaps she should rope it. Yep, she'd show this young maverick who was boss. She unsnapped her rope from the saddle and flipped the loop into the air. Aiming carefully, she tossed it at the wayward animal. At the last possible moment, he ambled forward. The rope snagged in the bush and Cami swore beneath her breath. With a laughing bleat, the calf loped off.
It just figured. She tugged at the rope, but to no avail. She sighed.  And that figured, too.
Clambering off Petunia, Cami fought to free her rope. The bush fought back. With an infuriated cry, she pulled, throwing every ounce of her weight behind the attempt. The rope abruptly jerked loose and she tumbled tin cup over teakettle, before bouncing to a stop on her rump. She winced, rubbing the offending part of her anatomy.
"Dang. That hurts."
As though in response, the bush in front of her rustled. She frowned. What in the world? Before she had time to gather her wits sufficiently to move, a huge cow head poked through the shrubbery. Oh, lordy! She'd better pray her young maverick had done some mighty fast growing. Because if he hadn't, she’d just landed in major big trouble.
"Junior?" she whispered in a quavering voice. "Is that you?"
In response, a wet, quivering nose drew to within inches of Cami's smaller, drier one. The wet nose inhaled sharply, and for an instant she feared he’d suck her clothes clean off her body.
She let out a squeaky cry of alarm, dug her heels into the dirt and shoved wildly, scooting backward as fast as she could scoot. With an earthshaking bellow, the steer plowed right over the bush after her.
The next thing she knew, the biggest, ugliest, droolingest longhorn she'd ever had the misfortune to meet stood straddled above her, his muzzle hanging an inch from her face. One enormous horn, kinked into more knots than a two-year old's shoelace, twisted skyward. The other horn, equally contorted, stabbed the ground a yard to her left.
He inhaled again.
She shrieked.
Oh, lordy, lordy, lordy. Don't rile the longhorns, Gabby had said. He'd neglected to mention precisely how one went about avoiding that truly terrible turn of events. She tried to swallow. A powerful thundering reverberated in her ears, growing louder and louder until her whole body shook with it. She pressed a hand to her chest, certain the sound meant her heart hovered on the verge of exploding. Any minute now, she'd faint and die. Horribly.
The thundering subsided, replaced by the crunch of earth beneath boot heel. She risked a quick sidelong glance. "Holt," she gasped in relief. "Holt, save me!"
"Tex?" He stooped. "That you?"
"It's me, all right."
"Mind telling me what you're doing down there?" he asked in mild surprise.
She cleared her throat. "It's sort of a long story. Maybe I could tell you a bit later?"
"Uh-huh. It can wait. You are aware that layin' flat on your back beneath more than two thousand pounds of longhorn is not a predicament I'd go out of my way to recommend."
She shot a nervous glance upward. "You understand I'm not in any position to argue with you."
His tone turned dry. "That's true enough."
"Holt?"
"Yeah?"
"I don't mean to sound demanding or anything, but do you think you could help me?"
"I'll do my best, but it might prove difficult. Perhaps if I introduced you two."
"Introduced—"
"Tex meet Buttercup. Buttercup, this is Tex."
Buttercup opened his mouth and stuck out the biggest, wettest tongue she'd ever seen. "No," she moaned. "No licking. I don't taste good. Oh, criminy, don’t do that."
He did.
Gross.  Longhorn cooties.  "That's disgusting."
Holt grinned. "I think he's taken a shine to you."
She peeked up at the longhorn. To her dismay, she could see a very strange moonstruck expression in Buttercup's big brown eyes. A low, moaning sound rumbled deep in the steer's chest. He threw back his head and bellowed. The ground beneath her shook.
"Holt!"
"All right, calm down." Holt grabbed her beneath the arms and slid her out from under Buttercup.
Gaining her feet, Cami rapidly retreated. Buttercup trotted after her. "Holt, do something." Holt laughed. "I mean, something more than laugh.  This isn't funny."
"Sure it is. It's springtime and Buttercup's in love. What could be more romantic?" She opened her mouth to retort and he waved her silent. "Maybe he needs to think you're already spoken for."
"Fine." She planted her hands on her hips and faced the steer. "I hate to break this to you, buster, but I'm already spoken for." Buttercup didn't seem the least impressed. With a determined bellow, he stuck out a tongue that threatened another round of slurpy licks and kept coming. Desperate, Cami appealed to Holt. "Don't just stand there!"
Obligingly, he stepped between Cami and the longhorn. "Perhaps a more visual demonstration is in order."
"Say what?"
"A visual demonstration to prove you're spoken for." He swung her into his arms, staring down at her with wicked intent. A wavy lock of sun kissed hair tumbled across his forehead. "Let's see if he understands this," he said. And covered her mouth with his.
Buttercup and the pasture, the horses, and even the Rockies vanished as though they'd never been. All that remained was this man. And he held her—oh, how he held her—in an embrace so close and tight that he controlled the give and take of each breath. His arms formed unbreakable bands about her waist and back, bands she wished she could forge permanently in place. His widespread legs, solid and rooted, trapped her between his thighs.  Unable to help herself, she yielded all will to the mouth that imprisoned hers.
"You think Buttercup has the idea now?" he whispered against her lips.
"Not yet," she whispered back. "Perhaps you should make it a bit clearer."
He instantly complied.  Sweeping off her hat, he tossed it onto the grass at their feet. His fingers sank into the tight curls of her hair and he tilted her head to a more accessible angle. Then his hands stroked downward. She trembled beneath the onslaught of his work-roughened touch, trembled when he eased past the fragile bones beneath her throat and dipped into the vee of her shirt.
The buttons fell open beneath his expert management and a startled gasp escaped her. The warmth and fit of his caress felt so right, so natural it didn't occur to her to protest. On the contrary, it took every ounce of willpower to keep from sinking to the ground and allowing nature to take its course.
She wanted this man. Wanted him more than any man she'd ever known. More, she suspected, than any man she ever would know. That knowledge, undeniable and inescapable, terrified her.
A sharp, unexpected nudge knocked them apart and Buttercup released a plaintive moo, the sound forcing Cami back to reality. She took a hasty step away from pure bliss and fumbled with her shirt buttons. She risked a peek at Holt and a flush mounted her cheeks. At first glance, he appeared unaffected by their encounter. But upon closer inspection, she noted the rapid rise and fall of his chest and the betraying stiffness of his stance.
"For a man with a grudge against city girls, you sure do give them the sweetest kisses," she informed him, picking up her hat and whacking the dust from the brim.
"A temporary aberration."
She lifted her head and met his remote gaze dead on. "Meaning?"
His jaw tightened. "Meaning that in less than two weeks I suspect you'll be returning home with your mother."
She shot him a pitying look. "You suspect wrong. I'll be here for the summer, count on it."
He shrugged. "Two weeks or summer's end, it's still a temporary situation. Knowing that, I don't mind the occasional indulgence."
She felt the first stirring of anger as well as a mountain of hurt. "An occasional indulgence, so long as it doesn't get serious?"
"So long as it doesn't get serious," he confirmed.
She slapped her hat low on her brow. "In that case, I'll stick with Buttercup. At least his affections are sincere."
"I never said my affections weren't sincere."
"Just temporary." At his nod, she stepped back. "No, thanks. I won't be anybody's way station."
"And I won't put my ranch at risk again." His black gaze hardened. "And you, Tex, are a big risk. You're dangerous. To me. To my ranch. To my way of life."
"Now there you're wrong," Cami dared to say.
"She was a danger. Not me." Without a backward glance, she snagged Petunia's reins and climbed aboard. "Which way's camp?"
"We'll ride together," he said in a voice that brooked no argument.
Ten minutes later they rode into camp, Buttercup at their heels. Amusement soon replaced the initial shock of having a huge steer tagging behind Cami.
"First time I've ever seen Buttercup bringing up the tail end of a line," Frank commented to Charlotte. "He's our best leader. Sets a good pace. Never balks at anything in his path. Makes moving the herd a hell of a lot easier."
"Best put Tex in front on point," Gabby offered his opinion. "Or we'll never get to Lullabye."
Cami listened to the exchange with interest, wondering why Holt looked less than pleased with Gabby's suggestion. Perhaps he rode point, too, and didn't care for her company. She sighed. Well, fine. If he didn't want her anymore, she'd stay clear of him to the best of her ability. He'd have nothing to complain about. She'd see to that.
All through dinner and the sing along that followed, she tried her level best to avoid Holt. Not a problem since he seemed equally intent on avoiding her. And Buttercup did his part, sticking to her side like glue and shoving anyone who came between them from his path. Finally Gabby intervened, leading a pathetically mooing Buttercup off to the holding pen. Evening deepened and one-by-one the guests drifted toward the cabin.
Charlotte stood and collected a few overlooked pieces of litter. "You coming, Camellia?"
"Think I'll sleep out here." Cami tossed her bedroll by the fire. "I don't often get the chance to sleep under the stars." She frowned. Cute, but a long stretch from the truth. She wanted to sleep here because it came the closest to sleeping with Holt she’d ever experience.
Her mother hesitated. "Okay. Sleep well. I'll see you in the morning."
"G'night, Momma," Cami said with a smile.
A few minutes later, Frank stood. "Think I'll turn in, too."
"You gone soft or something?" Gabby asked in disbelief. "Since when do you sleep inside?"
Holt stretched his legs close to the fire. "Since a certain widow lady appeared on the scene. Would that be about right, neighbor?"
Frank grinned, unfazed by their ribbing. "'Bout right," he concurred. Whistling tunelessly, he strolled toward the cabin.
Cami nibbled on her lip in concern. She hoped his feelings weren't seriously engaged, since it could only lead to disaster. Her mother would never permit herself to care for a cowpoke again. Her fear of losing another man to ranching would get in the way. If Frank thought he could change her mind, he'd soon learn different, sort of like she'd recently learned with Holt. Because Holt Winston would no sooner love a city slicker than her mother would a rancher.
She stewed over the similarities.
When she finally looked up again, she discovered that she, Holt, and Gabby were the only ones remaining by the fire. Holt lay propped against his bedroll, his Stetson pulled low over his face. She stared at his hat, overcome with curiosity. Unable to explain why, she reached out to finger the brim.
"Touch that at your peril."
Cami jerked her hand back as though stung. "Why? You have a thing about your hat?" she demanded.
"'Course he does," Gabby spoke up. "A man is his hat, Tex. Hell, any cowman worth his salt guards a good Stetson with his life. Fact is, the only time it should leave his head is during the national anthem. And even then I hang tight to mine lest some varmint tries to lift it off me."
"You don't sleep in it?"
"Dang tootin'. Why, I even shower in it."
Holt crushed his hat more firmly over his face. "Old man, you talk too much."
"You see what he just did?" Gabby asked, completely ignoring his employer.
"You mean the way he squashed it down?"
"That's what I mean, all right. Now you watch next time he does that. Because it speaks to you, loud and clear."
"Really?" Fascinating. "What does it say?"
"It says, he's plumb annoyed and intends to be annoyin' in exchange."
"You might take heed of your own words," Holt suggested, one eye peering out from beneath his brim.
"Sure thing. Now. If'n you see him shove that old John B. to the back of his head, why, count on it. He's perplexed, bewildered, or surprised."
Cami smiled, settling more comfortably onto her bedroll. "I take it that doesn't happen often?"
"You take it right."
"What about when he yanks it low on his forehead like this?" She demonstrated.
"Why, that means he's aimin' to git what he's aimin' to git." Gabby dropped his voice to a hoarse whisper. "But if he ever throws it into the dust—whew-ee, Tex, run for cover."
"My hat's not the only thing about to eat dust," Holt grumbled. "You going to shut up, or do we need to discuss the matter?"
"Fine thing," Gabby muttered, his mustache bristling. "Fine thing when a man can't express his opinion without bein' threatened with bodily harm." He slouched down on his bedroll, closing his mouth with a snap.
Cami grinned, laying back. For a while she stared at the stars. Then, deciding to work some more on her cowboy skills, she propped her hat to the exact same angle as Holt's. Perfect, was her last thought. Life was perfect.
Within minutes something cold and wet and fuzzy changed her mind. She sat up with a gasp, her hat tumbling off her face and rolling across the ground to land beside Holt. A huge, hulking form hovered over her, so close she could feel its hot, noxious breath on her face.
"Holt!" she shrieked. "Save me!"



Chapter 7

HOLT HIT HIS feet at a dead run, skidded to an abrupt stop, and burst out laughing. "Why, Buttercup," he drawled. "It's a little late to come a-courtin', don't you think?"
"Buttercup!" Cami jumped up, relief and amusement replacing her earlier fear. With a sigh, she approached the longhorn and rubbed his nose. "What are you doing here?"
"Musta broke through the fence," Gabby groused. He left his bedroll and grabbed his boots. "Better check the rest of the herd. Probably have one or two escapees to deal with."
"We'll find them in the morning," Holt said. "Tex, see if you can encourage Buttercup to return to his pen while we fix the fence."
Obediently, she gave Buttercup a final rub and crossed to the holding pen. The steer trotted behind. She opened the gate and walked boldly in. Without a murmur of protest, her hulking shadow followed. She latched the gate behind him and climbed onto the fence rail, noting with relief that only one or two longhorns had decided to follow Buttercup's example and vamoose. The rest were settled in for the night.
The huge steer joined her at the rail, blowing warm air into her cupped hand. He nudged her until she gave in and scratched his heavily muscled neck. Beneath the light of a nearly full moon, she made out Gabby and Holt resetting the rails Buttercup had knocked down, their quiet words and muted grunts drifting to her through the still night air.
She glanced up, amazed by the clarity and brilliance of the heavens. Despite the wash of moonlight, a multitude of stars burned with almost savage radiance, a proper match for the untamed land they crowned. How she loved this place. This life. It fit. Richmond and her former job and friends, in fact everything up until now, seemed like a far distant memory, unreal and undesirable. She belonged here. This land nourished her soul and fulfilled her in a way she instinctively knew to be right and true.
"Beautiful, isn't it?"
She smiled, not in the least surprised by Holt's silent appearance. He, too, belonged. He, too, felt natural and at home. Without him, the dream would be incomplete. "It surely is," she agreed softly. "It's all I hoped it would be. All I ever wanted."
"Enjoy it while you can." His words held a warning. A warning she didn't care to hear. Not now. Not tonight. Not when all about her lay perfection.
"Don't," she whispered. "Don't spoil it."
"It won't last, Tex. Sooner or later you'll have to face that fact."
She bowed her head, squeezing her eyes shut. "No!"
He wrapped an arm around her waist and tipped her backward into his arms. She felt his whipcord strength and power, felt the heat of his body envelop her. He set her on her feet, tucked tight within his hold, pressing her into the taut muscles of his chest and abdomen. Thigh rode thigh.  Hips locked. Curves keyed into angles, a perfect joining.
His breath stirred the curls resting along her cheek. "This isn't real," he murmured in her ear. "It's the illusion you love, not this life."
"No," she denied fervently. "You're wrong."
He sighed, sending an uncontrollable shiver down the length of her spine. "You're like a young buck, Tex, in love with a fancy lady. You first see her in the evening, when she's at her best, the candlelight and makeup hiding the flaws. And you fall in love with a passion you've never experienced before. But then morning comes and the makeup is washed from her face and sunlight shines through the window, and you see the truth behind the illusion. It's raw and cold and lonely."
"I don't understand.  If you have something to say, say it straight."
He gripped her chin, forcing her to look at him. The moonlight sculpted his face in hard, remote crags and valleys, and his eyes gleamed with the cold glitter of polished jet. "Ranch life is like that fancy lady." He spoke with a ruthless passion. "You're seeing us at our best, with the grass green and lush and the sun warm against your face. And life is full and rich and rewarding. It isn't always like that."
"I know."
"You don't know." His retort held a cutting sharpness. "You haven't seen the ranch in the dead of winter when the snow is so deep it's worth your life to leave the safety of the house. Still, you leave because there's livestock counting on you for survival. And the cold, Tex. The cold is so intense it worms into the very marrow of your bones and stays, gnawing at you until you're sick with cabin fever."
"I wouldn't mind. I'd cope. I know I would."
He shook his head. "Maybe the first year you would. But what about the year after and the one after that? What about when you realize you're trapped and there's nowhere to go, no one to talk to?"
"There'd be you."
The words hung between them. She'd answered without thinking, and yet she'd spoken the truth. A truth she hadn't been aware of until that very minute. A fierce passion flared in his eyes. His hands tightened on her shoulders and he yanked her closer.
"You're a fool. And I'm an even bigger fool," he muttered. And he kissed her.
He kissed her with a rough passion unlike anything that had gone before. She felt his anger, fierce and unrelenting. And she felt his desolation and pain. She could sense a terrible void in this man. An emptiness that would take an endless supply of love to fill and all the years in a lifetime. She gave him all the love she had, and then gave some more.
Within seconds he broke free, stepping away, his expression closed to her, his body rigid, rejecting all she'd offered.
"Holt?"
"You're riding for a fall, Tex," he informed her in a clipped voice. "If you were smart, you'd get off this particular horse and head home before you break something."
"It's too late for that, I'm afraid," she whispered.
His hands clenched. "So be it. But don't say I didn't warn you." With that, he turned on his heel and stalked away.
Cami stared at his retreating back until the darkness swallowed him. Oh, it was too late all right. Much too late. She'd already taken that fall. And what she'd broken was her heart.
* * * 
HOLT WAITED UNTIL he heard the crunch of Cami's boots striking out for camp before stepping from the darkness and returning to the holding pen. He leaned against the rail and stared at the cattle, wishing for the first time that he smoked. Better yet, he wished he'd had the foresight to tuck away a flask of something potent and numbing.
Think of the ranch. Think of the men who have fought to carve a place in this country and who have died protecting it. Think of the land. Winston land. My land.
Instead he thought of hair as black as a raven's wing, tumbling in silky ringlets around a face that occupied every moment of his day...and haunted every moment of his nights. He thought of kissing each freckle decorating her pert little nose, and of finding less obvious freckles to kiss. He thought of brilliant blue eyes darkening to navy with the strength of her passion.
And he thought of long winter nights and how they could be spent…with the right woman.
His fist slammed into the fence post, the pain bringing with it a measure of reason and calm. He couldn’t afford the risk, anymore than he could afford to make another mistake. One more like the last and he'd lose everything. He had to keep his focus on his top priority.  His ranch.  He sure as hell couldn’t risk a distraction like Cami Greenbush, no matter how badly parts south of the border disagreed with that assessment.
He found the decision an easy one. Too bad if it left him with an almost unbearable ache. Aches could be eased. Eventually. They just couldn't be eased by city slickers. There were plenty of women raised on ranches who knew the score. He'd have to find one. He'd have to forget about black hair and dimples and freckles.
He grimaced. Although forgetting those freckles might just about kill him.
* * * 
THE NEXT DAY Cami barely found time to think, let alone brood over Holt's remarks. Work began at daybreak with each wrangler teamed with a couple of guests. The different areas around camp were divided among the groups, and the mountains, brush, and gullies swept thoroughly for cattle. To her surprise, she enjoyed herself, relaxing and joking with the guests and taking bets to see who could round up the most longhorns.
"'Fraid I have a bit of bad news," Holt informed them over lunch. "We have a storm on the way. Which means the sooner we've collected and penned the herd, the happier we'll all be. I'd appreciate it if you'd follow the wranglers' directions to the letter. That way we can get the job done as quick as possible and beat that rain."
His announcement set the tone and they didn't waste any time after that. The guests and wranglers worked fast, scouring the surrounding countryside. The afternoon winged by, successful and exhausting. At long last, a satisfied if weary band brought in the final reluctant longhorn.
Over dinner, Cami watched with concern while clouds filled the sky with the heavy threat of rain. The instant they’d scraped the last bean from the last tin plate, the heavens opened.
"Haul tail inside," Gabby shouted, clanging a bell attached to the wall of the cabin. "Frank's got a nice little fire goin' in the hearth and a whole bag of marshmallows just waitin' to be toasted."
Everyone scrambled to collect plates and cups. Laughing at the mad dash, Cami and Charlotte darted beneath the covered porch and stared at the downpour.
"I guess you won't be sleeping under the stars tonight," Charlotte said.
Cami nodded, fighting a stab of regret. "Doesn't look like it."
"I think you should know something." Hesitating only a moment, Charlotte took a quick breath and rushed on. "I'm actually having a good time. I know it's sort of funny after the fuss I kicked up about your working here and the danger and everything." Her gaze grew distant, as if filled with bittersweet memories. "I guess I'd forgotten how much I enjoyed ranch life."
Cami threw an arm around her mother's shoulders and gave her an understanding hug. "You didn't forget, Momma," she corrected gently.
Charlotte stiffened, releasing a ragged laugh. "You're right. I didn't forget. I put it from my mind. I didn't want to remember, because some of those memories caused so much pain."
"I know," Cami said, compassion welling up inside. "And I understand. You still planning to stay the rest of your two weeks?"
"I'm staying," her mother confirmed.
"And then?"
"And then I guess I learn to let you live your own life." She laughed again, a lighter, freer laugh. "It won't be easy and I don't promise not to interfere every once in a while. But I'll do my best."
Cami grinned. "I love you, Momma."
Her mother grinned back. "I love you, too, Camellia."
The door opened behind them and Frank appeared. "Come in and join the sing along, Charlie," he suggested, drawing Charlotte off. "You've got the prettiest voice here. It would be a darned shame to let it go to waste."
She glanced over her shoulder, a quick bonding mother/daughter sort of look, before linking arms with Frank. "Why, thank you. Don't mind if I do."
They entered the cabin, leaving Cami alone with her thoughts. Her mother had finally found a small portion of happiness and peace of mind. She sighed. If only she could find a similar peace, one she could share with Holt. She gazed out at the rain falling in a steady gray sheet.
Her mouth curved in a wistful smile. Give it up. No sense in wishing for the impossible. Some things were never meant to be. She turned toward the light and laughter. Opening the door to the cabin, she abandoned the chilly solitude of hopeless wishing for the certainty of warmth and companionship.
* * * 
HOLT STIRRED FROM his stance at the far end of the porch, fighting the urge to catch Cami before she disappeared inside. He wanted to run with her into the drenched night and find a private spot where they could be alone, where he could indulge their passion and sate the craving gnawing at his gut.
His mouth curved in a self-deprecatory smile. Give it up. No sense in wishing for the impossible. Some things were never meant to be. He turned from the light and laughter. Stepping from the porch, he abandoned the possibility of warmth and companionship for the chilly solitude of a purging rain.
* * * 
CAMI AWOKE ABRUPTLY and rolled over in her bunk bed, not quite sure what had disturbed her sleep. The sound repeated, a hammering outside the cabin that brought her to full and startled consciousness. It didn’t come from the pounding of rain on the tin roof, although she could hear that, too. Nor did it come from a person pounding on the door. No, this was a loud, insistent, repetitive banging.
Moooo.
With a groan, she buried her face in the pillow. She'd know that moo anywhere. Buttercup. She jumped to her feet, dressing as quickly and quietly as she could so she wouldn’t disturb the other women, and ran from the room. She slammed into Holt.
"You heard him, too?" he asked. At her nod, he muttered, "Damned animal."
Together they crossed to the front door and flung it open. Buttercup stood on the porch blinking at them. He took one look at Cami, released a desperate bellow and tried to push his way into the cabin. Holt hurled himself against the steer, throwing every ounce of weight into a vain attempt to stop the critter from gaining entrance, rapidly yielding ground to the determined longhorn.
"Haul butt outside, Tex.” He shouted over his shoulder, “Frank, Gabby, get out here. Fast!"
Cami slipped past, calling to the lovesick steer. An instant later the two men showed up, Gabby in bright red long johns. "What's Buttercup doin' in our cabin?" he demanded.
"How the hell should I know? Probably busted out of the holding pen again. Tex! Get him off the porch before he annihilates the place."
"If he broke loose—" Frank began.
"—then the other longhorns will follow suit and head for the hills," Holt confirmed.
Gabby slapped on his hat. "Let's go get us some cows."
"Why tonight?" Cami called. "It's so dark and rainy, we'll never find them."
Holt spared her a brief glance. "We're out of time. If we don't get them now, there isn't going to be a cattle drive through town tomorrow. This rain will quit soon, and there's a full moon tonight. Once the clouds pass we'll see just fine." He yanked at the brim of his Stetson. "I hope."
"I'll gather my boys and head west as far as Blackman's Ridge and south to Deadman's Gulch," Frank said. "You want to cover the east ridge, Gabby?"
"Soon as I find my britches."
"Tex and I'll fix the holding pen and get Buttercup settled," Holt decided. "Once we're done, we'll ride north. Meet here by daybreak and we'll see how we stand." With that, they scattered.
Cami quickly discovered that repairing a holding pen in the pouring rain was wet and muddy work and even less of a pleasure than she'd expected it would be. By the time they'd finished, they were both filthy. "What do we do about Buttercup?" she asked in concern. "If we put him back in the pen, he'll only bust loose again."
Holt dropped the last rail in place and wiped his brow with a mud encrusted sleeve. "His little infatuation hasn't left me much choice. We'll have to snub him." He caught her sudden frown. "It won't hurt," he reassured. "We'll tie him head on to a tree, is all. And it won't be for long."
Just as they got Buttercup settled, the rain slackened and a bright, full moon appeared from behind the dissipating clouds. They saddled their horses and started north, fanning out but staying within shouting distance. As the hours wore on and they didn't find a single cow, Cami grew more and more discouraged.
Breaching a steep ridge, she came across Holt. He sat on Loco, unmoving, staring up at the night sky. She reined in her horse, reluctant to approach, yet drawn by the bleakness of his expression, by the urge to comfort.
"Tex?" He spoke without turning around.
"It's me, all right. How'd you know I wasn't a cow?"
"I just knew." He turned and to her amazement, a smile eased the hard lines of his face. "You're filthy."
She grinned back at him. "I'm filthy? Check a mirror, buckaroo. You look like a mud slick with eyeballs."
"A mud slick with eyeballs. Great." He hesitated, apparently fighting some inner quandary. She knew the moment he came to a decision.  He stiffened his spine and glanced at her, his gaze resolute. "I have a solution, if you're game."
It didn't take much thought. "I'm game."
"Come on. There aren't any cows to be found here."
They rode in silence through the woods, the moon lighting their path. Cami didn't speak, afraid she'd break the mood. And it was a good mood, companionable, comfortable, relaxed. They angled to the northeast and plunged into a dense stand of pines. Shrubs snagged her jeans and made the going difficult.
"Not much further," he said, urging Loco through the thick brush.
Over a final hill, they emerged from the woods into a clearing and Cami stared in wonder. Trees and bushes circled the hidden glade forming a seemingly unbroken hedge. Thick green grass began where the woods ended, moss-covered rocks and clumps of ferns dotting the landscape. And smack dab in the center sat a pool, steam rising from the center.
Cami stared in wonder. "What? How?”
"Hot springs. They're all through the Rockies. I found this one a number of years back and kept its location to myself." He glanced her way, his expression obscured by shadows. "Until now."
She caught her breath, not mistaking his meaning. A fierce wave of heat swept through her. "Holt..."
He swung off Loco and opened one of his saddlebags, palming something he retrieved from inside. "Care to join me?"
"Yes."
"Then climb on down."
"Don't mind if I do," she said gruffly and dismounted.
Wisps of steam rose from the water, creeping across the surrounding terrain and clinging to the foliage with ghostly fingers. Holt sat on a large rock at one end of the pool and tugged off his boots, tossing them aside.
"It's the best hot bath you'll ever have. And there's the added advantage of rinsing off some of this mud."
She followed his example and shed her boots. Feeling awkward, she lingered by the pool. Holt showed no such hesitancy. Clamping his hat to his head, he dropped into the water.
"Is it very hot?" she asked.
"Nope. Just right. A few of the springs I've found will boil the skin clean off your bones. This one's a shade warmer than bathwater. Hot enough to ease an achy muscle, but not so hot you end up like a lobster."
"Sounds nice." She bit down on her lip, peering across the steaming water at him.
"It feels nice, too." His voice had deepened, turning rough and raspy. He looked directly at her, holding her with a clear, compelling stare. "Come here."
Instinct forced her to pause, alert to the predatory nature of his command, aware he’d become the hunter, she the prey. But an irresistible allure drew her, compelled her to submit to his demand, to yield to his power and strength. Without a word, she slid into the water.
Delicious heat enveloped her and her eyelids fell shut. She sighed, feeling each muscle relax, the tension melting away as though it had never been. A series of ripples lapped across her shoulders and she opened her eyes, snared by the intensity of Holt's gaze. He drifted nearer, crowding her, corralling her, closing off any chance of escape. Not that she wanted to escape.
"Good?" he murmured.
She nodded. "Great."
He slipped off her hat and sent it spinning across the glade. His followed a moment later. Moonlight danced in his sun-streaked hair, transforming the gold to silver. But it was his expression that held her attention. There she read his desire, desire that carved deep furrows beside his mouth and left its mark in his black glittering eyes.
"Grab some air," he warned, before pulling her beneath the water.
She didn't struggle. She knew he wouldn't harm her. His hands moved up and into her hair, swishing the dirt from her curls. An instant later, he kicked for the surface.
"Better?"
She clung to him, laughing. "Much. I don't suppose you have any shampoo?"
"’Fraid not." He cupped her face. "Tex..."
She smiled up at him. "What?"
"I'm going to kiss you now."
Her smile faded and an uncontrollable trembling began. She licked her lips, her eyes drifting closed. "Anything you say," she whispered.
She felt his breath against her face. Gently, so very gently, his mouth touched hers, drinking the moisture from her parted lips. She tasted the slightly metallic tang of the pool. And then she tasted him, as intoxicating as fine wine. She wound her arms around his neck, surrendering to the fierce heat.
Control slid away and with it any thought of resistance. Even when he unbuttoned her shirt, ridding her of the irritating drag of wet cotton, she didn't resist. She welcomed the lightness, the unaccustomed freedom.
His hands encircled her waist, the calluses ridging his fingertips scraping the sensitive skin of her abdomen. His mouth left hers, sliding downward, dipping into the hollow of her throat before seeking the fullness of her breasts. 
He caught her nipple through the thin wet cotton and tugged.  She shuddered, crying out the only word her shattered mind could summon.  “Holt!”
For an instant time froze. And in that frozen instant she realized she loved this man. Completely, totally, and forever.  She had no idea when it happened, though she suspected it started the first day they met.  She simply knew she loved him and always would.  They belonged together, the same way they belonged to the land, to this way of life.  Even if he refused to allow her to stay, her heart would remain here.  She wanted him.  Needed him.  Intended to give herself to this man and only this man.
Holt pulled back, the sound of his name returning to him a measure of rational thought. He fought for breath. Hell, he fought for even a smidgen of control. He didn't dare kiss her again. If he did, he'd take her without thought.  Recklessly and to hell with consequences. It would be all too easy to lose himself in her warmth and sweetness and passion. She deserved better than that and he intended to give it to her. Gritting his teeth, he wrapped an arm around her and lifted her onto the rim of the pool.
"Strip off your jeans." She started to argue, but he interrupted with crisp authority. "Wring them out and spread them across the rocks to dry. I'll hand you mine."
"I don't mind wet jeans," she protested, shivering beneath the mild breeze stirring the surrounding pines.
She glanced down at her breasts, blushed, and covered them with her hands.  Did she have any idea how alluring she looked, how much she tempted him? 
"Don't turn bashful on me, Tex. I'm not suggesting we go skinny dipping. I won't even touch you, if that's what you'd prefer.” Although the restraint might just kill him. “I want to give our clothes a chance to dry. Riding wet is not my idea of fun."
She hesitated, then surrendered to logic. He watched her struggle free of her soaked jeans. He couldn’t see any difference between her briefs and bra, and most swimsuits. If anything, her underclothes revealed less skin. What they did reveal, though, were long, slender legs.  The wet cotton also clung to the sweetest curves he’d ever seen, outlining breasts and a pert bottom in a way her jeans and shirt never had. He fisted his hands to keep himself from snagging one of those dainty little ankles and yanking her back into the water. Not just back into the water.  Back into his arms.  Back into his embrace.  Back where she didn't belong.
He removed the foil condom packet he’d retrieved from his saddlebag and set it on a nearby rock where she could see it and make up her mind.  Make up her mind without his kissing her, or touching her, or counting her freckles, or in any way influencing the hell out of her.  Next, he passed her the rest of his clothing and struck out across the pool to retrieve her shirt. He threw it to her and she wrung out the wet clothes before arranging them on the surrounding rocks. She paused for a long moment, her gaze locked on the condom, before returning to the water. He couldn’t help noticing she kept her distance, maybe because he was buckass naked.  Or maybe it was due to the condom.
"Having second thoughts?" he asked.
"One or two," she admitted. "It's not unreasonable, when you consider everything."
"Not unreasonable at all."  He drifted closer.  “What is unreasonable is how much I want you.”
“Then again, reason is highly overrated.”
His legs brushed hers and she shuddered. “What about restraint?”  His voice lowered.  “What about responsibility?”
Her gaze flitted over his shoulder.  “Unless I miss my guess you have a foil packet full of responsibility sitting over on that rock.  That’s what you took out of your saddlebag earlier, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
“You thought we might make love.”  She didn’t phrase it as a question.
“The possibility occurred to me.”
“And you wanted to make sure I was safe.  Protected.”
He closed his eyes, struggling not to flinch. Didn’t she get it?  “There’s nothing safe or protective about me or what we’re figuring to do.  Nor will it change anything between us.  You need to know that upfront.  Consider it a moment out of time.  A memory for when you’re—”
For some reason he couldn’t bring himself to say “gone.”  He didn’t even want to contemplate it, despite recognizing the inevitability of it.  She must have, too, because she stared up at him, her sunshine blue eyes muted by the nighttime.  
“We have tonight,” she said with heartbreaking gentleness. “And we have the rest of the summer.”
He closed his eyes.  “Is that a yes?”
“No.”  She wrapped her arms around his neck.  “It’s a hell yes.”
How did she do it?  How did she steal every last good intention and replace it with better ones?  Kinder ones.  Ones that stirred feelings he shouldn’t possess, refused to possess.  Cami stirred against him and he buried his hands in her wet curls.  They wrapped around his fingers and clung to him so tightly he couldn’t tell whether he anchored her or she chained him.  Either way, she fit against him in a way no other woman ever had. From the shape of her, to the feel of her, to the way she responded to his kisses, she felt right in his arms.  Perfect.
He lifted her face to his. The urge to taste her again, to inhale the scent of her desire, became an overwhelming need.  He took her mouth, struggling to go slow.  Gently.  But he fought a losing battle. Hunger flared, raw and elemental, and his kiss grew harder, more passionate.
She responded with instant gusto.  It was so…Cami.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and tightened her arms about his neck and returned his kiss with explosive demand.  Her lips parted and she sparred with him, showing a bit more eagerness than skill, which only endeared her to him all the more.  He’d never met anyone who enjoyed life quite so much as the woman in his arms, who embraced it with such elation and delight.  All that zest spilled over into their kiss, turned it into something so potent and magical, he suspected he’d never be satisfied with anyone other than her.
“You’ve ruined me, woman.”
She pulled back, grinning up at him.  “Yup.  As far as I’m concerned, your reputation is in shambles.”
“Not my reputation.”  He rested his forehead against hers.  “Just like Git with ropes, you’ve ruined me when it comes to kisses.”
She took an instant to absorb his words.  Then her grin grew so brilliant it eclipsed the moon and stars, her dimples flashing to life.  “That good?”
“Better.”
“Whataya say we see how well I ruin you in regard to other matters?”
Curious to discover what Cami intended, Holt let her take the lead. She pulled back a few inches and slid her hands downward across his chest, taking time to explore the various ridges and valleys.  She traced the inverted triangle of hair that bumped across his abs to a narrow line that inevitably led to his erection.  She paused at that point, her eyes widening.  There she dallied, those clever hands threatening to destroy him.  Curiosity got the better of her and she wandered a bit more in open exploration, her grip a bit too enthusiastic.
His breath exploded from his lungs.  “If you expect to get any use out of what you found down there, you might consider loosening your grip a tad.”
Instantly, she complied, cupping and stroking instead of treating his poor privates like a pair of yo-yos she hoped to knot around his fence post.  Her gentleness only served to make his situation more dire.  Time to even the odds.
He reached behind her and unhooked her bra, sending it winging across the pool to settle neatly across a nearby rock.  Her panties followed, snagging on a low-slung branch.  Cami stared at the dangling scrap of cotton and her mouth twitched. Unable to help herself, she tilted back her head and laughed.  He did, too, but only for a moment.  He stared, helpless, at the sight of her lovely face alight with amusement, the angle of her head exposing the long, pale length of her neck. Her breasts broke the surface of the water, diamond beads of moisture glittering across them, no doubt clinging to each itty-bitty freckle.
Without another word, he gathered her close and set about turning a magical evening into something extraordinary.  Something she’d always remember.  Hell, something he’d always remember.
He lifted her, tenderly.  Kissed her, sweetly.  Gave of himself, unstintingly.  He filled his hands with delicious temptation, her breasts velvet soft against the calloused ridges of his palms. He traced his thumbs across the rigid peaks and she sighed into his mouth, her legs moving restlessly against his.  He drifted across the spring, so they’d be close to where he’d left the condom.  And all the while, he stroked her, igniting a fire that burned across her skin and flared to life in her darkened eyes.
He parked them along a section where moss padded the rocks.  Cupping the back of her thighs, he parted her legs.  She opened to his touch and he found the fragrant petals that protected her. Spread them.  Discovered the rich honey within. Slowly, he stroked, easing a finger deep into her passage.  She shuddered against him, his name barely a whisper, but wild with need.  Burning with desire.  Overflowing with an emotion he should have rejected, but couldn’t.  Instead of rebounding off his hard, unforgiving hide, it somehow slipped inside of him and tangled him into desperate knots.
“Cami…” He whispered her name in reply, the sound every bit as wild with need.  Burning with a desire that matched hers.  Overflowing with an emotion he refused to name.  “Be mine.”
“Always and forever.”
The words should have shamed him.  Instead, they joined them on some level, bonding one to the other.  He found the foil packet and made short work of availing himself of its contents. With exquisite care he joined his body to hers, easing inward.  Apparently, he didn’t ease inward at the appropriate speed.  Cami bucked within his arms, driving him home in one swift thrust.  Her eyes widened and she gasped, half in pain, half in pleasure.
“Easy, sweetheart.” He gripped her hips and held her in place. “Let’s get you in the saddle before you kick us into a gallop.”
She started to laugh again, clinging to him helplessly.  “At least I’m not wearing spurs.”
He winced.  “Thank God for small favors.” He kissed her, a slow, soothing melding of lips and tongue. “Let’s try a nice, slow walk, shall we?”
He eased backward, then rocked forward a delicious few inches.  She was snug and warm, the perfect fit. And she took to walking just fine. 
“I’m going to end up with saddle sores again.  I just know I am.  But, boy howdy, is it worth it.”  She continued to grin at him, beaming with innocent delight, her dimples flashing.  “Do you suppose we could try trotting?”
“Only if I last that long.”
Cami instantly matched Holt’s rhythm and her laughter faded, replaced by a fierce hunger and determination.  He soon discovered trotting didn’t cut it.  Not by a long shot.  But galloping…  He’d never known galloping could be as necessary to his health and wellbeing as food and water and the very air he breathed. Cami rode with him, driving him on, as perfect at this as she was imperfect at cowboying.  They flew together. Soared.  The mist rising from the spring captured their soft cries, trapping the sounds within the privacy of the glade.
He wanted the moment to go on forever, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t hold back.  He felt the ripples of Cami’s impending release and watched her helpless surrender.  Then he felt himself going over with her.  With one final, desperate thrust, he exploded within her, his bellow of release mating with her cry of delight.
For endless moments, he held her, unwilling to let go or allow sanity to return.  It couldn’t last, and they both knew it.  Still, sorrow filled him when she eased back first.
"Holt?"
"What is it, Tex?"  But he knew.  Time to pay the price for his foolishness.
"Tell me what she did. Tell me how she ended any hope for a future with you."
The pain and disillusionment in her voice caught him square in the gut. He stared at her through the rising steam. Beaded water dripped from her curls to round white shoulders, the drops reminding him of tears. He tucked her hair behind her ears, hoping to stem the helpless fall, allowing his fingers to trace the sculpted lines of her face. Finally he spoke. "I met Gwen in Dallas."
A disbelieving gasp escaped. "She was a Texan? Your ex-wife?”
"That surprise you?"
"I have to admit it does."
"Why? Because you're a Texan?" He didn't wait for her to respond. He already knew the answer. "Sort of kills your theory, doesn't it? Not all Texans are born cowboys."
Cami shot him a familiar look, one of pure defiance. "Her genes must have mutated. It happens every once in a while. You probably picked one of the few women in the whole state of Texas not born to be a cowboy."
"If you say so,” he said with a shrug. "Anyway, we met around springtime. We fell in love. I married her and brought her home. It all happened very fast. One of those romantic clichés."
"And then what?"
"Nothing at first. She settled into ranch life. Or at least her idea of ranch life."
"Which was?"
"Playing lady of the manor. Agnes took care of the house. I took care of the stock."
"And Gwen?"
"She took care of herself." He allowed a few more precious inches of hot water to seep in between them. "Winter arrived. Gwen left."
Cami frowned. "That's it? That's all? End of story?"
He ground his teeth at her nonchalant attitude. "One small codicil. She did manage to clean out my savings on her way through the door."
"Let me get this straight. You fell in love with the wrong woman and because of that you're not willing to give..."
She broke off, momentarily flustered, though he could guess what she'd been about to say. "Us?" he suggested. A deep flush streaked her cheekbones and he knew he'd guessed right.
"...romance another try," she corrected doggedly.
"Wrong. I fell in love with a city girl, which resulted in my learning a few important life lessons. One. City girls can't handle ranch life. And two. Don't bet the ranch on a losing hand."
She hit the pool with her fist, spraying him with water.  Somehow he’d drifted a solid three feet away from her. "You are plumb loco, Holt Winston. If Gwen truly loved you, she'd never have left. In fact, she would have adored wintertime."
That gave him pause. "Oh, yeah? And why is that?"
"Because," she said without hesitation. "Because she would have had you all to herself. Things slow down a bit in winter, don't they? No roundups, no dawn to dusk days, no distractions. Just you and a roaring fire and… And..." Her voice trailed off and she bit her lip, as if aware she'd said too much. Far too much.
He drifted closer. "And?"
"Don't," she whispered. "Please don't tease me."
"Tease you!" he exclaimed. "You drive me crazy, you know that? I won't breathe easy until you've hightailed it off my ranch and back to Richmond where you belong."
She shook her head. "I don't belong there."
"You don't belong here." He caught her in his arms. "I should never have brought you to this place.  I warned you before we…  Before we—" 
“Say it, Holt.” She looked at him with those heavenly blue eyes and desire ripped through him with the elemental force of a killer tornado. “Before we made love.”
“Fine.  Before we made love, I warned you it wouldn’t change anything. And it hasn’t.”
"Why?"
“I already told you.  You don’t belong here.”
“No.  I mean, why did you bring me here?  Why make love to me if nothing is going to change?”
"Because I had no choice." He dipped his head and kissed her with an urgency he couldn't conceal. He wanted her. And he made sure she knew it.  “This was as inevitable as your leaving at the end of summer.”
She eased back and gazed up at him with a sweetly earnest expression. "I'm not like Gwen," she attempted to reassure him. "One of these days you'll realize that."
He froze. He needed the reminder. No matter what she hoped, he had nothing to give her. Forcibly, he set her from him. "I won't be realizing it today.  Nor tomorrow, for that matter."
"Holt, please."
"Get out of here, while I can still let you. Otherwise you really will get saddle sores.  And even though staying may offer us both some temporary relief, it won't change a thing."
He saw her illusions shatter, saw the loss of hope and trust and innocence. And he, bastard that he was, did nothing to stop it.
She didn't wait for another invitation. She shot out of the water and snatched her clothes from the rock and her bra from the tree. Struggling into her damp jeans and shirt, she raced over to Petunia. She mounted and turned to look at Holt.
For a long moment, their gazes met. With a shrill "Hiyah," she wheeled her horse and tore from the glade as if the devil himself were at her heels.  Holt could only stare after her.
God help him, but that woman could gallop.



Chapter 8

CAMI MANAGED TO snatch a few hours of sleep before daylight. Crawling from bed and facing the morning sun, though, proved almost more than she could handle. Or it did until she discovered she was the last one up.
Tossing on her clothes, she raced outside. All the wranglers and guests stood in a group around Holt, Gabby, and Frank, intent on a serious discussion. She crept closer, hoping to listen in without drawing attention her way.
"I don't think it's wise to divide up the group," she heard Holt say.
"I'm not talking about dividing the group," Frank insisted. "There are only four longhorns still missing. I need one volunteer to help find them. We'll be a couple hours behind you at most."
Holt shook his head. "I'll still be two men short working the herd.”
Frank stared at the ground, his patience clearly running out. "You know these animals aren't going to give you any grief. You have more than enough wranglers to move them. Two men more or less won't amount to a hill of beans."
To Cami's utter astonishment, her mother spoke up. "I'll help Frank."
"Now, Charlie," Frank began.
Charlotte smiled, her expression wryly amused. "I know. I seem like some helpless city girl, right? Well, I'm not. I lived on a ranch for a few years and worked roundup with my husband. I know my way around cattle well enough to bring in four strays."
Holt's eyes narrowed and he glanced from Frank to Charlotte. "Okay. You two start out now. Everyone else, pay attention to your assigned positions." 
He ran through the roster until he reached Cami's name. He looked up, his black gaze colliding with hers. Memories of last night glittered there, the need, along with his rejection of that need.  Longing filled her, accompanied by an intense sorrow.  Had last night meant nothing to him?
No.  It meant something.  She could see it, practically feel his pain and frustration.  Damn that Gwen.  And double damn her for being a Texan.  She’d pert near ruined the man, made him as gun shy of matrimony as Git toward a rope.  Cami set her chin.  Not that it changed her intentions.  If anything, it solidified them.  Come hell or high water, by summer’s end she’d prove she deserved the name “cowboy” every bit as much as she did “wife.”  She’d make Holt see sense.  Because she couldn’t live with knowing what could have been.  Nor could she live without having him in her life, in her arms, and in her bed. 
Fortunately, she had one point in her favor… He wanted to take her for another gallop. She saw it in the streak of red riding his cheekbones, as well as the hectic desire burning in the blackness of his eyes.
Holt checked his roster again. "You're on flank, Tex."
"Thought you wanted her on point so she could be at lead with Buttercup," Gabby reminded him.
"You thought wrong," Holt snapped. And in that instant, Cami knew he’d changed his mind within the last thirty seconds and for some reason the knowledge filled her with a wild hope. "We're a couple men short, remember? I don't have the manpower to spare two at point."
"What about Buttercup?"
Holt's jaw tightened. "I'll keep Buttercup in line. I don't plan on spillin' the herd just because our lead steer has gone and got himself a crush on one of my hands. Tex, you're on flank."
She squashed her hat low on her brow. If that's the way he preferred to play it, that's the way she'd play it. But he couldn’t avoid her forever. "Yessir, boss."
He addressed the guests. "We're in for fun and plenty of it. The main rule is to keep to your assigned positions. Those behind me on swing will be responsible for holding the cattle in line. Remember though, keep what you've got. If you have a cow take off, let those in the rear bring 'em back home. That's what flank and drag are for."
"When we're not eating dust, you mean?" one of the guests hollered.
Holt inclined his head. "When you're not eating dust. Any more questions?" There weren't. "Okay. Let's mount up and move out. We're due in Lullabye in four hours."
Gabby released the cattle from the holding pen in a long string, Buttercup leading the way, Holt not far behind. Four of Frank's men fell into swing. Several cows later, Cami and several guests took their positions at flank. Gabby and the remaining guests moved in behind the herd at drag.
Holt’s prediction proved accurate. They kept busy. The cattle were at their most difficult, determined to go in the exact opposite direction of where they were driven. Three hours later, Cami could barely contain her exhaustion. The sleepless night, the kisses she'd shared with Holt—their lovemaking—not to mention their rather distressing conversation, all took a toll. And she still had another hour of hard riding.  At least she didn’t have saddle sores, only a delicious ache.
Gritting her teeth, she cut off an escapee and circled the cow back into the herd. "Cut the nonsense, Tulip," she scolded. "You owe me for saving you from that rope happy city slicker. Now behave yourself or I'll turn him loose on you again."
Tulip obediently rejoined the herd and Cami nodded in satisfaction. She could do this. After all, she'd waited her entire life for an opportunity to work on a ranch. She loved cowboy work. It was her first love.
Her first love next to Holt.
She caught her breath at the unwelcome reminder, choking on a mouthful of dust. She stared at Holt's back, swaying in the saddle as though one with the horse, moving with a natural rhythm she could spend the rest of her life admiring. She'd never shied from the truth before and she wouldn't now. She loved the man. For all the good it did her.
And yet deep in her heart she suspected he cared about her. Despite all that had happened, all he'd said, he felt something.  More than something. Perhaps they still had time to work it out, assuming she could circumvent his prejudice toward city slickers. Not to mention, Texas women.
"Heads up!" the command floated back. "Lullabye's just over the next ridge."
Relief flowed through Cami. Not much further now. Drive them straight down Main Street and into the corral. What could be simpler?
What, indeed.
It didn't happen until they were three-quarters of the way through the center of town. A little boy, no more than five, darted into the street. Swaggering up to Tulip, he tugged his toy cap gun from his miniature holster and pulled the trigger.
All hell broke loose.
Tulip, already on the spooked side due to the masses of people lining the street, cheering and hollering and carrying on, took exception to the boy's actions. With a trumpetlike bellow, she charged him. The child's father, recognizing the possible ramifications of more than two thousand pounds fixing to mow them down, snatched up his son by the seat of his pants and took off at a dead run. Fortunately for Cami's peace of mind, most of the nearby crowd also recognized imminent disaster when they saw it and scattered.
The cow, set firmly on her course and resembling nothing more than a locomotive on a fast track to tomorrow, crashed through the rail lining the boardwalk. Like lemmings heading for the sea, a half dozen others followed her lead, Cami on their collective tails, clinging to the pommel and hollering loud enough to wake the dead.
All but Tulip found their way back to the main herd with some able assistance from Gabby. With unswerving determination and a true talent for destruction, Tulip continued along her path of ruin, smashing everything within horn's reach. Down the boardwalk she went, Cami in hot pursuit.
Reaching Lem's Mercantile and General Gathering Spot, Tulip bounded over a sack of grain and crashed through the front door. Petunia, ever valiant and faithful in her duly appointed job as cow fetcher, followed right behind.
"Coming through," Cami had the presence of mind to shout.
Lem leaped onto the counter and wrapped his arms around the cash register. His son, Lorin, dove into the frozen food case and burrowed beneath the chocolaty chocolate fudge and raspberry swirl parfait ice cream. His wife, Carlene, scampered nimbly up the wall shelves lined with preserves, jellies, and pickled beets. Jars smashed to the ground.
The cow plowed down a row of groceries, her horns ripping through bags, sacks, and plastic. Flour filled the air. Sugar, salt, and various spices scattered across the floor, making the going underfoot treacherous. Until, that was, the longhorn knocked over the display of cooking oil and molasses. Then the going underfoot was gone.
Petunia slid down the aisle on her rump, Cami gamely clinging to the saddle.
Finished with the first aisle, Tulip picked up speed and tackled the canned foods. She ripped through tins of tomatoes, creamed corn, and soups like a giant can opener. Rounding the next corner, she barreled full steam down the preserve aisle. The assortment of fruits already splattered across the floor made for a slippery, if colorful runway.
Tulip hit it flat out.
She took off like a jet-propelled bullet. The only thing that kept her from breaking the sound barrier was Lem's south wall. A huge mural covered the wall depicting the gold rush of '49. She rammed it with such force Lem found himself with a second rear door smashed right through a miner's stomach.
The last Cami saw of Tulip she’d headed south, a chunk of wood inscribed with "California or Bust" stuck to her horns. For generations to come, stories from as far away as Mexico would drift back to Lullabye of a strange, crazed longhorn still running as though the devil himself were at her heels.
The dust settled.
Petunia, now back on all four hooves, stood stock still in the middle of the store, trembling in reaction.  From her seat atop the horse, Cami slowly surveyed Lem's Mercantile and General Gathering Spot. Or rather, what remained of Lem's Mercantile and General Gathering Spot. Row after row of ruin and desolation lay scattered about her. Flour hung thick in the air, covering everything with a dense white blanket. Petunia sneezed. Cami followed suit.
Lem hopped off the register. Carlene clambered down from the shelving. Lorin peeked out of the frozen food case.
"What in the hell happened?" A voice broke the shocked silence, a deep, furious, and painfully familiar voice.
She didn't dare look around. "That you, Holt?"
"Good guess. You okay, Tex?"
"Fine and dandy." She risked a quick peek over her shoulder. "I bet you wish you'd put me on point, right?"
He didn't respond, but his eyes began to burn like wildfire. That gave her pause. "You sure you're okay?" He spoke slowly. Distinctly. With great care.
"Positive."
"Good. Get...off...that...horse."
"Now, Holt, don't be mad at Petunia. She was only doing her job."
"Get...off...that...horse...now!"
"You see, Tulip—"
“Get off the fool horse, woman!"
She tumbled off Petunia. "It was that darn kid. He shot Tulip and Tulip didn't take kindly to it. She jumped the rail and...and..." Something about his expression had her backing up, slipping and sliding through a mixture of salt and sugar, oil and molasses. Holt slipped and slid after her.
"You were supposed to head the cows off at the pass, Tex." He spoke through gritted teeth and his hands clenched and unclenched at his sides.
She nodded frantically. "By golly, you're right. I was. That old cow got the jump on me, I admit it."
Lem came up behind Holt and grabbed his arm. "Now, Holt, take it easy. These things happen. At least, I'm pretty sure they do."
Holt shook off the store owner. "Not with my wranglers they don't."
"Even the best of them can make a mistake now and then," Lem tried again. "Why, remember Willy Hawkins’ cattle drive? His cows made off with a whole rack of Trudy's feminine fripperies."
Holt swiveled, staring at Lem in disbelief. "You're defending her? After what happened to your store? Just look at this place."
Lem shook his head. "Tex taught our boy, Lorin, the most amazing yo-yo tricks you ever did see. Spent hours with him. Showed more patience than any of those special ed teachers he's got. We're mighty fond of her." He glanced around and cleared his throat, his voice growing a bit fainter. "Mighty fond."
Cami struggled to retain her balance amid the oil slick beneath her boots. "Why, thanks, Lem. That's darn neighborly of you. Tell you what. Let me get Petunia out of here and I'll be right back. Why, with a bit of elbow grease..." She surveyed the damage and gulped. "Or maybe a lot of elbow grease, we'll have your store set to rights in no time."
Townspeople began to poke their heads in the front door.
"That's the spirit, Tex," Reverend Sam said from the shattered remains of the doorway. "We'll all help. And we'll take up a collection to cover anything the insurance doesn't."
"Now wait just one cotton pickin' minute," Holt began.
"Don't you feel bad, Tex," Wes interrupted. "It could have happened to any one of us." He thought it over. "If we had longhorn cattle. And if we ran 'em through town. And if we put a complete novice on flank." He cleared his throat. "How 'bout I run home and grab my hammer and nails. Once we're done here, we can all head over to my soda shop for ice cream. My treat."
"You can't give her ice cream. I'm not done slaughtering her, yet!"
"And my boy has a few pine boards we can use to replace those shelves," Clara called. "It's the least we can do, considering how Tex helped Darryl when he sprained his ankle so bad. Bandaged him up slick as you please."
A portly man jumped across a jumble of minestrone soup cans and offered his hand. "Tommy Torrino. I'm the mayor of this fine town. Sorry I missed you last time you were here." He addressed the crowd. "What do you say, folks? Shall we all pitch in?" A collective cheer rang out.
Cami looked around, a sheen of tears misting her eyes. "Thanks," she said. "This sure is one special town."
Holt took a deep breath and surrendered to the inevitable. "Somebody have a spare broom? Time's a-wastin'. We have a dance to get to, and a whole lot of store to clean."
* * * 
CAMI STOOD, HANDS on her hips, in the guest room her mother occupied at the ranch. "Of course you have to go to the dance, Momma. I told everyone you'd come. You wouldn't want to make a liar out of me, would you?"
Her mother shook her head, her face white and strained. "I'd rather not, Camellia."
"But you love dances. And I've put a dress on and everything." Cami smoothed the bright rose skirt, then dropped to the bed beside her mother. "What's wrong?"
Charlotte clasped her trembling fingers together, avoiding Cami's eyes. "I think I might go on home."
"Go home?" Cami frowned. "But yesterday you were so happy, so reconciled to the past and ranches and the cowboy way of life. What in the world changed since then?"
"I guess I'm shaken by what happened today."
"At Lem's?" she asked doubtfully, something in her mother's voice not ringing quite true.
Charlotte nodded. "I know you weren't in any real danger and I know you weren't hurt. I just think it's best if I went home."
"Before the dance." Cami tilted her head to one side. "That doesn't make a bit of sense and you know it. Are you positive there isn't anything else?"
Her mother forced out a bright smile. "What else could there be?"
"I can't imagine. Especially since I know my mother has always been open and honest and forthright. So you couldn't possibly be hiding anything." She shot her mother a searching glance. "Right?"
Charlotte stirred. "Camellia..."
"And since tomorrow is the earliest you can leave, that gives us all the time in the world for the dance tonight." She stood and pulled her mother to her feet. "Not another word. You're going and that's all there is to it."
"You don't understand," her mother moaned in despair.
"Nope, I surely don't. Care to explain what's really bothering you?"
"It's nothing." She gazed at her daughter, an almost frantic quality to her expression. "You look so much like your father. The same black hair, the same wide smile. I loved him. You know that, don't you?"
Cami's voice softened. "Of course, I do. I figured out long ago that you two shared a once-in-a-lifetime love affair."
For a minute her mother seemed on the verge of saying something. Then she shook her head. "Never mind," she murmured, her shoulders drooping. "I'll go to the dance."
Cami hesitated, but knew she wouldn't get any more information tonight. She linked arms with her mother. "That's the spirit. Come on or we'll be late."
Two SUVs waited outside to transport the guests into town for the Western Roundup dance. Thirty minutes later, they arrived at the hall to find the party in full swing. From the minute she walked in the door, Cami found herself besieged by dance offers. Accepting Wes's hand, she checked over his shoulder to be sure her mother didn't lack a partner. To her relief Frank stood by Charlotte's side, coaxing her onto the floor.
The time flew by and Cami moved from one partner to the next, but never danced with the one man she truly wanted to have hold her in his arms. He didn't approach until toward the end of the evening. He waylaid her by the punch bowl. Without a word, he took the glass of Trudy's Hawaiian Surprise from her hand and led her onto the dance floor.
“You sure, Holt?” she asked in a quiet voice.
“It’s not like I’m asking you to gallop.”
“True.”  She gave him a slow, teasing smile.  “But maybe it’ll come close to trotting.”
She melted into his arms and they danced. He planted his hand low on her back, caressing her spine in rhythm to the music. His intent black gaze held hers the entire time he swung her around the oak floor. She didn't hear anything, feel anything, except the brush of his hard thighs against her legs and his broad chest rising and falling in perfect tempo with her own.  No, definitely not galloping.  But darn close to a trot.
When the music drew to a close, he ushered her through the open doors and into the darkness outside. They weren't the only couple to seek the moonlight. Holt clasped her hand and led her away from the hall, until the music and laughter were a mere whisper on the night breeze.
He fingered the thin strap of her rose-colored dress, as though unable to help touching her. "You look beautiful tonight."
"You look rather handsome yourself," she admitted, admiring the way his shoulders filled his dress shirt.
She stared at him, struggling to read his thoughts, wishing she had the nerve to make the first move and throw herself into his arms.  But she didn’t want him having any more regrets.  Any moves would have to come from him. As if reading her mind, he tugged her closer.
"I've been wanting to do this all evening," he said, and kissed her.
Instantly, all their differences melted away as if they'd never been. Held tight in his arms, anything seemed possible. City slickers could become cowboys and a stubborn rancher could love another Texas woman. A ranch house could become a permanent home filled with love and laughter and the patter of tiny cowboy feet.
He cupped her breast, his kiss deepening.  She suspected if they’d been anywhere but here, he’d have taken the embrace to its ultimate conclusion.
How was it possible after only one day she could miss galloping so much?  He must be missing it, too.  He tugged her tighter against him, shifting against her, his need unmistakable. She clung to him, opened to him, gave without hesitation.  
Eventually they surfaced for air. “I still want you.  It’s wrong.  I know it’s wrong, but I can’t seem to resist you.”
“I’m not asking you to.”
“Even after the way we parted last night?”
She pulled back so a ray of light speared her face, allowing him to read her expression.  “If all we have is this summer, then I’ll take it.”
He pulled her close again, but to her disappointment, he didn’t attempt to kiss her again. For a long time neither spoke and she wished she could spend the rest of the night nestled in his arms. But she suspected there were one or two issues they should address.
She peeked up at him. "I'm sorry about Lem's store," she said, breaking the silence between them.
A muscle clenched along his jaw. "You pitched in to set it to rights. Lem appreciated that."
"Everyone helped. Even you." She hesitated. "It all worked out in the end, didn't it?"
A frown gathered between his brows. "His store will recover, and eventually Lem will, too. But that's not the point." He seemed to check himself, cut off the words she sensed raging within. 
If they were ever going to come to terms, they needed to be open with one another. "We never did have a chance to clear the air," she prompted. "I suppose this is as good a time as any. Unless you don't want to?" She tried not to look too hopeful.
He took a deep breath, foolishly taking her at her word. "Today was bad, Tex. I admit, it could have been worse. But it never should have happened. A cowboy who knows his business would have prevented that longhorn from ever getting into Lem's store."
"I admit my cowboy instincts let me down this time."
A hint of anger flared. "That's enough, Cami. It’s time to face facts. You don't have any cowboy instincts to let you down, because there's no such thing. You learn this business by doin' it, day after day, month after month, year after year. It isn't a talent you're born with, it isn't encoded in your DNA at conception. It's a job with skills that have to be learned."
"I'm learning.” When he appeared doubtful, she insisted, “I am, Holt."
His arms slid away, allowing a chilling breeze to come between them. "That's a matter of opinion. If nothing else, today should have taught you just how limited your skills are. Take it as a warning. Don't get cocky. And stop telling yourself that you're a natural born cowboy. It'll only lead to disaster."
She met his gaze with cool defiance. "I guess we'll have to agree to disagree on this particular topic. I am a cowboy where it counts—in my heart. And I always will be."
She turned to leave, but he caught her arm in an iron grip. "Go home. Before you get hurt."  Pain ripped through his gaze.  “Before I hurt you any worse than I already have.”
She didn't look at him, merely shook her head. With an exclamation of fury, he spun her around. "You drive me crazy, woman." He snatched her in his arms and planted a hard, passionate kiss on her mouth. Then he set her from him. "With you on my ranch, I’ll never know a moment’s peace until you’re gone. Let's get back inside, before we do something I'll regret."
“Like you did last night?”
For an instant, she didn’t think he’d reply.  Then he shook his head.  “I don’t regret that. And I hope you don’t, either.”
She watched him strike out for the hall and smiled.  “I don’t regret a single moment,” she whispered.
* * * 
CAMI QUICKLY FOUND that after Western Roundup, the ranch swung into full action. The next two weeks passed with astonishing speed. The days were long and difficult. They were also the most marvelous she'd ever experienced. There were herds to be rounded up, bulls to be scattered, and yearlings gathered for shipment. Determined to prove her worth, she worked harder than she ever had in her life.
Most of all, she lived for the stolen moments when Holt took her into his arms and kissed her, renewing a hope that burned in her heart.  And though they’d come close to repeating what had happened at the hot spring, when the critical moment came, he disappointed her by finding the willpower to end their embrace.  It didn’t stop her from anticipating the time his willpower ran shorter than their embrace.
To her surprise, Charlotte continued to linger, and Holt continued to find room for her at the ranch. And though her mother never interfered with Cami's duties, she seemed edgy and anxious.
"Leave her be," Frank recommended. "What she's facing she has to face alone. There's nothing you can do to help."
"I don't understand," Cami complained.
Frank hesitated. "I think it has to do with being back on a ranch."
Dismay filled her. “But if it's so painful, why doesn't she leave?"
"She knows it's time to either overcome her fears or give in to them." His gray eyes grew bleak. "Let's hope it's the one, and not the other."
Cami's concern deepened. Was she to blame? Did her mother stay—and suffer—because of her? If so, she'd soon put a stop to it. Before she could take action, Holt called her over. He and several of the guests stood near the corral.
"Time to get to work," he announced. "Today, we get to see how well you folks can rope."
Cami groaned. For some reason she still hadn't found her rope user friendly, and most everyone knew it. "You want me to watch, right?" she suggested. The guests laughed. Even Holt laughed, something he hadn't done for a while.
"Nope. I want you in there with the rest of them, Tex. Y'all are going to experience firsthand the fine art of wrasslin'. That herd of Herefords we rounded up need to be branded and vaccinated and checked for injury."
"We're not going to brand them ourselves, are we?" one woman asked in a faint voice.
Cami gulped. Just how much of that red oozy stuff occurred when branding and vaccinating?
"Gabby will take care of the branding," Holt assured them, much to Cami's relief. "Okay. This is how it works. I'm going to split you into two teams. The first team ropes the calf and drags him out. The second team grabs the critter, flips and holds him down while he's branded and vaccinated. Tex, get Petunia into the corral and let's see what you can do."
"Petunia's not a cuttin' horse," Gabby said to Holt.
"No, but she'll put up with our wrangler's antics better than any other horse I have. So today, Petunia's a cutting horse."
Self-consciously, Cami saddled Petunia and entered the corral. She noticed her mother coming to stand at the rail to watch. Cattle milled at one end. Slowly she rode to the edge of the herd, picking out a young calf to rope.
"This is it," she muttered. She swung the rope and tossed. And missed. "Dang."
"Try again. Go for that little guy over there."
She jerked around. Holt, mounted on an unfamiliar horse, spoke from behind. "You got it," she said. This time her toss dropped square over the calf's head. Petunia immediately backed up, pulling the youngster from the herd.
Frank joined the team on the ground. "Just grab a handful of skin, fore and aft, and flip the calf on his side," he instructed. "One of you take the head and pull his front leg toward it. Someone else, take the hind leg."
Awkwardly they followed Frank's instructions. Once they'd successfully secured the calf, Gabby approached with the branding iron. Another wrangler handled the vaccination and set the bawling critter free. The calf made a beeline for his anxious mother.
"Whatcha waitin' for, Tex?" Holt demanded. "Get your next calf."
This one, larger than the last, proved more difficult to rope, evading every one of Cami's attempts.
"You need to heel him," Holt explained, coming up beside her. "Swing your loop alongside Petunia high and slow. Take your time so you don't rile the herd." He demonstrated, circling his rope level with his shoulder. "Ease it under the calf right in front of his hind legs and jerk hard as soon as his hooves hit the middle of the circle."
Snaring the struggling critter, Holt dragged him over to the ground team. This time Frank stood back and let the guests flip the calf and hold it for branding. Assured they'd gotten the knack of wrassling, he retreated to the top rail of the corral fence to watch.
Cami continued to rope the calves. The smaller ones, which she could catch around the neck gave her little trouble. It was the larger ones she had to heel, that were the problem. Time after time, Holt came up beside her and caught the ones she missed.
Once again he proved the point he’d been making all season. She had no experience. No wonder he refused to consider her a cowboy. How could he, when she couldn't perform the simplest of cowboy duties?
She progressed through the herd, fighting the dust kicked up by the milling animals. The plaintive bleats of the calves mingled with the concerned moos of their mothers. The stench of burned hide hung thick in the air. The sooner they finished this job, the better she'd like it.
Attempting to heel an escaping calf, she dropped the rope directly in the path of his hind legs. The second he stepped in the loop, she pulled up sharply. To her utter amazement, she caught herself a calf.
"I did it!" she shouted. "I got one!"
From his position on the railing, Frank stood, whooping in delight. Just then a cow slammed against the wooden rail. Frank teetered, fighting for balance. It proved an unsuccessful fight. He fell into the milling cattle, disappearing beneath surging beasts. A cloud of dust concealed him from view.
Standing at the far rail, Charlotte screamed.



Chapter 9

REACTING INSTANTLY, CAMI kicked Petunia in the rump and cut through the herd with desperate speed. "You, cow! Get away from him!" she shouted. "Haul your tail outta there. You tromp on anything vital and I'll turn you into hamburger."
"Over here," she heard Frank groan, from somewhere beneath a young heifer.
Pulling up alongside, she shooed away the Hereford and offered a hand. Grasping her wrist in an iron grip, Frank swung up behind her, his right arm pressed to his ribs. Carefully she rode to the far side of the corral.
Charlotte ran to the gate and swung it open. She took one look at Frank's bruised and scratched face, and promptly burst into tears.
He slid off Petunia. "Stop your caterwauling, woman," he ordered sternly. "I'll live."
"This time," Charlotte flashed back, through her tears. "What about next time?"
Frank grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a quick shake. "Gol'durn it, Charlie, I have had it! I'm clear out of patience with you. I've gotten through the past forty-five years and lived to tell the tale. Whether you believe me or not, I aim to get through the next forty-five the same way. If you want to share any of those years, you're going to have to get over your fears. Because I don't have time to hold your hand and reassure you every time I take a spill."
To Cami's everlasting astonishment, her sweet, southern, proper momma opened her mouth and shouted, "Who says I want to share anything with you?"
"I do!" With that Frank tossed her over his uninjured shoulder. Glancing around at the stunned crowd, he inclined his head. "If you'll excuse us, we have a detail or two to work through in private." He stomped across the yard toward his horse. A moment later, he and Charlotte were sharing a saddle.
Cami watched them disappear over the ridge. It took her a moment to gather her wits to speak. “Well, who would have thought?"
"Get on with ya, Tex," Gabby groused. "Those two have been circling each other like a pair of wary dogs ever since your momma first stepped foot on the place. A blind man could have seen it."
"You talk too much, old man," Holt muttered, pulling up beside Cami. He shot her a look of concern. "You okay?"
"You think she loves him?" Cami asked in wonder, staring after her mother.
"Let's go for a little ride," Holt suggested. He urged his mount into an easy trot and Cami fell in beside him. "Would it upset you if she did love Frank?"
Cami frowned, considering. "Not really. I always figured Momma hadn't remarried because she loved my poppa so much no one could replace him. Maybe I was wrong."
"I wouldn't say you were wrong. Just a bit off base." He hesitated, eyeing her keenly. "She must have been widowed pretty young."
"Twenty-two."
"And she's never had a serious relationship since?" Cami shook her head and Holt frowned. "That's a long time to be without someone to share your life with. Think maybe there could be another reason she didn't remarry?"
Cami regarded him with an intent gaze. "You think she was afraid, don't you? That it wasn't only love for Poppa that kept her single, but fear of getting hurt again."
He nodded. "Makes sense doesn't it? Isn't that why she came here? Because she was scared spitless you'd be injured in a ranch accident, like your father?"
"Yes," she admitted.
He reined in beneath a widespread cottonwood and leaned across the saddle horn. "Care to hear how I see it?"
"Okay."
"I don't think she hung around the A-OK out of worry for you alone. I think she also stayed because of Frank. I think she fell in love with another cowman and couldn't decide which was worse. Leaving that love behind, or staying and facing her deepest fear—of losing another man to a ranching accident."
"She was afraid to love and lose again." She cleared her throat and said daringly, "Sort of like you."
He reared back and his horse danced beneath him, pawing at the ground. "We were discussin' Charlotte. Let's stick to that, shall we?"
She took his rebuff with good grace, but gave herself points for a solid hit on the truth meter. "Right before the Western Roundup dance Momma talked about returning home, but she didn't. I couldn't understand why. I guess this explains it."
"She fell in love with Frank."
"It would seem so." Cami grinned. "She sure didn't stay because of me. She'd already concluded I could take care of myself."
His eyes narrowed. "And just how did she come to that conclusion?"
Cami shrugged. "She knows cowboying is in my blood."
"That tears it!" He crushed his hat low on his head. "Tex, you and me are gonna straighten out this misconception of yours once and for all. Cowboying is in your blood, is that what you believe?"
"With all my heart."
"And I assume cowboying was in your father's blood. And that cowboying is in Frank's blood. But look what happened to them." He waited for his words to sink in, then snagged her reins, drawing her close to emphasize his point. His eyes were fixed on hers, his expression stern and relentless. "Ranch life is dangerous even for a skilled cowboy. And, Tex, you aren't even close to skilled. Get too cocky and you put not only yourself in jeopardy, but others as well."
"I'd never, ever hurt someone," Cami insisted, shocked. "Why, whopping that snake just about broke my heart."
"I'm not saying you'd be neglectful on purpose. I am saying that out here ignorance can kill."
They were chilling words, words he forced her to heed. "You know I try my best," she said in a low voice. "And you know I love this life more than anything."
"I do know you try," he assured her. "And I know right now you believe this lifestyle is the best there is. But that's because it's a dream you want to fulfill, a connection between you and your father. But for me, it's a permanent way of life. Once you've played out your fantasy and proven to yourself you're daddy's little cowboy, you can pack up and leave. I'm here for good."
She sat rigid in the saddle, defiance in every line of her body. "You're wrong. And one of these days you'll eat those words. Whether you're willing to face it or not, you are like Momma. You're afraid of repeating a past mistake, the same as she is." She nailed him with a cool, direct stare. "But a cowboy, a real cowboy, isn't afraid of anything."
And with that, she snatched her reins free and turned Petunia's head toward home.
* * * 
"AFTERNOON TEA," AGNES muttered, banging a kettle onto the stove. "Since when do we serve afternoon tea? Where the blue blazes does she think she is, anyway?"
Cami sat at the table arranging wafer-thin lemon slices onto a tray. "Momma's just excited."
The housekeeper's expression soured. "About what?"
"It's a surprise."
"Well, I don't like surprises." Agnes switched her aggression to Frank. "And what are you doing here?" She didn't wait for a response. "Takin' up space, that's what you're doin'."
"Yes, ma'am."
"Your ranch is thatta way, in case you've forgotten." She jerked her thumb south.
"Yes, ma'am. Sure is." He yanked on his collar. "That tray ready yet, Tex? Charlie'd like it in the parlor."
"Sure thing." She handed it over.
Agnes whipped around. "Parlor? What parlor's that? We don't have a parlor!" she shouted at Frank's rapidly retreating back. She stomped to the sink, muttering beneath her breath. "Flowers takin' up every one of my good pitchers. Next she'll have candles dripping all over my table. Well, I won't stand for it, you hear?"
"They can hear you in Alaska," Holt said, striding into the kitchen. "What's all the hollerin' about?"
"Hollerin'?" The housekeeper advanced in his direction. "You haven't begun to hear hollerin'. You know what that silly twitter bug of a woman wants? I'll tell you what she wants. She wants four petties. What in tarnation's a pettie, I'd like to know? I don’t even know how to make one, let alone four of ’em."
"It's a—"
"Never you mind." She waved a soup spoon in the air. "It don't matter what it is. I'm not fixing it. Fact is, I'm not fixing another blamed thing until that banty hen's back scratchin' in her own yard."
"You'd let the guests starve?" Holt demanded.
"Darned tootin' I would. I'm going to my sister's place. When Miss Fancy Pants decides to hightail her citified caboose outta my path, I'll consider returning. In the meantime, you can go whistle for your vittles." With that she slammed down the spoon and snatched off her apron.
Cami sighed. She'd learned from their occasional run-ins that Agnes was more bluff than action. The crusty housekeeper just needed to feel needed, to feel one of the family. "They're going to announce their engagement," she explained.
Agnes stopped dead. "Come again?"
"Momma and Frank. That's the surprise. That's why she'd like everything all elegant and everything. They're going to announce their engagement."
"Well, now.  Well..." Temporarily speechless, Agnes sat down at the table. "You don't say. Why doesn't anybody tell me these things? Don't I count any more?" She rounded on Holt. "Did you know about this?"
He shrugged. "I suspected."
She shook her head in wonder. "I'll be. A weddin'." She sniffed, dabbing the corner of her eye with a dishrag. "I always did have a soft spot for a weddin'."
"Momma's being very brave," Cami said, shooting a sidelong glance at Holt. "Ever since Poppa died, she's been a bit gun shy."
Agnes nodded sagely. "She's not the only one. I know someone else who's gun shy when it comes to trippin' down the aisle again."
"It's because of that city slicker," Cami said.
"They're the ruination of many a fine man," the housekeeper concurred, with a surprisingly companionable nod. "A rancher needs a proper wife who'll stick by him through the hard times as well as the good." She stared at Cami, her eyes narrowing. "Somebody like you, Tex."
So she'd finally been accepted by the ornery woman. Cami buried a smile. "You're forgetting. I'm a city slicker, too."
"Maybe. But you're a cowboy at heart," Agnes insisted, giving her official stamp of approval.
"That's not possible," Cami heaved a sigh. "I have it on very good authority that cowboys are heartless."
Agnes reared back. "Who told you that?"
"Holt."
He hurled his hat to the floor. "That's not what I said and you damned well know it."
Cami jumped to her feet. "You said that cowboying isn't in the blood or in the heart. But if it's not there, I'd like to know just where the heck it is."
He thrust his face into hers. "I said, you crazy female, that cowboying is a learned skill, not a state of mind."
"You think a body can't be a cowboy unless they're born and grow up on a ranch." She planted her hands on her hips, refusing to back down. "Well, I'm here to tell you, you're wrong."
Agnes looked from one to the other. Then she folded her arms across her ample bosom. "Amen to that, sister," she said, with a decisive switch of allegiance.
He spun in his tracks. "You have a hell of a lot to say for somebody who doesn't work for me any more." Then he turned on Cami, jabbing an index finger beneath her nose. "As for you, I won't be conned by another city slicker. You may fool Agnes with your cowboy act, but you don't fool me."
"Huh!" Agnes snorted. "The only fool I see is standing there flappin' his jaw."
Holt picked up his Stetson and slapped it on his head. "Woman, if you hadn't already quit, you'd be fired." And with that, he strode from the room.
"Don't threaten me!" Agnes shot after him. "Or I'll really quit. And then where'd you be? Up a creek, that's where." With a satisfied smile at having gotten the final word, she tied her apron around her ample waist and returned to the stove. "Now. What the Sam Hill's a pettie, do you suppose? Pull my cookbook off that shelf over there, Tex, and look it up. We've an engagement party to plan."
* * * 
A WEEK PASSED and nothing changed. Though Cami continued to revel in ranch life, she longed to share her excitement and enthusiasm with Holt. But he'd erected a barrier between them, a barrier she couldn't seem to circumvent. Not even with kisses.
Slowly determination built. Somehow, someway she'd prove him wrong, prove that she belonged on a ranch, that this lifestyle was as much a part of her, as it was him. So she bided her time and quietly went about her job, perfecting her skills, always intent on finding a way to win him over.
The morning of the weekly wiener roast she noticed him exiting the ranch house wearing a business suit. She pulled up short, her mouth falling open.
"Good golly," she breathed. "That you, Holt?"
"It's me, all right." His dark eyes gleamed with amusement. "Close your mouth, Tex. The flies around here are none too tasty."
"You're in a business suit."
"Now, don't rub it in," he carped. "Sheer necessity is the only reason I'd torture myself wearing these city duds."
She circled him. Six feet and three inches of raw, lean muscle filled out a business suit real fine, she decided. Black pinstripe strained across his broad shoulders and molded the powerful muscles of his thighs. A thick leather belt with a rodeo buckle encircled his lean hips. And at his throat, a large silver-rimmed piece of onyx anchored the braided bola that substituted for a necktie. The only familiar articles he wore were his black Stetson and his boots.
"You sure do look swell," she said in admiration. "Going someplace special?"
"Not to my way of thinking. I have a business meeting with some cattle brokers. I've found it's smart to look the part of the prosperous cowman. For some reason, they give me a better price."
She frowned. "But what about this afternoon's horseback ride and wiener roast? Will you return in time for that?"
"I'll have to give it a miss, I'm afraid. Gabby can lead it."
Cami clasped her hands together, a sudden thought occurring to her. It was perfect. The perfect way to impress Holt with her improved cowboy skills. "Would you let me lead it, instead?" she asked, hoping it didn’t sound too much begging. Even if she was.
He didn't hesitate for a second. "No."
She talked fast. "I remember where to take them. I've been there at least a half dozen times. You just go over the ridge to the rock with the moss mustache and hang a left. Go down the gully past that funny stump that looks like a porcupine with his quills in an uproar. Turn right. Sing one verse of 'The Worms Crawl In.' Hang a sharp left and we're there. Am I right?"
"Right. No."
She talked faster. "Once there, I have everyone dismount. Build a fire. You taught me how yourself, if you remember. Roast the wieners. I hardly burn 'em at all anymore. I'd be extra careful this time. I’ll be sure to wait until the cold stuff becomes hot stuff, then yank them out of the fire before we get to the black and flaming part. Not to mention, the face full of water part. That should count for something, don't you think? And I have the songs we're supposed to sing down pat. Eat. I handle the eating part real well. Put out the fire. Come home. What's so hard about that?"
"Nothing," he said flatly. "But you'd find a way to screw it up, anyway."
It was difficult to argue with fact. "Aw, Holt..."
He shook his head. "You're not experienced enough. Gabby will lead the group."
Crestfallen, she nodded. "Yessir, boss. Whatever you say."
He smiled encouragingly. "You're doing fine, Tex. No need to rush it. There's plenty of time."
"Is there?" she whispered forlornly. "The summer's half gone already.  And we’ve only galloped that once.  I miss galloping." She dared shoot him a hopeful glance.  “Don’t you?”
He hooked her collar and gave a fast yank, tumbling her into his arms.  A hard, thorough kiss followed.  "Your timing stinks, you know that?”
She refused to back down.  “Name a better time and I’ll be there.”
He closed his eyes, but the instant he opened them again, Cami knew she’d won. “Tonight.” He set her from him. “Now, I've got to shake a leg or I’ll miss my appointment."
“I plan to hold you to your word about tonight,” she warned.
He turned, his gaze practically eating her alive. “A cowboy, a real cowboy is always true to his horse, true to his woman, and true to his word,” he quoted softly. “Until tonight, Tex.”
* * * 
TWO HOURS LATER, Gabby and the adults were saddled and ready to leave. One bitty problem. The children hadn't returned from their hayride.
"If we're going to have the wiener roast and get back before dark, we'll have to push off soon," Gabby complained. "Who's pulling that hay wagon, anyway? Josh? He knows better than to run late."
"Look," Cami said, pointing down the dirt road. "I see their dust. Why don't I saddle the children's horses and you all go ahead. We'll follow right behind."
Gabby scratched his jaw. "I'm not so sure that's a good idea, Tex. No point in taking unnecessary chances. We can wait for them. There should be enough time."
"But if you leave now," Cami argued, "you can get the fire started and we won't be so rushed. If you wait for the children, we'll have to tear out there, hurry and eat, and tear back. How much fun is that?"
He frowned. "I don't know what Holt would say about splittin' the group," he muttered. "I surely don't."
She offered her most confident and winning smile. "I can handle this. I'm positive. Besides, we'll catch up with you in no time."
That might help square things with Holt when he heard about this, she thought, suppressing a guilty twinge. More importantly, it would be the perfect opportunity to demonstrate her improved cowboy skills. Holt would be impressed. He'd be proud. Maybe he'd even come to love her, instead of just making love to her.
She could dream, couldn't she?
"Well... I guess it'd be okay," Gabby relented.
"Thanks!" Cami exclaimed, and threw her arms around the cowhand.
He thrust her away. "Hey, hey! Whatcha doin'?"
"Hugging you," she replied, bewildered. "Why?"
"Cowboys don't hug," he blustered. "Fact is, no matter what some movies might have you believe, cowboys don't even touch. Now keep yer distance." He stomped over to his horse. "Danged female. You have the supplies?"
"In my saddlebags," she assured him. "Wieners, beans, cocoa and marshmallows."
"And I've got the matches." He mounted up. "You'll be right behind?"
"Practically on your tail."
He nodded. "Let's go folks."
Cami hurried into the barn and saddled four horses for the children. By the time she finished, the wagon arrived and jerked to a stop. Three boys and a girl tumbled off the hay and ran to her side.
"Is it time for the wiener roast?"
"Can you show us some more yo-yo tricks?"
"Yes, it's time for the wiener roast. And, no, no tricks until we catch up with your parents. They've gone ahead. So, run inside and get a drink. Use the facilities if you have to, but move along."
Fifteen minutes later they were ready to leave. Cami made sure they had sweaters and sunscreen, and they'd filled their canteens and wore their hats. Satisfied that everyone appeared in fine fettle, she led the way into the mountains.
"Okay, kids, over the ridge to the rock with the moss mustache."
"Hey, Tex," Nathan called. "You bring extra yo-yos with you?"
"Does a horse swat flies with his tail?" she scoffed. "Of course I brought extra yo-yos. Why, by the time I'm done with you four, you'll amaze and delight your friends back home. I'll bet—"
"Is that the rock with the mustache?" asked Katie Sue, pointing.
Cami stared. "By golly, so it is. Hang a right everybody and head down into that gully. When you see a big, old stump that looks like a pincushion, give a holler. Now where was I? Oh, yeah. You'll amaze and delight your friends back home. Why, I'll bet—"
"There's the stump!" Aaron cried.
Cami stopped and studied it. It seemed smaller. But how many stumps could there be with a bejillion branches sticking out of it? Maybe the lack of rain over the past week had caused it to shrink a bit. "Terrific job, Aaron. Turn left. Now for the important part. Everybody has to sing a rousing chorus of 'The Worms Crawl In.' It's the only way I can tell how far before our last turn."
The children sang with gusto. "One more time!" Gary shouted.
Cami frowned. One more time? They should be at the final turn by now. Yet it was nowhere in sight. "I think we've gone too far," she said. "I'll tell you what. Let's go back the way we came. We can repeat the song and when we're done, we'll be at the porcupine stump again."
"The one like a pincushion?" Katie Sue asked.
"Yep. So keep an eye out for it, okay?"
They wended their way through that song, another about
eating worms, and a third that involved rearranging various body parts in strange and uncomfortable positions.
They never did find the stump.
Cami tried her best to conceal her concern, not wanting to frighten the children. But the later it grew, the more nervous and alarmed she became, especially when the sun slid relentlessly behind the mountains. Soon she struggled to pick their way across the rocky terrain.
"I'm hungry," Nathan spoke up.
"Me, too," the others agreed.
"Aren't we there yet?" Katie Sue, the youngest, looked distinctly tearful.
Cami reined in Petunia. "No, I'm afraid we're not." She studied the surrounding landscape and came to a fast decision. "I've got an idea," she announced. "Let's have an adventure."
The boys glanced at each other, excited. Katie Sue didn't appear quite as thrilled. "What kind of adventure?" Aaron asked.
"A camping out kind of adventure. See that nice open spot over the next ridge?" She pointed to a level area at the top of a grassy knoll. "We'll park our horses there and build a roaring fire and eat our wieners and beans. After that we'll toast marshmallows and drink cocoa and sing more songs."
"All right!" Gary exclaimed. "Food."
"I'll sing," Katie Sue consented. "But no more worm songs."
"Fair enough. No more worm songs." Cami led the way to their chosen camping spot and dismounted. "Before we do anything else, there's something that comes first. Who knows what it is?"
Nathan scratched his nose. "Firewood."
"Phone Mommy and tell her what time I'll be home."
"Can’t.  Cellphones don’t work,” Gary informed her.  “I know! The wieners."
Aaron gave it great thought. "Take care of the horses," he finally said.
Cami grinned. "You got it, buster. Horses first, firewood second, wieners last."
"I want to phone Mommy, anyway" Katie Sue insisted.
"That might be a little more difficult." She decided to stall. "We'll discuss it over dinner."
After watering the horses at a nearby stream, stripping them of their saddles and allowing them to graze, Cami had the children collect a plentiful supply of firewood.
"What about matches?" Aaron asked.
For an instant, Cami panicked. Gabby had the matches. And without matches there'd be no fire. No fire. No food. No warmth. And no light to comfort the children through the long night. She fought for control. Take it easy! Think. What did they do before matches? Maybe she could rub two sticks together.
She folded her arms across her chest and shook her head pityingly. "You city slickers are all alike. You have to use a match to build a simple fire. That's truly pathetic."
Gary lifted his chin. "Says who? I'm a Boy Scout. We always come prepared." With that, he stuck a hand in his pocket and pulled out a flint. "Just watch."
He gathered a large supply of dry leaves and tiny twigs and arranged them in a loose mound. Aaron and Nathan quickly followed his example. So did Katie Sue, though with a bit more reluctance.
To Cami's amazement, Gary soon had a tiny flame flickering to life at the base of the mound. He fed the flame with more leaves and twigs and before long had a small fire going. It didn't take much to build it from a small fire to a large roaring one.
"If that don't beat all," she muttered. Working quickly, she formed a sizeable fire ring with stones. "Get sticks for the wieners. I'll open the cans of beans and warm them up. We'll be chowing down before you know it."
Dark had just settled in when they finished off the last hot dog and scooped up the last bean. Nathan and Gary started on the marshmallows. Katie Sue stole close to Cami for a cuddle. She gave herself an entire two minutes to regret missing out on a night spent in Holt’s arms.  Maybe he was right.  Maybe their relationship wasn’t meant for permanent, only temporary.  No doubt he’d use this incident to prove his point…as well he should.  She’d taken a foolish risk, one she’d spend the night regretting.
"Okay, kids, time to talk," Cami announced.
Aaron gazed at her from across the fire. "We're lost, aren't we?" he asked.
Katie Sue started in alarm. "I wouldn't call it lost, exactly," Cami hastened to correct, reassuring the little girl with a hug. "Let's just say we're temporarily mislaid."
"What does that mean?" Nathan questioned.
"It means," she confessed, "that tomorrow Holt will come and help us find our way back to the ranch. Until then, we get to stay up late and tell stories and sleep under the stars. How does that sound?"
"Decent!" Gary said.
Greatly encouraged, she expanded on the idea. "We'll use our saddles for pillows and sleep on our saddle blankets, like real cowboys."
"What if I get cold?" Katie Sue demanded fretfully.
"It's going to be pretty warm tonight, but we've got the fire in case it turns chilly. And you can always snuggle close to me." To Cami's relief, the little girl relaxed. "Okay, boys, look through the saddlebags and find my yo-yos. There's one for each of you. Who wants to learn Dunk the Doughnut?"
Nathan’s hand shot up.  "I would, I would.”
"Forget Dunk the Doughnut,' Tex," a deep voice spoke from the darkness. At the same time Git burst through the circle of children, barking hysterically.
Cami shot to her feet. "Holt?" she gasped. "Is that you?"
He stepped into the firelight, the leaping flames casting a devilish glow across his hard, furious features. "Oh, yeah, Tex. It's me. And instead of Dunk the Doughnut, why don't you show them Hang the Wrangler. Better yet, why don't I show them?"



Chapter 10

CAMI CLEARED HER throat. "I don't believe I know that one. Fact is, I don't believe I want to know that one." As an afterthought, she buried her yo-yo deep in her pocket.
Holt glanced around. "You kids all right?"
"We're having an adventure," Gary announced.
"I want my mommy," Katie Sue said, and promptly burst into tears.
Cami rushed to comfort the child, but Holt beat her to it. He scooped the youngster into his arms and brushed her hair from her damp face. "Easy does it, buckaroo. Everything's going to be all right now. I promise."
The tears slowed. "Can we go home?"
"In the morning. It's not a good idea to travel at night. Would you like to tell your folks you're safe? Since the phones don’t work out here, it’s the next best thing to talking to them." She nodded, and he carried her to his horse. Opening a saddlebag, he pulled out a flare gun.
"We're going to talk to Mommy with a gun?" Katie Sue asked dubiously.
"Sure are. You watch." They crossed to a clearing and he aimed into the air. "Say when, and I'll pull the trigger. It'll make a loud boom and set the sky ablaze, like fireworks. Everyone at the ranch will see it and realize I've found you and you're all fine."
She covered her ears with her hands. "Okay. Shoot it."
He did. Instantly a bright flash whizzed skyward. All eyes remained riveted on the glowing red ball that burst across the night canopy. The instant the final twinkling ember drifted to earth, an answering flare streaked high overhead.
"See," he said, pointing. "There's your mother's answer. She knows you're safe and is saying goodnight."
Katie Sue sighed and snuggled against his shoulder. "G'night, Mommy."
Cami gazed at the ground, tears stinging her eyes. This was her fault. She'd done this. She'd never felt more ashamed in her life. All those worried parents. All that fear and anxiety. All because of her.
"Have you eaten?" he asked the group at large.
"We ate wieners and beans and marshmallows and hot chocolate." Aaron cataloged. "I'm stuffed."
"We've been having lots of fun," Nathan added earnestly. "Tex was going to show us some yo-yo tricks before we went to bed. Wanna watch?"
"Sounds good. Let me get Loco settled and I'll join you." He looked directly at Cami and she flinched beneath his hard gaze. "I have bedrolls for the kids. Come and get them."
She gulped. Why hadn't he just said, "Come and get them and die?" Dragging behind, she left the protective circle of firelight and allowed the menacing darkness to swallow her. She shivered, not from the chill of the night air but from the cold eyes and tense stance of the man in front of her.
"Holt—"
"Don't say a word." He kept his voice low, but his warning cracked like a whip. "First answer this. Is everyone safe?"
"Yes."
"Uninjured?"
"Yes."
"Not even a scratch? "
"Not even a scratch," she hastened to reassure.
He grabbed a fistful of shirt, tugging her close. "You scared the hell out of me, woman. You know that?"
"I'm sorry, I—"
"Shut up, Tex."
Without another word, he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her with a desperation she couldn't mistake. She forgot everything except how good it felt to be held by him, touched by him, to be with the one man who made her whole, made her complete. She loved this man. Lordy, how she loved him.
Minutes passed. Finally, she rested her forehead against his chest, listening to the rapid, powerful beat of his heart. "I'm sorry about what happened," she said. "I'd like to explain."
Instantly his muscles tautened and he thrust her away. "Don't."
"Holt?" she whispered, bewildered by the abrupt change in him.
"I'm warning you. Let it drop."
"But, I thought..."
He rounded on her. "You thought what? That a kiss lets you off the hook? That because we made love—that we’d planned to make love again tonight—that there wouldn’t be consequences for your actions?  Think again." The harshness in his tone made her cringe. "Now listen up, and listen good. You aren't to offer one word of excuse about this...this adventure in front of the children. You keep it light and friendly. Tomorrow—" He leaned closer, emphasizing each word. "Tomorrow we will discuss it. Long and hard."
"Yessir, boss," she murmured. "Long and hard." He tossed the bedrolls at her and she clutched them to her chest. Tears clogged her throat and burned her eyes. She forced herself to speak, shocked at how ragged her voice sounded. "For what it's worth, I've learned my lesson."
"No, I don't think you have," he replied coolly, stripping the saddle off Loco. "But come morning, you will."
She stumbled back into camp and gave each child a bedroll, helping them arrange their sleeping spots. Then she passed out the yo-yos and quietly set about teaching them some of her simpler tricks. Eventually Holt joined in. Before long Katie Sue sought her bed, battling yawns. The three boys weren't far behind.
Holt shifted closer to the fire, banking it for the night. Cami settled onto her saddle blanket and watched. A breeze caught at the upper reaches of the trees, rustling the leaves. In the distance a great horned owl hooted, the bass sound echoing across the hills. The fire snapped and sparks shot into the air. Holt lifted his head, his gaze meeting hers.
"I know you don't want to hear this, but I'm sorry," she said softly. "Truly sorry."
He shoved back his hat and nodded. "I know you are, Tex. But you disobeyed my direct order just to prove a point about your worth as a cowboy. Well, you did that, all right." He tossed a stick at the fire. "But the sad fact is, you proved just the opposite of what you'd hoped. And you put these kids in jeopardy to do it."
She didn't say another word. Instead she hunkered down on top of the blanket, battling guilt and grief. Honesty compelled her to admit the truth.
She had been trying to prove a point, one aimed directly at Holt in the hopes of convincing him to keep her after summer’s end. And she had used the children in order to do it. And in so doing, she had put them at risk.
She wasn't worthy of being a cowboy.
"Good night, Holt," she whispered.
"Night, Tex." He hesitated, then added gently, "Sweet dreams."
She squeezed her eyes shut. Not likely. Seemed she was plumb out of dreams, sweet or otherwise.
* * * 
A WAKEUP LICK from Git rousted Cami at the crack of dawn. She busied herself heating water in the rinsed bean cans and preparing hot chocolate and trail mix for breakfast. Then she watered and saddled the horses. The children took more effort. Still, she managed to deal with their morning grumpies and get them fed, spit polished and ready to go, hoping her hard work would help atone for her poor judgment.
Holt crossed to her side and handed her a tin cup. "I know you don't drink coffee. Thought you might like to make an exception this morning. It's instant."
"Thanks," she said gruffly and took a quick swallow. It tasted even worse than she remembered, but she forced herself to drink it. Before this day ended, she'd need the caffeine.
"Roll up your beds," Holt told the children, "and douse the fire with dirt. Gary, you make sure it's done right." He turned cool, stern eyes in Cami's direction. "Tex and I are going for a quick stroll. You kids don't budge from this spot. Understand?"
As one, the children nodded solemnly. Cami could tell from their expressions they'd obey his order to the letter. He snagged her arm and led the way out of camp.
"Where are we going?" she asked anxiously.
"You'll know when we get there." They walked about a hundred feet. "What do you see?"
She stopped and glanced around, bewildered. "Woods to both sides. A clearing up ahead."
"Take another look at that clearing." He tugged her a step closer.
Cami gasped, scrambling back. A yard in front of her the ground abruptly ended, plunging to a very deep, very narrow, and practically invisible chasm. "Oh, Lordy," she gulped.
"Which way were you traveling yesterday?"
She paled. "This way."
"I thought as much," he said with a nod. "You wouldn't have seen the drop coming until it opened beneath you. You realize that, don't you?"
She couldn't speak. Instead, she clapped a hand over her mouth and nodded, fighting a sharp, near overwhelming bout of nausea.
"If for some reason you'd chosen to detour into the woods, you'd have hit this same gorge there, too," he continued relentlessly. "The accident would've been avoidable, because the drop's more visible. Not that it matters. Because unless you'd decided to go back the way you came, eventually you would have returned here, on the only path that looks passable. Then you and the children would have ridden for a fall."
She fought for breath. "I didn't know. I'm sorry," she gasped.
"I believe you, Tex. But let me make one more point. What we're doing here," he swept his arm to encompass the surrounding territory, "isn't even true cowboy work. This is taking folks for a pleasant ride in the mountains. Cowboy work is much more. It involves dangerous animals and machinery and adverse weather conditions. It requires skill and care, and most important of all, thought."
Cami bowed her head. "I admit to a lack in one or two of those areas."
He muttered an unflattering comment. "The fact is, you're lacking in all those areas. Period. You don't think, Tex. And cowboys who don't think, don't live long enough to regret it. A wrangler has to be able to count on his fellow wranglers, has to trust them with his very life at times. I can't have someone I don't trust workin' for me. It's as simple as that."
"Holt, please..."
He didn't relent. "Your time for explanations is over. You stand here while I finish getting us packed. And you think about what I've said. We leave in five minutes." With that, he turned and stalked away.
Cami stared at the yawning pit in front of her. She and the children could have been down there, hurt and broken. Or worse. And it would have been all her fault, because she'd been so hell-bent on proving her worth. Well, she'd done that, hadn't she?
Holt was right. She didn't deserve to be a cowboy. Her chin wobbled.  Deserve? Time to face facts. She wasn't a cowboy. Which left her with one option and only one option. She stiffened her spine. First things first. Time to face her mistakes.
She whistled for Git and returned to camp, inspecting the site for anything they might have left behind. She checked whether Gary extinguished the fire properly and made certain to erase all evidence of their passing. A bit of plastic lay on the ground and she picked it up, shoving it in her pocket.
"Shake a leg," Holt called. "We've several hours of riding to go."
By midmorning, they arrived at the ranch, a happy, chattering group, all except for a silent, abashed Cami. Approaching the first of the cabins Holt drew to a stop.
"You kids go ahead and let your folks know you're safe." He waited until they'd ridden off before addressing Cami. "If you'd rather, you can cut around the back way."
For an instant, she didn't understand what he meant. Then hot color flooded her face. "I'm no coward," she stated fiercely. "I made a mistake and I'll own up to it." She kicked Petunia in the rump and trotted after the children, rejoining them just as they reached the barn.
The parents came running from the ranch house, gathering around the children. Two of the mothers were crying. The fathers' faces were set in identical relieved yet weary lines. She doubted a single one had gotten any sleep. Remorse consumed her.
"Excuse me, folks," she spoke in a loud, clear voice. They turned and looked at her, their expressions ranging from anger to suspicion.
"Are you the girl who got our kids lost?" Katie Sue's mother demanded.
Holt reined in beside her, but she pointedly ignored him. "I am. And I'd like to offer my most sincere apologies. I'd also like to assure you that Mr. Winston had no idea I'd taken on such a huge responsibility. And he'd never have approved, if he had known. I hope you won't hold him accountable since it was entirely my own doing. I have no excuse—" She shrugged. "Leastwise none that would make anyone any happier about this whole, unfortunate situation. But I do regret my actions. I'm sorry."
"Don't be mad, Mommy," Katie Sue said, tugging at the woman's arm. "We had fun. I want to do it again."
The unexpected statement brought quick laughter and helped ease some of the tension. Holt took advantage of the temporary lull. "If anyone has any questions or concerns, you address them to me." He glanced at Cami and murmured. "Go take care of the horses, Tex. The sooner you're out of sight, the sooner this will blow over."
Obediently Cami led the animals into the barn and set to work. No need to hurry. Only one other job remained—to talk to her mother. And that could wait a little longer. An hour later, she crossed to the ranch house. She expected to find Charlotte in an absolute panic and weeping buckets. Instead Cami found her mother calmly discussing wedding cakes with Agnes.
"Momma, may I speak to you for a minute?"
"Back from your little escapade, are you?" Agnes said, slapping closed her cookbook. "Half the town's been callin' for updates. I told 'em you were probably dead at the bottom of some gulch and good riddance."
"Thank you."
The housekeeper snorted. "They didn't believe me, neither. They're on their way, you know. I think they're hopin' to see a lynchin'."
"They probably will."
Agnes's eyes narrowed and she planted her hands on her hips. "You realize what their comin' means, don't you? It means I'll have to brew up gallons of coffee. Everyone was up so late worryin' about you, they're plumb tuckered out this morning."
"You could just shoot me and save everyone a lot of misery," Cami suggested.
"Well, I... Well, now," the housekeeper sputtered, and turned to Charlotte. "Call the doc, Charlie. The girl's sick as a gut-swollen mule."
"I don't need a doctor. I need to talk." She managed a smile. "Momma, could we?"
Her mother stood and linked arms. "Why don't we go to my room?" she suggested. "I'll return shortly, Agnes. But I really would appreciate it if you'd consider the strawberry whipped icing."
"I'll consider it," Agnes said pleasantly enough, before muttering beneath her breath, "when hell freezes over."
"You had everyone very upset," Charlotte remarked, stepping into her bedroom and closing the door behind them.
"Yes, Momma, I know. I'm sorry about that." She should just stamp the words on her forehead and be done with it.
"I knew, of course, that you'd be perfectly safe," her mother continued, clearly pleased with herself. "After all, cowboying is in your blood, as you've reminded me so many times."
Cami groaned to hear her own words parroted back. She climbed onto the bed, hugging her knees to her chest. "I've changed my mind about that. I'm afraid the Greenbush cowboying gene must have skipped a generation or something." She looked up at Charlotte, tears filling her eyes. "Oh, Momma, I've been such a fool. I've hurt Holt and I've jeopardized those poor kids and upset their parents and gotten the whole town in a tizzy. And for what?"
"So you could prove to Holt you're a cowboy and worth hanging on to."
"So I could—" She broke off and stared at her mother. "You know?"
"I think most of Lullabye has it figured out by now." She slanted her daughter a teasing look.  “It might have something to do with the two of you sneaking off to steal a few moonlit kisses.  Everyone pretends not to notice, but of course we all do.”
Cami nodded. "Naturally."
Charlotte sat down and put an arm around her daughter, giving her a tender hug. "Oh, sweetie, it's not that bad. Has Holt fired you?"
"Not in so many words. But he was so mad he had trouble even speaking." She dropped her chin to her knees. "Give him time."
"Trust me. If Holt Winston hasn't found the words yet, he's never going to. You made a little mistake. He'll forgive you and everything will be back to normal."
Cami shook her head. "You don't understand. All these years, I've been kidding myself. But I'm finally facing reality. I'm no cowboy. I never was. Hell's bells. After this latest fiasco, I don't even deserve to be Texan."
Charlotte stiffened. "Oh, dear," she murmured faintly.
Cami frowned. "You've gone all white and funny looking. What's wrong?"
Her mother's arm slid away and she twisted her diamond engagement ring. "It...it seemed harmless enough at the time."
"What seemed harmless enough at the time?" Cami asked, bewildered.
"I mean, your daddy was a Texan and if we hadn't been visiting my mother at the time, and if I hadn't gotten my dates mixed up...” She shot Cami an apologetic glance. “It seemed so important to you, that I didn't have the heart to tell you the truth."
A horrible, impossible, distressing suspicion took hold. Cami swallowed. "Tell me what, Momma?"
"You aren't precisely a Texan. Legally, I mean," Charlotte confessed. "You were born in Richmond. But...but that's okay, isn't it? I mean your father was a Texan, so that has to count, doesn't it? It makes you a sort of Texan, right? A step-Texan or half Texan or something?"
"Not...”  She fought to draw air.  Somehow the room had run out.  “I’m not...?"
"Camellia? Sweetheart?" Her mother's voice rose. "Cami? Are you okay?"
"I think I'm going to be sick."
It felt as though the bottom had fallen out of her world. All this time she'd believed herself a cowboy and a Texan. She'd thought ranching flowed through her veins. She'd been so certain that with a little practice her natural born skills would come to the fore. Now she understood why they never had. What a fool she'd been. Holt had been right all along.
It took every scrap of willpower to stand. "I have to leave now."
Her mother jumped up, wringing her hands. "What precisely do you mean by leave? Go to your room? Is that what you mean?"
"Yep. I'm going to my room now. The one in Richmond." She squared her shoulders. "I'm here under false pretenses. And I'm honor bound to correct that. I'll pack my bags and leave. It'll save everyone a lot of trouble."
"Now, Camellia, there's no sense in doing anything rash."
Cami shook her head, blinking back tears. "Don't you see, Momma? Ever since I was a little girl I thought I was a cowboy. When somebody asked me my name, I'd tell them I was Cami from Texas, a natural born cowboy."
"You can still be that," Charlotte protested.
"No. I can't. Because none of it's true. I'm not a cowboy. I'm not even..." Her chin wobbled. "I'm not even Texan. I'm not quite sure what I am, but I strongly suspect I'm some sort of flowering shrub." She wiped her cheeks, surprised to find her hands damp with tears. "That's going to take a bit of gettin' used to. Maybe when I introduce myself I can say, 'Hi, I'm Camellia Greenbush. Just plant me anywhere.' So long as it isn't near cows or ropes or horses or anything dangerous." Or anyone she loved. She seemed to have an uncanny knack for hurting them, too.
"Sweetheart—"
"It's okay, Momma." Cami gave her mother a swift hug. "I'll get over it." She forced out a watery laugh. "It's not like no one warned me. Holt's been trying to set me straight ever since I got here."
"Don't leave."
Cami bowed her head. "I have to," she whispered. "I can't live a lie. And I can't put Holt and the A-OK at risk. Because that's just what I'm doing." She looked her mother dead in the eye. "But I'm glad you found Frank and put your fears to rest. He's a good man and I know you'll be happy living on a ranch again. I'll be back for the wedding. I promise."
There wasn't anything left to say. Cami gave her mother a final hug. Before she could change her mind, she ran from the room.
* * * 
"WELL, HOLT," WES said with a laugh. "You've been a mite busy lately, haven't you?"
"And then some," Holt acknowledged with a grin.
"Cami sure keeps things jumpin'. Ain't that so, Lem?"
"Aw, Tex is the sweetest gal in the world. Look at how she pitched in to set my store to rights. You know what it is? It's that smile of hers. Friendly, open, kind."
"Naw," Gabby said, yanking on his mustache and scowling. "It's those dang dimples. The way they wink at you is enough to drive a man loco."
"Or those eyes. Bluest I've ever seen."
Frank grinned. "And what about those bitty freckles? Ever tried to count 'em?"
"Never you mind those bitty freckles," Holt interrupted. After all, a man could only allow his friends so much liberty.
Reverend Sam folded his arms across his chest. "I suggest you rope that filly to you good and proper before some varmint gets the notion to steal her away."
Hoots of laughter greeted his remark.
"Laugh all you want," Charlotte interrupted, elbowing her way into the group. "But no one's going to get the chance to steal her, because she's left. Hitched a ride to town with Katie Sue's momma."
Holt stuck his thumbs in his belt and rocked back on his heels. "Did she now?"
"Thirty minutes ago," Charlotte confirmed. "She's leaving. For good. Packed her bags and everything. See?" She pointed to Git sitting beside the corral fence, a rope in his mouth. He whined pitifully. "She gave that dog her rope and told me to give you this."
A befeathered pink cowboy hat hung from her fingertips.
Holt froze.
Suddenly he saw before him a choice, a choice as clear and as different as wrong from right. He could continue on the way he always had, protecting his ranch, his way of life and his heart. In his mind's eye he could see it happen, see the uniformed days lined up, stretching before him with a comforting sameness. Along this path, the familiar rhythm of his life would resume, like the rhythm of spring into summer and autumn into winter. And he'd be alone.
Or he could have Cami. Cami in his arms and in his bed. Cami at his side, regardless of what life threw at them.  Cami, forever his. And along that path lay hope and laughter and joy, and a love so strong it near stole his breath. There was only one catch. Treading that path meant trusting a city slicker. Trusting her with his ranch, but most risky of all, trusting her with his heart.
And in that moment, he realized there was no real choice.  Only one would ever be right for him.
"Thirty minutes ago, you say?" he demanded.
Charlotte nodded. "She plans to catch the noon train."
"The noon train!" Wes exclaimed. "It's eleven-thirty now. You'll never catch her in time."
"We'll see about that." He snatched Cami's hat from Charlotte and ran for his horse. Grabbing Loco's reins, he vaulted aboard.
"You're wasting your time," Frank called. "No one's ever made that ride in under thirty-five minutes."
Holt leveled a gimlet-eyed stare at his friend and crushed his hat low on his forehead. "Watch me!"
With that he wheeled Loco around, slammed his heels in the horse's flanks.  They shot down the drive toward town at the speed of light, the sound of thundering hoof beats echoing in their wake. He cut across the pasture and vaulted the gate, never once breaking stride. And with that, he disappeared over the ridge atop his fiery horse, disappearing in a cloud of dust.
“Hi-Yo, Loco!  Away!” drifted back on a stray breeze.
Stunned silence reigned.  Then, “I’d be more impressed if I didn’t know that noon train never leaves on time,” Gabby muttered.
* * * 
CAMI SAT SLUMPED in her seat, feeling downright naked without her hat. The train whistle blew, a long, forlorn sound. She heard the last call for boarding and closed her eyes, battling tears. This was it. The death of her dreams.
Just then the door at the end of the train car crashed open. "You can't come in here!" she heard the conductor shout. "You need a ticket. I'll summon the police if you don't get off."
Cami stiffened. It couldn't be. She opened an eye, risking a peek. And there he was.
Holt strode down the aisle, swatting the conductor aside with no more effort than he would a pesky fly. He stopped by her seat. "Ma'am," he said, tipping his hat. "This your luggage?" He pointed to the suitcase on the floor.
She straightened. "Yes. But what are you—" He grabbed her bag in one hand, her wrist in the other and yanked. "Stop it, Holt! You can't do this." She stared up at him uncertainly. "What precisely are you doing?"
"Taking you off this train."
She nodded. "Just checking." Then, "Holt, I can't go back. I've made a mess of everything."
"True." He started down the aisle, dragging her behind.
"I'm no cowboy. I never was."
"Also true."
"Stop a minute, will you? I keep making mistakes."
"Yep. And this was your biggest."
She dug in her heels. "I'm just a city slicker who'll ruin your business if I stay."
That stopped him. He spun in his tracks and dropped her suitcase to the floor. "Now there you're wrong. You might be the sorriest cowboy I ever did see, and you might be the tryingest woman I ever did met. But you're also the sweetest and warmest and kindest. My guests love you. My employees love you. Hell, the whole town loves you."
She stared up at him in wonder. "Really?"
"Really." He cleared his throat, his voice gruff. "Besides, you can't leave. You've got a contract to honor. And real cowboys always honor their commitments."
"But I'm not a real cowboy. You said so yourself." She suddenly remembered and tears filled her eyes. "Oh, Holt. I'm not even Texan!"
"Not Texan?" He frowned. "Since when? Who says?"
"Since this morning." She hung her head in shame. "Momma says I was really born in Richmond."
"Well, shoot." He kicked at her suitcase. "Aw, turn off the waterworks, Tex... Cami. Now that you live in Colorado, consider yourself a... a..."
She peeked up. "Colorado-er?"
He shrugged, nonplussed. "Beats me. I guess that's as good a name as any." He turned to the spectators watching with fascination from their seats. "Folks, I'd like you to meet Colorado Cami, an honest-to-goodness cowboy."
"Nice to meet you, Colorado. A pleasure, Cami," voices called.
Holt nodded in satisfaction. "Now it's official, C.C. Can we go?"
"C.C.?"
"Colorado Cami, of course."
She tried to control the hope blossoming to life. "You really want me back?"
"I can't force you," he replied. "But if you're that intent on leaving, you'd best take this." He swept off his hat and dropped it into her hands.
She stared at him in shock. "But...but a cowboy never gives up his hat."
Holt inclined his head. "Leastwise, not unless he's too dead to fight for it."
"I don't understand."
"Keep it." He stared down at her and the warm, passionate expression in his black eyes stole her breath clean away. A fire sparked to life deep within her, burning hot and fierce. "Keep it, because wherever you go, wherever you stay, that's where I'll hang my hat."
"Oh, Holt," Cami whispered, and threw herself into his arms, nearly knocking him off his feet.
"Hey, watch it," he groused. "You're crushin' my hat."
"Here." She shoved his Stetson back into his hands. "The only place you'll be hanging this is at the A-OK Corral."
He nodded in satisfaction. "And I've got an extra bed knob for that silly pink one of yours, if you're interested."
Stricken, she bit her lip. "I don't have it any more."
A slow grin spread across his mouth. "You do now. I tied the fool thing to Loco's saddle. And let me tell you, he's none too happy about it." He cupped her face, his gaze growing serious. "I love you, Cami. I love you more than life itself. Will you marry me?"
"You folks staying or leaving?" the conductor demanded, practically dancing at Holt's elbow. "We've got a schedule to keep."
"Do it, Colorado. Marry him, Cami!" the passengers shouted.
"Yes," she said, with a smile that felt a mile wide. "Yes, I'll marry you. Let's go home. All right?"
Holt didn't say a word. He didn't have to. His expression said it all. Then he kissed her.
"We're late! We're late!" shrieked the conductor, throwing his schedule to the ground and stomping on it. "Make up your minds! Are you coming or going?"
Reluctantly Holt released her. "Going." And without further ado he swept Cami into his arms, luggage and all, and carried her from the train. As he strode across the platform, a dozen cars screeched to a halt and neighbors and townsfolk, guests and wranglers alike, poured from the vehicles.
"He got her!" shouted Gabby. "He broke the record and got her!" Cheers erupted.
Cami buried her face in Holt's shirt. She was home at last. Lordy, it felt good.
"I did it, Daddy," she whispered. "I'm finally a cowboy. Just like you."



Epilogue

Seven years later…

WITH SPRING CAME the first wave of guests to the A-OK Corral. Cami sat in her rocker on the porch relaxing, enjoying the view while she waited. Holt sat beside her, his Stetson tipped low over his eyes, enjoying the momentary peace and quiet.
A plume of dust appeared on the horizon, heralding the arrival of a vehicle. A few minutes later, an SUV pulled into the yard and a man in his late thirties climbed from behind the wheel, looking around in bewilderment. He poked his head in the open car window and said something to the woman seated on the passenger side. In the back, Cami could see several wriggling children. The family's youngest member announced his presence with a strident wail.
Cami stood, as did Holt.  He pulled her close and gave her a swift kiss, his large hand settling over her modest baby bump.  “I still think we should consider naming her Buttercup,” he said.
She laughed. “Aw, get on with you. She’d never forgive us.” Her hand closed over his.  Lingered. “Poor thing.  Imagine naming her after a cow.”
“Buttercup for this one, and Petunia for the next,” he teased. “Goes well with Camellia, don’t you think?”
“No, I most certainly do not.”
She snatched another kiss, then hitched up her britches and strode over to the car. Behind her the ranch door slammed open and Holt dusted off his sons before gesturing toward their visitors.  Footsteps, remarkably similar to the sound made by a herd of elephants, clattered down the porch steps after her. Two black haired urchins arrived breathless at her side.
"Howdy!" she called to the man over the shrieks of their baby. She stuck out her hand. "I'm Colorado Cami, C.C. for short. Where do you folks hail from? Ohio? That's all right." She gave them a mischievous wink. "We won't hold it against you. What do you say, we get you unloaded? My boys here, Flint and Colt, will help you with anything you need. And by the way... Welcome to the A-OK Corral!"

The End
~ ~ ~
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CHAPTER ONE

LOVE, TEXAS, HAD grown. Homes in the small Central Texas community now stretched well past the water tower on the east, numerous new businesses had sprouted among the old, and trees along Main Street that Cassie remembered as puny saplings were now tall enough to menace utility wires.
It was only at the Four Corners, the intersection where Pecan Avenue cut Main, that nothing seemed to have changed at all. Swanson's Garage
still sported the same old-style gasoline pumps under the same rickety canopy. The Salon of Beauty featured the same eye popping candy-pink front door and green-and-white striped window awnings. The overlarge plate-glass windows at Handy Grocery & Hardware were still plastered with the same garish advertising banners. And considering the number of pickup trucks and cars crowded into the parking lot on the remaining corner, Reva's Café continued to claim top prize as the town's favorite eating spot. 
The traffic light switched to green and the car ahead pulled away, but before Cassie could follow suit, a cold prickling sensation spread throughout her body, quickening her heart, constricting her breathing. Filling her with alarm. With fear. With dread. 
Only her tight grasp on the steering wheel enabled her to pull her car off the road, out of the way of traffic. She felt oddly detached. As if time was somehow twisting in on itself and the ten years she'd been away from Love had never happened! She was again her miserable young self, desperate for escape, but unable to leave until she turned eighteen...
No! That wasn't true! she told herself, fighting for control. Those ten years had passed. She had escaped. In reality, she was twenty-eight, assured of herself, with a job she loved and a wonderful apartment in Houston. She wasn't the young Cassie Edwards. The Cassie Edwards everyone in Love thought they knew so well. And looked down on. 
As her panic subsided, Cassie forced herself to again examine her surroundings. And this time she saw differences. The old rusted-out wrecker, long an eyesore at Swanson's, had been hauled away, the overgrown weeds around it paved over for extra parking. A regulation sidewalk now led to the Salon's front door instead of the old, irregular stepping blocks. Handy's also had a different—
A horn tooted behind her, alerting her to the fact that her car was blocking the entrance to the café parking lot. Instinctively, her eyes flew to the rearview mirror, checking to see if she recognized the driver. With relief, she didn't, and after an apologetic little wave, she pulled back onto Main Street to continue her journey. 
She didn't let herself think about what had just happened until a few blocks later when Main reverted to state highway, signaling that the town proper had been left behind. Naturally, she'd felt trepidation about a return to Love, where, despite the tender connotation of its name, she had felt so little...love. But she hadn't expected the past to still hold such sway over her, to affect her to the point where she had to battle for control. Pointed looks, uncomfortable silences, strained conversations…yes. But not such a deeply emotional—
She brought that line of thought to an abrupt end. She'd come here to do a job, to negotiate a land deal, as she'd successfully negotiated other land deals across the state. Love was no different. Get here, gather the needed signatures, and then get out…fast! That was the plan she'd constructed in Houston, and that was the plan she was determined to follow. 
Even as she gave a confirming nod to herself, she reflexively thought of her mother, which set off another flutter of panic. Only this time her anxiety was less; she'd known all along that she would have to see her. She couldn't be in town and not stop by. But the visit would be brief, and it would be the last thing she'd do before she returned to Houston.
The saving grace of the entire undertaking was that her boss, James T. "Jimmy" Michaels, had insisted that she stay outside of town on the Taylor ranch. He'd even booked one of the guestrooms the family advertised in a small vacation guide he'd unearthed. Leave it to Jimmy to ferret out every pertinent bit of information concerning a deal he was interested in. On the hunt, few things escaped his notice.
Though she'd grown up in Love, Cassie had never been to the Taylor ranch, but she remembered the Taylors. Both sets of Taylors. The ones in the country and the ones in town. She'd had little interaction with either branch, just as she'd had little interaction with the rest of the populace. At least, she corrected herself, not interaction of a positive nature. It was hard to grow up the daughter of the town kook. 
Cassie discarded the thought and instead concentrated on finding the turnoff to the Taylor ranch. She knew it was about seven miles beyond the town's western limit, where gently rolling limestone hills took the place of flatter land. Once she spotted it, she slowed to make the turn, then continued along the two-lane blacktop until she reached a single set of railroad tracks. Rolling up onto them, she stopped. From that vantage, she looked back at the roughly one-hundred-yards-deep and five-hundred-yards-long strip of fenced-off land that lay between the tracks and the highway. This was the reason she'd made the trip. Though separated from the main acreage by the railroad right-of-way, it was still a part of the Taylor ranch. How would the family react when she presented them with Jimmy's proposal to buy it?  
Like most ranchers, the ranch Taylors could use the money. Jimmy's research showed that they were in debt to the bank and, after a series of setbacks, in arrears to other creditors as well. It had reached the point that toward the end of last year they'd opened their home to strangers. The town Taylors, on the other hand, had no particular financial need. But Jimmy's research, as well as her own personal knowledge, gave her other avenues of approach. 
The car bumped off the tracks to parallel another line of tightly strung barbed wire. The fence ran on for well over a mile, with occasional groupings of Black Angus cattle dotting the pasture. Finally, the wire was replaced by a decorative fencing of carefully-stacked limestone rocks, which in turn led to a wide metal gate that proudly proclaimed the name of the ranch in black wrought iron: Circle Bar-T. Cassie swung into the drive.
Beyond the gate, a graded driveway led a distance to a two-story white frame house with a wraparound porch, where greenery and flowers softened the rugged land surrounding it. A windmill stood off to one side, its blades curiously still in the breeze. Tucked in close beside the windmill was a thriving vegetable garden. To the rear of the house, a variety of weathered outbuildings revealed the working heart of the ranch. In all, it was a setting sure to please any visitor who hungered for a bucolic western vacation.  
Cassie hopped out, swung the gate open, then steered her way up the drive, going over in her mind yet again how she would  approach the family. She'd wait until after dinner that evening, while they were all still gathered around the table. Then she'd tell them who she represented and what Jimmy—
"Hey!"  
Someone—a man—shouted.
Cassie looked but couldn't see him, not until activity at the windmill caught her attention. A slim jeans-clad man in a long-sleeved shirt and a bone-colored hat was climbing down the metal frame. Once he reached the ground, he headed straight toward her. 
Cassie stamped on the brakes, spraying gravel in all directions. She hadn't been going that fast, but the brakes locked, the tires slid, and... Tell that to the man striding purposefully toward her! His body language hadn't seemed pleased before. Now he was even less pleased.
In Houston her first instinct would be to slam the car into reverse and get the heck out of there. Strangers couldn't be trusted, particularly hostile strangers. But she quashed the impulse. First, because she wasn't in Houston, and, second, as he drew nearer, she realized this man was no stranger.
She stepped out of the car to await Will Taylor's arrival. She'd had a thing for him once when she first noticed boys. He'd been older, eighteen to her twelve. Trim and athletic with thick blond hair and eyes the same blue as the Texas sky, he was handsome in the way that made a girl's heart quicken if he so much as looked at her. And he was smart—always winning prizes in school. And nice—nice to everyone. But even if he had noticed her in the same way that she'd noticed him back then, there'd been a gulf between them far wider than the difference in their ages. She was the daughter of Bonnie Edwards. And that was enough. 
Little about Will Taylor had changed in the intervening years. When he halted in front of her and removed his work-stained hat, she saw that he still had the same thick blond hair, the same blue eyes, the same clean-cut features. He was nearing his mid thirties now, but the wear of time and experience had only increased his handsomeness, lending him a rugged maturity that he hadn't had before. 
Cassie's heart sped up, even as she tried to steady it.
"You forgot somethin', ma'am," he drawled in a husky baritone, his relaxed manner at odds with the taut line of his mouth. "You didn't close the gate. In these parts if you open a gate, you need to close it."  His eyes made a quick assessment of her person. "You the visitor we're expectin' today?  We thought you were a man."
Cassie sought to lighten the moment with a small attempt at humor. "Well, obviously I'm not, but I am the visitor."  
Her attempt fell flat. 
"Just remember to close the gates," he reiterated, his tone level. "And another thing, don't drive so fast in here—" He indicated the fenced area around them that included the drive, the house, the windmill, and a measured amount of land on either side. "Barbed wire does a pretty good job of keepin' the larger livestock out. But we have smaller animals around that could get hurt. So you need to be careful."  
The reality of her "speeding" was debatable, but Cassie already knew the hard-and-fast rule about gates. She'd just forgotten. 
"All right," she agreed.
Will Taylor continued to look at her. Was he starting to remember her, too?  He hadn't up to now. But then she'd changed far more than he had during her years away. The dark brown, almost black, hair she used to wear hanging straight to her waist was now short and layered, feathering her face. She wore makeup and nice clothes where before, as a teenager, she had done neither. Back then, if she could have faded into the walls whenever she was forced to be with people, she would have. The biggest difference in her today, though, was the way she carried herself, the way she presented herself. She had confidence now. In herself, in her abilities. She—
"After you close the gate, go knock on the front door," he said, his words breaking into her thoughts. "My mom's expectin' you."  Then, giving a short nod, he stuffed his hat back on his head and started back to the windmill. 
Cassie stared after him. Not exactly an auspicious beginning. But it was a beginning.
She walked to the gate, secured it as instructed, and returned to her car. Then accelerating slowly forward, she parked beside a well-used blue pickup to the right side of the house, mounted the two steps onto the wide front porch, and knocked on the screen door frame. 
The pungent odor of cooking tomatoes tickled Cassie's nose as she waited. When there was no response, she knocked again, only harder. She peered through the screen and even called out. But the inside of the house remained silent. 
Two old-fashioned rocking chairs and several well-used ladder-back  chairs waited for occupants on the porch. A partially completed jigsaw puzzle was laid out on a table. There was no sign of life until a gray cat with a snowy-white blaze on its chest and equally white-tipped paws glided silently around the curve of the porch. The cat stopped in front of the first rocker, made a graceful leap onto the seat cushion, settled, and then looked up at her with jewel-like eyes. 
"Do you know where Mrs. Taylor is?" Cassie asked. 
The cat blinked and turned its head, unconcerned.
Cassie tried the door again. Still nothing. 
Vexed, she released a breath and weighed her options. She could cross to the windmill and ask Will for help. Which, if he was already back up on top, would entail him coming down again—an occurrence she doubted would go over very well. Or, her better option, she could begin a search on her own. If, afterward, she still couldn't find the woman, she'd sit in the rocking chair next to the cat and wait. Mrs. Taylor had to turn up sometime.
The screen door behind her opened and a tall woman in her mid-fifties, silver-blond hair pulled back from her face, her eyes the same sky color as her son's, stood in the entrance. Sylvia Taylor. She was much as Cassie remembered her. The same handsome features with an array of laugh lines crinkling the corners of her eyes. The lines might be more deeply etched than they used to be and she might be carrying a few extra pounds on her once trim frame, but the changes looked good on her.
The woman was the first to recover. "Oh! You must be C. A. Edwards. Silly me, I thought you were a man! Come in…come in," she said cordially as she drew Cassie inside.  "A man made your reservation, so I assumed—"  She laughed at her mistake as she ushered Cassie through the entry into a comfortable living room. "I should be old enough to know better than to assume things, shouldn't I?  I'd just stepped outside to get somethin', when I heard you knock. I got here as fast as I could.  Did you have to knock more than once?  If you did, I apologize."  She drew a breath, then began what had to be her usual greeting to guests. "Welcome to the Circle Bar-T. We want you to feel at home and enjoy your stay with us. We don't force our guests to do anything they don't want to. If your plan is to rest and enjoy the beautiful countryside, we'll provide whatever you need to help you do that."  Her eyes twinkled. "Up to and including leaving you alone. If you want more of a ranch experience, just like our advertisement says, we'll provide that, too. Same goes for anything in between. I'm the cook, so if there's something you don't want in the food department, let me know."  She paused, but when Cassie remained silent, she continued, "Your luggage is still in your car, right? I'll have Will—he's my son—bring it in for you shortly. All around, I think you'll find us Taylors a pretty friendly bunch."    
At the finish of her spiel, she instinctively reached to wipe her fingers on the kitchen towel flung over her shoulder, as if in preparation to shake Cassie's hand, but the simple act must have sparked a memory because she sent a distressed look toward the rear of the house. "Oh, my heavens!" she exclaimed. "I forgot! I was just finishing up with some canning, and I didn't— Please...you'll have to excuse me."  She hurried out of sight.
Cassie used the unexpected moments alone to inspect the area around her. The room was a nice size, not huge but large enough for a family to relax and entertain in. The furnishings might be a little worn but they were well cared for. A pair of overstuffed couches, several comfortable chairs, a well-used recliner positioned to face an older-model television set. A colorful braided rug brightened the bare wood floor. Pictures of what must be family members decorated the walls, along with knick-knacks on a pair of narrow shelves. The overall impression was of warmth and welcome, but it was easy to tell that little money had been spent on it recently. 
She was just settling into one of the chairs when the loud pop of shattering glass was immediately followed by a cry.
Cassie hurried toward the sound. 
At first, she wasn't sure what she was looking at—what was tomato and what was blood—as she stared at Sylvia Taylor standing amid an explosion of red. The lower portion of the woman's dress, her legs, her shoes, the nearby floor and cabinet faces, all were splattered with what could have been either.  
"Are you hurt?" Cassie asked.
"I…don't think so," Sylvia Taylor replied.
Cassie grabbed a spare dishcloth off the counter. "You shouldn't move. Broken glass is everywhere." 
She'd taken only a few careful steps when boots pounded up to the back screen door, it flew open, and Will Taylor charged inside. 
Quickly assessing the situation, he gave a stronger echo of Cassie's warning, "Don't move, Mom!"  Then his attention switched to Cassie. "And you. You need to get back." When she didn't respond fast enough, he added, "Now!"    
Sylvia tried to intervene. "Will, she's just tryin' to help." 
Will's blue eyes flicked over Cassie as he retrieved a broom from the corner closet. "The last thing we need right now is for a guest to get hurt. So the best way she can help is by stayin' out of the way."  
Without a word, Cassie set the dishcloth on the counter and retraced her steps to the living room.  
~~~~
"THAT WAS INEXCUSABLE!" Sylvia Taylor scolded her son as he worked to clear a pathway through the debris. "She's our guest."
"She was in the way."
"She was just tryin' to help, that's all. And you—"
Will drew a breath. He knew he'd overreacted, but hearing his mother's cry just as he was about to remount the windmill had unnerved him. It didn't take a lot these days to make him fear the worst.
"She's a visitor," his mother continued, "and you promised you'd be friendly to our visitors. Which you have been, up to now. Why would you— When you know—"
Will paused in his sweeping. "I thought something bad had happened to you. So I— It just kinda spilled out. You want me to apologize to her?"
His mother held his questioning gaze before her face softened into a smile. "Would that be so hard?"
Will grinned a little sheepishly. "Depends."
"I'll settle for you bein' nicer to her while she's here."  
"I'll do my best," he promised and, giving a final sweep to the last pieces of tomato goo and broken glass, said, "Here, that gets the worst of it. You can step out now."
Released, his mother passed safely to a clear area. 
"Are you cut?" he asked.
"Not that I know of. This is all tomato," she said as she wiped residue from her lower legs and skirt. Then straightening, "My heavens, what a mess!" 
Despite his protest, she set to work beside him, scooping up debris and depositing it in the trash outside. 
"I can take it from here," she said. She reached into the closet for the mop.
Will tipped his head toward the living room. "You should get changed…the guest."  
His mother frowned. "But I don't want to leave you with this."
Will took the mop out of her hands. "All that's left are the counter fronts and the floor, then it's done."
"Still—"
"She's probably gettin' bored by now," he warned.
That got his mother moving, and he was left alone to finish the job. 
When his mother had first brought up the idea of taking in paying guests last fall, he'd been dead set against it. So had his granddad. They raised cattle. It was what they did. They and past generations of Taylors before them, since the first had come to Texas, grazed cattle on this land, cared for them, and sold them at market. They didn't cater to tourists. But despite their protests, his mother had carried on, determined to bring in what extra money she could to help replenish the ranch's rapidly shrinking coffers. At first, visitors had come in dribs and drabs, and then increased to the point where someone seemed to be in the house's spare room for a day or two almost every week. And Will had found himself forced to be amenable to strangers on the property, though it still went against the grain.
For the most part, the visitors had been easy enough to deal with. A ride on a horse, an accompanied look at a few cows. Mostly they wanted to go for nature walks or take photographs or just lie around and eat his mother's good cooking. The majority had been little trouble. His degree of involvement hadn't interfered all that much with his regular duties.  A couple of guests had created headaches, though. One had wandered into a pasture she'd been told not to enter and, leaving the gate open, let a number of the cattle wander into the neighboring pasture he was resting so the grasses could replenish. He'd had to waste part of an afternoon rounding them all up again and putting them back where they belonged. Another visitor had gotten lost and that had taken several hours to put right. He shook his head at the memory.
His thoughts moved to their latest visitor. He'd been hard on her earlier when she'd left the front gate open. But he'd just settled into the snake-of-a-job that windmill repair was and there she'd come up the drive, pretty as you please, leaving the gate wide open. Turned out she was pretty, too. Which for some reason irritated him even more. 
He wrung out the mop and set it outside to dry. Then he decided that before he started back on the windmill, he'd better go though and offer to bring the visitor's luggage inside.
~~~~
HOW LONG HAD she been at the Taylor ranch? Cassie wondered as she reclaimed her seat in the living room. Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes? And in that short time she'd already managed to rack up three black marks against herself in Will Taylor's eyes. Getting in the way, speeding, and forgetting to close the gate. Never mind that only one—leaving the gate open—was truly valid.  She was here to persuade the Taylors, not annoy them. Not any of them. What would Jimmy say if he knew?  She instantly had the answer. He'd say, "Buck up, girl, you're just gettin' started. Be patient. Be positive. Now, get to it! Which was precisely what she'd do. 
Jimmy had done more to bring her out of her emotional shell than any other person in her life. He'd gotten her to see that she had as much to offer the world as the next person. She was twenty-two when she'd first gone to work at his small office on the west side of Houston, the four years since leaving Love having brought her little personal change. She no longer felt trapped, but she'd remained quiet, introverted, unwilling to call attention to herself. All negative attributes it was impossible to retain around Jimmy. A swashbuckling land speculator, he was one of those bigger-than-life individuals who is wildly successful because he takes chances other people won't. Not to mention being brashly, humorously very much his own person, because that was him to his core. He had more than enough self-confidence for ten people. And he happily spread the knack to everyone near him.
A murmur of voices continued in the kitchen, along with intermittent running water and the screen door opening and closing several times. Until, finally, Sylvia Taylor appeared barefoot in the wide living room doorway. Though the worst of the tomato bits had been removed from her skirt and legs, she still hunched forward with the wet portion of her skirt gathered in one hand so as not to spread wayward drips. 
"I don't know if this dress will ever be the same," she said ruefully, smiling. "I was moving the quart bottles that had already cooled over to the table so I could put the hot ones from the pressure cooker in their place…when one of them just slipped through of my fingers and crash. What a mess!"
"At least you weren't hurt," Cassie said.
Sylvia's answer was wry. "Just my pride."   She glanced back toward the kitchen and a frown creased her brow. "Will's finishin' up in there. Just what he needed today—more work."   She sighed. "I'll go get changed, and then show you to your room. It won't take me long, but if you'd like a glass of sweet tea while you wait, there's some in the fridge. Help yourself, or ask Will to get it for you."
"Thank you," Cassie murmured. 
Yet Sylvia Taylor didn't move. "You should know," the woman added quietly, "Will didn't mean anything by what he said just now.  He's a fine man.  Sometimes he's just, well, sometimes he has more heaped on his plate than he can handle. I hope you won't hold it against him."
Cassie shook her head. "No. No, I won't," she murmured. 
"He didn't mean to be so sharp."
"I'm sure he didn't," Cassie reassured her. "He was worried about you."  
Sylvia Taylor gave her a long considering look, before she nodded and moved away. 
Cassie fingered through the stack of magazines on the nearest end table, selected one, and started to thumb through it. She'd continue to stay out of the kitchen for the time being, thank you very much. She didn't want to chance racking up any more black marks! Only, try as she might to concentrate on the magazine's glossy pages, she couldn't. Sylvia Taylor's long look kept creeping into her consciousness, reminding her of another time when the woman had looked at her in a similar way. 
Throughout Cassie's years in Love, she and Sylvia Taylor had done little more than occasionally pass each other in doorways or stand in the same checkout line in a store. As was Cassie's habit around people then, she had busied herself looking at something else—anything else—to avoid making eye contact. Except once. The time, the last time, her mother had dragged her to a town function. It had been a parent-teacher association meeting at her middle school, and Bonnie, of course, had stood to advocate some inane idea that no one in town would ever think of backing. It was impossible to remember which inane idea because there had been so many. 
At thirteen, Cassie had felt nothing but intense shame as her mother had carried on about the reasons her idea would be so wonderful for the children of Love and for their parents as well. She'd sensed, even though she'd been too mortified to look, the impatient, irritated, disgusted glares of the people sitting around them.  She'd wanted to crawl into a hole. But her mother had been blithely unaware and continued to talk even after the association president asked her to relinquish the floor. Cassie had fully expected someone to come force her mother into her seat and tell her to shut up. But no one had, so the torture continued…until Sylvia Taylor, from her seat at the front table among the association's elected officers, had gently interrupted her mother's flow of words to suggest that the board look into the matter and have a report ready for the next meeting. She even thanked Bonnie for bringing the matter to their attention! Bonnie had sat down, then smiling beatifically, reached over to squeeze Cassie's icy-cold hand as if she somehow shared in the victory.  It was then that Cassie had looked up and found Sylvia Taylor gazing, not at her mother, but at her. And though she hadn't been able to fathom the message in the woman's eyes during the long seconds her gaze had been held captive, she'd not seen derision or disgust in them either. As quick as she could, she'd looked away, her cheeks blooming even redder in confused embarrassment.
Cassie was rubbing her forehead, her elbow propped on the arm of the chair, when she became aware that Will Taylor was in the doorway, watching her. Almost guiltily, she sprang to her feet. She wanted to display assurance, not apprehension. 
"OK," he said after a moment, "kitchen's all set. If you give me your keys, I'll bring in your luggage."  
Cassie retrieved the keys from her purse and handed them over. "I have only one suitcase," she said.
"You travel light."  
"I'm only here for a few days."
"Some folks seem to think they need a different outfit for each hour of each day." 
Silence fell between them again. He seemed to be making more of an effort to be friendly, to be polite. While mother and son were alone in the kitchen, had Sylvia reminded him that she was a paying guest in their home?  Cassie had yet to detect any sign of recognition in either of them.  As far as she could tell, she continued to be a stranger to them.
Will tossed her key ring in his hand a couple of times before saying, "I'll be right back."    
When the front door closed behind him, Cassie released a pent-up breath. She didn't like being watched, especially when she wasn't aware of it. She also didn't like the way her schoolgirl crush on Will Taylor still seemed to have the power to unsettle her. He was a different person now. She was a different person. And it wasn't as if there'd ever been anything between them in the first place. 
The front door opened and Will, using her suitcase, motioned up the stairs. "I'll take this on up. You wait here. Mom always likes to be the one to show folks around."
"That, I do," Sylvia said from the top landing. "You come on up, too," she told Cassie. "I'm ready for you."  She brushed the skirt of the pastel print dress she'd changed into.
Cassie purposely lagged behind Will. As he passed his mother on the landing, the woman patted his shoulder before smiling at Cassie.
"We could've put you in our newly renovated bunkhouse," Sylvia Taylor said, "but a family of four is coming tomorrow—a mom, a dad, and two kids—so I thought you might like to be up here in the room we used to use for our guests. The folks who've stayed in it before have always said they love feeling a part of the family. Hope you will, too."  
They followed Will through the first doorway on the right, where Cassie saw that the bedroom's décor matched what she'd seen so far of the house—warm, comfortable, well cared for, but aged in its neatness. A double bed was covered by a handmade quilt, a tall chest of drawers stood against one wall, and a lamp with a fluted shade took up most of the space on a bedside table.
"This room doesn't have its own bathroom, I'm afraid," Sylvia said. "So that means we share the one down the hall."
Will, who'd already hoisted Cassie's suitcase onto the bed, stood with his hands resting casually on his lean hips. "If that's all you ladies need, I'll be off," he said. "That windmill's still givin' me trouble. I need to get back to it."  
"Let me know if I can help," Sylvia Taylor urged.
Will nodded and was almost out the door before Cassie remembered her manners.
"Thank you for bringing in my bag," she said.
He paused, gave her another one of those indecipherable looks he seemed to have inherited from his mother, then murmured, "No problem," before continuing on his way.
Cassie's heart had sped up the instant he'd turned to look at her. And she was irritated with herself for letting it happen again.
Sylvia Taylor moved about the room, needlessly smoothing the quilt and adjusting the curtains. "If you need more hangers just let me know. That goes for an extra blanket, as well. It can be cool some nights still. It also works best if you slide your suitcase under the bed once you've unpacked. Gets it out of the way."  Then glancing around, she summed up, "Room's not luxurious, but I hope you'll enjoy it. Just like you'll enjoy all your time at the Circle Bar-T."
"I'm sure I will," Cassie murmured.
They moved back into the hall. 
"The bathroom's down there." Sylvia Taylor motioned toward the end of the hall. "The linen closet's inside. Will's room and my room are that way, too. Which brings up somethin' you need to know. The bathroom door always stays open unless it's in use. That way we don't have any 'accidental' meetings. Will's granddad's room is on the bottom floor," she added as they started downstairs. "He's in his seventies and was starting to have trouble gettin' up and down the stairs, so we moved him to where his 'gettin' around' would be a lot easier."  She glanced at Cassie, her blue eyes mischievous. "He also snores like a buzz saw, so nights are a lot quieter up here now. We couldn't inflict that on a guest. You'll meet him later…you won't be able to avoid it!"  Then she mused, "You know, what with everything that's been happening, I don't believe we've introduced ourselves properly. I'm Sylvia Taylor. Call me Sylvia. Everyone does. And you— You don't go by your initials, do you?"
The time had come, ahead of Cassie's plan, but she wouldn't deceive the Taylors by lying. "No, my name is Cassandra…Cassie for short."
"Ahh, that's a very pretty name," Sylvia said, turning as she reached the lower level. "Cassandra. Cassandra Edwards. Cassie—"  Her eyes widened as she put the two names together. "Cassie Edwards!" she exclaimed. "Little Cassie!"  
Sylvia Taylor was a good six inches taller than Cassie's five foot two. In order to meet the older woman's gaze on an equal level, Cassie refrained from taking the last step.
"All grown up," she confirmed.  
Sylvia frowned. "But why would you stay at the ranch when your mother's house is—?"
"Because I have a business matter to discuss with your family," Cassie broke in.
"But—"  Sylvia repeated, only to stop when suspicion replaced puzzlement. "What kind of business matter?" 
Cassie took the last step. "Something I hope you and your family will welcome. I'm here to tender an offer, Mrs. Taylor. But I prefer to wait until I can present it to all of you." 
"Call me Sylvia," the woman murmured. "I think you should, don't you?  Other guests I don't know from Adam call me Sylvia."  Her gaze swept slowly over Cassie. "You've changed," she concluded. 
"Yes, I have," Cassie agreed, and with an assured smile added, "Sylvia." 



CHAPTER TWO

"WILL."
His mother's voice sounded odd to him. Will gave her his full attention after taking the last step from the windmill's metal frame to the ground. 
"What's up?" he asked, tipping back his hat to wipe away perspiration. "I was just headin' in for a break. Finally got that part to work."  The slowly turning blades bringing water gurgling up through the pipe into the fat metal cistern gave auditory proof of his success. 
"That young woman," his mother said. "Our guest. She's—"  
"What's she done now?" he demanded when she again broke off without finishing. 
"Will…those initials: C. A. Edwards. She's Cassie. Cassie Edwards!"  
His mother seemed to think the name would ring a bell with him. 
"Little Cassie Edwards," she continued. "From Love. Bonnie Edwards' daughter. Surely you remember her. She was younger than you, but you had to have seen her.  Her mother was always draggin' little Cassie around. I felt sorry for the girl. Dressed in those hippie clothes like her mom. She didn't look happy."
"I remember her," Will said flatly. 
It had taken a minute, but he remembered her, all right. Not so much in her early years, but later, when she was starting to leave childhood behind. His most vivid recollection came from the time he'd gone into town for something late in the summer before he left for college, and he'd come up on a few of the local boys giving her a hard time outside the post office. She'd been a mousy little thing back then, all long dark hair and big dark eyes. He'd stopped what was going on and had had a word with the boys. Boys, hell, a couple of 'em were as old as he was! But he'd doubted it would do much good. She was a juicy target for bullies. Rarely looking at people, seldom saying a word. When he'd turned back, intending to offer her some sort of solace, she'd gone. It probably would have been another waste of words, though, falling hollow on her ears. Still, the way she'd looked that afternoon had stayed with him for the next few weeks. Her defenselessness, her alarm, her misery. And, for just a moment, a spark of something in her eyes that he couldn't put a name to. Shortly afterward, he'd left for A&M and gotten busy with his courses and college life. Then a few years later his dad had died in a ranch accident and he'd come back to run the Circle Bar-T.  Bonnie Edwards was still around town, but he never saw the daughter. At some point later someone mentioned that she'd moved away, and he remembered silently wishing her well. Then he'd forgotten all about her, having plenty of problems of his own to deal with. 
"She says she's here to make us an offer."  
His mother's words jerked him back to the present. He frowned. "What kind of offer?"  
She shrugged. "She says she'll tell us at dinner. She must mean supper, considering what time of day it is. She's…different, Will. And I'm not just talkin' about her losing most of her accent or referring to things the way city people do."
"What did Granddad say?"
"I haven't told him yet."
To help ease his mother's apprehension, he teased lightly, "Who knows?  Maybe this'll be good news. At least that would be somethin' of a change."
Sylvia wasn't ready to be cheered. Instead, she fell back on the phrase she'd begun to use almost automatically these days. "Whatever happens, we'll be fine."   
As usual, Will pretended to believe her. Then he set his hat back to the proper low angle over his forehead, bent to collect his tools, and as he straightened, said, "I think we should tell Granddad. Warn him about who she is and what she wants."
"Me, too," his mother agreed.
"He awake from his siesta yet?"
"Should be."
"Then let's go do it."  
~~~~
Will heard his grandfather before he spotted him. The old man was in full form under the shade tree behind the house, his woolly white head bobbing as he hobbled around in front of his companion and gestured with his arms, telling one of his tales. Their visitor was sitting on one of the old kitchen chairs his mother used for outside work. Once Robbie Taylor had finally succumbed to the idea that the Circle Bar-T would be taking in paying guests, he had appointed himself official "ranch character."  And he now had a great time playing the part for the visitors, which was good because it kept him from brooding so much about not being able to work the ranch like he used to.  At the moment, though, Will could only watch the show with growing impatience. He'd wanted to get to his grandfather first, before the old man made a fool of himself in front of an ex-local, particularly an ex-local with an ulterior motive.
"'At's the way it was, I swear!" Robbie guffawed as he slapped the rolled brim of his favorite hat on his thigh. "'At ol' horse took off and prob'ly made it to Kansas City 'fore he stopped to look back!"  
His grandfather, who from the way he was positioning his rangy body was about to launch into another tale, had yet to notice that Will and his mother were drawing near. But she had, and the amused smile that had been curving her lips disappeared as she stiffened slightly. 
Will studied her. He could see now that she was a grown up version of the child-woman he'd last seen all those years ago. But, as his mother had said, she'd changed. She had to know that his mother had told him who she was...yet she didn't seem to care. She didn't draw away as her younger self would have done. She didn't cast her eyes away. Instead, she awaited their arrival with a quiet dignity she'd never possessed before. Definitely, a very different Cassie Edwards.
Robbie Taylor swiveled to see what she was looking at, and a wide grin creased his weathered features as he saw them. The many years of hard ranch work had gnarled the man, leaving him with arthritic hands and knees, and a spine that protested all too frequently. Yet he'd railed at having to be relieved of all but the lightest of his lifelong responsibilities. I'm an old critter, but not that old!" he'd protested. "I can still do things!"  Only he couldn't, not the things he wanted, or the way he wanted. Instead, he'd found that exaggerating his infirmities added to his "ranch character" persona and amused the guests who seemed to love his humor and his stories.
Robbie quickly saw that something was wrong. "Will?" he questioned.
"Granddad, we need to go inside." 
Robbie sent a weather eye to the sky. "Don't see no storm clouds gatherin'." 
At Will's continuing steady look, the old man glanced uneasily toward his companion, saw that her expression matched the graveness of his grandson and Sylvia, and agreed. "Awright, I guess we'll mosey ourselves on in then. After you, ma'am."  He politely extended his arm for their guest to precede them into the house, but behind her back he shot Will a look that said, what-in-heck's-goin'-on?  
Will gave his head a little shake. 
Robbie transferred his silent demand to his daughter-in-law, but she only murmured, "Come on, Dad," and, tucking her arm through his, urged him toward the back screen door.
Once they were in the kitchen, Will motioned for everyone to sit at the table. The two women took chairs across from each other, while Robbie assumed his usual position at the head and Will settled himself at the foot. Both men removed their hats.
"Awright," Robbie said, shooting a determined look at each of them from beneath his bushy brows. "When's somebody gonna let me in on what's happenin'? Especially since the rest 'a ya already seem to know."
Sylvia tipped her head toward the visitor. "Dad, this is Cassie Edwards. Love's Cassie Edwards. Bonnie Edwards'—"  
"Mr. Taylor," Cassie interrupted, directing her words to the older man. "I've been sent by my employer, James T. "Jimmy" Michaels of Michaels Enterprises in Houston, to make an offer—a nice offer—for the strip of land you and your brother own between the highway and the railroad track."    
Once he absorbed the information, Will waited for his grandfather to explode. It didn't take long. 
"But that's the Old Home Place!" Robbie burst out, shocked. "Where the first Taylors to come to Texas built their house! We ain't about to sell it! It wouldn't be right!"
Cassie didn't seem ruffled by his adamant refusal. "An extremely nice offer, Mr. Taylor," she embellished. "The contract is upstairs. If you'll excuse me, I'll bring it down."  
"The Old Home Place!" Robbie repeated incredulously as their visitor's footsteps receded down the hall.
"It's out of the question."  Will agreed.
Sylvia hesitated. "But…it would solve a whole mess of problems if we did sell it."
While his grandfather sputtered indignantly, Will had to admit, if only to himself, that the same thought had popped into his mind before he'd discarded it. "We can't, Mom," he stated firmly. 
"'A course we can't!" Robbie railed. "It's a sacred trust! What's it been?  A hundred-and-twenty…no, a hundred-and-twenty-two years since the first Taylors came here with nothin' more than a horse, a wagon, and the clothes on their backs! We can't even think of sellin' that land!" 
"It's either that…or we could lose it all," Sylvia said softly.
Robbie set his jaw. "We can't do it. I won't do it."   
Sylvia continued. "I know what the Home Place means to you, Dad. And to Will. It means the same to me! But if the alternative's worse—"
Robbie shook his head, denying everything she said. 
Will was torn. He understood the strong emotions fueling his grandfather's stubbornness. Five generations of Taylor men and women had worked their hearts out on this land. Given it their all. And one day—a day far into the distant future, he hoped—the ranch and its heritage would pass to him to protect. Yet he was enough of a realist to recognize the truth of his mother's argument: if things didn't get better— 
But things were getting better, weren't they? The three-year drought the area had been suffering from had broken late last summer, feed prices were down a little—still way too high, but somewhat lower. There was hope the spring calves would one day bring higher prices. And his mother's plan was actually starting to pay off. Not big time yet, but enough to make renovations to the bunkhouse, which gave them more space for guests...and with more guests, there'd be more profits. Then if he could get a new hunting lease worked out in time to replace the one they'd lost. And keep things going with the herd and the equipment and everything else— 
There wasn't any other way. He had to support his grandfather. The Home Place was The Home Place. They'd just have to keep battling on. It's what Taylors did. 
He drew a breath, about to make his thoughts known, when Cassie Edwards reentered the room.
Robbie Taylor was waiting for her. Before she could even sit down he folded his arms and stated obstinately, "Nope, we won't do it!" 
She slipped into her chair. "Possibly you should read this before you make a final decision. All of you should read it and discuss it. Take your time. There's no rush."  She opened the document, folded it to a specific page, and slid it to Robbie. "This is the amount Mr. Michaels is prepared to pay you. He'll pay an equal amount to your brother."  
The old man's eyes widened as he saw the number, but he gave no other response before scooting the contract back to her and refolding his arms. 
Will felt his mother's hand creep into his under the table. Her fingers were cool and trembling lightly. He enclosed them in his own and the trembling stopped.
"I'll leave the contract with you anyway," Cassie Edwards said. "Again, I'm in no rush. You can give me your final decision tomorrow. In the mean time, I'll be glad to answer any questions you might have."  She waited, looking at each of them in turn. When no one spoke, she stood. "What time did you say dinner is, Mrs. Taylor?"
"Noontime, Cassie. You know that," Sylvia chided. "Supper is at six."
Cassie gave a half smile. "I'll be on time," she said.
As she walked past Will's chair, he caught her gaze and held it. Although there was no alarm or misery in her dark eyes, for a second he thought he saw a shadow of that illusive spark he'd been unable to put a name to in the past. And he still couldn't say what it was. Or even if it had truly been there. This afternoon had been strange all around. Maybe he was starting to imagine things.
His eyes followed her as she moved into the hall—her head up, her back straight. 
Yes, she certainly was different.  
~~~~
WHILE THE FAMILY contemplated the offer she'd put before them, Cassie unpacked the clothes she'd brought with her for her allotted three-day stay, hanging some in the closet, and placing the remainder in a single drawer of the chest. One of the first things Jimmy had taught her was that a positive inner confidence created its own success. So over the past few years since starting to act as his agent, she never made plans to extend a negotiation past the time she'd allotted for it. If she thought the task would take a week to accomplish, she brought a week's worth of clothes. If, as in this case, her plan called for at most a few days, she packed lightly. It was a philosophy yet to be challenged, and she doubted that it would be here. Not judging from the way Robbie Taylor's eyes had widened upon noting the amount of money on offer. The man might be stubborn, but common sense would win out in the end. The family needed the money.
It was the other half of the equation, Robbie Taylor's twin, who could present a greater challenge. At 76, Ray Taylor was still very much a man of finance, the head of his local business empire. Not only had he built Handy Grocery & Hardware store from a small shop on the corner of Main and Pecan into the thriving concern it was today, he and his family had branched out into several other small businesses in town. And though she'd been surprised to learn the significance the strip of land held for the ranch Taylors—information Jimmy's normally unerring research had failed to uncover—she doubted Ray Taylor would have the same attachment. He'd made the town his home for the majority of his life. She just had to present the offer to him in the right way. And she also had a secret weapon—Jimmy's authorization to increase the amount of money several levels in order to clinch the deal. 
Cassie sank onto the edge of the bed. This was the point where, despite her positive inner confidence, despite all her preparation, an attack of nerves usually launched a thousand butterflies in her stomach. Jimmy had such faith in her; she didn't want to let him down. As if on cue, the butterflies appeared and she dealt with them as she usually did—by telling herself that they were a good omen she needed in order to keep her edge. After that, she usually did something active, like taking a walk, going out to dinner, seeing a movie. 
Only here her situation was different. She'd always been on her own before, staying at a hotel or motel close to the negotiation site. She rarely met with the principals for more than a couple of hours at a time, and never was in their company nonstop. Being so intimate a part of the ranch Taylor household was an aspect she hadn't thought out. All she'd been concerned with before her arrival was that she wouldn't have to stay in town and be prey to—
She jumped to her feet and moved restlessly about the room. She wouldn't let herself think about that right now! She would instead concentrate on her professional goals. So she'd had a rockier than usual start in this instance...she was back on track now. Tomorrow morning she'd arrange a meeting with Ray Taylor for later in the day, and after that she'd—
The image of Will Taylor as he'd watched her walk past his chair pushed all other thoughts aside. She'd felt so…exposed under his steady gaze. It was as if he could see right through her. See how difficult coming back to Love was for her. See how, as a fanciful early teen, she'd viewed him as her knight in shining armor after he'd rescued her outside the post office. Well, she amended, knight in boots, faded work shirt, and jeans. Her cheeks warmed at the recollection.
No! That was an even worse thing to think about than what she'd rejected moments before. 
Cassie dug out the ebook reader she'd brought with her and tried to lose herself in her favorite author's newest release. But it didn't work. 
She paced the confines of her room...but that didn't work either. 
She needed more space, more freedom, and something that would completely occupy her mind.
~~~~
MOVEMENT OUTSIDE THE kitchen window caught Will's eye. Cassie was outside, walking away from the house toward the windmill. He hadn't heard her leave, she must have let herself out the front door very quietly. His eyes narrowed as he wondered what she was up to, and if it would be a good idea for him to follow her. 
He pushed away from the table. "I should be gettin' back to work," he said.
"Whatever it is, it'll keep!" Robbie decreed.
Will was starting to lose patience. "Granddad, we're just goin' around in circles and it's gettin' us nowhere. I have things to do."
"Nothin's more important than this!" 
"But you aren't goin' to change your mind."
"Don't tell me what I will or won't do!"  Robbie snapped.
Will was about to answer just as sharply when his mother leaned forward.
"You mean…you might be willing to change it?" she asked, looking intently at his grandfather.
Robbie shifted in his chair, his arthritic hands clasped on the tabletop. "I never said that." 
"But you're starting to see some sense in what I've been sayin'," his mother pressed. 
Robbie shrugged, bushy eyebrows twitching.
At this unexpected drift toward concession, Will's mother sent him a silent plea for support. 
Will heaved a sigh and scooted his chair back into place. This time he'd speak his mind. 
"Purely as a business proposition we'd be crazy not to grab this money with both hands. But—" he added quickly as his grandfather started to swell up again "—that strip of land's a major part of our heritage. What Mom's sayin', though, is that the rest of the ranch is also a major heritage. Actually, even more of one. We haven't been usin' that land out by the highway for much, Granddad. And that house Ida and Nelson Taylor built back when they first got here…it burned down in the 1890s. By then, they'd already abandoned it themselves. Moved closer to where we are now. Then your daddy tore that house down after he inherited and used most of the wood and such to build on this spot. You and Uncle Ray were born here, then you made improvements, my daddy made more, and I've made a few. Until we sit as we are today. That's an awful lot of heritage."
"It's the principle 'a the thing," Robbie defended gruffly. "How'd those earlier Taylors feel about me bein' the one to sell it?"
"Nelson and Ida sold a section on the north side when they needed to back in the twenties," Will replied. "They'd probably tell you you'd be a fool not to do it." 
"You're sure 'a that?" his grandfather demanded. "That section they let go of...it didn't have the Old Home Place on it. It was out in the far reaches."
"I'm not sure of it, no. I'm just guessin'. But you are, too. Do what you think's right, Granddad. We'll keep on working. I'm willin', Mom's willin'.  But we're gonna need some luck coming our way before the end of the year, and that's something we've been missin' a lot of around here lately."
Sylvia added softly, "We have to face facts, Dad. I don't want Will workin' himself to an early grave like my Johnny did. And I know you don't want that for him either."  She stilled Will's protest with a brief lift of her hand.
"'A course not!"  Robbie snapped. "But you've been sayin' all along that we'll be fine."
A short silence followed. Then his mother asked, "What if we could get the price up?  That man...the one Cassie works for…he's sent her a long way to show us this."  She tapped the contract. "We could at least try and see what happens." 
Robbie frowned. "I still don't like it."
"Would you at least think about it?" Sylvia asked.
Robbie glanced at Will.
"I don't mind hard work, Granddad. You know that. Don't let me be a part of the issue."
Robbie pushed himself out of his chair. "Awright, I'll think on it," he agreed. Then he went slowly outside and plopped himself down in one of the chairs under the shade tree, where he always claimed he went for his 'thinks'. Usually, he took naps there, but today Will doubted that he would sleep.
Will, too, got up, but his mother caught hold of his arm before he could leave. "I meant what I said, Will," she said seriously. "I don't want you followin' in your daddy's footsteps by dying too young."
"I can handle it, Mom," Will stated firmly.
"I know. But I can't."  
And Will knew that to his mother's mind she'd never said a truer thing. 



CHAPTER THREE

CASSIE LOOKED UP from her study of the vegetable garden to see Will Taylor striding across the open yard from the house to the outbuildings, his long legs covering ground at a rapid pace. He didn't stop until he was inside the corral, where he fitted a brown horse with a bridle before leading it over to where a blanket and saddle straddled the top rail. With practiced ease he saddled up, swung into place, and nudged the horse forward. At the gate, he leaned down, opened it, let himself and the horse through, and then carefully closed it after them. He did the same thing a short distance away at another gate, putting into practice what he'd preached to her earlier in the day.
Only when he'd disappeared from view did Cassie realize that she'd been staring at him as if mesmerized. She instantly turned her back, irritated with herself. She'd left the house to enjoy the outdoors—the fresh air, the sunshine. Now she was tense again. She should just ignore him. She'd soon be on her way back to Houston with the signed contracts in her briefcase and Love fading into the distance. She could once again forget that the town existed, and Will Taylor along with it.
As proof that she was back in command of her psyche, Cassie continued to explore the area.  She examined the windmill up close. In town they'd either had town water or electric pumps for individual wells. Windmills were used by the surrounding ranches and farms, and she'd only seen them from a distance. A short time later she found the hen house and a potting shed where Sylvia had some seedlings waiting to be planted. But she stayed away from the more distant outbuildings, some of which were open on three-sides and topped by slanted tin roofs. 
She was just starting to think about going back inside when she spotted Robbie Taylor sitting in the back yard under a shade tree. His head low, his chin on his chest; he might have been asleep. The last thing she wanted, though, at this delicate stage was to intrude upon the old man and give him the impression that she was applying any pressure. She wanted to give each of the Taylors a wide berth until they made their final decision. Other than at meals, of course. She had to show up for those or they'd wonder why she hadn't and possibly take affront. Which was yet another aspect of staying at the ranch she hadn't foreseen. She had to tread carefully. And the best way to accomplish that was to isolate herself in her room. If necessary, for the majority of time she had to spend here. 
To put her plan into action, she headed for the front door, but her intent lasted no longer than the time it took to reach the porch. The big gray cat, still curled in the rocking chair, awakened at her approach. Blinking sleepily, the animal stretched, then gave every indication of wanting to be petted.
Cassie loved cats. The two she'd had as a youngster had both been on the wild side. She still had a couple of scars on her arms as evidence. But she'd always longed for one that would enjoy being petted. 
"I hope you mean this," she murmured as she sank into the accompanying rocker and tentatively touched the feline's head.
The cat stood up, stretched again, then flowed smoothly from one rocking chair to the next, ending up in her lap. 
Cassie smiled and stroked the plush coat from neck to tail.
"The Duchess likes to have her ears rubbed," Sylvia Taylor said from behind the screen door, making Cassie start. She hadn't known the woman was anywhere near.
"Is that her name?" Cassie asked, searching for a response.
Sylvia stepped out onto the porch. "We call her the Duchess because she thinks she is one." She tilted her head, considering the pair. "She doesn't usually take to folks so fast." 
As Cassie rubbed her ears, the animal began to purr. It had been a long time since she'd had any connection with a pet. In Houston, she stuck to houseplants.
Sylvia crossed to the porch railing, made a leisurely survey of the road out front, then, turning slightly, asked, "What have you been doin' with yourself all these years, Cassie?" 
Cassie kept her reply brief. "Working."
"For the same man you work for now?"
"Most of it."
"You look like you're doing just fine."
"I am." 
An uncomfortable moment of silence passed. Cassie braced herself for more questions.
But rather than continuing to pry, Sylvia abandoned her place at the railing to reopen the screen door. "Have to see to supper," she explained. Then added, "Don't worry about hurtin' the Duchess' feelings whenever you want to stop. She's what a friend of mine calls a love sponge. If she decides she likes you, you have to be the one to call a halt."
"I will," Cassie murmured.
Alone again, she sighed. Yet another reason to stay mostly in her room: she was prepared to answer a few general questions about her present life in Houston, but she was determined not to go into any depth. And unlike the Duchess, Sylvia's miffed feelings upon being rebuffed would definitely complicate things.
Cassie gave the cat another ear rub, placed her back in the companion rocker, then went inside to the refuge of her room. 
~~~~
AT SIX O'CLOCK Cassie presented herself in the kitchen, drawn by voices along with wonderful aromas of cooking foods. Each of the ranch Taylors was there, but none was seated. Sylvia was busy dishing up, while Will, his hair damp and freshly combed, leaned against the counter. Robbie stood off to one side staring out the window.  
Cassie smiled briefly at no one in particular before taking her seat.
"Right on time." Sylvia approved.
The two men exchanged a look before they, too, took their places. By the time Sylvia joined them, the table was filled with fried chicken, green beans, mashed potatoes, and homemade biscuits
As good at it looked and smelled, though, Cassie wasn't the least bit hungry, and neither, did it seem, were the others. Yet everyone went through the motions. Will, having done the hardest physical labor, ate the most. Sylvia ate the least. Even less than Cassie, who emptied most of her plate because she felt she needed to. They went through the motions of conversation, as well—keeping the topics far away from the one that dominated everyone's minds.  
After refusing cake and coffee for dessert, Cassie said, "The meal was delicious, Sylvia. Thank you." Then, again, excused herself to her room.
During the latter part of the afternoon she'd made some inroads into the book she'd opened earlier. She returned to it immediately after dinner. It wasn't long, though, before someone knocked on her door. 
Will stood stone-faced in the hall. "We'd like you to come down now, please," he said. His pale eyes gave nothing away.
Cassie accompanied him back to the kitchen, where the table had been cleared of all but cups. The cake sat untouched on the counter. 
Sylvia offered a tight smile. Robbie turned his head away, refusing to look at her. 
Once Cassie had slipped into her chair, Sylvia came directly to the point. "Dad says he'll sign, but on one condition."
"Two!" Robbie interjected, seemingly having decided to take an active part. "I wanna know what that boss 'a yours plans to do with it!"
Cassie experienced a burst of victory, but kept her expression schooled. "And the other condition?" she asked. 
"It's not enough money," Sylvia said. "Not for somethin' that's so important to us."
Cassie answered Robbie first. "Mr. Michaels buys land as an investment for the future. He's been buying and selling land for years all over Texas. He considers your strip of land as just such an investment."  Her gaze moved to Sylvia. "How much more did you have in mind?" 
Sylvia countered, "How much more are you willin' to offer?
Cassie pretended to reluctantly consider the matter, but in the end she moved up one pre-approved level.
The amount made Sylvia clear her throat and glance at the two men. "Would you mind if we took a little more time to talk?" she asked.
"Of course not," Cassie agreed. Don't press your advantage too soon, Jimmy had taught her. Let people have enough time to get past the finish line."  
In her room Cassie again picked up where she'd left off in her book. She hadn't expected to read more than a few pages, but as time wore on, she read many more than that. Just as she was giving yet another disquieted check to her watch, there finally came another knock on her door. 
Cassie had steeled herself to find Will in the hall again, but this time it was Sylvia. Traces of moisture glistened in the woman's eyes and her cheeks bore two spots of color.
"We're ready now," Sylvia said simply. And as they started downstairs, she added inexplicably, "Dad's made a call." 
Cassie frowned, but gave no comment.
The two men were at the table, their expressions grim but resolute.  
Cassie seated herself and waited for one of them to speak.
Robbie twitched several times before saying gruffly, "Okay, I'll sign." The words seemed forced from him. "I've called Ray. Told him he has'ta get hisself out here, so he's on his way. Might as well get this over and done with." 
Now Cassie understood what Sylvia had meant on the stairs, and it was exactly what she didn't want. As Jimmy's agent, she'd wanted to arrange her first meeting with Ray Taylor herself. On her schedule. When she was ready. Jimmy had told her, and she'd found through experience, that it was more productive  to negotiate with one party at a time when dealing with multiple owners. And preferably out of each other's hearing. But what could she do? She was being presented with a fact.
She swallowed her consternation. "All right." 
"He'll sign, too," Robbie continued bitterly. "Lickety-split like, 'cause he's never cared about the Old Home Place."  
"Dad!"  Sylvia seemed shocked that he'd say such a thing in front of an outsider.
"Just tellin' the truth," Robbie retorted. "I had'ta practically beg him to keep that bit of land in both our names when he sold me his share in the ranch just days after our daddy died. Couldn't get away from here fast enough." 
"Granddad."  Will spoke wearily, cupping a hand over the back of his neck to rub the muscles there. It was as if he'd heard that complaint a thousand times before. 
"Well, he did." Robbie remained unrepentant. He rattled his empty coffee cup on the table. "How about another shot 'a this stuff, Sylvie?  I think I'm gonna be needin' it."
Without asking, Sylvia collected a cup for Cassie as well before filling all four cups with steaming brew. "I'd better make some more," she said.
While the woman busied herself with the automatic coffee maker, Cassie made some quick mental alternations to her plan for presenting the offer to Ray Taylor. But who knew? This could possibly work out for the best. If both brothers signed their contracts tonight, she could be back in Houston by midday tomorrow, impressing Jimmy with the swiftness of her success. 
Then she became aware of the others in the room. Of the way Will sat staring bleakly out the window over his grandfather's shoulder, his expression grim. Of the old man hunched in his chair. Of Sylvia— Did the men even know that she'd cried?  Or had she given in to emotion only when she was out of their sight? The land they'd agreed to sell was a part of their heritage and it was hitting them hard. 
That awareness made Cassie uncomfortable. Early on, Jimmy had taught her never to get close to the people she was negotiating with. Keep a distance between you and them, he had said. You're not involved in their lives. You're just working a deal they want or they wouldn't be talking to you.  In the three years she'd been negotiating for him, she had never before been this uncomfortable with what she was doing. Was it because she'd grown up in Love and knew these people, if only nominally, from that time? 
She rejected her feelings of discomfort. Her goal remained the same—to secure this sale and bring it back to Houston. And the sooner she could do it, the better. She could even leave tonight, right after Ray Taylor did. Which meant she wouldn't need to see her mother. She wouldn't be in town long enough.
"Your coffee's gettin' cold," Sylvia murmured, settling back into the chair across from her. 
Robbie snorted and stalked outside. Will quickly followed him. 
Sylvia glanced at their retreating backs. "Don't worry," she said. "When Dad gives his word he never goes back on it."  
"I'm not worried," Cassie replied.
Sylvia shook her head sadly as she spooned sugar into her cup. "Doin' this is hard for those two. But sometimes a person has to do hard things."  Her eyes lifted. "I guess you coming back here was a hard thing, too. I've often wondered what happened to you, Cassie. I'm glad to see you're doin' so well."
Cassie's nerves were beginning to wear thin, and Sylvia's probe, as gentle as it was, caused a flicker of panic to race through her. She longed to be on her own again. But a decision had been made, an acceptance given. She had to stay where she was. Which meant she had to find a way of answering Sylvia's questions without giving insult. She checked her watch. The ranch wasn't that far out of town; it shouldn't take Ray Taylor long to get here.
To her relief she heard a car approach, then doors open and close. Footsteps soon sounded on the front porch. 
Sylvia hailed, "Come on in," to the newcomers, which also served notice to the two men in the backyard, if they hadn't already heard the arrival on their own. 
Will and his grandfather entered the kitchen at the same time as the two men who came down the hall.
Physically, the twins were nothing alike. Where Robbie was rangy and deeply tanned with a thick head of cottony hair, Ray was shorter, with much paler skin, a rounder body and clipped gray hair that fringed a shiny dome. Ray, Jr., in his early fifties, was a younger version of his father, his brown hair only starting to recede. Both men were dressed in suits and ties. 
There were no hugs or fond greetings exchanged between the brothers. 
"I hope this is important," Ray said irritably, snapping out each word. "Junior and I were busy. We were going over our books."
"Good," Robbie snapped back. "'Cause when you get home, you'll have more money to add in."
Ray scowled. His gaze moved past Sylvia and Will to settle on Cassie. "Who's this?" he demanded.
"The person who's gonna give you the money," Robbie replied.
Cassie was quick to offer her hand. It was past time for her to step in. "C. A. Edwards," she said, giving Ray Taylor's hand a firm shake before doing the same with Ray, Jr. "I represent Michaels Enterprises of Houston, and Mr. Michaels, my employer, has a proposition he feels might be of interest to you."
"I don't like initials on a woman. What's your first name?" Ray asked.
"Cassie."  
It was obvious her name meant nothing to Ray, but his son's eyebrows shot up. 
"All right, Cassie," the older man said. "What's this deal that's so important Robbie told me to drop everything to get myself out here for?"
"At least it got ya out here," Robbie inserted.
Ray's scowl darkened. "Don't start that with me, Robbie."
"All I'm sayin' is—"
Sylvia edged closer to Will, who, at her urging, intervened. 
"Why don't you let Cassie do the talkin', Granddad?" he suggested.
Cassie continued before Robbie could do more damage. "My employer is making an offer on the strip of land you and your brother own between the highway and the railroad track. I have a contract for—"  
Robbie interrupted. "She wants to give us a bunch of money for it, Ray. I'm willin', and I told her you would be, too. Bein' how much you like money and all."
Cassie's instinct was to shut her eyes and groan, but instead she resumed, "I have a contract for your consideration, Mr. Taylor. You can take it with you, if you like. Or I can return with you to your home to answer any questions you might have."
"A bunch 'a money, Ray," Robbie said.
Sylvia quickly supplied Ray with the contract Cassie had given them earlier. 
Ray glanced at it, read the amended amount on offer, and handed it back. Then, simply and unequivocally, he said, "No." 
Cassie had never been in a situation described in some books as being so quiet a pin could be heard to drop, but this was one. Ray Taylor's refusal had sucked away everyone's breath, including her own.
Robbie stared at his brother. "I don't think I heard ya right, Ray," he said. "Say it again."
"I said…no."
Robbie sputtered, Sylvia grasped Will's sleeve, and Will's lips tightened into a flat line. 
"Now, if that's all there is to this," Ray said, obviously pleased with himself, "Junior and I will go back to our account books."  He motioned for his son to precede him to the front door. 
"But…you can't!" Robbie protested as his brother stepped into the hall. 
Ray turned back and squinted at him. "Watch me," he said. Yet before starting off again, he paused to offer a previously forgotten courtesy to the women. "Nice to meet you, Miss Edwards, and Sylvia, always nice to see you." He nodded to his great-nephew. "Will."
At the same time as the car's engine sprang to life, Robbie groped for his chair and fell into it.
"Well," Will said grimly, "I guess that takes care of that." 
Cassie couldn't believe everything had gone so wrong so fast. If she didn't know for a fact that the ranch Taylors needed the money, she'd almost believe Robbie had sabotaged the deal on purpose. He couldn't have been more provocative.
"How could you do that, Dad?" Sylvia whispered, dabbing openly at her eyes. "How could you?"  
Robbie seemed stunned. "Ray's never turned down money in his life," he said. Then anger took over. "He's never cared about this ranch, not any part of it! He'd rather be a city man than get his hands dirty! Never wanted anythin' but to be a big wig in town. Throwin' his weight around. Lordin' it over folks."
Cassie gathered her thoughts. As much to reassure herself as to reassure them, she said, "I'll talk with him tomorrow. Possibly I can persuade him to change his mind."
"He's doin' it to spite me!" Robbie swore.
Will rubbed the back of his neck. "Granddad, I think we've all had enough for this evenin'. I know I have. Listen to what Cassie says. She's the one who knows what she's doin'."
For a brief moment Will's blue eyes met Cassie's before switching back to his grandfather. Cassie wasn't sure what surprised her most—the apology she'd read in his gaze, or the compliment he'd just paid her.  
Will continued, "I've got to see to some things outside, but Mom probably just wants to call it a night. You should, too, Granddad."
"I'm doin' the dishes," Sylvia declared, a waver in her voice. 
"I'll be glad to help," Cassie heard herself offer. It was hard to remain aloof from the family's distress.  
Sylvia smiled sadly and shook her head, but before she could say anything, Will cut in. "No! I'll take care of that when I come in later." 
"I'm doin' 'em, Will," Sylvia insisted. 
Will slipped an arm around his mother's shoulders. "We'll be fine," he said firmly, before he gave her a bracing hug. 
While the other Taylors busied themselves with their separate chores, Robbie sat with his white head lowered, his gaze fixed on his loosely clasped hands. 
He'd been so sure about his brother, Cassie thought. Sure enough to bait him. He hadn't wanted to sell the land in the first place, but after he'd agreed, he hadn't expected this. He looked crushed. 
Feeling the need to offer some hope, Cassie pledged quietly, "I will go into town tomorrow and talk to your brother." 
"I'd sure appreciate that," Robbie said, his voice a husky whisper, his eyes never lifting. 
Once in the privacy of her room, Cassie fell back across the bed and allowed herself the privilege of moaning out loud.
She wouldn't be going back to Houston tonight. Or possibly tomorrow, either. This deal wasn't going to close early…if it closed at all! 
Her mind wandered. What Will had said about her to his grandfather…did he mean it?
She sat up sharply, angry with herself.  No! Now, of all times, she had to stay focused. She had to come up with a way to persuade Ray Taylor to change his mind. She had to think, to plan.
Go get 'em, girl, Jimmy would say. 
And she would.



CHAPTER FOUR

CASSIE AWOKE THE next morning filled with confidence that she could save this sale. Repairing the damage that had been done the evening before wouldn't be easy, but a direct appeal to Ray Taylor's business sense could likely produce the desired result.
She called his home first thing and, after a brief conversation with his wife, discovered that he'd already left for Handy's, and he planned to be there all morning. Cassie showered and dressed and made her way downstairs.
The house was quiet. It was already past nine o'clock, long after the ranch Taylors had started their day. Even the kitchen, which seemed to serve as the family's nerve center, was empty. Cassie jotted a note and was looking for a good place to leave it, when Sylvia Taylor came in from outdoors. 
"Good mornin'," the older woman greeted her. "My, don't you look nice. That bright red color certainly suits you."
"Thank you," Cassie murmured, glancing down at the businesslike yet still feminine suit she'd purchased for the trip. Maybe, psychologically, she'd felt she might need the boost the color would give her, or maybe she'd just liked the way the jacket fitted. Either way, it was the battle armament she'd chosen for the day. 
"Would you like some eggs for breakfast?" Sylvia asked, and tipped the ceramic bowl she was carrying for Cassie to see. "They're fresh. I just gathered them."  
"I rarely eat breakfast," Cassie said. 
"How about coffee, then?  Or tea. We have all different kinds. Even some of that herbal stuff some folks prefer."
Cassie shook her head. "No. Actually, I'm on my way out."  
Sylvia's expression sobered, revealing the worry lines she'd been camouflaging with her smile. "You're goin' into town to talk to Ray." A statement, not a question.
"Yes."
Sylvia set the bowl on the counter. "Think it'll do any good?" 
"I hope so. I'll certainly do my best."
"I'll keep my fingers crossed for you." Sylvia lifted her right hand to show Cassie her crossed fingers.
Cassie crossed hers as well and walked outside to her car.
~~~~
WILL COULD HAVE avoided meeting her. He saw her car coming down the drive in plenty of time for him to just keep going down the road, as if he had business elsewhere. But he didn't. Instead, he turned the pickup into the drive at the same instant as she rolled to a stop on the other side of the gate...blocking each other's path.  
He hopped out of the truck. "Mornin'," he called as he unhooked the catch and swung open the gate. Then he strolled over to her car. 
He wasn't sure what he was doing or why he was doing it. Or even what he'd say next. Last night he'd been so tired he could have slept standing up against the wall, but his last waking thought had been of her. Instinct took over as he tipped his hat back and squinted down at her. 
"You off somewhere?" he asked.
She was all dressed up again in clothes that could have come out of a magazine. Only this time instead of being conservative black, her suit was scarlet red. And instead of the crisp blouse he couldn't remember the color of, her blouse today was soft and white, with a fine gold chain around her neck. Not a hair was out of place; her makeup was skillfully applied. She smelled nice, too. Like some kind of exotic flower. Though not overwhelming, the scent was potent enough to come upon a man unawares and dance around his senses, making him want to go to places and do things he hadn't planned.
She answered his question. "I'm driving into Love to see your uncle."  
He couldn't take his eyes off her. There was something about the way she— Something that made him— 
He stepped back, forcibly breaking the spell. He had to leave this alone. He didn't have time in his life right now for a dalliance. And that was assuming she'd be interested. Which she wasn't. Not from the cool way she reacted each time she saw him. 
"Well, don't let me keep you, then," he said gruffly and, climbing back into his truck, reversed onto the side of the road, watching as she turned and accelerated past him. She did wave thanks, though. Which was something. 
On his way up the drive he wondered if she'd have any luck getting Uncle Ray to change his mind. The twin brothers had been at odds from the first moment they'd left the womb. One was a born rancher; the other was a born businessman. Will had spent many an hour during his growing years listening to his grandfather's tales about the pair as youngsters. How Ray had done everything he could to avoid his chores around the ranch. How he'd hated riding horses and working cattle. How even something as basic as looking after the tack had totally appalled him. In his turn, Robbie had hated school and "book learnin'," and had looked upon being cooped up all those hours as punishment. Ray, of course, had loved every minute. 
Will, himself, was a blend of both men. He loved the ranch and everything that went with it, but he also enjoyed the "book learnin'" part. Which had given his grandfather more than a few nervous moments over the years. 
Will grinned as he drove the truck around back to the feed barn, hopped out, let down the tailgate, and shouldered inside the first of several sacks he'd picked up in Love that morning.  
His grandfather hadn't had anything to fear along those lines, though. Because, in the end, his good grades in school had earned him a scholarship to A&M to learn as much as he could about the business of ranching—something his grandfather had approved of, as had his dad. Now he wouldn't trade his life on the ranch for any other, even with all the problems thrown in. 
~~~~
CASSIE PARKED AMONG the small group of cars already taking up slots in Handy's parking lot. It wasn't so much the volume of people who shopped at the grocery store at any one time as it was the constancy of the in-and-out traffic. From the time the store opened in the morning, till the time the store locked up at night, customers were passing through its doors. And it had been that way since Cassie was a little girl. Everyone in town and the surrounding rural community shopped at Handy's.
Cassie drew a breath, smoothed her hair, adjusted the collar of her blouse, and stepped out. She doubted if anyone inside the store would recognize her. But if, by chance, someone did, or if one of the Taylors had mentioned her return to someone, who'd mentioned it to someone else, who'd…she was prepared. Her head high, she stepped into the familiar store. 
Just as little on the outside had changed, little on the inside had changed either. There were newer registers at the four checkout stands, and newer-styled carts to push around, but she had a feeling that if she wanted a certain type of cereal, or bread, or milk, it would be in exactly the same spot as it had been ten years ago. 
Two checkers were on duty, both ringing up customers. Cassie recognized the women as long-term employees, but neither noticed her as she crossed the open area behind them to reach the narrow set of stairs leading to Ray Taylor's office. In the past, Cassie had often seen the man standing at the wide windows, hands clasped behind his back, viewing the goings-on in the aisles and at the checkouts like some kind of potentate surveying his domain from on high.
Cassie had purposely not requested an appointment this morning because she was certain he would refuse. It would be much more difficult to reject her in person, though. Not without having heard at least some of what she had to say.
She stopped at the top landing and rapped smartly on the door.
"Yes?" Ray Taylor said, bidding her to enter. 
He frowned as she stepped into the room. "You again," he said, the flatness of his tone rescinding any mistaken welcome.
"Yes, Mr. Taylor. If you have a few minutes, I'd like to talk with you. Last night—"
"I said all I needed to," he broke in impatiently.
"Please, Mr. Taylor. I won't take much of your time."
"I'm a very busy man, Cassie."
He said her name as if he knew her, which meant Ray, Jr. had wasted no time in filling him in on who she was. 
Cassie met his gaze, held it...refusing to back down.
The strained silence drew out until finally he agreed, "All right, five  minutes. But that's it."
He pulled one of several nondescript chairs away from the wall and stationed it in front of his desk. He motioned her into it as he took his own place. 
Just as he had last night, Ray Taylor wore a business suit and tie, looking every inch the busy executive. Even if, technically, a few years earlier he'd gone through the motions of handing over the day-to-day operation of his empire to his son, reality showed that Ray, Jr. was not the man in charge. His far smaller desk was still relegated to the corner of the office and had far fewer business-related materials cluttering its surface than did his father's. The real power continued to rest in the older man's hands. 
"You drive a hard bargain, Mr. Taylor," Cassie said as she reached into her briefcase and withdrew a copy of the contract. "Possibly this will be of more interest to you."  She flipped to the right page, marked through the dollar amount, increasing it to Jimmy's second agreed-upon level, then passed it over to him.  
He glanced at the new number and without blinking an eye, passed the contract back. "No," he said.
Cassie leaned forward. "I'm sure you appreciate that my employer considers this a fair price for the property."
"I do. I'm just not accepting it," Ray Taylor said.
"You're a very astute businessman, Mr. Taylor. Surely you can see the potential a sale of this kind can bring. Such an infusion of money is a shot in the arm to any enterprise. You hold half interest in a piece of property that's not working for you. If you sell it to us, you could—"
He stood. "Your five minutes are up." He didn't say it unkindly, just firmly.
The elapsed time had been three minutes at most, but Cassie was in no position to protest as she scrambled for an argument that might sway him. "I can increase the amount," she said, although she didn't think additional money was the answer. 
"I'm not interested."
"There has to be a way we can come to an agreement. Questions I haven't answered. If I could just have a little more—"
He came around the desk, gathered her arm, pulled her gently to her feet, and accompanied her to the door.  "I know all I need to know," he said as he delivered her to the landing. "Now, if I can't help you with anything else…you have a nice day, Cassie." And with a gentlemanly smile that was decisively dismissive, he closed the door.
Cassie was still blinking as she stood clutching her briefcase and the contract when Ray, Jr. came upstairs. 
"Oh…hello," she said, stuffing the contract back into the case as she tried to regain her aplomb.
He didn't seem surprised to see her there or to find her in her flustered state. "He means what he says, you know," he said quietly.
"But why?  Why won't he even consider, when—" She broke off. Was it any use to ask Ray, Jr.?  He was his father's puppet. He wouldn't tell her anything.
"He just won't," Ray, Jr. said. His eyes narrowed. "You know, I almost didn't recognize you last night. You look so different. Does your momma know you're in town?"
Cassie dove for cover by checking her watch. "I—I have to go," she said. "It's past time that I—"   She stopped herself from making excuses, straightened her shoulders, and reminded herself, yet again, that she wasn't the vulnerable young girl she used to be. The girl whose first instinct was to run and hide. "Thank your father again for me," she said calmly. "Tell him I appreciate his courtesy."  Then she walked down the narrow set of stairs, out past the checkers and baggers and customers who, thankfully, continued to look at her as if she were a stranger. 
~~~~
CASSIE SAT IN her car, the key in the ignition unturned. Was there something else she could have done?  Some other tactic she could have used?  An entire mountain of ill feeling certainly seemed to exist between the two brothers. Would asking the ranch Taylors about the cause be of any help? Ray Taylor was intractable. Determined not to budge. Was there anything left for her to say or do that would sway him?
She shut her eyes and dropped her head onto the steering wheel. Was this going to be the first time she would fail Jimmy? She'd had difficult moments in negotiations before, but never anything like this. 
She sat back, dug out her cell phone, and placed the call to Houston. 
Diane, who'd taken over her old job as Jimmy's executive assistant, quickly connected her with their employer.
"Howdy, Cassie, how's it goin'?"  His positive, assertive, friendly voice boomed across the miles. "You about ready to head home?"  
She could almost see him—stretched back in his chair; his shiny black boots crossed on top his desk. He was an East-Texas-Farm-Boy-Made-Good and liked to play the part of showy entrepreneur to the hilt. Custom western suits, bolo ties, a snowy white Stetson set atop perfectly styled silver-gray hair, his hands impeccably manicured, his shave barber fresh. He'd intimidated the life out of her when she'd first gone to work for him, until she'd gotten to know him better and let herself relax.
"Well, yes. Only, I have some bad news, Jimmy. It's not looking good out here. In fact, it's not going to happen." She heard a thump as his boots hit the floor, followed instantly by the squeak of his chair as he rocked forward to listen intently. "One of the parties," she continued, "Ray Taylor, refuses to sign. He's dug in his heels and won't do it."
"Why not?" 
"It something between the two brothers. Robbie Taylor says he's doing it to spite him. Robbie has agreed to the sale, by the way."
"Good."
"Ray and I talked to a degree last night, then I met with him this morning…and he won't do it."
"You need to find out what the problem is."
"I'm not sure that will help," Cassie replied.
"Is not knowin' helping?"  As usual, Jimmy came directly to the point.
"No."
"Then have at it, girl! You're gonna have to dig deeper for this one." She knew that a wide smile had spread across his features. Having never met a challenge he didn't relish, he didn't think other people should let anything stand in their way either.
Cassie drew a silent breath and said, "I doubt that anything will change by Wednesday." Wednesday was her third day at the ranch, her allotted day to be finished. 
"Then stay longer." Jimmy's solution was simple.
"But—"
"Stay as long as it takes. I got one of my feelin's about this one, Cassie. And you know what that means!"
"But—" she protested again, knowing it would do no good.
"You can do it. I know you can, you know you can. So, do it! Lemme know how you're gettin' on." With that vote of ultimate confidence, he hung up.
Cassie clicked off as she stared sightlessly ahead. Stay longer. Stay as long as it takes. Words she didn't want to hear. Words that if Jimmy only knew what they would cost her... She hadn't told him anything about her connection to Love. He knew that she'd been raised in a small Central Texas town, but not the name of it, because she hadn't wanted anything from her early life to in any way taint her new one.
Someone approached the driver's side window, bent down, looked inside and said, "Cassie?  Is that you?"
Cassie would recognize the voice anywhere. Her mother! Could this day get any worse?
"Hi, Bonnie," she croaked, using her mother's first name as her mother had always insisted.
Bonnie Edwards beamed at her.
Cassie made herself get out of the car and accept the hug that had to be accepted, then she pulled stiffly back. 
Bonnie's overabundance of hair was as dark red as ever, compliments of the same henna tint she'd used since Cassie was little. It spilled over her shoulders in a wild array of natural curls that reached the middle of her back. Rings from the Near or Far East decorated each multi-pierced ear and even one of her nostrils. Her long fingers and several of her toes, showing out of her sandals, were decorated with rings as well. A large crystal pendant hung from her neck, nestled among the multicolored, crinkly voile drapery of her blouse, which matched her multicolored, crinkly voile skirt. And, thanks to her strict adherence to her daily dietary regimen, she remained on the verge of being too thin. 
"I never expected to see you here, Cassie." Her mother's eyes, several shades lighter than Cassie's dark brown, moved over her, examining her keenly.
Cassie reflexively clasped her arms over her chest. "I'm in town on business."
During their ten years of separation, mother and daughter had shared occasional, strained phone conversations, but the only time they'd met in person was four years earlier when Bonnie had gotten over her aversion to cars enough to come to Houston for some kind of out-there seminar. Afterward, she and Cassie had dinner. The meeting failed, though, and Cassie later castigated herself for having even tried.  
"I can see your heart isn't in harmony," Bonnie said, reaching out to cup Cassie's cheek. "If you'd just let me clean your aura and set your body and mind in balance—"
"I don't have time for this," Cassie broke in, avoiding her touch.
"Cassie—"
Cassie escaped into the car. "I promise I'll stop by before I leave. But right now I have to— I have to go." She turned the key and reversed out of the space. Her mother hadn't changed. She'd never change. Cassie flicked a glance to where Bonnie stood, gave her a tight smile, and pulled out of the parking lot.
She was trembling as she accelerated away. It had been like this between the two of them since she'd grown old enough to rebel. To refuse to any longer be a part of her mother's world, to be dragged from one place to another as she accompanied Bonnie on yet another of her ridiculous missions to better the lives of the people of Love, yet seeing those same people watch them, talk about them, laugh at her mother's strange ways and beliefs. 
At school she'd hear other girls talking among themselves, complaining about how their mothers wouldn't let them do this or that, or how they'd taken them to church on Sundays, or to social events. Sometimes they claimed they were so embarrassed by something their mothers had said or done. She'd have given anything to have had one of their mothers as her own. Or for her mother to be normal!
Cassie loved her. It was just…the way her mother lived.  In her own universe, doing things her own weird way, without a thought as to how she was being perceived. She also couldn't understand why Cassie wasn't exactly like her. 
~~~~
CASSIE HAD STOPPED shaking by the time she reached the turnoff to the ranch. She parked the car where she had before, beside what she now knew to be Will's pickup, and went into the house.
All she wanted was the isolation of her room, but once again that solace was denied her. Sylvia and Robbie were sitting in the living room, tensely awaiting her return.
"What'd he say?" Robbie asked. 
"He refused."
"Dagnabbit!" Robbie swore.
Sylvia's disappointment was strong. "It's over then."
"I told ya he was doin' it on purpose!" Robbie burst out. "If I say the sky's blue, he's gonna say it's gray! If I say it's rained an inch, he's gonna say an inch-and-a-quarter! No matter what, he's gonna—"
Sylvia interrupted the tirade. "So that means you'll be leaving us," she said to Cassie. "I guess there's no reason for you to stay tonight even."
"Well, actually, I need to talk to you about that. Would it be possible for me to keep the room a little longer?  I know you have other guests scheduled to arrive, and if it's a problem, I can find somewhere else."
Sylvia blinked. "I'm not sure I understand. You mean…you want to stay longer for a vacation?"
"No," Cassie said. "It's not that. It's just— I'm not through trying to convince Ray to sign."
Robbie's head snapped up. "You're not?"  
"No."
Hope dawned in Sylvia's eyes. "The only guests we have for the next couple of weeks are the family that's arrivin' today. And they're stayin' in the bunkhouse...just for a few days. You can have the room you're in for as long as you like."  
By the time Sylvia finished speaking, she was smiling. The situation suddenly had started to brighten! Her smile was infectious and Cassie managed a smile as well. 
The back screen door clapped shut and boots thumped through the house until Will joined Cassie in the living room doorway. 
"What's up?" he asked, noting the women's smiles and his grandfather's renewed friskiness. "Did Uncle Ray change his mind?"
"Not yet!" Robbie replied. "But he's gonna. This little gal's gonna keep after him till he does!"
Cassie's pulse quickened as Will turned to look at her. Why was she continuing to react this way? If pressed, she could understand it happening the first day of her return. She was bound to be supersensitive to everything and everyone who had played a part in her previous life. But not now, or this morning at the front gate. Not when she had more weighty matters to deal with. Also, now was a bad gauge for comparison; it was too soon after she'd seen her mother. Her entire mind and body were, to use Bonnie's term, out of balance. But rather than having her aura cleaned, she needed time alone to regroup.
"I'm going to try," Cassie clarified Robbie's enthusiastic statement.
"So you'll be stayin' longer, then," Will said.
Sylvia spoke up. "I've told her she can stay as long as she likes. In fact…Cassie, you'll be our guest from this point. Our real guest!"
"No. Jimmy...Mr. Michaels...he wouldn't hear of it, and neither would I."
Sylvia dismissed her objection. "We'll talk about that later," she said. Then standing up, proclaimed, "You know, I'm really startin' to feel better about things." Something caught her eye and she hurried over to the window. "Seems the Warrens are here," she announced. 
A car horn tooted several times as the family's van rolled to a stop, making Will wince. 
His mother gave his cheek a playful tap as she passed him on her way to the front door. "Be nice now. You know this is repeat business. We want them to have a good time."
Robbie struggled out of his recliner and, copying his daughter-in-law's actions, mock-cuffed Will's chin as he, too, headed for the front door. "Be nice now," he teased, his voice falsetto.
"I'm not the only one she was talkin' to!" Will called after him.
"I'm nice. I'm always nice," his grandfather boasted and, chuckling, stepped out onto the front porch with Sylvia.
Cassie had taken a couple of steps toward the stairs under the guise of clearing a pathway for Sylvia and Robbie. She took a couple more. The truth was she didn't want to be so close to Will. And she wasn't in the mood to meet the newly arriving family. 
Placing her hand on the banister, she said, "I think I'll go to my room." 
But she'd only mounted the first step when Will said again, "So you'll be stayin' longer, then."  
The repetition made Cassie pause. "Do you have a problem with that?"
"I could," he said, smiling wryly. 
Her body tightened. Something about the way he'd said that— She looked at him, trying to read his intent. "What did you say?" she challenged.
He shifted his long frame. "I'm sayin', it could get interesting." A pause. "You, tryin' to untangle Uncle Ray and Granddad."
The way he looked at her, the way he moved, was having a strange effect on Cassie's knees. "Untangle?" she murmured.
"All this has been goin' on for a long time. You're gonna need somebody to give you a history lesson."
"I come from Love, remember?"
"It's family history I'm talkin' about, not town."
She should just finish going upstairs, but she couldn't make herself move. Something was happening here, something that went well beyond the words he was actually saying.
"Are you volunteering?" she asked.
"Who? Me?" 
The excited voices of the newly-arrived family heralded their arrival at the porch. Will glanced their way and then back at her. "You better get goin' if you're still plannin' to."
At that moment Cassie couldn't figure out which way was up, much less what she might have been planning. A childish squeal broke her inaction, though, and she quickly hurried upstairs to her room, where, for the first time since her arrival, she locked the door. 
Whether to keep everyone else out, or to keep herself in, she wasn't sure.
~~~~
THE WARRENS TURNED out to be a sturdy middle-aged couple with a ten-year-old daughter and an nine-year-old son who were all cheerfully out to have a good time. David was a dentist in San Antonio and Cindy, his wife, was a stay-at-home mom who home-schooled the children. The parents had been weekend guests at the ranch a month earlier and had enjoyed it so much they'd promised their children the same treat.
Cassie learned all this within the first few minutes of meeting the couple after ultimately venturing down to the kitchen. 
"I'm sure you've already found this out for yourself," David said to her, "but the Taylors are wonderful people and excellent hosts. And Sylvia—" he winked at their hostess "—is such a great cook I've had dreams about her fried chicken, and her barbecued brisket, and her chicken fried steak, and—"
"And her biscuits," Cindy supplied.
"Ah! Can't forget her biscuits."  He brought his fingertips up to his lips and  made a kissing sound as he moved them away. "I mean, the lady can cook!"
"Are we gonna have biscuits for lunch?" Seth asked hopefully.
"Don't be silly," his older sister, Melissa, disapproved. "We've already had lunch."
"We just love the bunkhouse," Cindy enthused. "It's so quaint! What we thought we'd do is take the kids down to the creek. Would that be a problem?"
Sylvia smiled. "Not at all. Just stay in the pasture behind the house. There aren't any cows there. They're in other pastures with their calves. Which is somethin' you'll need to see, but you have to be careful because those mommas are real protective of their babies. Will'll take you out sometime to see them."
"Baby calves, kids," Cindy said as they left the house by way of the back screen door. "See, I told you you were going to have fun!"
Sylvia glanced at Cassie after they moved out of ear shot. "This is goin' to be interesting." She grinned. "Our first kids to visit the ranch. Hope they aren't our last." She motioned Cassie into a chair. "Would you like somethin' to eat? We have some cold fried chicken, or I can make you a nice sandwich."
"Cold chicken sounds wonderful." 
Cassie watched as Sylvia bustled about, preparing a small salad for three, and cutting and buttering thick slices of homemade bread. 
"Dad likes his dinner in his room, then he takes his afternoon nap," she explained, making up a tray. "Will's packed his meal. So, when I get back, it'll just be the two of us. Help yourself to some sweet tea, or I made some lemonade this mornin'. Be right back."
Cassie helped herself to lemonade and was sipping it when Sylvia returned. "Why might these kids be your last?" she asked, curious.
Sylvia brought their food to the table and slipped into her chair. "Because Dad and Will were dead set against me doin' this in the beginning. They didn't want any visitors comin' to stay at the ranch. Will complained he didn't have the time to "wrangle dudes."  And Dad! He thought it went against everything the Taylor ranch stood for. Of course, neither one of them had any trouble leasin' a part of the ranch out to deer hunters in the fall. We've been doin' that for about four years now. Until—" She stopped, sighed, then continued, "But my idea's worked out pretty good. Up to now, anyway. I just hope these kids won't cause any trouble."
"They look nice enough."  Cassie bit into a cold piece of chicken that could have made a certain Colonel green with envy.
Sylvia shrugged. "Well, with kids, it's what you don't see that worries you."  The woman grew silent as she picked at her salad with her fork. "I kinda wish they weren't here for another week or two, though. You know, not until after everything's settled with the sale." She looked up, concerned. "You don't think it'll take longer than that, do you, to get a solid answer?  I mean, I know Ray's already said no and all, but..."
Her words continued, but Cassie had stopped listening. The idea of remaining in Love for such an extended period appalled her. Also appalling was the fact that in order to find a way to get through to Ray Taylor, she would have to spend more time in town—in town! And, as if that wasn't enough, her mother now knew she was here. 
"I certainly hope not!" she replied belatedly, then was unsure whether she'd spoken over something Sylvia was saying.
Sylvia seemed pleased by her answer. "Was Ray still as determined as he was last night?" she asked.
"Yes, but at least he took time to listen to me." Cassie didn't say for how long.
"Those two men," Sylvia said, "both just as stubborn as a pair of old billy goats."
Cassie seized the opportunity. "Mrs. Taylor…Sylvia. The way Robbie keeps talking about Ray— can you tell me what's caused the hard feelings between them?  If I know, I might be able to work around it. Or I might be able to use it to get through to Ray." 
Sylvia sat back, shaking her head as she laughed softly. "Ahh— That's a big job you want answerin'. And I'm not laughing because it's funny. It's more sad, really, but it's been goin' on for so long, we're all just used to it. There's some things you come to believe you can't change, so you—"
The telephone rang and Sylvia stepped into the hall to answer it. She spoke for a short time before she returned.  
"That was the leader of one of my church committees and she's goin' to be stopping by in a little while for some handiwork I've been doin' for the group, so I'll have to get it together for her. You just make yourself at home here, Cassie. Whatever you want, you get it. Don't stand on ceremony." She started to turn away, but stopped. "Oh! What we were talkin' about. You should talk to Will when he comes in this evenin'.  Him and his granddad are close, and he can probably give you a better perspective than I can. He can sure give you the male point of view, and bein' it's two males that are causin' all the trouble…"  She let the sentence finish itself.
Cassie smiled faintly, what remained of her appetite failing. Talk to Will, Sylvia had advised. She didn't want to talk to Will. But she couldn't say that to Sylvia.



CHAPTER FIVE

CASSIE STAYED IN her room throughout the afternoon, trying to convince herself that if she tried hard enough, she could pretend she was somewhere else. A place where no one knew her, where one pressure didn't pile onto another until it all seemed to be too much! Her bedroom was at the front of the house, though, so she heard when the church committee leader paid her call to collect Sylvia's handiwork—whatever it was—then, after a friendly exchange, drove off. A little later, she heard the children, back from their time at the creek, laughing and playing energetically in the yard around the house. At times Robbie Taylor's voice mixed with theirs—filling their heads with more of his tall tales? Then Sylvia, David, and Cindy gathered to sit on the porch. 
A small part of Cassie yearned to go downstairs and be included in their fellowship, a yearning she resisted. She wasn't the "real guest" Sylvia now deemed her. She was here for only one reason, to complete her job. Because of that, she had to retain her businesslike detachment. 
As time wore on, though, she became increasingly restless, moving from spot to spot in the small room and pausing occasionally to gaze out the window. In Houston, she was a creature of the present. She stayed busy, not letting herself think about anything that wasn't in the here and the now. She never considered the future beyond the fact that she would keep doing what she was doing, working as Jimmy's agent, until…well, until she couldn't do it anymore. And then what? a tiny voice within her asked. She'd retreat to a place where she'd sit lost and alone and wait for the end? No, that wouldn't happen to her! She wouldn't be alone. She had friends. She even had a couple of ex-boyfriends who— Who, what? the tiny voice asked again. Even though she still counted both men among her friends, as soon as either relationship had started to deepen, something had made her pull back. And now both men were busy with their lives, forming other commitments, as were her other friends, two of whom had recently gotten married, and another who'd had a child. She was seeing less and less of them....even now.
Cassie turned away from the window. It was this infernal waiting that allowed time for so much introspection. Normally, she avoided self-examination. There was nothing wrong with living in the moment, not thinking about the future or dwelling in the past. The past. She tossed her head. What past did she have, other than growing up in Love?  Which was something she did well not to think about. But which was damned difficult not to do when she was stuck in the middle of it!
She retrieved her suitcase from beneath the bed and opened it on the quilt. Her return to Love had been a mistake. She should have told Jimmy the truth. Asked him to find someone else to handle this negotiation. Even Diane, his twenty-two-year-old assistant, could have done better than she had so far. Diane certainly couldn't have done any worse. And if Jimmy had conducted the transaction himself, he would surely have had Ray Taylor eating out of his hand by now. 
She would tell him the truth. And then she'd tell him that she was leaving. Right now, just as fast as she...
Her body stilled. What was wrong with her?  Even after he learned the reality of what she was facing here, she knew exactly how Jimmy would react. He would consider what she now contemplated as running away. And the phrase run away wasn't in Jimmy's vocabulary. Neither was give up.
Cassie pushed the suitcase back under the bed. When she straightened, she saw that it was nearly six o'clock. The long hours spent waiting for the afternoon to be over had ended. From this moment, she was back on the clock. After dinner she would talk to Will about the family history. And after that? Well, she'd decide that later. It wouldn't be run away. 
~~~~
TWO LEAVES HAD been added to the kitchen table to accommodate both family and guests around its laden surface. Cassie, uncomfortably, found herself seated at Will's right hand, with Sylvia at her side. David and Cindy Warren sat across from them, and the children were at the table's far end by Robbie. As bowls and platters were passed around, the naturally curious dentist and his wife took turns questioning her. 
"Cassie, is it?" David asked as he helped himself to a hearty portion of mashed potatoes. At her confirming nod, he continued, "Where are you from, Cassie?  I don't believe we heard earlier."
"Houston," Cassie said and she felt Will's quick glance at the omission of her home town roots.
"What part?" Cindy queried. 
"Northwest."
"Oh," the woman returned immediately. "We have friends who live in Spring. Are you near Spring?"
"Not far away."
"And what do you do there?" David asked, but before she could answer, he peered down the table and reprimanded his young son who was using the salt and pepper shakers like dancing feet, making them clatter against the table top. "Seth! Behave yourself," he said sternly, and Seth instantly stopped.
"I'm in real estate investment," Cassie said casually. "Actually, the man I work for is in real estate investment."
"Ah." David nodded. Then stabbing his fork through the thick, crunchy crust of a perfectly cooked chicken-fried steak, he gave an even more satisfied, "Ahh," as he delivered it to his plate.
"Are you here for a few days like us or for longer?" Cindy asked, passing her husband the cream gravy.
"Possibly longer."  
"Well, you couldn't have picked a better spot to stay," David said. "Sylvia, if this tastes as good as it looks—" He patted his thick waistline and compared it with Will and Robbie's more rangy frames. "I don't know how you two don't each weigh a ton, eating this good food every day. I certainly would."
Cindy laughed. "It's because they work hard, honey. They work it off."
"It's the country air," Will quipped.
"And a clear conscience," Robbie added with a wink at the two children. 
"And the blarney," Sylvia said, grinning.
Friendly exchanges continued throughout the meal, with Will contributing his fair share. For someone who had resisted taking in lodgers on the ranch, he certainly seemed to be doing his best to be hospitable. 
Cassie tried hard not to notice the strength and pleasing structure of his long-fingered hands or the way his shirt, open at the neck, allowed a few golden chest hairs, only a little darker than the hair on his head, to peep free of constraint. Or the way he seemed so relaxed—the exact opposite of her!
Cassie knew she was going to have to talk to him, to request the help that he himself had first proposed. But her stomach, which had been tight throughout the meal, constricted even more as the meal drew to a close.  
As everyone rose from the table, Robbie asked the children if they'd like to learn to throw a lasso. The children, of course, were thrilled. David and Cindy said that they were going to sit on the front porch and watch the sun go down, and Will, after saying he had some work left to do, was at the back screen door before Cassie could make herself move.
"Uh...Will, could I have a word with you, please?" she asked.
He stopped short, glancing back. "Sure," he said. His pale eyes moved over her as he waited for her to begin.
No one had actually left the room yet, and since Cassie didn't want to make her request in front of an audience, especially Robbie, she hedged, "Could I walk with you, please?"
"Ho-ho!" David Warren teased, resting both hands on his wife's shoulders as he stood behind her. "That sounds like a country pickup line if I ever heard one!"
"David, stop it," Cindy chastised, smiling.
"Well, I don't see any rings on either of their fingers!"
"Come on," she said, tugging his arm, "let's get you out of here before Sylvia kicks us off the ranch."
"I was just playing," David defended as his wife pulled him into the hall.
Cassie maintained her cool exterior, but on the inside she was burning with embarrassment and annoyance.
Sylvia sent Cassie an apologetic grimace, and Robbie rolled his eyes before he scooted the children past Will, on their way to the working heart of the ranch. 
"Sure, come along." Will said in answer to her previous question, as if nothing had occurred in between. He held the screen door open for her and waited.
~~~~
WILL COULDN'T HELP but notice the way the beige slacks and pale blue shirt she was now wearing fitted her body, showing off a tiny waist and curving hips that swayed ever so slightly as she walked. 
She'd hardly said a word during supper, responding only when directly addressed. But that was the way she seemed determined to operate. A woman of few words, he thought with some amusement. But in this instance she was the one who'd asked to talk to him. He decided to let her be the one to call the shots.
After a few steps she glanced over her shoulder, her dark eyes checking his distance before she stopped and swung round to face him. 
"Earlier you said I need a family history lesson. Your mother tells me you're the best person to give it to me. Would you?"
The request had a rehearsed sound to Will's ears. He decided to toss in a monkey wrench and see what happened. "Why didn't you tell the Warrens you're from Love?"
It took her a moment to answer. "Because it's none of their business."
"It's not because you're ashamed or anything, is it?"
"No," she answered quickly. Too quickly.
He shifted position, lazily crossing his arms. "Then why not admit it?  Everyone's from somewhere. You're from here. Or is it that you'd like to forget that you're from here?"
Her cool demeanor began to crack. "I don't see—"
"Houston's a big place. Never seen a place quite so spread out. You can drive for miles and miles and still be inside the city limits. Do you like it better than here?"
"What I like doesn't matter," she retorted with a tight little edge. "I'm here to do a job, not—"
"I'd just like to know," he said easily.
Her dark eyes flashed. "In Houston, people leave you alone. They don't keep asking questions when you've made it perfectly clear that you—"
"So you do like it better there. Because people leave you alone."
"Yes!" she snapped, then took a visible breath before reclaiming her cool façade. 
But Will knew better now. She wasn't as coolly calculating as she pretended. What good it would do him and why he should care were two things he would have to look into later. Right now, though, he just couldn't seem to stop himself from being curious about her. 
He squinted into the distance. He was fast losing light, and he still had to see to the horses, do a little work in the shop and then, once inside for the night, do a whole lot of catching up on the computer. "Okay," he said. "I'll help. But not now. Later."
"How much later?" she prompted.
He gave a slow smile. "An hour to an hour and a half?"
"That's fine with me."
"Then it's a date." He smiled wryly. "This'll sure make David Warren happy if he hears about it."
"David Warren can—"
"Go someplace hotter'n a Texas summer?" Will supplied.
For the briefest second he thought she was going to smile. Instead she said levelly, "I'll see you then."  And headed back to the house.
Will, setting off in the opposite direction, started to whistle. 
~~~~
AS CASSIE OPENED the screen door, she knew she did not want to return to her room. She'd had enough of the place. Instead, she went over to where Sylvia was starting to put the meal's leftovers into storage containers and stationed herself at the sink. She needed to stay busy. The busier, the better.
"You don't have to do that," Sylvia said.
"I want to," Cassie replied and plunged glasses and cups into the plastic tub filled with hot soapy water. 
"Well, I won't fight you on it," Sylvia said. "I'm kinda tired tonight."
The two women worked in companionable silence until Cassie said, "You should have a dishwasher."
Sylvia put the last of the leftovers into the refrigerator, dipped her fingers into the soapy water, rinsed them, and reached for a dishtowel. "That's what Will says. He tried like crazy to get me to agree to one when we started refurbishing the bunkhouse, but there's just something satisfying about doing the dishes by hand. You can think about things while you work, and when you're done, you feel this nice sense of accomplishment to have the kitchen all clean again."
"But with guests…"
"I know. With one or two people it isn't so bad. But with more…maybe I should have done it."
"You still can," Cassie suggested.
Sylvia shook her head. "Dishwashers cost money."
Cassie didn't know what to say next. She couldn't tell Sylvia she already knew about the family's tight financial situation, and neither could she make promises about an eventual agreement she might not be able to fulfill. She let the subject drop.
Silence stretched between them again, until, this time, Sylvia broke it. "You can tell me to mind my own business if you want, Cassie, but I can't help but wonder about you and your mom. She's gonna be hurt if she hears you're stayin' out here with us."
Cassie bobbled a plate, but managed to keep it from harm. 
"I saw Bonnie this morning," she said, answering because she could hear the sincerity in Sylvia Taylor's voice. The woman was truly concerned. 
"You did?"
"Outside Handy's."
"Ah," Sylvia murmured. Then added more forcefully, "You know, Cassie, things aren't quite the same as they used to be around here. Your mother—"
"Do you mind if we don't talk about my mother?" Cassie cut in, her words strained.  
She could feel the older woman's eyes fix on her, trying to delve inside her, trying to see things Cassie didn't want anyone to see.
Cassie continued to wash and rinse plates and place them in the counter rack. One by one, Sylvia continued to dry and put them away. 
Finally, Sylvia said, "Love's grown quite a bit since you've been away. Young folks movin' out and some of them movin' back again, starting their families. Other folks movin' here with theirs. You, ah, have you started a family yet, Cassie?"
Cassie shook her head.
"Are you married?  David Warren mentioned that you're not wearing a ring, but women sometimes take their rings off or don't wear them for any number of reasons."
"No, I'm not married," Cassie answered. Questions, always questions, but always springing from Sylvia's good-hearted interest.  
Sylvia sighed, "Will's not married either. Sometimes I don't think he'll ever marry. I've almost given up hope. I always wanted a grandbaby or two."  She looked out the window toward where Robbie had the children tossing ropes near one of the outbuildings and chuckled. "Although honestly, at times, tryin' to keep Dad in line is a lot like tryin' to deal with a nine-year-old. Maybe that's why he gets on with them so well. Which is something that's sure surprised the heck out of me.  I thought he was gonna fuss about havin' to deal with kids, and there he is out there havin' a grand ol' time!"  
As Cassie plunged the last stainless-steel pot into the soapy water, Sylvia said, "I'll take it from here. You go outside and enjoy yourself. Weather's been so nice this spring. Not near as hot as last spring or the one before." Then she surprised Cassie by giving her a quick hug. "Thanks, Cassie. I truly appreciate the help."
Flustered, Cassie could only murmur, "I'm...used to staying busy."
She tried to make light of it by shrugging, but Sylvia's show of motherly affection unsettled her.  Bonnie wasn't much of a hugger and most of the household chores that Cassie had performed regularly while growing up had gone largely unnoticed. 
~~~~
CASSIE HAD NO destination in mind when she set off from the house, until childish laughter drew her to Robbie and the children. 
"'At's it! Ya did it that time!" Robbie loudly proclaimed his approval. "See, I told ya. You just give your wrist a little flick."  
Seth was beaming as he danced over to where his loop of rope encircled an old tree stump. 
Melissa sat cross-legged on the ground a short distance away, absorbed in herding a beetle with a long piece of straw, her length of rope forgotten at her side.
Robbie winked at Cassie as she joined them. 
"I wanna do it again!" Seth cried as he ran back.
"Well, you know what to do, ya just have 'ta do it!"
The boy painstakingly coiled his rope and awkwardly tried to throw the loop as he'd been shown. He failed in his attempt and stomped miserably around in reaction.
"Keep tryin'!" Robbie urged. "Over 'n' over till you get the hang of it. Somethin' worth doin' is worth practicin' to get right."
The boy firmed his lips and started over. Once again he missed, but instead of complaining as he had before, he did as he'd been told and readied himself to try again. 
"Straighten your arm out a little," Robbie called before moving closer to Cassie's side. "Boy could be a good roper," he told her, "given the opportunity."
They applauded and cried out when the boy caught the stump again.
"He's got the determination," Robbie said as he watched his charge move back into position. 
"You may have started something," Cassie said.
"Better 'n a lot of stuff kids get into these days."
But instead of continuing to lasso the stump, Seth decided to rope his sister. His first attempt settled right into place, making her screech at the same time as she threw the rope off and took after her laughing brother.
When they disappeared around the nearest outbuilding, which Cassie now saw was the refurbished bunkhouse, Robbie grinned and said, "Guess I better go after 'em, 'fore they get into trouble and get me into it, too. Hey, kids!" he called. The only response was another girlish screech and more devilish brotherly laughter. "Kids!" he called again and walked away stiffly to find them. Moments later the children erupted into view, the chase still on as they ran back to the house, with Robbie continuing to trail behind.
Cassie had a short debate about what to do next. The idea of going back to her room still didn't appeal; neither did sitting on the front porch with David and Cindy. She decided to strike off on her own.
She could go for a walk and see the creek that the Warrens had visited earlier. She even knew the creek's name. Love Creek. It was the creek that had given the town its name. Spring-fed, its source somewhere in these hills, it meandered past the outskirts of town until, eventually, a number of miles later, it emptied into a lake on the other side of the county seat. Her mother had "sensed" that the creek held special powers, and she and Cassie had spent long hours at the spot where its course passed nearest to their home. Bonnie in meditation, and Cassie enjoying the freedom to wade among the rocks with the clear cold water gurgling around her ankles. She turned away from the sweetness of that memory. None of the past was good here. 
She cocked an ear. She could hear no sounds nearby, which meant Will must have ridden off somewhere. It was safe for her to explore.  
As she'd noted the day before, some of the outbuildings were three-sided, with metal roofs and concrete slabs and each seemed used for a different purpose. In one, a not unpleasant grassy scent permeated the air, tickling her nose and reminding her of the feed store in town. There were bags and boxes of various sorts, and all kinds of supplies. Another building housed a shop, with a workbench, a vice, and assorted hand tools, along with boxes of nails and coils of barbed wire. A section of it looked like a garage, with the tools and equipment needed to keep the ranch vehicles running. Another building housed a tractor, and parked in front was a red pickup truck, older and more battered than the one Will drove on the road. In all likelihood it never left the ranch. Also outside, scattered about, were other types of implements that Cassie guessed could be fitted on the tractor and dragged. And not far from them was a fuel tank set on stilts.
The last building was easy to identify from the corral abutting it. The wooden structure looked far older than the other outbuildings, more weathered, but very sturdy. It was fully enclosed.  
Two horses were free in a nearby pasture. The pair stopped nibbling blades of grass long enough to inspect her before, one by one, they lowered their heads once more. Cassie gazed at them. She'd always loved horses, but from afar. She'd touched one once, smoothed her fingers along its hairy cheek, but she'd never ridden one.
Will suddenly emerged from the stable, leading a large brown horse into the corral. By his look of surprise, he was just as taken aback to see her there as she was to see him. Both he and horse paused before crossing over to where she stood. 
Once they stopped, he was the first to speak. "Are you in that much of a hurry to get outta here?"
Stung by her error in thinking him away, and also by his uncanny ability to read her thoughts, Cassie answered tightly, "You could say that, yes." 
"You didn't look all that unhappy a little while ago when I saw you with Granddad and the kids."
Cassie retreated, both physically and mentally—taking a step away from the corral and hiding behind her previous shield. "I have a job to do."
"Don't you ever get tired of sayin' that?  Don't you ever relax?"
"Do you?" she retorted before she could stop herself.
For once he didn't have a quick comeback. He was just as driven in his need to make the ranch prosper as she was in her need to settle this contract. Which made her think better of her aggressive stance. She did, after all, need his help. 
As a peace offering, she motioned to the horse. "What's his name?" she asked.
"Jimmy."
Her head snapped up. Jimmy? Like her boss?  "Is that really his name or are you being—"
"His name's Jimmy. Been that way since he was born eight years ago."  He motioned toward the horses in the pasture. "That chestnut sorrel out there, she's his mom. Her name's Polly. And the other one, the dun. He's Jake. Polly is Mom's horse and Jake is Grandad's. They both have a few years on 'em." 
"And Jimmy is yours."
"That's right."
She moved uneasily, unable to think of anything else to say. Mostly, she was aware of him. At this moment, both Will and the horse seemed larger than life to her. They could have been supernatural beings from one of Bonnie's "other realms." Handsome and valiant and vital.
The horse stamped a hoof and tossed his head, breaking Cassie's line of thought, which made her want to kiss the diamond-shaped blaze on his hairy forehead. He was a large horse, but he wasn't larger than life. And neither was Will.
She flicked a hand toward the house. "I should be getting back. I didn't mean to disturb you. I was just…looking around."
She started to turn away, but Will stopped her with an offer. 
"You know, if you want, we can do our talkin' now. There's no use you havin' to wait any more."
She looked at him. He'd hooked his arm under the horse's neck and was casually rubbing the animal's cheek, keeping him pacified.
"You aren't too busy?" she asked.
Will laughed. "I'll be busy on this place all my life. You want to wait that long?" 
"Well…sure. Okay," she said, thinking she was agreeing to his prior offer.
The twinkle in his blue eyes told her he'd taken it another way. 
"You better be careful," he warned. "I might hold you to that one day." Then, leaning forward, he released the gate latch. "Hang on a minute...I'll be right back. I'm just gonna turn Jimmy out with the others."
Though there was plenty of room when he led the horse past her, Cassie instinctively backed away. As she did, she realized she'd do well to remember to keep just such a distance during their coming exchange. When it was only the two of them.



CHAPTER SIX

"YOU MIND IF I see to a few things while we talk?" Will asked. 
"Not at all," Cassie replied. 
"Come on in, then," he invited, and showed her into the stable by a side door. 
Scents of feed and hay and leather were heavy in the air as Cassie's eyes adjusted to the interior. Scattered rays of light, visible through cracks in the walls, gave some brightness to the room, as did an open window across the way. The difference from outside, though, was still palpable. 
The stable was divided into two areas and separated by a flat-board fence. The narrower section, where they stood, had a hard rock floor with years—possibly generations—of old tack and equipment strewed about or hanging from nails, alongside more up-to-date versions. The other side was a shelter for the corralled horses. It had a soft dirt floor covered with hay, and a wide doorway—closed now—where the horses could enter and leave the stable as they pleased. 
Will dusted off the top an upturned wooden barrel and offered it to her as a seat. "Best I can do in here."
Cassie settled onto it. "It's fine," she murmured and Will nodded.
She watched as he moved behind the fence to where, through the wide spaces between the boards, she saw an almost identical upturned wooden barrel. It held an array of grooming implements: a metal comb, a brush, a bottle half full of some kind of liquid—liniment?—along with several other articles she couldn't identify.  
"So what is it you want to know exactly?" he asked as he collected most of the gear before returning.
For a second, Cassie couldn't remember! Then she reclaimed her thoughts, "Tell me about your grandfather and his brother. Why are they so at odds?"  
"They're twins," he answered as he put the items away, "but they're complete opposites. They don't look like each other and they don't think like each other. As a result, they rub each other the wrong way. Granddad's always loved the ranch, while Uncle Ray... Well, I guess he must have some sort of feeling for the place, but his main interest is in Love and his businesses there." 
"But surely there's more to it than that. They're both so angry."
Will crossed his arms and leaned casually against a support post. "The one thing they do have in common is that they're both as stubborn as they come. They could teach mules how to dig in and not budge."
Cassie smiled faintly.
"Granddad's big beef with Uncle Ray is that he isn't loyal enough to the family name or the family heritage. He still resents that Uncle Ray isn't here workin' the ranch with us. Uncle Ray made his decision a long time ago, and Granddad still holds it against him."
"But if that's so, why wouldn't your uncle be happy to sell the strip of land?"
"Probably because Granddad wants him to."
"You mean he truly is only refusing to be opposite?"
Will shrugged.
"It feels more than that," Cassie said, frowning. 
"Could be Uncle Ray's still mad at Granddad for winnin' the girl."
"What girl?" Cassie demanded.
"Uncle Ray was interested in my grandma before my granddad got around to proposin'. But then Granddad was interested in her first. Which makes things kinda confused."
"But that's years and years and years ago!"
"Yep. Then Uncle Ray got married a few years after Granddad did and didn't ask Granddad to be his best man. Then when my daddy was born, Uncle Ray didn't come out to see him until he was three months old. So to get back at him, when Ray, Jr. was born, Granddad waited six months to go see him. On and on, one thing after another. It's just the way it is between those two."
Cassie's spirit was ebbing. All she was learning was how impossible her goal would be to achieve. "So what you're telling me is that I'm wasting my time. That I should just go back to Houston and forget about the sale."
Will shook his head. "No. My daddy and Ray, Jr. were good friends growin' up. They liked to fish and hunt together, and because of that Granddad and Uncle Ray buried some of their differences for a while. The boys brought 'em together and that lasted for a time even after they grew up. Then things happened and pretty soon they were back to the way they used to be."
"So? I don't understand what you're saying."
"I'm sayin' that Uncle Ray thinks the world of Ray, Jr., even if it doesn't always look like it. And that if anyone can get through to him, Ray, Jr. can."
Cassie shifted position, then gave an instinctive cry as the barrel beneath her began to topple over. 
Somehow Will caught her before she hit the rocky ground and pulled her upright.
"I'm...all right. I didn't expect— I didn't mean—" The words caught in her throat.
Will stood so close that she could hear the rapid thumping of his heart, or maybe it was her heart. She didn't know.  Her hand had found his chest, resting against it. To hold him away?  To hold herself away?  That golden hair, those sky-blue eyes, the rugged lines of his face...
He smiled slowly. "Didn't expect to get started so fast. You don't let any grass grow under your feet, do you?"
Cassie had no idea what he was going on about. Or why, every time she got near him, her mind would hit some sort of erase button, leaving her to founder. "I don't—"
He dipped his head, his lips touching hers in a soft butterfly kiss that was soon followed by another and another. Finally, drawing away, he smiled again, a slow pull of his lips that if only she'd let herself admit it, she had started to wait for. Then he righted the barrel, saw her back to her seat and stepped away, for all the world as if the past few moments hadn't happened.
"Ray, Jr. is the person you want to talk to," he said, turning to search for something among the boxes on a shelf. 
If her heart wasn't beating so fast and her lips weren't tingling from those kisses, Cassie might have thought the whole thing a dream. She took a couple of steadying breaths, striving to seem just as unaffected about what had happened as he was. It had been a spur of the moment thing; it meant nothing. Nothing at all. 
She cleared her throat. "I had the impression that all the strings were in your uncle's hands."
Will must have found what he wanted, because as he turned back to face her, he slipped whatever-it-was into his jeans pocket. "Just because Ray, Jr. takes the path of least resistance most of the time, that doesn't mean he's not his own man. He's got a lot goin' for him. He's just up against a hard rock. One he's been up against all of his life. So he knows ways to get around it."
"This morning he didn't seem very interested in helping me."
"You saw him?"
"Yes. At the store. After I saw your uncle."
"Did you ask him to help?"
"No, but—"
"I'll be headin' into town tomorrow mornin'. If you want, why don't you come along and we'll both talk to him."
"I can talk to him on my own," she protested.
"That's true. You can. But it might carry more weight if I'm with you. Ray, Jr.'s a little more into family connections than his daddy is."
How could Cassie refuse?  "All right," she said, "I'll come with you."
"Good. You ready to head back?"  He retrieved his hat from a nail just inside the door, set it on his head and waited for her reply. 
"Yes," she said. "I'm ready." And strove hard not to so much as glance at him as she accompanied him to the house.
~~~~
WELL, I SHOULDN'T have done that! Will thought as he stared unseeingly at the computer screen. He could hear the children playing outside and the other adults in the backyard under the shade tree as they waited for the right moment to open the hand-crank ice-cream maker his mother used for her special blue-ribbon recipe. Cassie had fled to her room immediately, but he'd had a harder time breaking free. Only his excuse about the press of paperwork, which his mother knew well to be true, had kept him from getting roped into the social occasion outdoors. 
Except...a half hour had passed since he'd sat down in the small space in the second kitchen pantry he shared with rows of vegetables and fruits his mother had judiciously preserved in glass quart and pint bottles, and he'd yet to complete a single entry. He couldn't put his mind to it. His gaze kept traveling to the horseshoe nails he'd searched for like an idiot, stuffed into his pocket and then set out on the bookshelf above the monitor upon entering his "office". By quirk of fate, because he hadn't counted them, there were three nails. One for each of the kisses he'd given Cassie. She had barely reacted; her lips parted slightly, her body unmoving. But an earthquake had taken place inside him, shaking him to his foundation. Enough to make him quickly run for cover. 
This wasn't something he needed right now! He had enough to think about and to do. Tonight he'd planned to work on the tractor, make sure it was ready for the hayride his mother wanted him to provide for the guests tomorrow afternoon. And he'd needed to catch up in here. 
When his granddad had worked cattle full-time, the old man had known each and every cow in their herd by sight. Known their history, their lineage, how heavy a cow's calves usually were, if she had breech births, if she'd started to go barren. He'd kept it all in his head. Will had a lot of that same information in his head, too, but keying those records onto a computer spreadsheet made it easier for him to keep run of everything and brought the ranch into modern times. He could compare one method against another and see which yielded better results. 
Yet here he sat, the tractor ignored and the computer just stared at. 
All because he'd kissed a girl.
~~~~
CASSIE GROANED WHEN a rooster's crow awakened her the next morning. She pulled the pillow over her head, but the rooster wouldn't stop and the sound, though muffled, got through.
She'd had a horrible night. Waking up for long periods and sleeping only in snatches. As a fanciful, young teen, she would have swooned at the thought of Will Taylor kissing her. As an older teen, she was sure she would have fainted dead away. Yet the reality of it actually having happened was even more disturbing—when, obviously, it had meant nothing to him. He'd gone on to talk about Ray and Ray, Jr., and how— 
She sat up with a jerk and looked at her watch. It was well past seven o'clock! He'd told her to be ready to leave at seven forty-five. She threw off the bedcovers, slipped into her robe, and, after peeking to see that the hall was clear, hurried into the bathroom.
Just as she was about to close the door, Will stepped out of his bedroom. He was fully dressed, thank heaven. He'd probably been working for the past couple of hours and had only come upstairs to get something. 
Her first instinct was to finish shutting the door without saying a word. But he was looking at her and starting to smile.
"Mornin'," he said quietly.
Cassie hadn't looked in a mirror yet. Her hair was probably standing straight up and the makeup she'd been too unnerved to remove last night probably made her look like a raccoon or worse. She ran a smoothing hand over her hair and peeped out at him through the door crack. 
"Good morning," she murmured.
"Late start?" he asked.
She lifted her chin. "I'll be ready on time."
"Good, 'cause Ray, Jr. likes to eat breakfast at Reva's at eight. That's where I thought we'd corner him."
And Reva's would be filled with other Love regulars, too, which made Cassie wince to herself. She'd been far more prepared to meet townspeople yesterday than she expected she would be today, unless her upcoming shower could work miracles.
His gaze moved over the little he could see of her. "Are you always such a bright and cheery person this early?" he teased. 
"On my good days," she retorted and shut herself safely inside the narrow room.
She could hear Will's chuckle through the door.
~~~~
THE WARRENS, IT seemed, were early risers. The family was in the kitchen at the table when Cassie entered the room. A huge stack of hotcakes, a tub of butter, a bottle of syrup, crispy strips of bacon—the visitors were about to dig in. 
"Cassie, good morning," Sylvia greeted her, smiling warmly, and the salutation was taken up by the Warrens. "Is there anything I can get you before you leave?  Some coffee?  Some orange juice?"
"You're leaving?" Cindy Warren questioned, surprised. 
"Only for an hour or two," Will said, entering the room behind her. He snatched a strip of bacon. "She's comin' into town with me."
"Ah-ha!" David exulted. "What'd I tell you?"
Cindy dug her elbow into his ribs. "Shhh," she said.
The children giggled as they reached for the syrup at the same time and began a tug of war to see who'd win. Both parents' attention turned to stop the tussle before something broke or was spilled. 
"I'll come to the door with you," Sylvia said and followed Will and Cassie onto the front porch.
"Phew," the older woman said, fanning herself. "I've forgotten how energetic kids that age can be." She grinned at Will. "It's been a long time since you were that little."  
Robbie spoke up from his seat at the jigsaw puzzle. "'Bout time we start growin' our own again. Can't wait forever." He thumped a puzzle piece into place with a balled up fist, and then lifted a bushy eyebrow at Will, mischief in his grin.
"You're gonna live forever, ol' man," Will bantered back. "You're too ornery for the devil to want you anytime soon."
"It's wings I'm after, son. An' I can feel 'em sproutin' already!" He wiggled his shoulders.
The gray cat leaped onto her favorite rocking chair and, bracing her front paws on the arm nearest Cassie, looked up at her, expecting to be petted.
"The Duchess has really taken a shine to you, Cassie," Sylvia said. "You can count that as an honor."
"I like her, too," Cassie murmured, smoothing her fingers over the cat's soft fur, being sure to rub both ears.
"We'd better be goin'," Will said as he settled his hat into place. 
"Where you off to?" Robbie asked. 
"We're goin' to talk to Ray, Jr., Granddad."
Robbie snorted. "And you think that's gonna work?"
"Do you have any other suggestions?"
"Leave it alone, Dad," Sylvia interjected. "Let them do what they can. And breakfast's on the table, so you need to get a move on before those kids eat it all."
The old man shambled off, shaking his head and grumbling under his breath.
"Well, good luck's all I can say," Sylvia stated. "I hope it'll do some good."
~~~~
CASSIE SENSED WILL'S quick look several times during their drive into town. They were in his blue pickup truck rather than her car because he had said he needed to haul something back to the ranch.
With no bucket seats, she was careful to keep a wide space between them. She was practically hugging the passenger door. The shower had failed to work any miracles, and her shell of professionalism was fragile. She wore another suit, this one a more sober pale gray, and her makeup was back in place, as was every hair. But inside...she was squishy.
Will turned into the parking lot at Reva's, found an open slot, and cut the engine. 
"You've been pretty quiet," he said, propping an arm on the back of the bench seat. His hand didn't quite reach her shoulder, but it was close.
"I've been thinking about what to say," she lied. 
"And what did you come up with?" 
"I've decided to let you take the lead. As you say…you're family. You probably know the best way to approach him."
"I just plan to talk to him."
"Of course." She kept her gaze straight ahead. 
There was a pause. 
"What's happened to you, Cassie?" he asked softly. "I understand you might not want to have much to do with this town. You probably don't have a lot of good memories. But it's not a bad place."
"We're not here to talk about me," she said tightly.
"Well, maybe we should."
She checked her watch. "It's ten minutes past eight." She reached for the door handle.
"Is it because of what happened yesterday?" he asked.
Her fingers froze on the metal bar. "I'd just as soon not talk about that, if you don't mind."
"What if I do mind?" he countered. 
She could hear the smile in his voice, and imagine that slow pull of his lips that made her want to—
"Hey, Will, what are you doin' here?" Ray, Jr. was leaning over to look in the open driver's side window, his fleshy face transformed by a grin.
"Come to see you, Junior, that's what." Will pushed open his door. "Brought some company with me, too." He motioned toward Cassie, who had exited the truck and was on her way to join them.
"Cassie," Ray, Jr. said, his smile fading. The glance he gave Will was uncertain. 
"Ray, Jr.," Cassie said.
"We thought we might join you for breakfast," Will said. "That is, if it's okay with you."
"Well, sure," Ray, Jr. agreed, recovering his smile.
The men stood back to let Cassie enter the café ahead of them. She would just as soon have followed because on first glance the room seemed filled with people. 
For a few seconds she reverted to her younger self and had to fight a spurt of fear. But she quickly realized that the room contained maybe ten or fifteen people, spread out in groups at several tables, with a couple of singles on counter stools. Only one or two people seemed to have noticed their arrival. Until—
"Mornin', Ray, Jr., you're late!" a man at the most crowded table called, causing his companions—and everyone else—to twist around to see the new arrivals. One chair remained empty at the crowded table, undoubtedly meant for Ray, Jr.
"Will!" a man at another table called out. "Long time no see!"
Cassie could feel the collection of eyes inspecting her, but no one seemed to recognize who she was.
More greetings were exchanged and Will moved to shake various hands. Most were middle-aged or older farmers and stockmen, come to town in their work clothes. Others were local businessmen like Ray, Jr.  Baseball caps and cowboy hats ruled the day. The only women present, besides Cassie, were Reva and her helper. 
"It's been too long since you paid us a visit," Reva complained to Will as she came over with a steaming carafe of coffee and waited while he and Cassie settled at a table near the front window. Then she filled their cups. Ray, Jr. had stopped off to speak to his friends, but Reva didn't hesitate to fill his cup at their table as well. "The usual, Ray, Jr.?" she called to him. Upon receiving his "You betcha," she looked at Will. "What'll you have, Will?" Then to Cassie, "And you, Miss?"  
Their order in hand, she sailed away with an aura of competence that only long years in the business bestowed. A thin woman of indeterminate age with sandy-colored hair and freckles, she ruled her café with an iron hand inside the proverbial velvet glove. 
Cassie was hard pressed to find much that had changed inside the place. The tables were topped with the same beige-speckled Formica, the chairs were the same low curved-back wood, and as always the menu was posted above the back counter on either side of a bright red advertisement for Coca-Cola. Napkin holders, salt and pepper shakers, and ashtrays decorated each table, along with plastic holders for packets of sugar and small white bowls filled with tubs of liquid creamer.
After Ray, Jr. rejoined them, he quickly downed several large swallows of coffee. 
"Dad's on a tear this morning," he said in explanation. "I'm really needin' this. The hotter, the better!" 
"What's he on a tear about this time?" Will asked.
Ray, Jr. sent Cassie a quick look. "Umm. This 'n' that. You know. Business."
"Does it have anythin' to do with the Old Home Place?"
Another quick look at Cassie. "It could," Ray, Jr. said.
"It's your dad we came to talk about, Junior. Just how set is he in refusin' this deal?"
Ray, Jr. fiddled with his cup. "Pretty set. Like I said to her—to Cassie—yesterday morning, he really means it. I haven't seen him this dug in since, well, since I wanted us to start sellin' the knickknack things the church ladies make to all the tourists passing through. You'da thought I was suggesting we sell skin magazines, or something. He hit the roof!"
Reva arrived with their orders and without a wasted movement, set down a plate of fried eggs, grits and sausage in front of Ray, Jr., a similar plate in front of Will, and then moved around to Cassie, where she slid an order of wheat toast onto the table in front of her. "Sorry, Miss," she apologized, quickly supplying Cassie's missing flatware and napkin from those already set out on another table.
Ray, Jr. looked up from peppering his eggs. "Don't you know who this is, Reva? This is Cassie. Our Cassie. Cassie Edwards!"
Reva paused, hands on hips. "No," she said in disbelief. "Our Cassie? I don't believe it."
"Well it's true," Ray, Jr. said and reached for the salt shaker. 
If the other regulars in the café hadn't overheard the information for themselves, Reva would be sure to tell them about it...and everyone else she saw in the future, until everyone in the area knew.
Cassie made herself give a small smile. "Hello, Reva," she said and strove to look as poised as she could.
"Well, bless your heart! I never woulda guessed in a thousand years! What brings you back to town? You come to see your momma?"
Cassie's smile faltered; she quickly shored it up. "I've seen her, yes," she said.
She could feel Will's steady gaze. This was one of the moments she had dreaded. And to have him witness it—
"Hey, Reva," he said, shifting his attention to the café owner, "did I forget to order some toast? 'Cause I sure meant to."
"Comin' right up, Will," Reva said, and hustled back behind the counter.
Had he done that on purpose? Cassie wondered. Rescuing her by diverting Reva's attention?  Will seemed to have an uncanny ability to know when she needed help. But if he could sense that, what else could he sense? She darted a glance at him and was relieved to see that he was eating. His toast soon appeared, and Reva quickly headed to the cash register to accept a departing customer's payment.
Neither man spoke much as they ate, while Cassie spread a little strawberry jam on her toast and nibbled at it. Her stomach didn't want food, but she had to do something.
Finally, as the men finished off their coffee, Will returned to his earlier subject. "You think maybe you could get your dad to see reason, Junior? I'm only askin' because it's important."
Ray, Jr. leaned forward, his gaze probing. "Things are gettin' tight, huh?" he asked.
"Pretty tight."
Ray, Jr. nodded.
"We lost the huntin' lease a couple of weeks ago," Will said. "Waco guy we were workin' with decided his company needs to cut back. He's not gonna be entertaining his customers this fall, or next."
"Ugh!" Ray, Jr. expelled his breath, as if taking a sympathy stomach punch. "You trying to line up someone else?"
"In my spare time," Will answered dryly. "You know how it is, though. It's hard to make a good connection. We never had any trouble with those ol' boys. They stuck to the rules. Always cleaned up after themselves. Never went where they shouldn't. With someone new—" Will shrugged. Then laughed. "If we find anyone, that is."
"I'll keep an ear out for you," Ray, Jr. offered. "See if anyone knows somebody who might be interested."
"I'd appreciate that." Will glanced at Cassie. "Most important right now, though, is to work on Uncle Ray. Maybe get him around to where he'll meet with Cassie again."
Ray, Jr. nodded doubtfully. "I'll try."
Cassie jumped into the conversation herself. "Do you know any specific reason why your father's so adamant?"
"Not really. Nothing that's not—" he shrugged "—you know…the usual."
Cassie sat back. One dead end after another. If only she could convince Jimmy to forget about the prospective purchase. It wasn't as if there weren't other places! But he'd said himself that he had a "feeling" about this property, and he always listened to his feelings because they rarely proved incorrect.
Will motioned to the almost whole order of toast remaining on her plate. "Do you want to finish that?" 
"No. I'm through," Cassie said.
They all stood up.  Will clapped his cousin on the shoulder. "Good talkin' to you, Junior. How's that new shop doin'?"
For the first time since Ray, Jr. had greeted Will in the parking lot, a wide grin covered his face. "Doin' good, actually. Lot's of people seem to want greeting cards and party supplies. Didn't surprise me, but it did Dad."
"Mom's birthday's comin' up next month. I'll stop by and see what you got next time I'm in town."
"That's great!" Ray, Jr. said, then after checking his watch, curbed his enthusiasm. "Better get going," he said. "Dad'll be wondering where I am."  He raised his voice. "Put it all on my tab, Reva, includin' your tip." 
Reva, readying a new pot of coffee, waved a hand in agreement.
"You don't need to do that, Junior," Will said, frowning as he reached in his back pocket for his wallet.
Cassie dug in her purse as well.
"Least I can do, don't you think? Everything considered? Not to mention all the meals I used to eat out at your place when your daddy and I were either going out or coming back from one of our huntin' or fishin' trips. I still think on those times as some of the best in my life." He noticed Cassie's extended hand and folded bills. "And you. You didn't eat enough to keep a bird alive. So put that away."
Cassie reluctantly followed his instruction. Further protest would do no good. He was already on his way out the door.
In the parking lot, one of the men from Ray, Jr.'s regular table called Will over to his pickup. Cassie waited on the sidewalk. When Will rejoined her, he looked somewhat abashed.
"Tim Hassat—you remember Tim?—he's asked if I can help him out for a half hour or so over at Swanson's. You can come along, if you want. I'm sure Tim—"
"I'll find something else to do," she cut in.
His pale eyes narrowed. "Could end up bein' closer to an hour. I'm sorry about this, but—"
"Don't worry about it. It's not a problem." Being with him would be the problem. Not that she wanted to be in Love any longer than she had to. Especially now, courtesy of Reva, word about her identity was spreading like wildfire. "I need to buy some things. I only packed enough for three days."
He gave his slow smile that tingled her toes. "That's right. You travel light."  He tapped the hood of his truck.  "Hop in. I'll give you a lift."
Cassie looked down Main Street. The distance to the store she had in mind was walkable. Only... She'd trudged the full length of that same street too many times as a child with her mother, who even then had refused to have anything to do with the ownership or operation of a car.
"But Swanson's is just across the street," she evaded.
Will held the passenger door open. He saw her inside, went around to get behind the wheel, then, grinning, asked, "Where to?" as the truck started to roll.
After giving him the name of the store, Cassie forgot about her earlier decision to hug the passenger door. She rode along, not thinking of it, until they were past halfway there, and by that time, the idea seemed unnecessary.
"Ray, Jr. has  a new business?" she asked, more to break the silence than anything.
Will nodded. "He and Uncle Ray opened it a couple of months ago. This one's supposedly Ray, Jr.'s to run on his own. His 'opportunity to prove himself'."
"I thought your uncle had turned all the businesses over to him some time ago."
Will glanced at her. "Oh, he did, but it's a little hard to tell, since he won't let Ray, Jr. make any of the real decisions. How'd you know about that?"
"I just…heard it."
The truck slowed as they neared the main shopping area in the center of town, then pulled to a stop in one of the diagonal slots.
With the engine still running, Will issued a quiet challenge. "You know a little more about everything happenin' around here than you let on, don't you?" 
Cassie knew she'd slipped up and decided to own up to it. What did it matter, when nothing was going according to plan. "It's always best to know all you can about a situation before you enter a negotiation. It gives you a stronger hand."
"So you know about our little problems on the ranch, too."
"I didn't know about you losing the lease."
"Not many people do."  
"Is it—" She stopped. She'd be inserting herself too deeply into the situation if she continued with the question. But what the heck?  Again, nothing was going according to plan. "I take it, losing the lease is a setback for the ranch."
"On top of everything else? Yes."  
Bleakness settled over him, deepening the lines trouble and responsibility had etched on his face. Then, as she continued to watch, he pushed the worry away and was actually smiling again when he met her eyes.
"But that's what we're workin' to fix, isn't it?" 



CHAPTER SEVEN

CASSIE EMERGED FROM the shop a half hour later, a bag with enough clothes to see her through a week clasped in her hand. It hadn't taken a lot of time because there wasn't a great variety of choice. Jeans, shorts, T-shirts, skirts, blouses, and a small number of casual dresses—all were on display. But colors and styles were limited. Cassie remembered a time, though, when she had pressed her nose against the front window and dreamed of wearing the more normal clothes rather than her mother's handsewn and mail-order oddities. 
Shoes were next, and since the only shoe store in town that she knew of was across the street, she crossed the double lanes carefully, all the while keeping an eye out for Will's truck. He'd told her didn't mind waiting if he was to arrive before she finished, but that was something she didn't want to happen.
Occasionally she received a close look, as if the person seeing her was trying to fit the adult woman with the teenager they remembered. As yet, no one had spoken with her other than the clerk at the clothing shop, and Cassie didn't remember her. She must have been one of the town newcomers Sylvia had mentioned. 
Cassie didn't make the situation easy for any of them. She remained aloof, keeping her head up, her chin high, and her gaze straight ahead. If they came away with only one impression, it would be that the grown-up Cassie wasn't about to cower away as she used to. Her insides might feel like jiggling Jell-O, she might be having to battle panic, but she wasn't going to hide.
A blond woman about her age was inside the shoe store with two small children. Cassie recognized her instantly—Lynette Simpson. Mr. Riggins, who'd owned the store forever, barely glanced up from trying to fit the youngest child, a boy of about four, with a pair of boots. The little boy was twisting and kicking and doing everything he could not to stay in the chair. His brother, about a year older, was running around and knocking over displays while screeching at the top of his lungs. Lynette threatened the first with no boots, which seemed to be what he wanted anyway, and the second with a spanking when they got home, which he seemed not to think much of a threat. Mr. Riggins, looking harried, was patient. 
Cassie perused the displays that were still standing and waited, her back slightly turned to the mayhem. After five minutes of ear-splitting screeches, thumps, and threats, Cassie heard Lynette say, "Okay, we'll take 'em," having finally reached the breaking point. 
The youngest boy wiggled free and, giggling, joined his brother in a chase about the store. They ran wide circles around the chairs until the youngest, zigging when he should have zagged, collided with Cassie's legs. 
"Oh, my goodness!" Lynette exclaimed. "Now look what you've done!" She hurried over to where Cassie was rubbing her knee and began to apologize. "I'm so sorry. I hope you weren't hurt bad. My boys, they're just so full of energy!" She stooped to pick up the shoe Cassie had dropped, and when she straightened she looked at Cassie properly for the first time. Recognition dawned. "Cassie?  Is that you?" she breathed. "I'd heard— When my mother called to tell me you were in town, I just didn't believe her. But here you are! Right in front of me!"  
Wide blue eyes moved avidly over Cassie, then with reluctance, returned to her children, who were still misbehaving. 
Lynette looked essentially the same as Cassie remembered her, except for a certain unkemptness as well as a little more weight. 
Lynette smoothed a hand over her flyaway blond curls and attempted to wipe a chocolate ice cream stain from the front of her blouse. "You look so different," she said, as if marveling that it could be true. "So—"  
"Lynette," Cassie murmured. She'd wanted to be friends with Lynette all those years ago when they were children, and they had been friends for a few short weeks one summer when Cassie was eleven or twelve. Then school had started and Lynette had pulled away.
"Um—" Lynette made another visual search for her boys and discovered that Mr. Riggins had corralled them. "What have you been doin' with yourself?" she asked, laughing uncomfortably. "I guess you can see what I've been doin'—havin' babies. I'm married to Donnie Parks. You remember Donnie? He was a couple of years ahead of us in school. Do you have any ba—" She laughed uncomfortably again. "My goodness, my mother isn't gonna believe that I've seen you! How long will you be in town?"
"I'm not sure," Cassie said.
"Well, well...isn't that somethin'."  Lynette seemed to want to continue the conversation, but was too rattled, either by her children's bad behavior or the unexpectedness of their meeting, to find a suitable subject to talk about. Finally, she said, "I suppose your mom's happy to have you visit. You know, maybe tomorrow evenin' I could stop by and we could go over to Reva's. I can't do it tonight because Donnie—"
"I'm not sure what I'll be doing tomorrow," Cassie said, interrupting her, "or if I'll even be here."
"Oh." Lynette replied, nonplussed. "Then maybe I can get Donnie to change his plans for tonight and we can—"
"I'm not staying in town. I'm at the Taylor's ranch on business."
"Oh," Lynette said again. Now totally confused.
Mr. Riggins oofed loudly as one of the children kicked him in the shin, and Lynette hurried to resume her motherly duties. Gathering her children and the boot box, she headed for the door. But not before sending Cassie an uncertain smile and a little wave.
Mr. Riggins, who had to be nearing eighty, looked ready to collapse. But he wouldn't rest until he'd assisted his waiting customer. Cassie quickly made her request—a good pair of athletic shoes—and gave him her size. He trotted out of the back room a few minutes later, box in hand. Cassie tried on the shoes, paid for them, and then wishing the old man a good rest of the day, stepped back out onto the sidewalk.
A quick check showed that Will's truck still wasn't in any of the parking slots. Though it seemed longer, she had probably spent only about fifteen minutes in the shoe store. If Will's possible hour estimate held true, she had more time to spend. 
With bags in hand, she strolled up the sidewalk, remembering the barber shop with its red-and-white striped pole outside the front door, and the ice cream parlor where she'd sneaked an occasional treat outside of her mother's strict food program. And farther down, standing off on its own, she came upon the post office where Will had long ago rescued her. She swung around, checked again for the truck's arrival. It still wasn't there.
But someone else she recognized was walking toward her. One of the neighbors on the street where she'd grown up. The woman glanced at her, looked away, and then her head snapped back again. She'd obviously heard the news, too. But Cassie walked on, and the woman, who had not been happy to have the Edwards family as neighbors, didn't stop her.
The sun was warmer today, a promise of what was to come in full summer. The air was so much drier here than in Houston, though. To her, it made the heat more bearable. She'd almost forgotten.
"Cassie?" A familiar voice called her name.
Cassie shut her eyes for several seconds before turning. "Hello, Bonnie," she murmured.
Her mother looked her typical self, but her smile wasn't as bright as it had been the day before; the expression in her eyes was uncertain. "I didn't expect to see you again."
"I told you I'd stop by before I left."
Now some of the people in cars were slowing to look at them. Bonnie, as always, didn't notice. Cassie did.
"What a person says and what a person does can make an interesting puzzle," Bonnie stated.
Cassie released a silent breath. More of her mother's gobbledygook. She shot another look down the lines of parked cars, desperate to see Will. And she did! He was just pulling into a slot about half a block away.
"I'm sorry, Bonnie, but my ride is here. I have to—"
Her mother caught her arm; her fingers cool on Cassie's skin. When Cassie looked down at them, her mother let go.
"I want to see you, Cassie. It's not a good thing for a mother and a daughter to be apart for so long. Come home. Let me make some of my special tea. Let me give you some of your favorite honey cakes. Remember how you used to love them when you were new?  I baked them last night."
"I can't. Will is here and—"
"Will?"
"Will Taylor."
"Hello, Mrs. Edwards," Will said, coming up behind her mother, his long legs having covered the distance in no time. 
Cassie hadn't been aware that he was so close. If she had, she certainly would have done everything in her power to prevent this moment from taking place.
Bonnie looked him up and down. "So that's the meaning of the force I was told to expect. It's you!"
Cassie intervened quickly. "We have to go. Will doesn't have time for this."
Her mother tilted her head and smiled up at him. "Would you like a honey cake, Will? And some of my special tea?"
Cassie wanted to curl up and die. Right there on the spot. Her mother had a way of making everything so much worse. A way of causing her, even in her grown up and confident shell, to lose sight of all but the horror of the moment.
"No, Bonnie," she said briskly, "he wouldn't."
Will seemed to contemplate her mother's invitation. Cassie was about to start pushing him toward the truck when he said, "I'm not sure I've ever had a honey cake."
"Then you're in for a treat," Bonnie promised.
There was an awkward moment when Cassie should have said something, but didn't. She was afraid that if she opened her mouth she'd scream No! so loudly that people would come running to see why.
They headed down the sidewalk toward the truck, Cassie on legs that worked of their own accord. But at the truck, Bonnie turned down Will's offer of a ride.
"I'll meet you at home," she said, and with a beatific smile continued on her way.
~~~~
CASSIE SAT IN the truck in complete silence. Will made no move to start the engine.
Finally, he asked, "Have I done somethin' wrong?"
A pained expression passed over Cassie's nicely-drawn features. "Oh, no," she said, "everything is just…wonderful."
"You don't want to go to your mom's house?"
"I thought you were so busy!"
"I am. But what's another half hour?"
Cassie ran a hand through her hair and looked away. 
Will gazed out over the steering wheel. Suddenly he didn't want a honey cake either. Hell.
He looked back at her. She didn't seem aware of it, but some fine hairs had escaped from the earlier sweep of her hand. It reminded him of the way she'd looked that morning, when she'd peeked out at him through the crack in the bathroom door, with her hair all over the place from sleep and her makeup mostly missing. He felt a stirring in his body, just as he had then. She'd looked good from the moment she'd first returned. All buttoned down and collected. But if he had to give a preference, he liked the slightly mussed version and the face that went beyond pretty without artificial assistance. 
"I heard your mom ask, but you turned her down. You said it was because of me. But it's not me, is it?  It's you. You don't want to go."
Her head whipped around. "Do you blame me?" she demanded. "My mother is a lunatic, okay? You know she is. Everyone in town knows she is. I'm surprised everyone in the state doesn't know it!"
Will frowned, surprised by her ferocity. "No," he disagreed. "She's just…Mrs. Edwards."
"Uhh!"  She expelled a disbelieving breath.
Will didn't know what to do. Inadvertently he seemed to have stomped on a raw nerve. He knew Cassie had left town as soon as she was able, but he'd had no idea that she and her mother were so alienated. But then, Bonnie Edwards was a little…unusual. It could stand to reason.
"She's expectin' us," he said quietly.
"She'll forget all about us if she sees what she thinks is a white crow, or hears something in the breeze," she answered, her voice brittle. 
"I don't think she will."
Cassie was silent. "All right," she said. "But don't blame me if this gets weird!"
"I'd never blame you, Cassie," he said. "A person can't be blamed for the kind of parent they have. Junior can't make Uncle Ray different. And you can't change your mom."
Cassie folded her arms and looked pointedly out the side window. "If we're going to do this, can we just…go?"
~~~~
CASSIE FELT AS if she were in a waking nightmare. Short of pretending that she was suddenly violently ill, she couldn't see a way of getting out of it. And even if she could, Will would see through her ploy in a second and she would be even more humiliated than she was at this moment. 
He didn't understand. How could he understand? He had Sylvia for a mother, not Bonnie.
They slowed to a stop in front of a small wood-frame house where amulets hung from the eaves, and crystals, sparkling like raindrops in the sun, dangled from numerous tree branches. Like Sylvia, her mother had a garden, only Bonnie's took up the entire front yard and was filled with anything and everything that her mother might consider held some kind of magical power. To the neighbors, it must have been an eyesore, with the various large and small objects that Bonnie had found in her wanderings painted in bright colors and with mysterious decorative designs to guide a path to the front door. The high thin notes of a flute floated on the air. Home, Cassie thought.
She chanced a look at Will. The chaos he saw didn't seem to bother him in the least. He just sat there as she did, waiting for her mother to show up.
"I don't think she's going to come," Cassie said, her hands pressed tightly together in her lap. 
"It takes a little while to walk."
"She knows all the shortcuts."
More time passed, increasing Cassie's tension.
"Let's go," she directed. She'd lost all semblance of her new-found confidence, and she was sure it showed. But for the moment she didn't care. 
Will gazed at her steadily, then reached to turn the key. But before he could complete the action, her mother stepped into view, and the opportunity for escape passed.
Like a wraith, Bonnie walked past them without acknowledgment and went up the path to the house. She paused only long enough to drop what looked to be a small rock into a collection of others in a glass bowl on the narrow porch. She didn't even turn to see if they were following her as she went into the house.
Cassie took a bracing breath, opened the truck's door, and feeling something like a wraith herself—or maybe it was a leaf being blown along in a furious wind storm—she traced her mother's steps, with Will right behind her.
The interior of the house was just as oddly eclectic and strangely put together as the exterior. Fringed scarves and candles and symbols from various eastern religions mixed with Bonnie's own interpretations of ancient beliefs and lore. Incense sweetened the air as the flute continued its haunting notes. The room was filled with furniture. Old, overstuffed, and ranging from pieces that might be prized to those that belonged on a trash heap. Flowers filled various vessels. And, Cassie noted, there were still no time pieces of any kind. Her mother hated clocks.
Cassie avoided looking at Will. She didn't want to see what he might be thinking. While growing up, even when she'd found a friend to play with for a time, she'd never invited the friend here. She was too ashamed.
Her cheeks were flushed as she watched her mother come out of the kitchen carrying a plate of cookie-sized honey cakes in one hand and an oddly shaped teapot in the other, both of which she set on the low table in front of the couch. Bonnie then gathered three cups from the tall cabinet by the front door and, smiling tranquilly, motioned for Cassie and Will to seat themselves on the couch while she sank to her knees before the low table.
As she offered the plate of honey cakes to Will, she explained, "I gather the honey in late spring. It's the best time, I think. The bees tell me it is."
Will sampled the cake. "It's delicious," he pronounced.
"Cassie?" her mother prompted, offering the plate to her. 
Cassie took a cake and nibbled it. It was good; she remembered they had been her favorite throughout her childhood. "It's good, Bonnie," she murmured.
Her mother seemed to sense when the water for tea was about to boil because she disappeared with the teapot, only to reappear a moment later, the teapot full. Why she hadn't left the teapot in the kitchen earlier was a question only Bonnie could answer. 
A minute later she poured a cup of weak tea and tasted it herself before pouring for her guests. "I think you'll like this, too. I found it just the other day."
Cassie was unsure what the word "found" could mean. It could be anything. She thought to warn Will, but he'd already taken a sip and was smiling. Cassie cautiously tried it herself and identified it as Earl Grey. 
"Your uncle Ray had it in his store," Bonnie said to Will. 
"That's a nice lamp you have over there." Will nodded toward a large clump of rock or mineral sitting on a console. It was glowing salmon pink and orange from the inside out. "What is it?" he asked. 
"A salt lamp from the Himalayas. It brings calm to the evil winds. Don't you feel it?"
"Mmm…sure," Will hesitantly agreed.
Cassie felt no such calm. Evil winds abounded.
Bonnie leaned forward, looking at Will with luminous eyes. "I knew you'd feel it."  She switched her attention to Cassie. "I told you he'd come, remember? Before you left. You were so unhappy, and you wouldn't let me help. But I told you he'd come one day. And he has!"
Cassie had all she could take. She looked at Will, beseeching him to put an end to this agony, uncaring that he would know the depth of her desperation.
He stood, pulling Cassie up with him. "We have to go, Mrs. Edwards. Thanks for the cake and tea."
Bonnie sank back on her heels, momentarily disappointed, before she jumped to her feet as well. "Here," she said, "take some of these with you."
She wrapped two cakes in tissue paper and held them out as an offering. "Eat them when the moon is starting to rise and you'll be together for the rest of your lives."
Tears of anger, humiliation, and frustration sprang into Cassie's eyes, and she almost ran from the house. Will, after again mumbling his thanks, followed her.
After all the embarrassments over all the years, she hadn't thought it could get any worse. Yet it had! How could she face Will again? How could she get into the truck with him and ride back to the ranch? The tears she'd held back inside the house poured freely over her cheeks. This was all too much! Jimmy would have to understand. She could no longer stay here. She had to leave!
But the ranch was too far away to walk. And since Love was too small to have a taxi service, the only way Cassie could get back there was with Will. Once they arrived, she'd jump in her car and drive back to Houston. She wouldn't tell Jimmy what she was doing until she'd done it. And if he wanted to fire her for it...well, he could! 
She fumbled with the truck's door handle, trying to open it. She was still fumbling with it when Will came up behind her and covered her hand with his. 
"Cassie," he said tautly. "Stop it!"
"I want to go, Will," she moaned. "Just…let me go!"
His voice softened. "I'm tryin' to help you, Cassie. Not stop you. Move your hands away."
His calm assurance got through to her, eased a little of her distress. She stepped aside as the door opened, at the same time attempting to wipe away her tears. But fresh ones kept taking their place. 
He leaned in to deposit the wrapped honey cakes on the dashboard, then, carefully and gently, settled an arm around her shoulders. Once she grew accustomed to that, he did the same with his other arm, until he was holding her.
The strain of the day, of the entire trip, was exacting its harsh toll. Cassie's uneven breaths turned to full-on sobs as she relaxed into Will's warm strength. Until, finally, her tears lessened and stopped, and she was able to push away. Almost reluctantly, he released her.
Reaching into the truck again, he produced a handful of tissues, which Cassie gratefully received. 
"Hop in," he directed, "before your mom looks out and starts to worry."
"She won't worry," Cassie answered bleakly, but she climbed into the truck.
Will didn't argue. He just closed the door, climbed in himself, and got the truck rolling.
Cassie leaned her head back and closed her eyes. She knew she should be ashamed of the way she'd broken down. But she was too emotionally spent to find the energy. She couldn't feel much of anything, really. She was just waiting...to arrive at the ranch, to get in her car, to drive away. 
Although she wasn't looking, she knew when they left the town behind, made the turnoff to the ranch, and bumped over the railroad tracks. But when, after the accustomed period of time, they hadn't made the left turn into the Circle Bar-T's drive, she sat up.
"Where are we going?" she demanded, looking around, raking up a bit of her old, hard-won inner confidence.
Will glanced at her. "I didn't think you'd want to meet the crowd at the ranch just yet. So we're takin' a little detour."
He was right; she didn't want to meet the "crowd", but her car was there and that was what she wanted.
As if he could see her thoughts, he added, "I also didn't think you'd want to be makin' any rash decisions now. At least, not until you'd had a chance to think 'em through."
As they neared a narrow bridge, he slowed and pulled the truck off the blacktopped road onto a graded trail that had them bouncing along a gently sloping embankment on one side of the bridge. They came to a stop a few yards from the slowly moving creek. 
Without a word, Will set the hand break, pushed open his door, and walked to the front of the truck. There he stood, gazing out at the water, until eventually he leaned back against the truck's grille and gazed some more.
Only then did Cassie realize what he was doing. He was giving her complete privacy to pull herself together. The realization made her conscience sting. 
She joined him at the front of the truck, and because it would be easier to talk without having to face him, she leaned back against the grille as he had done and gazed at the narrow stream.
"I'm sorry for what happened earlier, Will. My mother—"
"Is a nice lady. She's different. But she's nice."
"She's a lunatic," Cassie said, again echoing what she knew everyone thought. "You can't pay attention to anything she says. She's off in another world most of the time. She doesn't think about anything else."
"She loves you," he contradicted.
Cassie shook her head, her throat tight.
"You're thinkin' about leavin', aren't you?" he asked.
Cassie made no reply.
"All the fight's been knocked out of you." 
Although that was exactly how she felt, she couldn't let it pass. "I wouldn't say that," she denied.
"If you leave, that's exactly what you're sayin'."
"If I leave, it's because I want to, not—"
"Want to?" he broke in. "I thought you wanted to see this deal through."
"I do."
"Then why not do it?"
He didn't wait for her answer. Instead, he went to get something from inside the truck, and when he came back, held out the tissue-wrapped honey cakes and winked at her. "I think we're safe to eat these in broad daylight, don't you?"
Cassie found a smile from somewhere deep inside and chose one of the honey cakes. That he was accepting her mother's daft prophecy in good humor eased a little of her mortification.
"I should think so," she said, and bit into the sweet goodness at the same time as he bit into his.
"Mmm," he approved after they'd finished. "Your mother sure makes a mean honey cake. But don't tell that to my Mom. She thinks she has the corner on bein' the best cook in the county."
"I won't," Cassie promised. She kept to herself her certain knowledge that he wouldn't think as much of some of her mother's other concoctions. 
He checked the sun's height in the sky. "Guess we'd better get goin', huh? I've got a lot to get done with before this evenin'. You comin' on the hayride?"
"Do I have to?"
He grinned. "No, but it could be fun. We're takin' the kids out to see the calves. That's always good for a laugh."
"I'll think about it," Cassie murmured.
She was smiling as she got back into the truck. At least she was, until she glanced a short distance above the horizon…and saw the ghostly visage of the newly rising moon.



CHAPTER EIGHT

EVEN WITH THE delay Will provided, Cassie still wasn't ready to be "on show" when they arrived back at the ranch. So it was with relief that she learned the Warrens were picnicking by the creek and weren't expected to return until midafternoon.
"Those kids are wearin' me out!" Robbie complained as he dropped into his usual seat at the table. 
"You're enjoying them and you know it, Dad," Sylvia teased as she measured brown sugar, ketchup, Worcestershire, and various other ingredients into a pot on the stove for barbecue sauce.
Robbie eyed Will. "How'd it go with Ray, Jr.?" he asked.
"It went," Will replied.
"Took you a while," Robbie observed.
"Tim Hassat asked me for some help over at Swanson's. He and Ned needed another pair of hands to get his tractor back in shape."
"Yeah," Robbie agreed. "Since Terry's joined up with the Army, Ned's sure missin' him, I bet."
Ned, Cassie knew, was Ned Swanson, the owner of the garage. Terry was his youngest son. The last time she'd seen Terry he wasn't much older than Seth Warren was now.
Will resettled his hat in preparation for going outside. "You mind missin' a little of your siesta, Granddad? I could sure use a hand myself out back."
Robbie was out of his chair before Will finished speaking. "You bet!" he responded enthusiastically, and, stuffing his hat on his head, hurried to be first out the door.
Will and Sylvia shared a smile before Will turned to Cassie. 
"You gonna stay put?" he asked, his expression serious.
Cassie nodded.
Time passed. Seconds...minutes...she had no idea how long their gazes held. 
Then Will gave a short nod and followed his grandfather outside.
Sylvia, at the stove, adjusted the burner to simmer, but she must have noted the look shared by Cassie and her son because her expression became thoughtful. 
Cassie had meant to go directly to her room upon entering the house, but at the moment, the prospect of being alone there kept her still. 
"Would you like a cup of coffee?" Sylvia invited.
Cassie nodded and sank into a chair. If Will hadn't intervened, she'd already be on her way back to Houston...a thought that sparked a pang of unease because she wasn't. Her life suddenly seemed to be spiraling out of control. Nothing was as she would have chosen.
Sylvia slid a cup filled almost to the brim in front of her, then poured one for herself. "Mindy Parks called to tell me you were in town," she said conversationally as she, too, settled into a chair. "She didn't know I already knew."
Mindy Parks was Reva Henderson's best friend. "Word is spreading," Cassie murmured.
"How do you feel about that?" 
"I expected it."
Sylvia spooned sugar into her cup. "Darla Simpson called to tell me Lynette met you in the shoe store. She said Lynette said you looked amazing. Like some kind of TV reporter, or something. Your hair, your makeup, your clothes."
Cassie laughed disbelievingly and fiddled with her cup handle.
"She truly did," Sylvia said, smiling. Her tone altered slightly as she added, "She also said Lynette saw you with your mother, and that she'd heard you and Will went to visit Bonnie."
"Oh, the joys of small town life," Cassie quipped unsteadily.
"Most people don't care, you know."
"And some people care too much!"
"It's not every day that one of our own returns, Cassie, and is so obviously doing well."
Cassie was beginning to feel as if the new Cassie she'd created in Houston was slipping away from her. The town, her mother...all were trying to suck her back into the life she'd worked so hard to escape.
"People should mind their own business," she snapped.
"Does that include me?" Sylvia asked.
Cassie looked into the woman's gentle eyes and looked away again. "No."
"Then let me tell you something, Cassie. Things truly aren't the way you seem to remember them. You were a child, you were hurting. Your mother—"
Cassie cut in. "Do you know that I don't have a picture of my father? Not one! My mother threw them all away after he died. She even took the one I had by my bed."  She hadn't meant to say that! She hadn't even known she'd been thinking it! But there it was.
Sylvia reached out to cover her hand. Cassie wanted to break the contact. She didn't want sympathy. But her hand stayed where it was.
"I remember your father," Sylvia said quietly. "He was slender, with hair about the same color as yours that he wore down to his shoulders. And he always had a smile for everyone." She smiled in remembrance. "Your parents created quite a stir when they came to town. You were just a tiny baby."
"I can't remember what he looked like," Cassie confessed.
Sylvia's smile ebbed. "He died when you were three or four, didn't he?  I think he fell doing some kind of work at the county courthouse."
"I was three. I don't remember."
"Carpentry work. Handyman work. That's what he did. And he was good. People liked him despite—" She paused. "Well, they were very different."
Cassie swallowed, her eyes fixed on the table. 
Sylvia squeezed her hand. "People are more accepting of things now, Cassie. So much has happened over the years. Your mother's ideas…well, some of them aren't so strange anymore. Organic gardening, yoga exercises, meditation—those were some of the things she was always goin' on about. Maybe the town just needed some time to catch up."
Cassie withdrew her hand. "I'm not going to believe you if you try to tell me that suddenly everyone thinks she's a visionary."
"No, I wouldn't say that. It's more…that she belongs. She may have a funny way of saying things and a funny way of acting…but she's ours."
"To be laughed at!"
"No one ever laughed, Cassie."
"Yes, they did," Cassie countered.
"Kids maybe," Sylvia conceded. "Did some of them laugh at you?" 
Cassie raised her chin and Sylvia read the answer on her face. 
"What would you say," Sylvia continued, "if I told you that a few of those same kids are now asking your mother for tarot card readings, and are taking what she tells them very seriously?" 
Cassie blinked.
"And a couple of their mothers as well. I don't believe any of that stuff myself, but they seem to."
"No," Cassie maintained stubbornly.
Sylvia shrugged. 
Everything Sylvia had told her played again in Cassie's mind. Still, she resisted. There might be changes on the surface, but underneath the town was the same. It mattered to her, though, that Sylvia not think she was impugning her word. 
"I know you're trying to help, but…"
"Give the town a chance, Cassie," Sylvia advised. "And you may see things you didn't see before."
Cassie pushed away from the table, wishing she'd done it sooner. Tears weren't far away again as she stumbled over the words that would let her escape. "I, ah— I..."  
Sylvia smiled up at her. "Don't forget. We're taking everyone on a hayride later, then we're havin' a barbecue."
All Cassie could do was nod.
~~~~
CASSIE WANTED TO stay in her room the entire afternoon. Heaven knew she'd already been through enough for one day! But after a couple of hours she went downstairs.
Sylvia was hard at work preparing the side dishes for the barbecue when Cassie entered the kitchen. With a flagging smile, Sylvia told her to help herself if she wanted some tea, then went back to slicing an onion. 
"Is there anything I can do to help?" Cassie asked. Earlier, she'd changed out of her business suit and into a new pair of jeans and pastel pink T-shirt.
Sylvia brushed loose hairs away from her face. "I could use a few ripe tomatoes from the garden. Would you pick them for me? Oh, and a couple of cucumbers. I brought the beans in earlier when I cut the cabbages. The garden has just been wonderful so far this year. Everything's come in early. I took a chance with my tomatoes, put them in before what could've been a last freeze, but the last freeze didn't happen and we started eatin' tomatoes before anybody else," she bragged. "This will be a grand season for canning and freezing."
Cassie walked to the garden and, carefully picking her way between rows, completed the task assigned her. She was returning to the house, her bounty in the basket Sylvia provided, when she came upon Robbie hobbling up from the outbuildings. She fell into step beside him.
"You gotta watch Sylvia," he teased her, motioning to the basket. "Stand still for a minute and she'll put you to work!"
Cassie couldn't help but smile. "I volunteered," she informed him.
They reached the chairs under the shade tree and Robbie tapped her arm, motioning toward them. "Let's sit out here a few minutes and cool off. If we go inside, Sylvia'll just find somethin' else for us to do."
Cassie could hear Sylvia shredding cabbage, so a few extra minutes shouldn't hurt.
Robbie slumped into a chair as she settled on another. Hanging his hat over one knee, he looked around, his weathered features reflecting pride in what he saw. 
"Ray'll never understand the simple joy of doin' what we're doin' right now. Sittin' in the shade, lettin' the breeze go by, appreciatin' the rewards of a lot of hard work. The kind 'a hard, back-breakin' work that puts grit between your teeth and sweat on your brow. Where you hafta be smarter than some dumb animal that thinks it's smarter than you and is determined to prove it. Where you hafta keep the water flowin' into the tanks for the herd, and the fence up and mended, and the horses looked after."  He shook his woolly white head and snorted in disgust. "He actually thinks workin' for eight hours in that store 'a his is hard work!"  
"It is beautiful here," Cassie murmured judiciously.
"Darned right it's beautiful!" Robbie agreed. "Lot's of Taylors have thought so. Me, my son, my daddy, my daddy's daddy. It was hard on the women early on. S'pose it still is," he conceded. "But they loved it, too. So does Will—" His throat closed upon mention of his grandson. He leaned toward her, eyes intent. "That's why I agreed to sell the Old Home Place, ya know. 'Cause 'a Will. That boy don't deserve what's happenin' to him. He don't deserve all the worry he's had heaped on him. He's worked hard all his life on this place. Had'ta leave the university 'fore he was done to come back and fill his daddy's boots. Doesn't have time for a wife or kids. He's makin' too many sacrifices…and all I hav'ta make is one!"  
The old man grew silent, lost in deep thoughts. When the silence extended, Cassie murmured a leave-taking—which went unacknowledged—and let herself back into the house 
~~~~
CASSIE HELPED SYLVIA steadily for the next hour and was in the kitchen when Will put in an appearance.
"Well, I think we're all ready outside," he said. "Got the flatbed hitched to the tractor and spread some hay around on it. When is it you're wantin' to take everybody for a ride?"
"I was thinkin' about five," Sylvia said. "The Warrens should be back and rested by then. Cassie, is that good for you?"
Cassie nodded. In her room earlier she'd thought of refusing to take part, but she couldn't do it now.
Will gave her a quick smile before turning back to his mother. "I'll keep an eye on the time," he promised before the screen door thumped shut after him.
Sylvia sighed. "I wish that boy could slow down a little. Sometimes I feel bad pushing the idea of people comin' to stay with us when it causes Will even more work. If we could just get Ray to agree to—" She stopped, threw a glance at Cassie, and then finished somewhat awkwardly, "to sign the contract. We could afford to take on help, and Will wouldn't have to work all the hours of the day. Or worry so much." She shrugged. "Sorry, Cassie, I'm not saying that to add any pressure. I know you're doin' all you can."  
Sylvia had no idea how close she had come to leaving. Cassie felt a tug of guilt that she had allowed her mother's behavior to make her lose sight of her goal. "I understand," she said.
Hands on hips, Sylvia took stock of their preparations. "I think we're about ready in here, too. Thanks for all the help, Cassie."
"I enjoyed it," Cassie said and meant it. She truly had enjoyed working side by side with the other woman, who laughed easily and often.
Boisterous voices closed in on the house, announcing the return of the Warrens. David Warren was the only one to come inside, though, and that was to return the picnic basket. 
"The kids are having the time of their lives!" he proclaimed, his face pinkened from the sun. "And so are Cindy and I. We'll keep coming back as long as you let us, Sylvia. And we'll tell all our friends. That lunch you packed us was great, too. As usual!"
"Well, thank you," Sylvia said, and quickly added, "I hope y'all are gonna have some room left for barbecue."
David lifted his eyes to heaven. "Ah, your brisket! You bet, as Robbie always says. This country air!"  He hurried outside to his wife and brood and they headed for the bunkhouse.
Sylvia smiled with satisfaction. "A happy man," she said. 
~~~~
CASSIE HAD NEVER been on a hayride before and enjoyed the long, leisurely tow around the empty pasture. Will then towed them into another pasture where they could see the cows and calves close up. Will dumped some extra hay for the mothers, who got busy eating while their youngsters played, giving little kicks and running this way and that. One of the calves ran straight toward Will, then sensing that he was coming too fast, put on the brakes so hard that he lost his balance and toppled over, performing a somersault as Will stepped easily out of the way. The calf then got up, shook himself, and came over to sniff Will's hand. Will caught hold of the calf and called to Melissa and Seth, asking them if they wanted to come see him. With David's permission, the kids slid to the ground and cautiously approached the animal—which, from their awestruck remarks, was a lot bigger than they'd thought.
"Now you always have to be careful, just like you are right now," Will said. "This baby's momma is very protective. She'll charge you if she thinks you're about to hurt him."
"Oh, we'd never do that," Melissa said as she touched the calf's hairy black neck.
"But momma doesn't know that," Will said.
Melissa nodded and Seth joined her, a little more tentatively, in touching the calf.
Shortly, Will lifted the children onto the flatbed and, with a nod at the parents and a wink for Cassie, he started up the tractor and towed them around the pasture a little longer, looking at other cows and calves before heading back to the ranch house.
Sylvia met them outside the bunkhouse where she and Robbie had set up a couple of portable tables that were now filled with food. The guests piled off and, plates in hand, helped themselves to the abundance. They sat as they found places, on the bunkhouse steps and narrow porch, and on the stump that Seth had learned to lasso. Will, following cowboy tradition, hunkered down with his plate. From all the yums and aahs that followed, the Taylors had made another hit.
After the meal, everyone helped to clear the tables, including the children. And this time, David and Cindy insisted upon doing the washing up. Will hurried off to do more chores, Melissa and Seth played around the side of the house, and Sylvia sat in the kitchen sipping a cup of coffee and talking with David and Cindy. Only Cassie and Robbie had nothing to do. Together, they drifted to the chairs under the shade tree. 
They said little as the sounds of the others' activities drifted over them. Robbie became so still that Cassie thought he'd fallen asleep. She even grew sleepy herself. A succession of restless nights—both before and after her arrival at the ranch—this morning's early start, the various stresses of the day, the aftereffects of a pleasant meal, all combined to make her drowsy.  
She was just drifting off when Robbie shattered the tranquillity by saying, "I think I'm gonna have myself a little talk with Ray tomorrow mornin'."
Surprise jerked Cassie to awareness. "You are?" 
Robbie seemed very pleased with himself. "Yep. Think you could help me get to town? I don't want Will and Sylvia knowin' about it."
Cassie frowned, troubled. "Well, yes, but—"
"Good. I'm thinkin' nine-thirty. That all right with you?"
"Certainly, but I'm still not sure—"
"What they don't know, ain't gonna hurt 'em."
"How are we going to do it? Will probably will be working, but Sylvia would notice."
He gave her a devilish wink. "I'll deal with Sylvia. Don't you worry about that."
"Considering what happened last time, do you think it's wise for you to—" She stopped. She didn't want to insult him. 
"This time it'll be different," Robbie said.
And there was something in his voice that caused her to believe him.
~~~~
SYLVIA MADE ICE cream again that evening at the behest of the children. Though the light was fading, Will still hadn't come in from the pastures by the time it was being served. Robbie took his bowl with him to his room, and Cassie slipped upstairs without anyone noticing.
Exhausted, she stretched out on the bed fully clothed and instantly fell asleep. Not even her worries could prevent it. When she awakened some time later, darkness had fallen and all was quiet inside the house and out. The stiffness of her body told her she hadn't so much as twitched in the time she was asleep. It was an effort to move. But she wanted to at least brush her teeth.
After checking that the other doors in the hall were firmly closed, she made her way as quietly as she could to the bathroom. Once back in her room, though, she couldn't settle. A vague restlessness had overtaken her. She tried pacing, but the room wasn't large enough. She stretched out on the bed again, hoping that might help her relax. But it didn't. She had no idea what time it was. She could have checked her watch, but that would entail turning on a light. And did knowing the time really matter that much?
Again, after checking that it was safe, she stepped into the hall, and this time made her way downstairs. She had yet to change into her night clothes and, upon opening the front door and stepping onto the porch, she was glad she hadn't. Without the sun, the temperature had dropped.
She stopped at the railing and peered into the night. It was so quiet here. No speeding cars, no sirens. Just the occasional cricket calling for a mate. Giving a light shiver, she folded her arms across her chest and gazed at the star-filled sky, breathing the scents of the cooling land. This close to nature, it was hard to believe that anything besides nature was important. 
But certain things were important. The ranch Taylors were a part of this land, and in order for them to keep it, they needed to make the sale. She needed to make the sale as well, but had nothing to show for her days spent trying. What did Robbie have up his sleeve that he wanted to talk to Ray about in the morning?  And why keep their meeting secret?
A speck of space dust flamed across the sky—a shooting star. More nature on display. Will worked with natural elements all the time—the cattle, the horses, the grasses, the weather. In the city, the elements mattered only in how to dress for the day ahead and whether to carry an umbrella. Animals were mostly pets or observed in the zoo.
Cassie took another breath and felt a slow release from the restlessness that had seized her. For now, just for now, she would ignore tomorrow and everything that might come with it. She closed her eyes and lifted her face to the starlight.
~~~~
To Will's mind, he'd never seen anything as beautiful as Cassie at that moment. Her face lifted to the stars... She might have been an elfin princess or a statue lovingly carved by a master. Unobtainable, yet so close he could actually touch her. For those magical seconds, he had to battle himself not to go to her and pull her into his arms. 
There was a sound, a muted creak of floorboard. Suddenly on alert, she whirled to face him.
"You couldn't sleep either?" he asked. The words came low and husky. He hadn't planned them. If he had, he hoped they would have been better chosen.
"How did you get here?" she demanded. "I didn't hear—" 
He wiggled his sock-covered feet. "Boots make a lot of noise at night."
"Well," she said, "you shouldn't sneak up behind a person like that!" She turned away, pretending to gaze at the stars again. But it wasn't the same. Her body was tense, tight.
As a polite host to a guest in his home, he should apologize and leave. But he had no intention of doing either. He maintained his distance, barely a foot away from her. Only he softened his presence by moving to where he could rest a hand on the nearest porch support and kind of lean into it. 
"I like to come out here at night when the house is quiet and Mom and Granddad are sleepin'."  He chuckled softly. "Doesn't happen often these days. Most times I'm asleep before my head hits the pillow."
"Except tonight," she said tartly. 
"There's just somethin' so peaceful about it. In the daytime, too many things are happenin'. At night, it's just you and the crickets…if they don't have somethin' better to do."
She said nothing.
"Am I botherin' you?" he asked.
She shook her head. 
Her taut body gave lie to her denial. She started to ease away, one small step to the side and back, and then another.
"How'd you like the hayride?" he asked.
"It was nice." 
"I think the kids had fun."
She rubbed her arms a little too vigorously and produced a shiver. Real or pretend, Will didn't know. 
"I—I think I'll go in now," she said. "It's cooler out here than I thought."
"Hold it. I'll give you my jacket." He had his denim jacket off and around her shoulders before she could blink. "There," he said, adjusting the collar. "That better?"
He was facing her now, and she was looking up at him. 
Will could hold off no longer. He had to taste her lips again, feel the softness of her body pressed against his.
~~~~
CASSIE CAUGHT HER breath as his head dipped to hers. She needed to get away! Not let herself be put in jeopardy! But all resistance melted as the warmth and vitality of his mouth covered hers in a kiss that was so exquisite she lost all care as to who she was or had been...who he was both past and present...and why this uninhibited intimacy between them would be something they would both regret later. Her hands moved up his chest to his shoulders, and then wound around his neck to pull him even closer. He caressed the small of her back, until one hand moved to her ribs, while the other— She, at last, found strength to break free.
The jacket he'd placed over her shoulders had slipped to the floor, and she stumbled over it as she tried to get away. Will bent to pick it up, and the closeness of his golden head made her wonder if she'd ever forget the springy softness of the hairs at the nape of his neck and the way her fingers had threaded through them. 
She took another step back, then another. She had to put distance between them! If he so much as tried to steady her, she didn't know what would happen. Her heart was thundering madly, her breaths wholly unsteady.
"That shouldn't have happened," she said, her voice shaken.
"But it did."
"I didn't mean for it to!"
Will watched her steadily. "I did."
She shook her head in denial.
He gave a slow smile.
Cassie was almost at the screen door. 
"I meant every second of it," Will elaborated.
"Will, I'm not here to— I'm going back to Houston just as soon as I can. I'm not here to start anything."
"Sometimes things just happen, Cassie."
"Not between us!"
"Why not between us?"
"I'm Cassie. Cassie Edwards. You know who I am!"
"You're female, I'm male. And we're both unattached."
"It's not just that!"
"I agree. I'm thinkin' it's a lot more than that."
Cassie shook her head again. "Will, I can't— I don't—"
He closed the distance between them, but instead of catching hold of her and again sweeping her into his arms—as a part of her longed for him to do—he settled the jacket back into place over her shoulders and said softly, "I'm the one who's goin' in, Cassie. You stay and enjoy the stars. You were here first."
Then, taking only long enough to lightly brush a fingertip along the curve of her cheek, he went silently back into the house.
Of its own accord, Cassie's hand covered her cheek. But there was nothing automatic about the haze of tears that blurred her vision as she made her way back to the railing and, once there, held on for everything she was worth.



CHAPTER NINE

THE ROOSTER AWAKENED Cassie again the next morning, and she greeted it with about as much enthusiasm as she had the day before. Then as memories from last night flooded over her, her dismay increased. 
What had happened between her and Will— The way he had talked after— The way she had felt—before, during, and after. She moaned and covered her face with her pillow. She didn't need more complications. Why was this happening now?  She was here to do a job. She wasn't here to…what? To play out an attraction that, she now had to admit, carried over from her pubescence?  She moaned again. If she could, she'd stay in bed all day!
But she had made a promise to drive Robbie into town to see Ray. And now, after last night, it was even more imperative that she get the contract signed so she could leave this place. Before she did anything to completely embarrass herself. Will could have his pick of women. He'd always had. Any involvement with her would just be light amusement for him. Where for her— No, she wouldn't let herself go there. Not even in her mind. She had to concentrate fully on what she was here for. Robbie seemed to think he had a way to get through to his brother; she would give him every bit of assistance she could.
The rooster seemed to have his internal alarm set for around seven-twenty and since Robbie didn't want to leave until half past nine, Cassie  didn't have to rush. She took her time showering and dressing, knowing that the longer she took, the less chance she'd have of running into Will. Their next meeting was going to be awkward enough. She didn't want to start the day off with it.
~~~~
THE KITCHEN WAS abuzz when Cassie put in an appearance. The Warrens were at the table finishing a lazy breakfast, Robbie sat with his coffee cup cradled in his hands, and Sylvia was at the counter packing sandwiches and snacks for the Warrens to take with them on their trip back to San Antonio. Will's chair was empty…just as she had hoped. 
Her eyes met Robbie's after she'd greeted all the others, and he motioned her into her chair with a little tip of his head. As soon as she'd settled into it, Sylvia passed her a filled cup.
"It's our last morning here, Cassie," David said regretfully. "I sure envy you getting to stay longer. If I didn't have patients already lined up for tomorrow, I'd say we'd stay on, too."
"Melissa's missed all the piano practice she should, David," Cindy said quickly. "And Seth has karate." Then, in order not to give the wrong impression, she added hurriedly, "Not that I wouldn't like to stay longer. It's been so much fun!"
Only Cassie was aware of Robbie discreetly tapping Melissa's elbow. 
"We didn't get to ride a horse!" the young girl cried, as if struck by a sudden thought. "I told all my friends I was going to ride one, and Seth did too! Oh, please—"   She darted around the table to station herself between her parents. "Please, please, please!" she begged first one, then the other. "Let us ride a horse. Please!"
Seth looked momentarily confused, but quickly added his voice to hers. "A horse! We want to ride a horse!"
Sylvia turned from the boxed meal she'd just put the finishing touches to and said, "Well, I don't see why you can't. That is, if it's all right with your mom and dad. I have a fat old horse out in the pasture who could do with a little exercise."
David frowned at his children. "Why didn't you two say anything about this before?"
"I forgot," Melissa said. "But I really want to. I really, really do!"
"Me, too! I do, too!" Seth agreed.
David sighed and glanced at his wife, before apologizing to his hostess. "If you don't mind, then I guess—"
"Eeeee!" Both children screeched in happiness and started pulling on their parents' arms, prompting them to get up. 
"You have to watch us, Daddy. Mom, you too," Melissa decreed.
Sylvia laughed. "All right, let's do it." She dropped the kitchen towel she was wearing over her shoulder onto the counter. "Dad, Cassie…you two want to come along?"
Robbie shook his head, and Cassie did the same before taking a sip of her coffee. 
The children gravitated to Sylvia, one on each side, as she saw them and their parents through the back door. 
"My horse's name is Polly and she's older than you are, Melissa," Sylvia said. "I've had her for a long, long time." Her words faded as they moved away from the house.
Alone in the kitchen, Cassie arched an eyebrow at Robbie, who grinned widely in return. "Is this where we're supposed to make a quick getaway?" she asked.
"You bet it is," Robbie said, and unkinking himself from his chair, he took a note from his breast pocket to leave on the counter. "Cost me enough. That little gal drives a hard bargain."
"You paid her?" Cassie said.
"It was the only thing I could think to do."
Cassie motioned to the note as she stood up. "What's it say?"
"That you remembered somethin' you forgot in town and asked me to come along."
Cassie narrowed her eyes. "You're a wily old man when you want to be, aren't you?"
"C'mon." He urged her down the hall and out the front door. "Let's get movin' before Will comes in and wants to know what we're up to."
He couldn't have come up with anything that would have gotten Cassie moving faster.
~~~~
ROBBIE WAS DEEP in his own thoughts as they drove into town. With each passing mile he grew more somber. Cassie itched to know his plans. What was he going to say to Ray? What could it be that would make him think that, after hearing him out, Ray would suddenly change his mind and agree? Cassie had the contracts with her, just in case. But Robbie kept his own council, and she had to console herself with the sure knowledge that the situation couldn't get any worse than it already was.
She pulled her car into a parking slot outside Handy's and turned to look at the old man. 
He stirred. "Might be best if you wait out here."
"I'd rather come with you."
He shrugged and opened his door. 
By the time they crossed the open space behind the registers and reached the staircase, everyone at store level was aware of them. Both cashiers, the bag boy, the customers in line and those in the aisles…everyone had stopped what they were doing to watch. Word must be out that the twin brothers had clashed and that somehow Cassie was involved.
Robbie was intent on his objective. The stairs were difficult for him—Cassie could tell by the way he moved that it hurt him to climb—but he forged on until he reached the top. There, rather than knocking, he called out his brother's name.
"Ray! It's me. Open the door."
The door swung open almost immediately, a surprised and irritated Ray on the other side.
"Goldernnit, Robbie!" Ray protested. "Can't you at least try to be civilized?"
"I thought I was," Robbie retorted. "I didn't just barge in."
Ray's gaze shifted to Cassie. "Why's she here?" he demanded. "I've already made it clear that—"
"I got somethin' to say to ya."  Robbie pushed past him into the room.
Ray's lips tightened, but he let Cassie through as well, then shut the door with a decisive thump.
The brothers stared at each other for a tense moment after everyone was seated. Finally, Ray bit out, "If you've got something to say, say it because I'm supposed to be at a Chamber of Commerce meeting in—" he pulled back his sleeve "—twenty-five minutes."
"You still headin' up that thing, or did you finally let somebody else have a turn?"
Ray's eyes widened. "If you're just here to insult me—"
"An' what about the mayor's job? I hear you're groomin' Ray, Jr. for it. How many times were you elected?"
The color heightened in Ray's cheeks. "Are you coming to a point?" he demanded.
Cassie's heart sank. Robbie was doing it again. Didn't the man understand that angering the person he wanted to bring over to his side was exactly the wrong way to go about it?
Robbie leaned forward. "What I'm comin' to is that you've done real well for yourself, Ray. People 'round here think highly of you. They respect you."
Ray waited. So did Cassie.
Robbie continued, "An' maybe…maybe I should start respectin' you, too."
Cassie didn't realize she'd been holding her breath until she heard a soft hiss escape her lips. 
Ray seemed just as taken by surprise. Until surprise turned to anger. "If this is your way of trying to soften me up—"
"It's my way of tryin' to make amends!" Robbie snapped. "I made some mistakes over the years. Like when you came to me all those years ago and asked me to buy out your share of the Home Place…I shoulda done it. No matter what."
"But you didn't!"
"No, I didn't."
"And I came this close—" Ray measured a sliver of air between his fingers "—this close...to losing Handy's. And did you care?  No, you didn't care!"
"I just said I was wrong," Robbie asserted.
Ray's anger grew as the old hurt freshened. "I was extended as far as I could take it. Bills were piling up, invoices needed paying, the bank note was past due. My baby needed food and shots. And you couldn't be bothered!"
Robbie winced. "You never told me all that."
"What was I supposed to do? Beg? I told you I needed it real bad. I told you the business needed it. That if I wasn't able to get hold of some money quick—"  Ray stopped to take a breath, attempting to calm himself.
Cassie sat without moving. She felt a voyeur into parts of the brothers' lives that she knew neither would want open to her view. 
Robbie said gruffly, "But you worked it out. You saved the store. And now you have others."
"No thanks to you," Ray returned bitterly. "I did it by myself, by the hard sweat of my brow. Ask Ray, Jr. how often he saw me at home when he was a boy. How do you think it made me feel to see him off fishing and hunting with you and your Johnny?  I wanted to take him fishing!"
"You don't fish!"
"I could've learned!" Ray snapped.
A short stretch of silence. The brothers cut at each other in waves that built up and then crashed onto shore, only to form again.
"Well, I'm here to say I'm sorry."  Robbie's apology was aggressive.
Ray rolled a shoulder, stretched his neck...then, just as aggressively, accepted. "Well, all right!" 
Cassie shifted position slightly, the muscles in her taut body complaining. Neither brother noticed.
"So," Robbie said, his voice gruff, "if this is what's been gummin' up the works, I hope we can put it behind us. If not for me, for Will. He's not part of any 'a this stuff that's between us. An' it's the ranch we're about to lose, Ray. The Circle Bar-T. Haven't lost it yet, but it's close. One more hard hit an'…"  He shook his head, the worry hard on him.
"Will's a fine young man," Ray said.
"That he is."
"But I still won't do it."
Robbie's head jerked up. For the space of a few seconds he seemed to wonder if he'd heard correctly. He got his answer from the stubborn set to his brother's jaw. 
"I can't believe you can be this mean, Ray," he said softly.
A muscle ticked in Ray's cheek, but he made no denial.
Robbie stood and blindly made his way to the door. None of the cockiness of his entry remained. He looked a beaten man.
Cassie rose to follow him. But at the door, she turned back to check on Ray. 
Ray remained at his desk, the impending Chamber of Commerce meeting seemingly forgotten, his expression far from that of a victor. 
~~~~
ROBBIE SAID NOTHING as they got into the car and started back to the ranch. Cassie was concerned for him. She didn't like the bleakness of his expression or the hollowness in his eyes. Gone was the indomitable spirit she'd seen over the past few days.
"You tried," she said in an attempt to draw him out. 
He humphed. 
He wasn't ready yet to talk. He might never be ready to talk again...to her. She was in the unenviable position of knowing things she shouldn't. What Ray had said put Robbie in a bad light. And even though, at the time, Ray might not have told him the extent of his financial woes, it still didn't excuse Robbie's refusal to help his brother.
"I guess by now you wish you'd stayed in the car," he said tiredly. 
Cassie glanced at him. "I'm all right."
"It wasn't easy, ya know, goin' to see him and apologizin'. But it was all I could think to do." He paused to shake his head. "Well, I was wrong. Now I've probably messed everythin' up worse."
"It was pretty bad before."
He pulled his gaze from the passing scenery. "I couldn't give Ray the money. The ranch was stretched as far it could go after five straight years 'a drought. We were sellin' off cattle just to keep from havin' to feed 'em. And getting' next to nothin' for 'em in the bargain. Screwworm was bad then, too. Had to spend all your time doctorin' or you lost 'em that way. I didn't have two nickels to rub together."
"Did you tell Ray that?" Cassie asked.
"Hell, no."
"Why not?"
"I had some pride left. It was hangin' on by a thread, but— I suppose pride was all I had. I know he's held it against me, but I didn't think he'd hold it against Will. I thought once he had me grovelin' at his feet—" 
Once again, he turned his face to the window.
~~~~
AT THE RANCH, Robbie went directly to his room. He pleaded tiredness, but Sylvia sent Cassie a questioning look. 
There was no time for the two women to talk, though, because the Warrens were about to leave. The horse ride might have been a put-up job, but both children enjoyed it so thoroughly they wanted to say a last goodbye to Polly before getting in the van. Hospitable as ever, Sylvia accompanied the family to the pasture before seeing them off, waving as they drove away.
Afterward, she flopped down in the rocker next to Cassie and the Duchess and breathed a huge sigh of relief.
"Whew! They're nice people—nice kids—and I hope they want to come back…but not anytime soon. I need a week or two to rest up! And to tend to things I kinda let slide. My poor flowers—" she looked at the beds hugging the porch "—and my garden! About all I managed to do was keep it all watered." She rocked for a few minutes before asking, "What was that about with Dad earlier? Did you really forget something in town, or was he the one wantin' to go?"
Cassie knew she had to walk on eggshells to protect what she could of Robbie's dignity. "He asked me to take him in to talk to Ray."
"Humm. And did it do any good?"
"No."
"I didn't think so, not from the look of him."
Sylvia sighed, and the Duchess, sensing her distress, abandoned Cassie's lap for her owner's. By force of habit, Sylvia began rubbing her ears and the cat started to purr.
Cassie moved restively. She needed a few minutes alone to think about what had happened, and what, if anything, she could do about it.
She used the excuse of wanting a glass of iced tea and offered to bring one to Sylvia as well. The offer was quickly accepted. 
She had ice in the glasses and was just about to add the sweet refrigerated tea, when Will entered the kitchen through the back door. 
Cassie temporarily lost all clarity. She didn't know how to react, how he would react. Like her, did a part of him wish that last night had never happened…and the other part wish that even more had?
He gave her one of those slow smiles.
"I'll take a glass of that, too," he said, flicking a finger toward the tea.
Cassie reached for another glass and felt his eyes move over her.
"You're all dressed up this mornin'," he said. "You been into town?"
Cassie nodded, rooting in the freezer section for more ice.
"Did Ray, Jr. call?" he asked.
"No." When Will had coached her on the familial history between the two brothers, he hadn't mentioned Ray's visit to Robbie to ask for help. Was he aware of it? Or was that something Robbie had kept to himself, once again out of pride?  She latched onto the subject as a way to focus her unsettled feelings. "Will, did you know that years and years ago your uncle had some really bad financial problems?" 
She poured the tea and handed him a glass. Their fingers brushed in the exchange and Cassie's heart gave a little flip.
Will was slow to answer. When he did, he surprised her by saying, "I've heard somethin' to that effect. Uncle Ray wanted to sell Granddad his part in the Old Home Place and Granddad couldn't do it. My daddy told me about it. He was just a boy when he overheard Granddad and Uncle Ray talkin', but Granddad never said a word to him about it. Not then and not later."
"Your Uncle Ray believes he could have helped and wouldn't."
Will frowned. "But Daddy said Granddad couldn't help. He didn't have the money."
"That's what Robbie told me, too. I believe him."
Will gave her a long look. "Do you think this might make a difference?" 
Cassie shrugged. She didn't know. Pride and stubbornness could build an impenetrable wall.
"I'll go talk to Granddad," Will offered and started to turn away.
Without thinking, Cassie caught his arm. She immediately let go, but not before every nerve in her body had zinged into acute awareness. "No—" she said tautly. "Let me handle this. Let me—"She lost track of what she planned to say.
Will's rugged good looks, the increasing warmth in his blue eyes… What was happening to her?  Because this was more than mere physical appeal. It went deeper than that. It went— She instantly cut off the thought. She couldn't let herself think of Will in that way. She couldn't! She wouldn't! 
The front screen door bounced shut and footsteps sounded in the hall.
"What's happened to the tea?" Sylvia asked cheerily as she entered the room.
Cassie and Will moved apart quickly, but it wouldn't take a detective to figure out that something had been going on. Sylvia paused, looking from one to the other. But she let the moment slide away.
"The Duchess abandoned me for a grasshopper," she said, "so I thought I'd come check."
"I was…just on my way," Cassie murmured, and carrying a glass in each hand, hurried back to the porch.
Sylvia stayed behind with Will, which gave Cassie a few precious seconds to pull herself together. She could not be in love with Will Taylor. All right, yes, she'd had a crush on him while growing up and there was, to this day, a residual attraction. She'd already admitted that. But love?
Sylvia selected her glass and settled again in the rocker. Cassie slowly sank into the rocker's twin. 
Thankfully, Sylvia didn't seem in the mood for additional chatter. She contented herself with sipping her iced tea and looking sagely off into the distance, while Cassie did her best to keep up with her reeling emotions.
~~~~
"JIMMY?" CASSIE SPOKE into her cell phone. The connection was spotty. It kept cutting in and out.
"I'm here," he all but shouted, forcing her to jerk the phone from her ear. 
She walked from one end of the porch to the other. Sylvia had left her on her own a few minutes earlier and she'd decided to make the call that, before today, she'd dreaded to make. "Is this better?" she asked.
"You sound fine to me."
"You, too. I must be in a good spot."
He brought his voice back to normal modulation. "You have that deal wrapped up yet?"
"Not yet, but I think I may be onto a possibility. A misunderstanding that happened many years ago."
"Good girl! I told you you could do it!"
Cassie laughed uneasily. "I haven't done anything yet."
"But you will. How's the country air?  I sure as heck envy you. Makes me want to pack up and see some sights."
"It's…very nice," Cassie said.
"They got you up on a horse yet?" he teased.
"I went on a hayride," she admitted.
He laughed. A feminine murmur interrupted them—Cassie recognized it as belonging to Diane—and when Jimmy returned he was all business. "Gotta go, Cassie. Let me know when you get this deal signed and sealed." Then he was gone with a click, and Cassie, too, disconnected. 
For a long time she didn't move. Had she been overconfident? Would simply telling Ray that Robbie had been equally hurting financially make that much of a difference? He'd accepted Robbie's apology, even if it he'd accepted it in hostility. Yet he still wouldn't budge. 
She needed to talk to him. And the sooner, the better.
The sooner, the better...in every way.



CHAPTER TEN

CASSIE DROVE INTO town without the slightest idea of whether Ray Taylor would be in his office or not. He'd said he had a Chamber of Commerce meeting. It might be over; it might not. A quick check at the store informed her that she would have to wait. 
Back in the parking lot, she looked around. Reva's was the only logical place for that. It was close enough to Handy's that she could keep an eye out through the front windows for when Ray returned to the store.
Within minutes she'd crossed the street and staked out a table. There weren't as many customers as the last time she'd been there, but there were enough to keep Reva and her assistant busy. A few looked to be visitors passing through; the remainder were from Love and its environs. Reva glanced up from filling coffee cups, waved, and promptly made her way over.
"Hi, Cassie!" she said warmly. "Good to see you again. What would you like?"
"I'll take a burger, no onions and an orange soda."
"No fries?"
"No."
"Comin' right up!" Reva said and hurried off to post the order for the cook.
Cassie was aware of people looking at her—some surreptitiously as they talked with their companions, others far more openly. Finally, one of the latter group, a woman in her sixties with silver hair, a small face, and a dimpled smile, broke ranks to approach her table.
"You may not remember me, Cassie" she began. "I'm Mrs. Lynn. I taught you in fifth grade."
Cassie remembered her. "Mrs. Lynn."
"Everyone's buzzing about you being back. About how nice—how successful—you look. Where do you live now, Cassie? Are you thinking of moving back to Love?"
"I live in Houston, and, no, I'm not moving back."
"Oh," the woman lost some of her smile. "Why, that's a shame. We don't like losin' our own."
Another woman, near Cassie's age with long red-brown hair pulled back with a clip, shyly joined them. "Remember me, too? Lottie Stewart?  It's so nice to see you again. What have you been doin' with yourself?"  
Cassie remembered her, too. Another classmate. "Hi, Lottie. Mostly working." 
"Oh, who for?  Are you on TV?  Somebody said somethin' about maybe you were."
"No," Cassie shook her head. "Nothing so glamorous."
A short silence followed. Cassie still didn't like answering personal questions, but it wasn't as onerous as she'd once expected. Though, if this had happened the first day or two that she'd been back, she wouldn't have been able to handle it. Did she have Sylvia to thank for immunizing her with her gently probing questions?  She glanced around. Most of the watchers had gone back to their meals. And the several who still met her gaze didn't seem to be disapproving. One of them, she was taken aback to see, was Wes Eastbrook. He'd been part of the group of boys who'd teased her at every opportunity. He sent her an uncertain smile.
Mrs. Lynn continued, "Well, it's good to see you again, Cassie. Don't make it so long before you come back."  
"Yeah," Lottie agreed. "Don't make it so long."  
The two women returned to their tables, where soft whispering with their tablemates ensued. 
A short time later Reva delivered her hamburger and cold drink and Cassie made quick work of them. She was hungrier than she'd thought. She was just debating whether to pay for her meal and leave, or wait a little longer—she'd yet to see Ray return, although she hadn't been watching all that steadily—when Wes Eastbrook stopped off at her table on his way out. 
Cassie's stomach tightened as she looked up at him. Several years her senior, he'd always been big for his age. Now he was a big man. Massive shoulders, thick trunklike body, powerful thighs.
"Nice to see you again, Cassie," he said awkwardly.
She couldn't make herself say anything. She just stared up at him, tongue-tied. He and his friends had been responsible for so many of her nightmares, and her "daymares" as well, if there was such a thing. For a long period during her adolescent years, they'd waited for her in the halls at school, in the school yard…outside the post office.
"Mind if I sit down a minute?" he asked and took Cassie's blink as permission. He seemed to fill the other side of the table. He also seemed to be having trouble finding what it was he wanted to say. His eyes slid to hers and then away and then came back. Finally, after a deep breath, he admitted quietly, "I owe you a big apology. What me and my buddies did…it was wrong. We shouldn'ta done it. I got kids now myself, and I wouldn't want one 'a them runnin' into someone like me. We prob'ly made your life a misery."  He stared down at the table. "I've thought about you off and on for years, about what we did—what I did—an'…I just wanna say I'm sorry. And that I hope things are all good for you now."  
Dumbfounded, Cassie strove to find her voice. Never in a thousand years would she have expected Wes, or any of the others, to express any form of regret. 
"I—"
He lifted his large body from the chair. "You don't hav'ta say anythin'. I just wanted to set things straight with you. You can believe me or not—an' I wouldn't blame you if you don't—but if I ever catch one 'a my kids doin' somethin' like what I  did..." He left the punishment hanging in the air. Then he started to walk away.
"Wes," she called after him, her throat tight. "I— Thank you. I accept…what you said."
He paused, nodded, then went out the door.
Cassie sat very still, her emotions turbulent as his words echoed in her mind. Her world seemed to be shifting. What she'd experienced, what she'd believed.
As Mrs. Lynn and her companions left the café, they took a moment to call goodbye. So did Lottie, who left on her own.
In a kind of dreamlike state, Cassie answered their well wishes with well wishes of her own, then she paid her tab and fled. She couldn't handle anymore of this "niceness" at the moment. She needed time to think, to absorb, to adjust to what had happened. 
And she needed to speak to Ray. 
~~~~
"YOU, AGAIN," RAY Taylor complained as she intercepted him in the parking lot of his store. "Don't you ever give up?"
"Not when I think there's been a misunderstanding."
"There's no misunderstanding."  
"But there is! There's something Robbie didn't tell you today or all those years ago. He couldn't help you. He didn't have the money. It wasn't that he didn't want to, as you seem to think. He couldn't do it! The ranch was in as bad a shape financially as your store was. Think back. There had been a drought for five years. Other people must have been going through the same thing. It was probably one of the reasons why your store was having problems. People were having to pull in, to put off buying things. Everyone was hurting."
"Did he tell you to tell me this?" Ray demanded.
"No. He doesn't know I'm here." 
He narrowed his eyes. "You sure do want to get hold of that property, don't you?"
Cassie lifted her chin. "Yes. It's what I was sent here to do."
"And you'll do anything, say anything, to get it!"
"No! I'm telling you the truth, Mr. Taylor. As I said, think back."
He continued to look at her, his eyes tiny slits. "It's still not going to make any difference."
Cassie frowned. "Do you hate your brother and his family that much?"
She startled him by being so direct. "No!" he denied, shocked.
"Then why are you doing this?"
Ray, Jr. came up on them at that moment. "Dad? Cassie? What's going on?" He looked from one to the other, his round face concerned. 
Cassie knew Jimmy wouldn't approve of the way she'd handled herself in this instance. She'd pushed too hard when, no matter what, she was supposed to stay calm. She took a breath, released it. "Please, Mr. Taylor, think about what I said. I'm telling you the truth."
Ray Taylor pivoted and walked away, straight into the store.
Ray, Jr. stared after him. Then shaking his head, murmured, "Whatever you said sure got under his skin. I've never seen my dad be so rude to a woman before."
"I certainly hope so," Cassie replied, and got into her car to head back to the ranch.
~~~~
WILL FINISHED TIGHTENING sagging wire between two fence posts, stowed the gear in his saddlebag and swung back up onto the gelding. Jimmy danced around, protesting being moved. They were in a pretty spot where wild grasses were lush and the sun, peeping through tree leaves, dappled the hard, rocky ground.
"I know…I know," Will said in sympathy. "I'm not much happier about it than you are. Been a rough day all around. And I'd like to stay here longer, just like you, but we can't do it. Not today."
The horse settled down and Will urged him forward, continuing along the line of fence. He checked for spots that needed work and also kept an eye on the cows and calves in this far pasture. The job didn't take a lot of concentration, so his mind soon wandered to where it seemed to wander a lot these days—to Cassie. His mom hadn't said a word, but he knew she had a good idea what she would have interrupted if she'd been a few minutes later coming into the kitchen earlier in the day. He hadn't meant for it to happen. Hell, he hadn't meant for any of it to happen! Yet, it had…and it kept on happening. There was something about Cassie he just couldn't resist. He was drawn to her like a bee to clover. All she had to do was look at him.
It didn't seem to matter that this wasn't the right time. That he wasn't ready. That, from the look of it, she wasn't ready either. Something was going on between them. And it would not be ignored.
He'd waited all his adult life, hoping that one day he'd meet the right woman—a woman he could love as his father had loved his mother. A woman who would love him back in the same way. Anything less wouldn't be enough. Was Cassie the right woman?  
He came upon some wire pulled loose from a post, slipped out of the saddle, reattached it, then hopped back up and moved on.
He wanted to get to know her better, but he wasn't sure she would let him. She held herself so tightly contained. For self-protection? Returning to Love couldn't have been a picnic for her. He hadn't realized quite how difficult it had been until she'd lost control after they'd visited her mother. 
He'd held her then, offering what comfort he could, and she'd let him. Then last night, on the front porch— He whistled under his breath. That had been good for an almost sleepless night afterward...when she was just down the hall. 
He didn't care who her mother was. Bonnie Edwards was…Bonnie Edwards. The strange lady around town. How she acted, how she talked was her business.  Her behavior didn't hurt anyone. Except, it seemed, Cassie. 
He directed Jimmy away from the fence to check a drinking tub, to make sure there weren't any leaks and that the water pipe was flowing smoothly from the windmill beside it. While there, a couple of cows lumbered up to drink, their calves trailing behind.
Will spoke softly to them before he and Jimmy headed back to continue riding fence. 
His unexpected feelings for Cassie placed him in a quandary about the future. Even though it seemed a betrayal to the past to sell the strip of land the Taylors had long considered the Home Place, it would do them all kinds of good to sell it. But once the sale was completed—if it completed—Cassie would go back to Houston. And even if it wasn't completed, the outcome would be the same: Cassie would go back to Houston. 
To a boyfriend? To a "significant other"?  And when that happened—even if there wasn't a boyfriend or an "other"—how would he press his case? He couldn't take time away from the ranch. Not enough for something like that.
"You know, Jimmy," he said dejectedly to the horse, "sometimes I envy you. High point of your day is a good brushin', some fresh water, and a nice bunch of oats." 
Then he started to laugh, because he didn't much think he'd enjoy going through life as a gelding.
~~~~
AT THE RANCH, Cassie found Sylvia in the kitchen going through a box of photographs. Numerous prints were spread out on the table. The woman held one in her hand as she sat back, smiling.
"Oh, I haven't done this in years. Look, Cassie. This is Will. He's nine months old and see where he is?" She showed Cassie the photo of a cowboy mounted on a horse with a baby tucked in front of him on the saddle. "That's my Johnny, Will's dad. By the time I took this, he'd already had Will up and ridin' around the horse pasture with him for a couple of months." She showed her another photo. "And this is Will at four." A very young towheaded boy sat alone in the saddle atop a full-sized horse. "He was goin' out in the pastures with his daddy and granddad by this time. The boy teethed on a saddle. I come from a farm family, not a ranch one. We didn't have any horses. So I was always a little worried, but I didn't need to be. Johnny and Dad looked after him."  
Drawn to the snapshots, Cassie slipped into a chair. "This is Robbie," she said, pointing to one near at hand. The man she was looking at was much younger and stood much straighter, with a shock of brown hair instead of white, but it was unmistakably him.
"And here's Ray," Sylvia said. "These must have been taken before their daddy died. So they'd be in their—" she calculated "—mid-twenties." Ray was markedly slimmer than now and had a full head of brown hair worn slicked down close to his head. And though he was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved western shirt, he didn't look nearly as comfortable in them as Robbie did.
"And this is Johnny when he was a boy. And this was him about the time we met." She held onto the last photo for a moment, touched a finger to his suspended-in-time face then sighed and passed it on. "I miss him to this day. He was the love of my life."
Cassie vaguely remembered Will's father. At a greater age, of course. He could barely be twenty here, if that. She could see some of his father in Will, but more of his mother. 
"He was only forty-two when he died," Sylvia murmured.
"How did he die?" Cassie asked softly. 
"He was clearin' some brush, hit a bad spot, and the tractor rolled over on him. It was gettin' late, right at dark, but he needed to finish the job, so he kept goin', and—" She looked away, remembering.
Cassie fingered through more snapshots, some older, many newer. A younger Sylvia with her Johnny, Will in a football uniform, Will graduating from high school, one or two Will must have taken at college and sent home. Photographs to mark the life of a family.
Bonnie hadn't taken any photos of her as a baby. Or if she had, they were destroyed along with those of her father. There were none from her growing years either, since Bonnie had refused to buy any of her school photos.
She touched one or two more of Sylvia's pictures as a sense of melancholy settled over her. 
"I brought these out," Sylvia said, breaking into Cassie's abstraction, "because I thought I remembered having somethin' you'll be interested in. Here—" she pushed a  photograph she'd been holding back over to Cassie "—take a look at this."
Cassie lifted it. It was an official type of photograph taken at some kind of groundbreaking ceremony in town. A crowd of people huddled around a man—Ray Taylor—who stood, smiling widely and at the ready with a pair of scissors to cut a ribbon draped across the opening to a park play area. Brand-new children's swings and slides, a roundabout and an intricate wood climbing structure were in the background. "It's the park in town," Cassie murmured.
"See the man two down from Ray on his left?" Sylvia asked.
Cassie followed the direction…and her body became very still as unconscious memory surged forward to whisper who he was. "Is this—?" she breathed.
"That's your daddy, Patrick Edwards. He built the fort, as well as put the rest of the play equipment together."
Cassie eyes were riveted on the man. He had long dark hair, as Sylvia had said, and was handsome in an eternally boyish way, with a smile that invited everyone else to drop what they were dong and join him in some fun. She remembered the "fort" too, dubbed that name by all the children who played in and on it. 
"He built the fort?" she echoed. Her mother had never taken her there. Cassie had gone on her own, of course, when few others were about, never knowing that her father—
She touched his face with a wondrous finger, unconsciously mimicking Sylvia's earlier action. She'd been so young when she'd lost him. She had snatches of memory—the two of them playing together, him making her laugh. Up to now, though, she'd not had a fully realized face. Her father…
Anger and resentment against her mother bubbled up and over, catching Cassie unawares. "Why would Bonnie throw all his pictures away? Why?" she demanded. "What harm could it possibly do for me to remember him? She stole him from me! She—" Tears welled up and slid over her cheeks. Embarrassed, she wiped them away. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—"
"You don't need to apologize, Cassie," Sylvia inserted softly. "I'm the one who should apologize for springing this on you. I should have warned you better."
Cassie sniffed. She'd teared up more in the last couple of days than she had in…well, since she was a teenager. "I just don't understand," she murmured. "Why Bonnie would—" She couldn't finish.
"People have a lot of reasons for doin' what they do. Have you ever asked her?"
"Sane people, yes."
"Have you ever asked her?" Sylvia repeated.
Cassie lifted her eyes from her father's face. "No, but she's not—"
"Ask her," Sylvia urged. "Your mother's not crazy, Cassie. She does some odd things and has some odd beliefs, but I've watched her for years, talked to her a number of times over those years, too, and she's just as sane as I am."
Cassie gave Sylvia a searching look of her own. "There are so many things—"
"Ask her about them, too," Sylvia encouraged. "At the very least, you'll have tried. But I think you'll be surprised." She covered Cassie's hand. "It's not good to go through life being angry and upset with someone. Look at Robbie and Ray. Look at the mess they've gotten themselves into. And us." Sylvia gathered the photo that had fallen free of Cassie's hand and passed it to her again. "Here, you take it. It's yours."  
Cassie's gaze was again drawn to her father as she accepted the photo. What would her life have been like if he hadn't died so young? Likewise, what would Will's and Sylvia's and Robbie's lives be like if Johnny Taylor hadn't died early? Then she realized she was leaving someone out—her mother. What would Bonnie's life have been like if she'd had her husband to share her life with? She'd never remarried. Cassie had always dismissed the idea, considering her mother too weird to attract another man. Yet that was a child's view, not an adult's. An adult would wonder, and then would try to find the answer. 
She met Sylvia's gaze and said quietly, "Thank you." 
~~~~
CASSIE SPENT THE afternoon helping Sylvia with the flowerbeds, weeding and mulching and snipping old blooms. Sylvia had resisted her assistance at first, but relented upon Cassie's insistence. 
Cassie told her about the plants she had in her apartment, their dilapidated state, while Sylvia either praised or lamented the progress of her roses and zinnias,  marigolds and petunias and lantana. The hours passed pleasantly, deep thoughts shunned by both women. The Duchess watched from the porch for a time, then joined them to inspect their work and get in the way.
Echoes of a time when she had worked in another garden, her tiny hands doing what they could to help but mostly getting in the way as the Duchess was doing, reverberated in Cassie's mind. A woman—Bonnie, young and pretty, laughing in delight as a man—Cassie's father, swooped Cassie's small self up into his arms and, turning with her in rhythmic circles, danced his way over to Bonnie's side, where, despite the mud smeared on Cassie's cheeks, both parents kissed first her and then each other.
That memory had never come to her before. It was a time when she had a real family. They'd been happy! And she'd felt safe and protected.
She hadn't realized that she'd stopped work until Sylvia nudged her and teased, "Penny for 'em."
"Oh…no…it was nothing," she murmured and snipped off another withered bloom. But it was very much more than nothing. It was a memory she would hold close in her heart for the rest of her life.
~~~~
SUPPER WAS MOSTLY leftovers from the days before when Sylvia had cooked for the ravenous Warrens. But even they had reached their limits and the family, including Cassie, tucked into what remained.
Robbie, though quiet, did justice to his meal. It was Will who seemed distracted and ate only a portion of what was on his plate. 
Cassie had been highly aware of him ever since he'd come into the house shortly after six.
"What's wrong, son?" Robbie asked as Sylvia poured their after-dinner coffee.
"Traveler's limpin'."
"Limpin'. Limpin' bad?" Sylvia asked, the carafe suspended over Cassie's cup.
"Bad enough. I've put a call in to Frank."
Both Sylvia and Robbie frowned. Then Sylvia, glancing at Cassie, said, "Traveler's a bull. Our best bull, matter of fact. We paid a lotta money for him about six or seven years ago. Frank Wilkins is the new vet. He's taken over old Doc Jones' practice." Her attention returned to her son. "What do you think it might be?"
Will shrugged.
"Back leg? Front leg?" Robbie asked.
"Right rear. I can't see or feel anything that might be causin' it."
"When's Frank gonna get here?"
"He says he'll stop by after he finishes at the Maynards. It could be late."
Sylvia, back in place, spooned sugar into her cup. "Well, let's hope it's nothin' bad."
"Yeah, could be him just gettin' too frisky with the ladies," Robbie agreed.
Will fiddled with his cup handle, swept Cassie with a glance, then stood. "I better get back out there. I hauled him up to the pens, so I best see how he's doin'."
"Hold on," Robbie called as Will pushed open the screen door. "I'll come with ya." 
Sylvia and Cassie sat in silence. Then Sylvia, seemingly disinclined to drink more than a sip of coffee after the news, took her cup to the sink and poured it out. Afterward, she started clearing the table.
"What would happen if it's not caused by him...being frisky?" Cassie asked.
"I don't even want to think about it," Sylvia replied. "Vets cost money. So does having your best bull out of commission. So does buyin' a new bull, particularly one like Traveler. That's why I don't want to think about it."
"Then let's don't," Cassie said and forced a smile. 
~~~~
CASSIE WENT TO her room early that evening. A lot had happened that day and she was tired, but she wasn't sleepy. She stretched out on the quilt, thinking to read, but she never opened the cover on her e-reader.
Sylvia was downstairs, trying to stay busy with one project or another; Robbie and Will had yet to come back inside. All were concerned with what might possibly become their latest misfortune. 
Cassie knew next to nothing about the actual ins and outs of raising cattle, but she had absorbed enough while growing up in Love to know that a prize bull was a great asset, and its loss—as Sylvia had intimated—could be devastating. Particularly to a ranch already in financial difficulties. Hopefully, that wouldn't be the case. But the family was worried, and Cassie found herself worried right along with them. She shouldn't be, but she was.
Without her being fully aware of it, something inside of her had changed. She now wanted the sale to go through more for their sake than for her own and Jimmy's. Was it possible to fall in love with a man's family as well as the man himself? 
Just as soon as the thought formed, she rejected it and made herself concentrate on Ray. Earlier, she'd thought she'd found the rationale behind his refusal—anger and resentment from old hurts. But he'd made it more than obvious that she hadn't. There was still something else that held him back. 
Anger and resentment—the words reveberated in her mind along with Sylvia's admonition that she not live her life harboring such destructive emotions. 
She swung her legs over the side of the bed and withdrew the photograph she'd put away in the top drawer of the bedside table.
Her father…Patrick Edwards…so young. He looked barely into his twenties. From what Sylvia had said, he and Bonnie had come to Love when she was an infant. And she knew he'd died when she was three. How old had he been then?  When and where had he and Bonnie met? Where had they lived before moving to Love? Bonnie had always said they were alone in the world. Were they really?  Could she possibly have an extended family that she'd never met?
Questions tumbled through her mind, questions that she'd never let herself contemplate before. And there was only one person who could answer them—Bonnie.
She touched the likeness of her father's face. When she got back to Houston she'd scan the photo and make some prints of her father alone.
Her father.
Instead of tucking the photo back in the drawer, Cassie propped it against the base of the lamp where it could be seen. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

"AIN'T LOOKIN' SO good," Robbie muttered as Will and he stood with their arms folded on a metal rail of the holding pen, watching the huge black bull stand on only three legs.
"Let's don't borrow trouble," Will said.
"Might as well get ourselves prepared for the worst."
"We're not ready to put him down yet, Granddad. You're goin' to extremes."
"Don't tell me you haven't considered it could happen."
"I'm tryin' to stay positive. Frank'll come, give him a look-see, and in a day or two he'll be fine."
"And next Sunday mornin' Jessie Orric's pigs will fly!"
Will's patience was running out. He was having a hard enough time dealing with the situation. He didn't need his granddad to— He looked at the older man. The strain was starting to tell on him, too. The financial trouble the ranch was in, the continuing trouble between him and his brother. Worry had deepened the already weathered lines on his aged face, giving him an almost haggard appearance. He also seemed to be moving slower and be quieter. Normally, it was Robbie who put an optimistic spin on things. He was rarely negative.
"We're gonna get through this, Granddad. One way or another," Will stated firmly.
A muscle twitched in Robbie's cheek. "I hope so, son. I sure hope so."
They were silent again, watching the bull.
Then, out of nowhere, Robbie said, "I wish you had you a wife. And a kid or two."
Will laughed, ill at ease because his thoughts had automatically jumped to Cassie. "Just what I need," he quipped, "more mouths to worry about feedin'."
"You can always feed 'em, son. A wife who loves ya and the babies ya make together help smooth the harsh edges from life's hard times." His grandfather lifted a bushy eyebrow. "If our ancestors had let the bad times get in the way of them gettin' married and havin' babies, none of us'd be here!"
In this instance, Will gladly let himself be carried along on his grandfather's lightening spirit. "You're forgettin' somethin', ol' man. First there has to be a lady."
"No, son," his grandfather replied, "first ya hav'ta start lookin'! Sometimes that lady can be right under your nose."
Will pushed away from the rails. His grandfather, astute as always, had picked up on something. But he didn't want to talk about his feelings for Cassie right now. He wasn't sure enough of what they were. 
"Hope Frank Wilkins won't be too late gettin' here," Will said. 
Right after the words left his mouth, the vet rolled up in his SUV.
~~~~
FOR THE FIRST time in more than a week, Cassie slept solidly through the night. She'd gone to sleep the moment her cheek touched the pillow, so the crowing rooster found her already awake and once again examining the photo of her father—seeing that young, happy face and noticing the small resemblances to herself. She'd inherited his coloring, the line of his brow, and her nose was the same as his, only smaller.
Did she sleep better because she knew he was watching over her? 
She propped the photo back in place against the base of the lamp and quickly got ready for the day. If she accomplished nothing else before sunset, she was going to talk to her mother. Sylvia was right. It was something she had to do.
When she entered the kitchen, though, she immediately knew something was wrong. Sylvia and Robbie sat disconsolately at the table, while Will leaned back against the counter, arms crossed over his chest, his expression sober.
Sylvia started to get her a cup of coffee, but Cassie quickly refused.
"What's happened?" Cassie asked, her eyes fixed on Will.
"We didn't get good news about Traveler," he said. "Vet wants to do some tests."
"He's not sure if somethin's broke or if it's somethin' else," Robbie added flatly.
"Either way, it's not somethin' we need right now," Will said.
"I'm sorry," she sympathized as she slipped into her chair. 
"Lord knows what it could end up costin' us," Robbie said.
"More'n we got, that's for sure," Will replied. 
Everyone was silent. 
"What will you do?" Cassie asked, looking from one to the other. 
Will rubbed his neck. He looked to have spent a far harder night than she had, and it was everything Cassie could do not to go offer comfort, just as he had comforted her when she'd needed it. But with Sylvia and Robbie there, she couldn't do it.
"We'll sell some cows," Will said. "Do whatever it takes."
Robbie winced. 
"Whatever happens, we'll be fine," Sylvia murmured. Then more aggressively, "We will!"
A wounded look passed over Will's face that he instantly schooled away. If Cassie's attention hadn't already been on him, she wouldn't have noticed. But she did. His mother's brave words had pained him.  
"Well, I'd better get out there," Will said, straightening. "Granddad, you up to helpin' me load him up?"
"Try'n stop me!" Robbie returned grimly.
~~~~
"THINGS HAVE A way of piling up, don't they?" Sylvia said softly when the two women were alone. "I keep thinking we're gonna be able to battle our way out of this, then…somethin' like this happens."
Cassie wanted to help her feel better, but didn't know how. The land sale was still too distant a possibility. She could only offer what Will had given as a solution. "Will said you could sell some cows."
Sylvia grimaced. "Oh, we can do that, all right. But if we do, we're cuttin' into the heart of the herd. Will's already culled down almost to the bone. Sell many more and we won't be able to break even, much less make a profit. And there's no guarantee what the pairs will bring at auction—the cow and calf. Can't sell one without the other at this stage. It just breaks my heart. He's been workin' so hard to improve the herd. A bull like Traveler was his daddy's dream, and Will made it come true.  Now this."
"Maybe Traveler won't be as bad as you think."
Sylvia gave a disheartened little laugh. "Way things have been goin' for us…it'll be worse. Can't change what you can't change, though." She pushed to her feet. "Want to come to the pens and see Traveler for yourself?"
"I wouldn't be in the way?" Cassie asked.
"I don't think Will would think so."
Cassie caught her breath. But when she looked at Sylvia, to see if she'd meant what she'd said in the way she seemed to have said it, the woman had already started for the door.
~~~~
THE BULL WAS enormous to Cassie's eyes. Solid, strong, almost glossy black, with a thick neck, deep chest…and noticeably lame.
"This is Traveler," Sylvia said as they reached the pens off to the side of the outbuildings. "He's a beauty, isn't he?"
"He's huge!" Cassie exclaimed.
"Big, but mostly sweet tempered. I hope for his sake his problem is somethin' we can get cleared up quick. He's just everything my Johnny wanted. Top quality, great lineage, all the right traits. And he's a machine when it comes to makin' fine babies."
Cassie noticed Will at work a short distance away, doing something to what must be the trailer hitch at the back of his blue pickup. When Robbie came to stand beside Sylvia and the two of them began talking about the vet, she crossed over to Will.
If he was surprised to see her, he didn't show it. He finished what he was doing and only then straightened.
"I came to see Traveler," she explained.
He nodded.
Still driven by the need to offer comfort, she said, "And to see you. I—I wanted to tell you how sorry I am, and—"
"You said that in the house," he interrupted, his sky-blue eyes unreadable.
"—and to tell you that I hope everything will go well."
He nodded again.
"And—and…to tell you that I—"
He stilled her stumbling words by touching the tip of his finger to her mouth, and, ever so slowly, tracing the outline of her bottom lip. 
Cassie couldn't move. She was incapable of taking any but the shallowest of breaths. She wasn't sure where this was going; she only knew she needed to be with him.
Then he bent forward and kissed her. A kiss that rocked her to her core. So much so, that when he pulled away, she felt…incomplete.
"One day I'm gonna get tired of doin' that," he warned in a husky whisper.
At first she didn't understand what he meant, until she realized it was the "pulling away" part. He wanted more. And so did she. Until she remembered Sylvia and Robbie.
Guiltily, she sprang back and jerked her head around. Both mother and grandfather were wearing pleased smiles.
"If you're lookin' for help in those quarters, don't," Will advised. "They'd be more apt to help me keep you here than help you get away." Then, in a conspiratorial whisper, he added, "They're not lookin' anymore if you want to make your escape."  
"Yes. Yes, I should," Cassie murmured and, flustered, hurried back toward the house.
"Cassie?"  
His voice stopped her. She turned, unsure of what to expect.
"Thanks," he called, "for carin' about Traveler."
In a daze, she could only nod.
~~~~
CASSIE DIDN'T BOTHER to change clothes before she left the ranch. For this talk with her mother, dressing up wasn't necessary. She wore what she'd had on since showering earlier that morning—a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and the athletic shoes she'd taken to wearing around the ranch. Now, instead of sticking out like a sore thumb on the streets of Love, she looked as if she belonged. She might not like her history with the town, but it was a part of her, a fact she was coming to accept.
She had no idea where her mother might be. Bonnie could be anywhere. First, she tried the house where she'd grown up, then widened her search to the nearby streets, circling blocks, checking favored shortcuts, and even cruising down Main in both directions. All along, people she recognized smiled and waved, a few even called their hellos. There was no hostility, no derision, no scorn, and precious little remaining curiosity. Her presence was just...accepted.
She'd felt so isolated while growing up. Was it possible she had played a part in isolating herself?  Had her immature mind magnified everything that had happened?  Had her own embarrassment about her mother's strange behavior enhanced her negative perceptions?
Some of it had been real. The bullies, the rolled eyes, the scattered groans when her mother espoused her oddest ideas. Real, too, was her shame at having Bonnie for a mother. She'd pulled in, hidden herself away as she suffered humiliation after humiliation.
Her teenage years had been the worst. A time, she now knew, when it was normal for most teens to be humiliated by their parents. Their normal parents. She had envied her peers their complaints! To her, everything was Bonnie's fault. But was it?
Cassie drove back to her mother's house, tried the front door again just in case, then set off on foot to the creek where her mother had often taken her to play as a child.
The sun was warm on her shoulders as she covered the half mile to where the ground began a gentle descent to the water. At this point the gurgling stream was maybe eight feet across and mostly shallow. Cassie walked along the edge, remembering a time when the width had seemed vast and the depth far greater.
She reached her mother's favorite tree, one her mother claimed had a gentle spirit, and found her there, asleep on a child's quilt. Cassie recognized the quilt. It had been hers.
Her mother's henna-red hair was caught in a kerchief tied at the nape of her neck; her dress was another variation of multihued crinkled voile. Her frame was so thin she looked breakable.
"Bonnie," Cassie called softly. "Bonnie, wake up." She touched the cool skin of her mother's arm. 
Her mother stirred, focused her eyes, and pushed upright. "Cassie?" she breathed wondrously. "I was just dreaming of you. You were—"
"We need to talk," Cassie inserted before her mother could veer too far into fantasy.
Bonnie smiled. "We can talk here."  She untied the scarf from around her hair and spread it out as ground cover for Cassie to sit on. 
Cassie accepted the gesture by folding her legs beneath her.
"It's beautiful here," Bonnie murmured, dreamily content as she looked around. Her gaze came to rest on her daughter. "You're beautiful, Cassie."
"Bonnie—"
"I always knew you would be."
"Bonnie!" Cassie said sharply to break through.
Her mother recoiled, her smile faltering.
Cassie felt as if she'd slapped a kitten. Never before had she seen her mother react in such a way. Bonnie had always seemed oblivious to everything. Or was it that "before" she had never really looked?
"I need to talk to you," Cassie said, almost defensively. "About—about my father."
Bonnie vigorously shook her head, denying Cassie's request. "No...don't—"
Cassie took the photo from her purse. She pointed to him. "Do you realize this is the first time I've known for sure what my father looked like?  The first time I've seen him since—"
Her mother started to keen.
"Why did you throw his pictures away? Why did you stop talking about him? You never mentioned him! You never said anything! Not in all those years—"
"Take it away…put it away…I don't—" Bonnie's expression was stricken.
"Why? Why did you do it?" Cassie demanded, determined to get an answer. "Didn't you love him? Didn't you want me to remember him? I was so little when he died. I barely—"
"Of course I love him!" her mother cried. "My life…everything I do… He's not gone! He's in here!" She pressed a hand to her chest. "In here with me, with you. You have to feel him, Cassie. You have to!" She dismissed the photo. "You don't need something like that to remember him."
"But I did, Bonnie! I do!"
Her mother started rocking, arms hugging herself. "It hurt so much," she moaned. "Every time I looked— He was so much more. That's paper! He's not paper. He's not alive in them."
As her mother continued to rock, a little of Cassie's anger dissipated. It was like punishing a kitten. "But I wanted one," she said huskily. "The one I used to have by my bed. It was of you and me and him. I remember it being there every morning when I woke up. Until you took it away."
Her mother began keening again. 
Cassie caught her thin shoulders to make her stop. "How did he die, Bonnie?" she asked quietly. "I've never known."
"No…"   
"Bonnie…Mom…please tell me."
Through her pain Bonnie seemed to absorb Cassie's need. Finally, in a whisper, she said, "He fell. He fell from the tower. I told him not to go to work that day. I told him clocks were funny things and didn't always like to be corrected. But he laughed and told me that clocks were friends, that he always scratched them under their chins and made them chime. And I let him go— And he fell."
Clocks. The clock on the courthouse. Sylvia said her father had been working at the courthouse. Suddenly, her mother's refusal to have a clock, a watch or any other timepiece about, made a kind of sense. 
Bonnie must have always been a little fey, but had loved her husband deeply...and after losing him, maybe she'd pulled into herself, created her own world, where possibly, somehow, her husband seemed nearby. But Cassie hadn't been a part of that world. She'd always stood outside. Wanting her mother to love her as other mothers loved their children. Was it that Bonnie didn't know how to reach out to her? Because she, Cassie, had kept her at a distance? Blaming her for things Bonnie had little power to change?
Tears rolled down her mother's cheeks, her gaze pleading for Cassie to…to what? To absolve her? To make everything right?  
Cassie struggled with her own emotions. With her remaining anger from years of pent-up frustrations and pain. Then she looked again at her mother, and she folded her into her arms. 
A sigh that must have come from somewhere deep in Bonnie's soul escaped her lips as she relaxed into Cassie's embrace, her arms reaching out, tentatively at first, to encircle Cassie's back.
For a long time, neither mother nor daughter moved. Then both, sniffing and wiping their cheeks, drew back. 
Cassie's throat was tight as she asked lightly, "Do you have any honey cakes left?"
Bonnie's bottom lip quivered into a smile. "I made some fresh ones last night. I saw an owl, so I knew something special would happen today."
It wasn't in Cassie anymore to be irritated with her mother's flights of fancy. Bonnie wasn't going to change; she couldn't change. So Cassie changed herself. 
"I'd love to have one," she said, smiling.
Her mother's face brightened. "And some of my special tea?"
"And some of your special tea," Cassie confirmed.
Together they returned to her mother's home. 
~~~~
CASSIE WAS WAITING at a red light on Main Street when Ray Taylor's late model Buick pulled into the intersection ahead of her, making a left turn onto Main. She drew back in surprise. She hadn't expected to see him on this trip; she hadn't even been thinking of him. Several other cars turned onto Main as well, before her light finally turned green. She didn't have trouble catching up to him. One by one, the other cars turned off and Ray, himself, was a slow driver. Cassie followed him all the way to the Four Corners, where he turned into the parking lot at Handy's.
During all that time he hadn't noticed her. Which continued as they both got out of their cars a few slots apart. Not until she called his name. 
When he looked around, Cassie was already striding towards him.
"I have nothing to say to you," he dismissed her coldly and headed for the store's automatic front doors. 
"That's all right," she said, catching up to him, "you can just listen."
"I can call the police."
"Go ahead." Cassie called his bluff. "I'll be happy to say this in front of them. In front of everyone."
A customer frowned at the blockage they created at the entrance. She cleared her throat. "Excuse me," she said impatiently.
Another customer arrived. Ray Taylor glared at Cassie, apologized profusely to his shoppers, then hustled her into the store and up to his office.
"You are starting to make me angry," he growled as he dropped into the chair behind his desk.
"The feeling is mutual!" Cassie retorted.
She hadn't expected to do anything like this today. She hadn't formed any plan of attack. It was seeing him in his car, carrying on so blithely with his life, while Robbie and Sylvia and Will were facing possible ruination. 
She spread her hands on top his desk and leaned forward. "You are a very proud man," she accused him. "You're proud of your businesses, proud of your wife and your son." She glanced at the framed photos on his desk. "You're proud of your grandchildren. Are there any great-grandchildren yet?"
He didn't answer.
"You want to leave them something they'll be proud to say you built. You want them to be proud of you. But how can they be proud of you when you turn your back on the Taylor name? On your brother, your twin? Robbie told me that the Circle Bar-T goes back a hundred and twenty-some years. A hundred and twenty-some years! That's a long time in one family. And you're ready to watch it crumble. It's one thing when you can't do anything about it. When you don't have the money like Robbie didn't have it. It's something else entirely when all it takes is the stroke of a pen. For something you don't even care about!"
Ray, Jr., who must have seen them going upstairs, cracked the door open and came inside. He didn't ask what was going on.
Ray glanced at his son, and then back at Cassie. "Are you through?" he demanded.
"The situation at the ranch is getting worse," Cassie said. "Their prize bull has a problem with his leg. It's bad enough that the vet wants to do tests."
"And why should I be interested in that?" 
Ray, Jr. stepped forward. "You know why, Dad. And you know what this means to them. You may be stubborn, but you're not a fool!"
Ray's head jerked up.
Before his father could say anything, Ray, Jr. continued, "I don't know what it is that you're holdin' out for. I don't know what you think you're going to gain, but it's not respect. People around town like Robbie and Sylvia and Will. And when they hear what you've done, about the way you wouldn't lift a finger to help them—particularly if they end up losing the ranch..."  He shook his head. "It's not gonna be a pretty sight."
Color rushed in Ray's face. Because of what Ray, Jr. had said? Or because his son had at last found the courage to stand up to him.
Ray, Jr. hurried on, as if unsure how much longer his courage would last. "I don't want it to be that way. You've given so much of yourself to this town, helping it grow at a time when other small towns are dying. It's—it's beneath you, Dad. You're not the kind of person to be so petty. Even with all your disagreements with Uncle Robbie you don't want to watch him have to sell the ranch. Where would they go? What would they do? Will would find something eventually, but—"
Cassie couldn't pull her eyes away from the older man. Each word his son uttered seemed to strike a chord deep within him. His color continued to heighten. His breathing quickened. Until finally, he slapped a hand down on the desk, the sharp sound exploding through the room, stopping the deluge of hard truths as it made both Ray, Jr. and Cassie jump.
"That's enough!" Ray thundered. "That's more than enough." He looked from one to the other. "All right, you've had your turns, now it's mine. Miss Edwards, yes, I want my family to be proud of me and to be proud of what I've built. And you—" he fixed his son with a sharp appraisal "—do you think it would make me happy to see Robbie lose his place? Because if you do—"
"I don't, Dad. I told you that."
Ray sat in silence, his only continuing show of emotion the twitching of his hands. 
Cassie glanced at Ray, Jr. The younger man looked physically ill.
"I love this town," Ray admitted, his voice gruff. "I've watched it grow from having only one stop sign to what it is today. From having a one-room schoolhouse, to having an elementary school, a middle school, and a high school. I helped get us a public library, a playground, a movie theater. God help me, I do love it. And I love Robbie, too—in my own way—and Sylvia and Will. I don't want bad things to happen to any of them. But I can't—I just can't sign that damned contract!"
"Why not?" Ray, Jr. pleaded. "Tell us why, Dad?  Don't make us keep thinking…" He stopped, unable to go on.
The answer seemed torn from Ray. "Because if I do, I'll be signing Love's death knell!" 
Cassie almost rocked back on her heels at the unexpectedness of Ray's answer. Ray, Jr. looked just as shocked.
"I don't understand," Ray, Jr. said, groping for a chair. Once in it, he pushed one over for Cassie, too. 
Cassie sank into it. "I don't either," she breathed.
"It's happening everywhere," Ray explained. "Big discount chain stores move in on little spits of land and the next thing you know, all the small businesses in the town closest to it have to close. All the money goes to the big store because they can afford to cut their prices. And they keep doing it, knowing that the town businesses can't compete with them. They don't care. And they don't care about the town either. Or the people in it." He looked pointedly at Cassie. "Neither does your boss. He's just out to make a buck."
"Handy's wouldn't close, Dad."
"It could," Ray contradicted his son. "Places like that sell groceries and hardware. They also sell greeting cards," he added meaningfully, "and clothes and shoes and…you name it, they sell it. All at prices we can't begin to match. And if the businesses go, so goes the town. We'll turn into one of those bedroom communities that folks just sleep in. The town'll die. It won't be Love anymore. I won't let that happen!"
Ray rubbed the back of his neck, just as Will did when harried.
Cassie's mind had begun to hum, trying to put together something that would make this work. Something that would allay the deep-seated fear that Ray had at last lowered his guard enough to divulge. Then she had it. "I don't know what Mr. Michaels' plans are at present," she said. "I believe he wants the land for investment. But…what if he'd be willing to add a clause to the contract that precludes him from selling it to any kind of large discount-store operation?"
Both men looked at her.
"Would he do that?" Ray, Jr. asked.
"I'll talk to him. See if we can work it out."
"You'd do that?" Ray asked. "After everything—"
Cassie smiled. This was the first idea she'd come up with that Ray liked! "Of course I would," she said.
Ray slowly extended his hand. "If you can get him to agree, we'll talk money next."
"I'll call him right away." 
"Does that boss of yours know what a fighter he's got working for him? If you ever decide you'd like to move back to Love, you just let me know and I'll have a job for you. Isn't that right, Junior?  We'd hire her in a second."
"You're right, Dad. In a second," Ray, Jr. agreed.
From where Cassie sat, she could see Ray looking at Ray, Jr. with different eyes. In a strange way, he seemed reassured that his son had stood up to him, and that he hadn't backed down.
"Why don't we let Cassie have the office for a few minutes to make her call?" Ray suggested to his son.
On the way to the door, father placed his arm companionably around son's shoulders, and son seemed to hold himself straighter.



CHAPTER TWELVE

CASSIE COULDN'T CONNECT with Jimmy. He was out of the office at a meeting and Diane didn't know when to expect him back except "some time later this afternoon." Knowing that Jimmy always switched off his cell phone when conducting business, she left a message for him to call her back ASAP. Then she went downstairs, gave that information to the two Taylor men and promised to get back to them as soon as she heard anything. She instilled as much positive confidence in her voice as she could muster. More than she actually felt. She had no idea what Jimmy's answer might be. Or if she had the ability to talk him around if he didn't like it.
Still, it was difficult to contain a burgeoning excitement as she drove back to the ranch. With Ray, Jr.'s help she had found the key. But she couldn't say anything to Will or Robbie or Sylvia. Not yet. She didn't want to get their hopes up.
As she passed through the front gate and conscientiously stopped to close it, she tamped down any feelings of elation. She had to pretend that nothing had happened.
Once again, she found the Taylors in the kitchen, positioned much as they had been that morning. Robbie and Sylvia at the table, and Will leaned back against the counter. Each face held deep concern. 
"How's Traveler?" she asked quickly.
"Well," Robbie said, "it's good news and bad. Good because it's not as bad as it coulda been, and bad because Traveler's gonna be out of commission for a couple months. Got a broken bone in his foot."
"He was supposed to have another month out with the ladies," Sylvia said. 
"Traveler's calves mean a lot to us," Will explained to Cassie. "They bring higher prices at auction because of their bloodline."
"But at least he'll be back in tip-top shape on down the road," Sylvia added.
"Should be," Will said. 
"If we're still here." Robbie said aloud what the others must have been thinking. Neither bothered to contradict him.
All three looked so downcast, it was everything Cassie could do not to reveal her secret.
Then Will said, "I saw Tim Hassat today. He says he might know someone who might be interested in a lease this fall. He kept sayin' "might" a lot, though. So I'm not holdin' my breath."
"Tim Hassat?" Sylvia's head lifted. "Tim wouldn't say anything he didn't think was pretty close to fact."
"He said he'd call when he heard more."
A musical theme played enthusiastically inside Cassie's purse, making them all start. She quickly reached for her cell phone, hopeful the caller was Jimmy. It was. His voice cut in and out, though, so, excusing herself, she moved swiftly onto the porch and the spot she'd previously found best for reception. 
Keeping her voice lowered, she greeted him. "Jimmy! I think I've done it! Ray Taylor's started to come around. There's just one thing. He's worried about the land being sold to some kind of big discount chain-store operation. Terrified, is a more accurate description. That's what's been holding him back. He's concerned for his business interests, but also for all the town's other small businesses."
"And?"
"And I've told him I thought something could be done about that. In the contract."
She sensed Jimmy's quick frown. "What kind of something?" 
"You agree that you won't sell the land to any corporate entity having that intention."
"Ever?" Jimmy questioned.
"Well…yes."
"That's tyin' my hands, Cassie. I'm not sure I'm willing to agree to it."
Cassie was silent. She let Jimmy think. As the moments stretched, her nerves stretched right along with them. 
"All right, I'll do it," he said at last. "I never had that kind of thing in mind for the future anyway. That strip has a lot goin' for it. Direct access by both highway and rail. Close proximity to a growing employee base. There'll be somethin' nice come along on down the line. Something that will make Ray Taylor very happy."
Cassie silently released a breath. "If you overnight the amended contracts to me, I can have everything sewn up by tomorrow evening."
"Where are you at on the price?"
"The second level, but I'm pretty sure I'll have to go to the third."
"Then do it. Let me know and I'll amend that as well."
"And you'll overnight it to me at the ranch?"
"I can do better than that. I'll bring 'em to you! I've been itchin' to get out of Houston, and I think I'd like to meet these two stubborn old goats face-to-face."
"I'll tell Sylvia Taylor you're coming. She'll probably want to fix a big meal."  
"You do that! It's been a long time since I've had some good home cookin'." 
After Cassie clicked off, she instantly dialed Ray Taylor's number.
"Mr. Michaels has accepted," she said as soon as he answered. "When would you like to talk money?"
~~~~
CASSIE HURRIED BACK into the house. "I, uh, I need to go back into town. I'll see you all later."
She did her best to contain her mounting exhilaration. Some of it must have slipped through, though, because Sylvia watched her with questioning eyes and Will, pushing away from the counter, murmured, "I'll walk you to your car."
Cassie wanted to run, not walk, to the car, but she held herself back. Will was already suspicious. Yet he said nothing until she was about to slip behind the wheel.
"What's up, Cassie?" he asked, his tone as serious as his expression.
"I told you. I…need to go back into town."
"Why? Who are you goin' to see?"
She couldn't tell him. It would be too cruel to hold out salvation for the ranch and then snatch it away if Ray were to have another change of heart. 
"Does it involve Uncle Ray?" 
"Will—"
"It's just a simple question."
Cassie looked up at him. He was a good four or five inches taller than his mother, which made the difference between his height and Cassie's height striking. So, with purpose, she stepped up onto the car's lower door frame, placed her hands on each side of his face, and guided his lips to hers. It was the only thing she could think to do to deflect his questions.
To say her action surprised Will was an understatement. But it was a surprise he instantly accepted. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her tightly against him.
Cassie hadn't meant for the kiss to be anything more than a brief caress. But it went on and on, moving, deepening, sending a sweet fire through her being. Her urgent need to return to town quickly evolved into another. His hard-muscled body strained against hers, his arms crushing her closer still. The taste of him, the feel of him, the scent of him...
But she had to break away. She had to! 
She struggled to free herself. Stopping herself as much as she was stopping him.
He loosened her and drew back, his breaths unsteady, his eyes alive with desire for her.
"I have to go," she whispered. 
Somehow she managed to settle into the driver's seat in a smooth motion that gave no hint of her inherent weakness.
"Don't be long," he said.
His low husky voice rippled along her nerve endings.
"I won't," she breathed.
He stepped away and shut the door.
Cassie was trembling so much she could scarcely start the car. She didn't want to leave him! She didn't want to put so much as an inch of space between them, much less miles. It was as if he was the soul mate she had been searching for her entire life! 
The engine finally caught. She reversed and backed around. This was something she could do for Will, and for Sylvia and Robbie. She could ease their lives. She had come to the ranch a virtual stranger, looking upon the land negotiation and sale as a task to be accomplished as quickly as possible so she could hurry away. Now the ranch and the people who called it home mattered to her. 
She was unaware that Will had jogged out to the gate until, as her car drew near, he swung it open for her to drive past.
Her bottom lip trembled as she looked at him. His long, lean body braced against the metal, his right hand lifted in an abbreviated wave, his sky-blue eyes following her.
~~~~
YET AGAIN, CASSIE had to pull herself together during her ride into town. By the time she reached Handy's, she wanted no one to think that she hadn't just taken a relaxing drive into the country, and then a relaxing drive back.
She found Ray alone in his office. Ray, Jr., he said, was at work in his card shop. Then, in a return to his gentlemanly manners, Ray saw her into a chair, offered her a refreshment—which she refused—before they got down to business.
The process didn't take long. After a little dickering back and forth, Ray, much to her relief, seemed pleased to settle at her third authorized level. When she told him that Jimmy himself would be bringing the new set of contracts tomorrow, he was pleased by the personal attention. Afterward, he shook her hand. Like Robbie, he was a man of his word.
Cassie called Jimmy from the parking lot, gave him the agreed-upon amount, and clicked off after he told her he would see her at the ranch the next morning at around eleven. Then, once again, she set off for the ranch. 
By this time, she thought whimsically, her car would likely know the way on its own! There was no reason for her to steer! She giggled, until reality struck her. This would be her last night at the ranch! Tomorrow, after the signing, she would return to Houston. 
What had seemed the most important goal of her life short days ago now seemed a punishment. She would be leaving Will. And Sylvia. And Robbie. And the ranch. And her mother…
The joy she had expected to feel surging through her veins from the great news she carried with her was muted by her jumbled emotions. She didn't want to go back to Houston. Not now, not this soon! But she couldn't stay. She had no reason. She had accomplished her purpose.
She parked the car in a mental fog, but as she stepped out, she did her best to appear gratified.
~~~~
A MUFFLED CLANKING in one of the outbuildings caused Cassie to bypass the house. When she gave the family the good news, she wanted them to be together. 
Will was in the workshop, doing something with a strip of metal that involved a vice and a hammer. The clanking was louder and sharper the closer she drew.
He looked up, the hammer poised. 
"I have some news," she said. "Would you come into the house?"
Will set the hammer aside. 
They walked along the path together in silence. Cassie was so aware of him it hurt. But since her position beyond tomorrow was unclear, she kept herself under strict control. 
Robbie was deep into his afternoon siesta when Cassie and Will entered the kitchen, but upon hearing that Cassie had some news, Sylvia hurried off to wake him.
"What's doin'?" Robbie asked, blinking sleep from his eyes as he took his chair. The stiffness in his body seemed more pronounced upon awakening.
Sylvia stood beside Will and caught hold of his arm while they waited.
Cassie looked at each of them, then announced with a smile, "Ray has agreed to sign the contract."
"Whoop!" Robbie exclaimed, jumping to his feet, all stiffness and sleepiness forgotten.
"At a dollar amount higher than the one you agreed to," Cassie continued, "so your amount will be higher as well."
Robbie couldn't contain himself. His face beaming, he grabbed a tearful Sylvia and spun her about in celebration.
"He did it! He's doin' it!" he cried jubilantly. Then he paused for a quick check. "He shook hands with ya, did he?"
"He did," Cassie confirmed.
Robbie did a little jig on his own before falling back into his chair, winded but still grinning.
"I can't believe it," Sylvia said, tears of joy flowing. She hugged Will and drew Cassie into the hug as well. "Thank you," she said close to Cassie's ear. "Thank you. I kept hoping, but I didn't believe it would  happen. I thought— I thought—"  Overcome, she couldn't finish.
In the three-way hug Cassie's side was pressed against Will. She held herself stiffly until Sylvia released her. Then she stepped away, avoiding Will's gaze.
"What caused him to change his mind?" Will asked. 
"Yes," Sylvia agreed, "what?"
"Ray, Jr." Cassie's answer was simple.
~~~~
WILL COULDN'T GET her to look at him. It was as if, for whatever reason, Cassie had pulled back inside herself. Barely an hour earlier, she'd been anything but distant, reaching out to kiss him when it was the last thing he'd expected, and in a way that convinced him they had a future together. But just now there'd been no yield in her taut flesh.
Cassie continued, "Ray, Jr. said some things that got his father thinking, made him realize—"  Her eyes flitted to Will, silently acknowledging the veracity of his suggestion that Ray, Jr. could help. "In the end, Ray agreed to sign as long as Mr. Michaels added a clause that prohibits him from selling the land to any kind of large discount-store operation in the future. Mr. Michaels agreed."  She shrugged, minimizing her part in the negotiation, then addressed Sylvia. "I hope it's all right. Jimmy—Mr. Michaels—is bringing the new contracts himself tomorrow morning, and I mentioned that you might be willing to cook a meal for him. He plans to be here around eleven."
Sylvia's expression brightened even more. "I'll cook him a meal he won't forget in a long time, that's for sure! Maybe barbecue some steaks. What do you think, Will?"
His mother was so happy, as was his granddad. It was inconceivable to Will that he take away from their joy because his love life was unsettled. 
His love life… Was that what it was?  He'd had quite a few "in likes" in his younger years and one or two "in likes a lot," but never— 
"Will?" His mother repeated. She was looking at him oddly, as if sensing that he wasn't as happy and enthusiastic about the family's good fortune as she and his granddad were. 
He was happy. He was enthusiastic. The money from the sale would make all the difference in the world for them. It was just...with her job finished, Cassie would soon be leaving.
His mother tilted her head, a frown forming on her brow. For a moment, Will couldn't remembered what it was she'd asked him. He ran it down. Cassie's boss was coming to the ranch, Cassie had said something about a meal—
"Sure, yeah, steaks sound fine," he said. And was relieved when his mother seemed satisfied with both his answer and his faked good spirits.
"I'll call Ray and Ray, Jr. and tell them to bring along June and Lisa Ann, too," his mother decided, delighted to make the meal a family occasion by including the wives as well. "Might as well sign everything at one time, don't you think?" Then, not wanting to rock any boats, Sylvia checked with Cassie, "That should be all right, shouldn't it? It won't cause any problems?"
"Not that I can see," Cassie said. "Maybe we should sign first and eat afterward, though. To help everyone's digestion."  
"Good idea."  Sylvia grinned.
"An' I'm thinkin' I'd like to have a little coffee right now to celebrate!" Robbie proposed. "How 'bout the rest 'a ya?"  He winked at Will. "I told ya this little gal would keep after 'im till he changed his mind! Stubborn ol' fool!"
Sylvia broke in, half teasing, half serious. "Are we gonna need to put a muzzle on you tomorrow, Dad?" 
"Naw, I'll be good. I'll put on my Sunday manners and everythin'."  Then the reality behind what they were celebrating hit him and he sobered a bit. "Can't say it won't be hard to sign on that dotted line, though. Hope ol' Nelson and Ida won't be too mad at me for doin' what I'm gonna do."  He smiled again. "Like you said before, Will. They could be cheering me on!"
Will nodded agreement, then straightening said, "I'll pass on the coffee. Tomorrow's shapin' up to be a pretty big day, so I'd better get some extra chores done while I can."
"Me, too," Cassie said quickly. "I'm going to pass as well. I'm a little tired what with...everything."
Sylvia swirled the coffee remaining in the carafe. "Want me to make some fresh, Dad?  There's probably enough for two cups, but..." She shrugged.
Will didn't hear his granddad's response. Just before Cassie stepped into the hall, she looked back at him. His first instinct was to follow her, but what could he do? Tell her he didn't want her to leave? Yeah, then watch her disappear in a cloud of dust as soon as she could tomorrow afternoon? Maybe it was all in his mind. As he'd said to her once: he was male, she was female. It was natural that there'd be an attraction. It didn't have to mean anything.
He returned to the workshop and took up where he'd left off— beating out a replacement metal strap for the trailer. Only he continued to beat on it for a lot longer than it needed, the bang and clang somehow satisfying. He was still beating on it when he became aware of his mother's presence.
Sheepishly, he set the hammer aside and released the now misshapen strap from the vice's grip. 
"Is somethin' wrong, Will?" she asked. "Earlier, you seemed a little...off."
"Nothin's wrong, Mom."
Her concerned eyes searched his face. She knew he wasn't telling the truth. "Is it Cassie?" she asked.
How could he deny it? "Yeah."
"You have feelings for her?"
"Yeah."
"I always thought she was a sweet little thing even when no one could get a word out of her. She seems to have grown into a good woman, too." When he made no reply, she continued, "Some people say it takes a long time for a person to decide if another person is the right one for them. I knew I was goin' to marry your daddy the first time I laid eyes on him. He came out to our farm in Watson County, visitin' with a friend of your Uncle Dan's—" she named her brother "—and I knew. Right then and there, I knew. Took him longer to decide. But he kept visitin' a lot more than he needed to, probably neglecting his work around here, and after a little while—" she smiled at the memory "—he came around to my way of thinkin'."
"Did you ever worry he might not?"
Sylvia laughed. "I had a few bad moments. Days, actually. Times when he didn't drop by like I thought he was goin' to." She shook her head. "A fine torture. I heard somebody describe it that way once. And it was…and it is."
She hugged him. "Don't push too hard, Will, but don't stop pushin'," she advised. Then, grinning like the girl his father had fallen in love with, she said, "I wouldn't mind havin' grandbabies with dark hair and dark eyes."
~~~~
CASSIE DIDN'T VENTURE downstairs until it was time for supper. She didn't want to chance running into Will. But for all her worry, Will and Robbie were both absent, leaving only Sylvia and herself to share the big tureen of hearty vegetable soup. 
"I packed them off with sandwiches," Sylvia said. "So much has been goin' on! Thanks to you, it'll all be a lot easier soon, at least pressure-wise. I still have to pinch myself sometimes to make sure I'm not dreamin'."  She demonstrated by giving her arm a light pinch. "I know it's not what some folks consider a fortune, but to us, it is. The bank's gonna get most of it, but the ranch needs a few things.  And—" she grinned "—I might get that dishwasher. Dad says he wants a new recliner chair, too. And it's all thanks to you." 
Cassie was warmed by the words, but she had to keep the record straight. "It wasn't just me. Ray, Jr.'s the one who made it happen."
"Junior," Sylvia mused. "I know you told us he stood up to his daddy, but I'm still havin' a hard time picturin' it. Good for him that he did, though. He's needed to do it for a long time. Let his daddy know he has a spine. He's a good man. He's just been a little too soft where his daddy's concerned." She eyed Cassie as Cassie took another spoonful of the delicious soup. "Did you have a chance to talk with your mother today?"
Cassie nodded.
"And did she answer your questions?"
At Cassie's second nod, Sylvia said, "Good," and took another spoonful of soup herself.
They finished the meal in companionable silence. It was only when Cassie stood to carry her empty bowl to the sink that Sylvia asked, "Are you happy to be goin' back to Houston tomorrow?"
The question pierced Cassie's heart. "Mmm. I—I suppose." Then, hearing the uncertainty in her voice, added more forcefully, "But I've certainly enjoyed my stay at the Circle Bar-T. I'll tell my friends. That is, if you're still going to be open to guests?"
"Oh, I think I am. At least for the time being. I kinda enjoy meetin' all the new folks, hearin' what their lives are like, and watchin' them enjoy the ranch." She gave Cassie a long look. "We'll miss you, you know. You can come back any time you want. Not as a paying guest, either. You're one of us now, Cassie, even if you're off in Houston."
Cassie's throat tightened. She had spent her life wanting to belong; looking through that window, with her nose pressed to the glass, desperate for what others had and took for granted. "Sylvia—" she began.
"No strings attached," Sylvia stated. "You're one of us."
Cassie lowered her chin, not wanting the other woman to see the moisture that had sprung into her eyes. "Thank you," she whispered tightly. "I'll always remember that. And you."
Sylvia took the bowl from Cassie's hands and transferred it to the counter, then, spreading her arms wide, invited, "C'mere and give me a hug."
Cassie went willingly into the motherly embrace.
~~~~
SINCE THIS WAS going to be her last evening on the ranch for probably forever, Cassie spent it on the wide front porch, in one of the rockers, with the Duchess hopping on and off her lap according to feline whim. Sylvia kept her company for a long period, the two women commenting on general things, but nothing of the personal. It was as if both wanted to avoid tender spots. 
Just before dusk Sylvia announced, "I'm gonna go take a look at a few of those catalogues the stores keep sendin' us, to see what kind of dishwasher I want." She grinned as she stood up. "I still can't believe we can afford one."  
The Duchess disappeared as well, off to start a night's hunt for small prey. But Cassie remained in place. The last sparks of the setting sun had brought a smearing of clouds to life in shades of pink and purple and gold. She watched as the colors gradually intensified, then slowly started to fade. 
Boots clumped through the house and stopped at the screen door. After a pause, the door opened. Cassie didn't need to turn to know it was Will.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

WILL WALKED TO the railing without saying a word, propped a hand against a support and squinted off into the distance. 
Cassie sat frozen in the chair. She knew she should get up and walk away, escape to safety inside the house...but she couldn't do it. She couldn't make herself move. 
Her gaze absorbed everything about him from the top of his golden head down to the scuffed and worn boots that encased his feet. His long, lean-muscled body had been hardened and sculpted by the work he did; his profile honed by nature to be arresting. But it wasn't just his masculine good looks. It was Will himself, the sort of man he was—devoted to his family and the land they loved, a kind man, strong on the inside as well as out.
She thought back to how quiet he'd been when she'd told the others about the success of the sale. She'd expected him to be as exultant as they were…but he wasn't. 
She moved uneasily, making the rocking chair squeak. The sound caught his attention.
"Nice evenin'," he said, turning slightly to look at her.
Cassie swallowed. "Yes, I've been enjoying it."
He took a moment, seemingly in no hurry to move the conversation forward. Until, at last, "So, you got what you wanted. Congratuations."
Cassie wanted to squirm again, but held still. "The congratulations go to you, too."
"Yep, the money's gonna help." He came to sit in the ladder-back chair nearest Cassie, and immediately rocked it back against the wood siding of the house, balancing on its two rear legs. The toe of one boot kept him steady. "How'd you finally end up doin' it?" he asked.
"As I said, Ray, Jr. did most of it. He told his dad that people in town weren't going to like it when they heard he had a part in the three of you losing the ranch. Then he told him the way he's been acting was beneath him." She paused, remembering the tension-filled moments. "It was pretty strong. Ray got upset."
Will laughed grimly. "I'll bet he did."
"Then he told us what's been behind it all along. I'm still sure part of it was getting  back at Robbie, but the biggest part was his fear that Jimmy—Mr. Michaels—would sell the land to one of those big discount operations.  He was worried about Love and its small businesses…what having a big discount store so close by would do to them."
"He has a few of those small businesses himself."
"Yes, but he was really more worried for the town. It's almost as if it's a child to him. One he has to take care of, protect. To his mind, a chain store would kill it."
"Hmm."
"I guess he feels about Love the way you and your granddad and your mom feel about the Circle Bar-T. I'm not sure he truly understood how bad things were for you all until after Ray, Jr. got him to see it."
"Sounds as if Junior's finally found his feet."
"Your mom said he's found his spine."
Will smiled dryly. "I can think of a couple other parts of the male anatomy that would fit even better."
Cassie smiled but quickly lost it. She looked away from Will, out into the deepening darkness. The safe topic concerning the day's events had been exhausted. 
By tomorrow night she would be back in the heat and humidity of Houston. In her own bed, in her own apartment, with her few scraggly plants. She closed her eyes. It didn't compare to this. 
"So you'll be leavin' us tomorrow," he said, again as if privy to her thoughts.
"Yes."
There was a slight pause. "What if I was to ask you not to go?" In the silence that followed he brought the chair back down on all four feet and leaned forward. "Or do you have someone back there waitin' for you?"
Cassie cast about for the right thing to say. Was he asking her not to go?  And if so, for what reason? Mere attraction? "No. I—"
"Then why not stay for another couple of days?  Let us have a chance to say a proper thanks."
Now he was asking for himself and his family. Maybe it was simple gratitude. She was glad she hadn't answered with her heart earlier.
"I— No, I should go back. Jimmy will probably have something else for me to do. Another…negotiation." She stood up. She needed to break this off. Kisses were one thing. So, even, might be a deeper dalliance. But she wanted more. She wanted—  
"Cassie."
The way he said her name, softly, in his husky baritone, curled through her body like smoke. "Yes?"
"I'd like you to stay."
To hear him say that! But— Suddenly she was afraid. Too much had happened over too short a time. She'd learned things about herself, her mother, her father, the town. Big things. Important things. Things that were going to change her life forever. Things that had already changed her life. For her to have fallen in love with Will—if
that was what this was—had the most life-changing potential of all! He was asking her to stay another couple of days. Which, if she did, and if he and she... No! She couldn't be intimate with him and then leave! 
"No!" The refusal fell from her lips. "I'm sorry," she whispered as she stumbled to the screen door. Her throat was so tight she could barely force the words out. 
He rose slowly, his expression strained, but he didn't try to close the distance between them.
Cassie forced herself to go inside.
~~~~
SHE CRIED HERSELF to sleep that night, careful to keep her misery silent. But she didn't sleep soundly. Her rest was disturbed by dreams in which she was running both toward and away from the same threatening being. A presence she never saw, only felt. 
When she awakened the next morning, having missed the rooster, it was already after nine. She felt like death warmed over, yet she couldn't stay in bed. Jimmy would arrive with the contracts in less than two hours.
She dragged herself from beneath the covers, wobbled her way down the hall to the bathroom, and finally came alive in the shower.
When she presented herself downstairs, Sylvia was already getting ready for the midday barbecue. The sauce was finished on the stove and various vegetables had been cleaned and readied for cutting.
Without a word, Sylvia filled a cup with coffee and held it out to her. Cassie accepted it and sat down. 
"Have a hard night?" Sylvia asked.
"I didn't sleep very well." 
"I don't think Will did either. He was off his feed this mornin', then he stomped out to see to the horses."
Just hearing Will's name made Cassie's nerves twang. To divert Sylvia from that subject, she asked with forced brightness, "What can I do to help?"
~~~~
THE NEXT HOUR and a half flew by, and almost before Cassie knew it, she was back in her room debating whether to change into one of her business suits for the signing. She decided against it. This was a ranch, and they were having a barbecue. Everyone would expect her to dress casually. Her only concession was to change into a crisp shirt that dressed her jeans up a little. 
Back downstairs, Will was in the kitchen about to help his mother move the table outside under the shade tree. Cassie hurried to Sylvia's side, bearing part of the weight, while Robbie held the screen door open.
"Can't have your boss sittin' on a stump," Sylvia declared, laughing.
A car rolled up the driveway. 
"It's Ray," Robbie reported after checking.
Cassie and Will were left to bring out the chairs in addition to an extra folding chair or two that Sylvia had unearthed earlier, while Sylvia and Robbie went to greet their guests. Cassie did her best to avoid all physical contact with Will; for his part, Will seemed totally focused on the job.
The living room was crowded when Cassie entered from the hall. Will, who had been directly behind her, must have continued upstairs, probably to change since he'd been out doing chores earlier.
June, Ray's wife, remembered Cassie from her growing years; Lisa Ann, Ray, Jr.'s wife, had only lived in Love for a few years, having married Ray, Jr. after his first wife died. The older woman matched her husband in roundness, her hair fully silver, its short length tightly curled. The younger woman, barely ten or so years older than Cassie, was pretty in a fussy way but with soft doe eyes. Both greeted Cassie warmly. Ray, Jr., at his wife's side, nodded to Cassie with a small satisfied smile.
The twins stayed on different sides of the room, but as the minutes ticked by, and with everyone seemingly ignoring them, they made their way over to each other and soon were talking. 
Cassie caught Sylvia's conspiratorial wink and knew that the two men had been ignored on purpose.
Jimmy was the last to arrive. As his huge white Cadillac rolled down the drive, Cassie stepped onto the porch to greet him. Glancing at the gate, she saw that he had closed it. An East Texas farm boy knows the rules about gates.
Jimmy was dressed to the hilt in one of his tan custom-made western suits with a black bolo tie and a matching Stetson. His silver-gray hair was newly cut, his nails recently manicured, his shave, typically, barbershop fresh. Cassie had never learned his true age. He could be anywhere from forty-five to sixty, but he moved like a much younger man as he bounded up the stairs onto the porch. He was only a few inches taller than Cassie, and slim everywhere but the belly, but because of the way he filled his space he seemed a much larger man. 
"Howdy, Cassie," he boomed cheerfully, removing his hat. "Looks like this fresh air's been doing you just fine! I have those contracts right here." He patted the inner pocket of his jacket. Then lifting his nose, he sniffed the scent of tangy barbecue sauce. "Mmm-mmm! That sure smells good. Smells like somebody's gonna burn some meat today. Hope it's us!"
Cassie couldn't help but smile. Jimmy was irresistible.
"Come inside and meet everyone," she invited, then added in a quick aside, "I think we should do the signing first."
"My thinkin' exactly," he murmured in return as he held the door open for her to enter. 
Introductions were made all around. Everyone seemed fascinated by Jimmy, and he quickly made himself at home...talking first with Robbie and Ray, and then consulting Sylvia about what he could do to make his homemade barbecue sauce tastier. 
Cassie was in position at Jimmy's side when Will entered the room. Not only had he changed clothes, he was wearing a newer pair of jeans, a colorful plaid shirt with shiny pearlized snap buttons, and his scuffed boots had been given new life with a little leather cleaner. He'd also showered and freshly shaved. All for the occasion. Cassie heart gave a wild leap. She couldn't take her eyes off him. No matter what he was dressed in, he would always be an attractive man. Wearing skins in a cave, he'd make his mate's temperature rise! But this was the first time she'd seen him take special care, and the result was devastating. 
Much to her relief, Sylvia handled his introduction to Jimmy. The two men shook hands. Then Will's eyes settled on her, and Cassie forgot to breathe. Voices faded; it was just the two of them in the room. 
"Cassie?" Someone said her name from afar. "Cassie?" She heard it repeated, only this time from closer by. When Jimmy touched her arm, she jumped as if an electric spark had leapt from his fingers. So much charged energy surrounded her!
"Yes?" she said, quickly dragging her eyes away from Will, though he continued to watch her.
Jimmy handed her a long envelope, before he spoke to the crowd. "Might as well get the business part over with first. If you two gentleman would like to look over the contracts—" He handed a document to each man. "Feel free to take your time."
Robbie motioned Will to his side, and Ray, Jr. moved next to his father. The room waited as each word was read.
"You'll see I've added the clause you requested, Ray." Jimmy directed their attention to the proper section. "And since the property has been in your family for a number of years, you'll also see that you're retaining the mineral rights. I enjoy turning a profit, but I don't like to rob people. I prefer to sleep at night."
Jimmy had once told her that he'd cheated a man early in his career, and had felt so bad about it afterward that he'd tracked the man down over three states and five years in order to give him his money back. He truly did like to sleep at night.
"Looks all right to me," Robbie said.
"Me, too," Ray agreed.
"All right, gentlemen. Now, if you'd care to sign on the appropriate lines." He pulled two pens from his pocket. 
Sylvia moved a bowl of flowers off the center of the coffee table and the twins sat down to sign. 
"And now we need two witnesses," Jimmy said.
Ray handed the pen to Ray, Jr. and Robbie gave his to Will.
"Next, the best part!" Jimmy grinned, and motioned Cassie forward. "Cassie, why don't you do the honors."
Cassie opened the envelope and handed each brother his check.
Robbie stared at his for a long time, then eyes moist, he held it up for Will and Sylvia to see. He soon had to wipe his nose on a tissue.
Ray seemed surprised by Robbie's show of emotion. If nothing else to this point had driven home how important this sale was to his brother, that did. He moved uncomfortably, cleared his throat, then offered his brother his hand. Robbie was surprised by the offer. He looked hard at Ray's hand, before reaching out to clasp it.
"I think this calls for a drink," Sylvia said happily. "Lemonade anyone? I made some fresh this mornin'. And there's always sweet tea, and hot coffee."
~~~~
THE MINUTES COUNTED down. Cassie could almost feel them speeding by. She ate alongside everyone else at the table under the shade tree, but she couldn't have said how the meal tasted if her life depended on it. Jimmy raved about how good it was, but she'd expected him to do that. The others also offered their compliments to Sylvia, including Cassie.  
After the meal, the men went to inspect the outbuildings, Jimmy gathering Ray and Ray, Jr. into the tour even if they might have preferred not to accompany them. Jimmy was so friendly, so enthusiastic, he could persuade even the most resistant soul.
The women cleared the table. After the dishes were washed and put away, Sylvia showed them a catalogue picture of the dishwasher she'd picked out. Then, suggesting that they enjoy their refreshments on the front porch, she led the way with a tray.
Cassie took advantage of that moment to bow out. She couldn't do it. Last night, on the porch with Will, was too freshly seared in her mind. She pleaded a headache, which wasn't far from the truth, and went to her bedroom to pack. The process was simple. All she had to do was remove her things from the closet and empty several drawers. 
When she had everything in her suitcase, she looked around. The room had seemed so small when she'd first seen it. Now it was just right.
The last thing she retrieved was the photo of her father. That boyish face, that playful smile. 
Jimmy's characteristic laugh, full and uninhibited, floated upstairs to her bedroom. The men had returned to the house. 
She looked again at the image of her father, wondered what advice he might give her, and slipped the cherished picture into her briefcase.  
Then, leaving her suitcase just inside the door, she went downstairs. Her place, for the moment, continued to be at Jimmy's side.
~~~~
THE MEN WERE seated at the kitchen table that they must have moved back inside. They'd helped themselves to coffee and more of the peach cobbler dessert left over from the meal.
When Jimmy saw her, he said, "I wondered where you'd disappeared to."
"I was packing," Cassie said.
"Here—" he pushed out an empty chair with his foot "—why don't you join us. You aren't in any hurry to leave, are you?"
"No." The answer was both truth and lie. 
Jimmy and Ray occupied chairs at the table's head and foot, while Robbie, Ray, Jr. and Will sat along the sides. The chair Jimmy offered her was directly across from Will. She pretended to concentrate on settling into it rather than meet Will's gaze.
"We were just talkin' about Love," Jimmy said. "About how it's growing, and a little of its history."  He paused. "I didn't know you came from Love, Cassie." 
"My family moved here when I was a baby."
"So this trip was a homecoming for you."  He beamed a pleased smile. 
"You could say that," she murmured.
"You still have family here?" he asked.
"My mother."
Jimmy had never asked her about her past. He tended to take people as they were. But he was astute enough to know that she had faced difficulties in her earlier life. Difficulties that had encased her in an emotional shell. 
Picking up on her hesitancy, he halted that line of pursuit to instead tease, "So I'm thinkin' that maybe I shouldn't have to pay you for this!"
"You better," Ray warned, smiling. "If you don't, Junior and I will hire her away from you."
"You folks allow poachin' in this part of Texas?" Jimmy demanded archly of his host.
The question elicited laughter as intended. Jimmy then switched the conversation to the various business interests in town, asking Ray and Ray, Jr. to tell him about them.
He heard them out, then said, "You realize, as your town grows—as your county grows—you're not goin' to be able to hold off a big discount store forever. There'll be one built somewhere, whether it's in your town or in a town down the road. People will drive to wherever it is and shop there. Everybody wants a bargain. May not happen for some years. For sure won't happen on that strip I just bought off you. But it's comin'. My advice is for you to start makin' plans. Do you have any?"
Ray stiffened in his seat, but Ray, Jr. sat forward. "I was thinking what we need is to specialize more. No one knows our customers like we do. We can offer them items that they can't get in one of those big places. And we can start doing more to get tourists to stop in Love instead of passin' on through. Start sellin' local arts and crafts—like those quilts and those rag dolls your mother and the church ladies make, Will. And those funny mailboxes Jenny Martinez makes. We can even come up with some kind of festival. Call it something with a clever take on the town name, like The Love Bug Festival. Have beetle races and cookin' contests….that kind of thing."  He sat back on the last words, as if realizing that he might have let his tongue get away from him. "Well," he said, slightly embarrassed. "Not that name necessarily, but something like it." He glanced at his father, who continued to sit stiffly.
"That's exactly the kind of thinking I'm talkin' about!" Jimmy approved enthusiastically. "Other towns have done it, you can too!"
"I don't mean right away," Ray, Jr. said to his father. "Just maybe…start planning."
Ray shifted in his chair, rubbed his neck, rubbed his cheek, and said, "Sounds like a good idea. Why don't you bring it up at the next Chamber meeting?"
Ray, Jr. smiled and nodded agreement.
"Looks like Junior's a chip off the ol' block, after all, Ray," Robbie said, grinning. 
As the others continued to talk, Cassie felt Will's eyes burning into her. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, she turned to Jimmy. "If you don't need me anymore, I'd like to leave early so I can stop off and see my mother."
Jimmy frowned slightly. He must have picked up on her heightened tension. "No, I don't need you. Go ahead."
Cassie did her best to leave the room without seeming to hurry. But as she passed through the kitchen doorway into the hall, a second chair scraped back, and she knew Will was intent on following her.
She quickened her pace, but Will's long legs allowed him to catch up and block her way onto the stairs. 
"We need to deal with this, Cassie," he said with quiet intenseness, mindful of being overheard. "You know there's somethin'. I know there's somethin'. If you go back to Houston—"  
"I don't want to stay," she told the floor, her reply taut.
"Tell me that when you're lookin' at me, and maybe then I'll believe you."
Cassie lifted her gaze, ready to brazen it out. But she got no higher than the muscle twitching at the side of his jaw, and she knew she couldn't do it! "All right," she admitted. "There is something. But it's not been a full week!"
"We've known each other most of our lives."
She shook her head. "No. We haven't. I knew who you were. You knew who I was. Me…Bonnie Edwards' daughter. I know now that my mother can't help being who she is. And that the town, and the people...aren't as bad as I remembered. But I can't— I don't— Everything's so—" Distressed, she pushed the feathery hairs curving onto her cheeks back behind her ears. 
"It's only as complicated as we make it, Cassie."
"I need time, Will."
Conflicting emotions passed over his face as he struggled with her assertion. Finally, he said huskily, "Then take it." And after a pause, "Can I come see you?"
She was already shaking her head in the negative before he finished.
He stared out the screen door over her head. A moment later he stepped out of her way. "Tell me when you're ready, and I'll come get your suitcase."
More than anything in that moment Cassie wanted to throw herself into his arms, uncaring how long it might last. But, as hard as it was, she knew she had to do the right thing. At the ranch, her emotions were in too much of a jumble. She couldn't sort them out. Especially with Will so close by.
"I'm ready right now," she said. "And I'll bring my suitcase down." The truth was, she didn't trust herself to be alone with him in such a private place as her room. 
"I'll be here," he said, and said it in such a way that she knew he meant not only when she came downstairs, but whenever she wanted to contact him again. 
~~~~
THE GOODBYES TO both sets of Taylors were going to be harrowing. Brief moments later, just as Cassie handed off her suitcase to Will, Sylvia came inside. She'd been smiling at something the women on the porch were talking about, but her smile vanished the instant she saw what was taking place.
"You're leaving so soon?" she asked.
Cassie nodded. "I'm going to stop by Bonnie's on my way out of town."
"But—" Sylvia's eyes moved to Will, and searched his tightly drawn features before they switched back. 
Cassie set her briefcase on the floor in order to take the woman's hands in both of hers. "I'm so glad everything worked out for your family, Sylvia. Thank you. Thank you for everything."
Sylvia caught her bottom lip. "You remember what I told you before?"
"I do" Cassie said. 
Robbie hobbled in from the kitchen, followed by the other men. Cassie went to shake his hand, but he quickly turned it into a hug. "You don't be a stranger, little gal," he said gruffly.
Ray, leaning past his brother, held out his hand. "Good doing business with you, Cassie."
Ray, Jr. shook her hand as well, but said nothing. His smile and nod were enough.
"See ya back in Houston bright and early Monday mornin'!" Jimmy called, having slipped into a more pronounced accent after being at the ranch for a couple of hours.
"You're not going to give her a little time off?" Ray demanded.
"She can come in a half hour late, if she wants," Jimmy teased.
Cassie knew that after a negotiation she could have as much time off as she wanted, but she had a feeling that she was going to need the activity of work to keep herself from thinking about Will and the ranch.
"I'll be there," she assured him.
"I'll take this on out," Will said quietly, motioning with the suitcase. 
It was like tearing out a part of her heart when she stepped onto the porch for what could be the last time. She quickly said goodbye to the other Taylor women, then after giving another hug to Sylvia and another to Robbie, she turned to walk away. 
Before she got halfway to the car, though, she paused to wave, a haze of tears in her eyes. Everyone, except Will, had clustered onto the porch to see her off. Even the Duchess was there, gray tail flicking with annoyance on the lower step because her favorite rocking chair had a stranger in it.
Will, his expression a study in fortitude, held the car door open and Cassie slid inside.
Her throat was so tight it was painful. 
"Don't be long," he said gruffly, then shut the door securely and stepped back.
Tears overflowed Cassie's dark eyes as she started the engine. She wasn't aware that Will had once again jogged out to the gate until she saw him swing it open. 
Her leave-taking was so very different from her arrival. 
But then, she was different.  



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CASSIE LET HERSELF into her apartment, exhausted in every way it was possible to be exhausted. The drive from Love to Houston had seemed endless. She was glad it was over. But the emptiness of the place she called home was so pronounced after the conviviality of the past week that she felt no welcome. Even the central air-conditioned air had a staleness to it that she had never noticed before.
She left her suitcase and briefcase by the door to turn on a couple of lamps, hoping to chase away some of the gloom. Then she slumped into the nearest chair. How many times on the way home had she wondered if she was doing the right thing? Or if she only thought it was the right thing? Will wanted her to stay. He'd asked her more than once. He'd said there was something between them, which meant he felt something, too. 
Something. The ambiguity of the word made Cassie sigh. 
Bonnie had been impossible to find. She hadn't been at home, she hadn't been out by the creek. Cassie had searched for about a half hour and had ended up leaving a note. In it, she promised that she would be back to visit and that her mother should call whenever she had the opportunity. Bonnie didn't have a telephone, but she didn't object to using one.
As they would, Cassie's thoughts returned to Will. By now the company would have left, and he'd probably be hard at work, trying to make up for the lost time. Sylvia would likely be sitting on the front porch resting with the cat, and Robbie would either be with her or out with Will, helping where he could.
Her gaze traveled around the open room. She'd worked very hard to make the apartment attractive and comfortable and reflective of her personality. But she no longer had need of a brittle shell, or the pretense that she wasn't who she truly was. Much of what she saw, she wouldn't select again.
She looked down at the jeans she'd worn since morning, and the, by now, somewhat rumpled shirt. She'd never worn jeans before this trip, not until her stay at the ranch. Now they felt a part of her.
Thoughts of her father made her drag herself out of the chair to retrieve his photo from her briefcase. Tomorrow, she would scan it into her computer, use her limited photo manipulation skills, and create as many photos of him as she wanted. She could have a framed picture of him in every room. 
For tonight, though, his picture would come with her just as it was and she'd prop it on her own bedside table. 
~~~~
CASSIE DID HER best to fit back into her life in Houston. On Sunday she talked to a couple of friends, catching up on their lives, but careful not to let the conversation touch on her own. She did her laundry, stopped by the cleaners, shopped to put a few things back in the refrigerator, worked on the computer to print the set of photos she wanted. But she still felt incomplete, and all too often her thoughts centered on the ranch.
Monday and Tuesday she spent at work. Jimmy had yet to return from his day in the country, having extended his travels to other small towns in the area. Getting reacquainted with the Heart of Texas, as he'd termed it. Scouting for more prospective land purchases was another. 
With Jimmy away, the office was quiet, and Cassie busied herself by catching up with paperwork. The most difficult hours, she found, were those after work, when time seemed to drag and the loneliness of her apartment became almost painful. Not even meeting a friend at a favorite restaurant for dinner was fulfilling. 
Wednesday, Cassie looked forward to Jimmy's impending return with growing tension. She'd run out of tasks to occupy her time. But Jimmy was late, and Diane, who during the previous days had provided an avenue for conversation, secretly confided that she had partied a little too hardy the night before and all she wanted was to quietly hold her head in her hands in the hope that her monster headache would soon lessen. The only other member of staff, Louise, who'd worked with Jimmy almost since he'd started out—first as his one-woman office support, then as his accounts manager, and now, though well past retirement age, still trundled in most days to keep them all on the straight and narrow—was in a grumpy mood and didn't want to be disturbed. Leaving Cassie to invent something to do. 
Updating her contacts list wasn't enough, though. Will and the ranch were exerting a pull that she was finding more and more difficult to resist. Maybe she had been in love with him for all these years and hadn't known it. Maybe that was the reason why she'd been reluctant to let her other romantic relationships progress. Maybe—
Was she in love with him? 
At the ranch she'd been afraid that what she felt for him was caught up in all the other emotions swirling around her. Instinctively, she'd known that as long as she was under his and the ranch's sway, the validity of her feelings could be questioned. But she was back in Houston now…and they remained the same.
And Will…what did he feel? She knew beyond a doubt that he was attracted to her. But—
"Cassie!" Jimmy swept into her small office, making it feel even smaller. "You know I was only kiddin' when I said you had to come in. You could've taken off the whole week." He looked at her closely. "Did you go to that same party Diane did? Musta been a humdinger! Both of you look like somethin' the cat drug in!"  
Cassie managed a small smile. "No, no party."
"Humph," he grunted and dropping into her only spare chair, leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head. "Gotta tell you. I sure enjoyed myself at the ranch. Those Taylors are nice people. All of 'em. And can that Sylvia cook! I ate so much I thought I was gonna pop!"
"She's good," Cassie agreed.
"And Will, he seems to be a fine young man. What'd you think of him?"
Cassie felt heat rise into her cheeks. She averted her face, but knew Jimmy had seen. "He's…what you said."  
Jimmy didn't reply. Cassie waited...and waited, and finally looked at him.
He smiled impishly. "So what are you waitin' for?"
"I—I don't—"
He sat forward. "Yes, you do. I saw the way you two were eyein' each other. I also saw the way you left. The way you looked before you left, and the way he looked after."
Cassie shifted pens and papers around on her desk. "You have an overactive imagination."
"Not when it comes to love, I don't. And I'm talkin' about the emotion, not the town. You know me, Cassie. Been married to the same woman for most of my life, and I still thank my lucky stars every day that she 'd have me. Now, what's holdin' you back?"
Anyone else and she might have been able to bluff her way through. But Jimmy was immune to bluffs. Cassie took a breath and admitted miserably, "Jimmy, I don't know what to do. Everything's so jumbled up. When I went back to Love last week, I didn't go willingly. I never wanted to see that place again. Or my mother, if I could avoid it. She—" Cassie struggled for a way to say what needed to be said. "My mother is…different, and I blamed her for a lot of things I shouldn't have. I blamed the town, too. You remember how I was."
"You're not that way anymore."
"No."
"I still don't see what the problem is." 
"I think—I know—I have feelings for Will. But, it's all happened so fast. So on top of everything else. I got scared."
"Are you still scared?"
"Not as much."
"So when are you gonna put that young man out of his misery? And yours."
"I don't know! I know he wants—"  She stopped hereself. There were some things she just wasn't going to talk about with Jimmy. "He says there's something, but—"
"Did he ask you not to leave?"
Her eyes widened. Had Jimmy had one of his talks with Will, too?
"That's what I'd've of done," Jimmy continued. "I probably would've locked Kate up in a room and kept her there!"
"I told him I needed time."
"For what?"
"To think!"
"Do you still need it?"
"Well, uh, no. Not really."
"Then get to it, girl!"
"But he— I don't—"
"Get to it. Find out how he feels. That's somethin' you need to know." 
She motioned around the room. "But, my work—"
Jimmy stood up. "You've earned yourself some time off. Just give me a call on down the road and let me know what's happenin'." Then he swept out of her office as grandly as he'd swept into it.
For a moment all Cassie could do was stare after him. Then she followed his advice. She got to it.
~~~~
"YA THINK THAT boy's gonna last out the week?" Robbie asked as he and Sylvia watched Will load up the bed of the old red pickup with the supplies he needed to replace a section of pasture fence. 
"Not if he keeps goin' the way he's been goin'," Sylvia replied.
Robbie shook his woolly head. "Seem's to think he's Superman or somethin'. That fence might need replacin', but it could wait. He wasn't plannin' on doin' it until after we work the calves next week. Now, it's gotta be done right this minute."
"It all comes down to Cassie."
"Tryin' not to think about her," Robbie said.
Sylvia nodded.
"What's he gonna do if she don't come back?" Robbie asked.
"What he's doin' now, most likely. Work every second of every day."
"It ain't right."
"Dad, he told me Cassie asked for some time and he's tryin' to give it to her."
"Time for what?" Robbie snapped. "In my day, ya found the person you wanted and ya got married. As simple as that. There wasn't none 'a this nonsense 'bout thinkin'!"
Sylvia gave a small smile. "In your day, you smacked 'em over the head and dragged 'em back to your cave, huh?"
"Naw," Robbie retorted. "I was more sophisticated than that. I asked 'em out to supper first."
Sylvia laughed, then as she watched Will pull off his work gloves and climb into the truck, she murmured softly, "I just hope she doesn't take too long. One way or the other, she needs to tell him."
~~~~
ON HER EARLIER trips to and from Central Texas, Cassie had taken no notice of the wildflowers scattered along the sides of the highways and in fields and pastures. Bluebonnets and Indian Paintbrush had mostly finished their big blooms, but coming on strong were Indian Blanket and yellow Greenthread, plus many other flowers Cassie didn't have a name for. People came from far and wide to see the beautiful displays…and she had been too turned inward to appreciate them. On this return trip, though, she was awed by the abundance and the variety.
Her mother would claim it as an omen: nature was cheering her on. And in this instance, Cassie wanted to believe it. Wanted to believe that this journey back to the town, to the ranch, and to the man she loved was preordained. She wanted desperately to ignore the more accepted reality that nothing was preset: she could make this journey and have it fail. In the short time she'd been away, Will could have thought better of everything he'd said to her.
Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. 
Whatever the outcome...she had to find out! 
~~~~
"AT LEAST COME in and have a hot supper with us," Sylvia pleaded from the saddle, having ridden Polly out to where Will was working. "All this rushing around isn't good for you. Neither is existin' on sandwiches. You need to take a little time and relax."
Will lifted his hat to let a little air in, then positioned it back in place. "I've got a lot to do, Mom."
"This fence'll wait! I want you in for a meal." 
He looked down the line of posts he'd already set in place a foot inside the existing fence, in effect temporarily doubling it, and then looked the other way at the much greater distance he'd yet to cover. "It can't wait too long," he said, hedging. 
"An hour?" she challenged.
His mother was determined, and Will knew from experience that there was no stopping her, or denying her, once she got the bit between her teeth.
He rubbed a sore shoulder and caved in. "All right," he agreed. "I'll be there."
"Good," she said. "Don't be late!" With a click of encouragement, she wheeled the horse around and headed back to the house.
Will checked the time. He had a half hour. Just enough to finish the hole he'd started digging. At the rate he was going, he could get the new fence finished by the end of the week and the old fence pulled down. It was a job he'd been needing to do for a long time but had never gotten around to. But after Cassie left...
Was he a fool to have let her walk away? What sort of a man did that? Short of tying her down, though, what else could he have done? She'd asked for time. He could have refused, he could have pressured her. But that wouldn't be right. He wanted her to want to be here. To want to be with him. She shouldn't feel forced. According to her own words, she'd spent so much of her life hiding from the people of Love, hiding even from herself. The last thing he wanted was for her to feel the need to hide from him. 
So he'd agreed. But he wasn't an easy waiter. He was accustomed to identifying a problem and solving it. And for her to be so far away was a definite problem.
Once he had the post securely in place, he hopped back into the truck and started for home, leaving his tools where they were for later use. 
He'd give her through this next weekend, he decided. After that, he was going to Houston.
~~~~
CASSIE DROVE ALONG Main Street and past the Four Corners, this time experiencing none of her previous anxiety. The only thing that quickened her heart was the growing excitement she felt as she took the turnoff to the ranch and bumped over the railroad tracks. By the time she opened and closed the ranch's front gate, she wasn't sure her body could contain it.  
When she'd first come here she'd wondered how the Taylors would react to Jimmy's offer to buy the strip of land. Now she wondered how they'd react to her return. Robbie seemed to like her, Sylvia did for sure...and Will?  
She swallowed. It was Will's feelings she needed to nail down.
Cassie could hear the family in the kitchen when she stepped onto the porch. Her watch showed it to be a little past six…supper time. In her haste to get here, she hadn't realized that she  might be interrupting their meal. 
The Duchess looked up sleepily from her spot on the rocking chair, and Cassie bent to scratch her ears. Then, unable to wait any longer, she knocked on the frame of the screen door. The voices instantly stopped.
Cassie nervously brushed a hand down the front of her black jeans and smoothed the collar on her cream-colored blouse. Footsteps sounded in the hall, and soon Sylvia appeared.
There was only the briefest pause before Sylvia said, "Cassie! You're back!" The older woman drew Cassie inside and into a hug. "Oh, I'm so glad to see you!"
From the warmth of her greeting, it might have been a year, not days, since Cassie left. But it had felt like a year to Cassie, as well, and she clung to Sylvia as tightly as Sylvia did to her.
"Are you hungry?" Sylvia asked, drawing back. "We're just finishin' supper, but there's still plenty left."
"I— Well—"
"C'mon," Sylvia said and pulled her down the hall.  
Will was already on his feet as Sylvia and Cassie entered the room. He seemed thunderstruck by her presence. Cassie's eyes moved over him and quickly away. 
She wanted to run straight to him, only she wasn't sure enough of her standing. 
"Hello, Robbie," she murmured as the older man beamed. 
"Why look who's back...our little gal! Look, Will," he directed his grandson, who didn't need any directing.
Cassie slipped into her usual chair. It felt so right to be at this table, in this room, in this house, on this ranch…with these people.
Sylvia set Cassie's place and started passing her food. Cassie took a little of this and a little of that, but she doubted she'd eat even a small portion. She could feel Will's eyes burning into her and after a moment, forced herself to meet his gaze.
Robbie said something. Cassie had no idea what. There was movement of some kind. Only later—she had no idea how long—did she realize that Sylvia and Robbie had left the room, and she and Will were alone.
"You don't have to eat any of that if you don't want it," Will said, flicking a finger toward her plate. 
She glanced at his plate. He had yet to finish his meal, but he no longer seemed interested.
She wished she could think of something frivolous to say. Something that would ease their way into conversation. But she couldn't. For a second, a whisper of panic made her wonder what she was doing here, but the uncertainty quickly vanished.
"Wanna take a walk?" Will asked.
"Yes," she said. 
Outside, they fell into step together as they walked slowly toward the outbuildings. 
"How about goin' to the creek?" he said.
Cassie nodded. 
She was very aware of him. Aware of the easy way he moved. Aware that he'd matched his longer stride to hers. Aware of the golden hair that his hat didn't cover. Aware that as tension-filled as the situation was between them, they could walk together in amiable silence. In the distance, a calf bawled.
"Am I taking you away from your work?" she asked, able at last to venture a question.
"There's always work."
At last they reached a cluster of trees and the creek that ran through their midst. Love Creek. But it looked very different here from where Cassie had played as a child. This part of the creek flowed from a higher level, down along cracks worn deep into limestone boulders. Each crack created a little waterfall that collected into a good sized pool before the stream narrowed again to meander through the ranchland and on past the town.
"It's beautiful here," Cassie murmured. "I can see why the Warrens came so often."
"It's spring-fed," Will said. "But you probably already know that. The source is a mile or so northwest of here."
"Did you swim here when you were a boy?" she asked.
"Still do sometimes," he said.
"I used to wade in it in town."
She stopped at the pool's edge and bent to wiggle her fingers in the cold water.
"You could've come to swim here, too," Will said. "A lot of my friends did."
"I wasn't your friend then," she replied, straightening. She moved to the nearest miniature waterfall and let the water run playfully over her fingertips.
"Are you my friend now?" Will challenged. 
Cassie's body stilled. "Do you want me to be?"
"Why did you come back this time, Cassie?" He cut directly to the chase.
She wiped her fingers on her other hand as she turned to face him. "Because I need to find out what that something between us is."
"You were so different when you came back before. I couldn't stop thinkin' about you. I tried, but I couldn't. And now I don't want to. You're the one, Cassie."
"The one…what?" Cassie breathed.
"The woman I want to make my life with."
"Why?" she breathed again. She was waiting for that one word.
He closed the small distance between them and tipped up her chin. "Because I love you."  
He'd said it! And if he said it, he meant it. That was the way it was with Taylor men. Cassie wanted to kiss him so badly. She shut her eyes and waited with building excitement for his lips to touch hers…but they didn't. 
Instead, he repeated his earlier question. "Why did you come back this time, Cassie?  I need to know."
Cassie's eyes fluttered open, surprised that he had to ask. Her gaze searched his strong, clean-cut features and found only sincerity. He, too, needed to hear the words.
"Because I love you, too," she said softly. 
Will waited no longer. With a groan, he pulled her against him, holding her as if he'd never let her go.
"I thought I'd lost you," he said, his voice thick with emotion. "When you left— The way you left— These past days have been hell!"
Her arms were wrapped tightly around his midsection, the side of her face pressed against his chest. She admitted shakily, "For me, too. But I had to be sure, Will. I'd been through so much. Everything was so—"
"But you're sure now?" he interrupted, needing again to hear the words.
"I'm positive!" she swore. She drew back far enough to see his face and smile into those wonderful blue eyes. "I think I've loved you for a long, long time, Will. And I'll keep loving you forever."
She stretched up and Will bent low so their lips could finally meet in a kiss that left absolutely no room for doubt.
~~~~
"HOTDIGGITY!" ROBBIE EXCLAIMED as he and Sylvia hurried outside to greet the pair upon their return to the ranch house. 
"Will! Cassie!" Sylvia's eyes darted from one glowing face to the other. "Is this meanin' what we think it means?" 
Will tightened his arm around Cassie. "It's meanin' it," he confirmed.
"Oh! I'm so happy!" Sylvia cried, and hugged them both at the same time, while Robbie did a little jig similar to the one he'd performed upon hearing that Ray had agreed to sign the contract.
"Awright!" he cheered at the end of it and hurried to pump Will's hand and kiss Cassie's cheek. "'Bout time!" he added gruffly as he stepped back.
Sylvia hurried into speech, her smile beaming. "I saw you comin' from the kitchen window and couldn't be sure— But then you got closer, and I called Dad, and— Oh, this is just so wonderful! Let me get us some iced tea!"
"I'll help," Cassie volunteered. She didn't want to part from Will, but thought a moment alone with his mother would be a good idea.
Sylvia still wore a huge smile as she filled four glasses with ice, and stood aside for Cassie to pour the tea. "I'm so happy for both of you!" she said.
"I am, too." Cassie grinned, then posed seriously, "And you don't mind…about Bonnie? It's one thing to know someone and not mind that their mother is different. It's another thing entirely when that someone is, well, going to be in your family."
Sylvia reached for her hand, "Do you love Will?" 
"I love him with all my heart," Cassie replied, her answer resonant with feeling.
"Then that's all that matters," Sylvia said and, smiling, drew her into another welcoming hug.
~~~~
"SO YOU FINALLY decided to listen to what I been telllin' ya all along," Robbie said, clapping his grandson on the back.
"I just had to find the right one, Granddad."
"Well, you got a good 'un in that little gal. She sure saved our bacon. When's the weddin' gonna be?"
"We don't want to rush things," Will said, then grinned as he added, "I'm hopin' sometime next month."
"Wanna get your brand on her quick, huh?"
"Don't let her hear you say that."
"Don't let who hear you say what?" Sylvia teased as she and Cassie rejoined the men outside under the shade tree. She winked at Cassie before offering the tray. "I wonder if they're talking about you or me?"  
"We were talkin' about somethin' that's none 'a your business, woman," Robbie declared as he accepted a glass. "It's man stuff."
"Ooo!" Sylvia retorted. "Cassie and I will remember that the next time you two want to know what we're talkin' about."
Will's heart gave a funny little leap when, after taking a glass, Cassie slipped close in under his arm as he automatically lifted it. The action was so natural, so easy, and so significant. He couldn't believe his good fortune. 
Considering his earlier desolation, everything that had happened since their interrupted supper had assumed a surreal, dreamlike quality. Yet he knew he wasn't dreaming. He could feel Cassie's warm body against him. Could imagine the wondrous sensations of being even closer to her. He took a quick gulp of tea.
"No, Will," his mother scolded. "You're supposed to wait for the toast."
Cassie giggled. It was the first time he had heard her do that. He grinned down at her like an idiot.
"To Cassie and Will!" Sylvia said, lifting her glass.
"And to the Old Home Place," Robbie added, lifting his glass as well. When Sylvia looked at him slightly askance, he explained, "If it weren't for the Old Home Place, Cassie wouldn't 'a come back in the first place."
"To the Old Home Place!" Will echoed, hoisting his glass.  
"To the Home Place," Cassie agreed.
And they all took a long drink to happiness.
~~~~
SYLVIA AND ROBBIE were so delighted Cassie and Will sat with them, first under the shade tree and then on the front porch, until dusk began to fall. Only then did Cassie excuse herself to unpack. The chore wasn't big. She hadn't brought a lot with her because she hadn't been sure of the outcome. Hanging a few things up and putting the rest away in a drawer didn't take long. 
Parting from Will had been the hardest. He'd walked her upstairs and they'd shared a long, passionate kiss outside the guest bedroom door, after which he'd told her he still had a few things to see to out back. Cassie didn't mind. The ranch was always going to have a call on his time. All that mattered was that she was here, and that Will very much wanted her to be. 
She hugged the framed photo she'd made of her father before placing it on the table beside her bed. What would he think of what she'd chosen for her future? She had an idea he'd be happy.
Then her thoughts went back to what she and Will had discussed as they walked from the creek to the house: a wedding date. Once again, he'd said he didn't want her to feel rushed. But Cassie didn't. He was her one, just as she was his. And he'd been her one since the day he'd rescued her outside the post office. 
~~~~
A LIGHT TAP sounded on Cassie's door sometime later, and delight washed over her that it might be Will.
It was.
"Mom and Granddad have called it a night. Wanna come sit on the porch with me?" he asked.
Cassie nodded. She would go anywhere with him.
The only place they could sit together was on the front steps. 
"Gonna have to get us a porch swing," Will said as he settled his arm around her and she nestled her head against the crook of his shoulder.
"That would be nice," she murmured, "but this is nice, too."
"Darn right it's nice."
"I expected you to have to work longer."
"I found a few short cuts." He kissed the tip of her nose, then unable to resist, found the lips that were waiting for his.
Moments later, they were back where they'd started, his arm curled around her and her head against his shoulder. 
"I've been thinking," she said into the silence. "How does a fall wedding sound?"
He laughed. "Too far away." 
She chuckled. "What about late summer?"
"Still too far away."
"There are things to be done, Will, even for a small wedding." She jerked forward. "Oh my gosh! Jimmy! What am I going to do about Jimmy?  I have to go back. I just can't walk out on my job. Not after—" She'd yet to tell Will the part Jimmy had played in transforming her life.
Will drew her back against him. "Your boss looked like a reasonable man to me. I'm bettin' he'll understand."
She frowned. "I'll still need to talk to him tomorrow. See what I can work out. Oh!" She almost jerked forward again, but stopped herself. "My mother! I need to find her early tomorrow, so I can tell her. I don't want her hearing about us from someone else. She'll say she's not surprised, though." Cassie smiled as she cocked her head. "Do you remember the honey cakes she gave us when we visited her that day? And how she quoted that little verse:  Eat them when the moon is starting to rise, and you'll be together for the rest of your lives—something like that?
"I remember."
"And how we stopped out by the creek and ate the honey cakes because we thought we were safe in broad daylight?"
"Are you tellin' me we weren't?"  
The dry amusement in his question made her giggle. "When I got back into the truck, I looked out…and there it was. The moon rising in the daytime sky!"
Will shook from chuckling. "So your mom was right after all."
"Seems like."
They fell into a contented silence. Then contentedness took a back seat to love and attraction.
Finally, Will drew himself away from her.
"How 'bout next week for that weddin'?" he proposed huskily. "Mom's not goin' to put up with any cohabitatin' in her house until after a ceremony."
"A month, Will. Your mom would want us to take a month so she can plan out what she'll feed the guests. I could have the meal catered, but I don't think she'd be happy with that. And I need to find a dress. And shoes. And— There's lots to do!"
"All right," he agreed. "A month. That'll give me time to get the calves worked and the pasture fence I started puttin' up this week finished, along with a few other things. Then maybe we can take some time off and go on a honeymoon."
Of all people, Cassie knew the financial realities of the ranch. Even with the sale, every penny had a place to go. "Being here with you is enough, Will," she murmured. "I don't need more."
"What about our own house one day?" He motioned past the windmill in the direction of the state highway that led to Love. "We could build right over there. Close enough to this house to be part of the compound, but far enough away to give us a little privacy."
"Maybe one day. But right now, this is fine. I love your family, Will. I like being a part of it."
"Maybe we could build another room or two on the back here. For us. I want us to have our own space, Cassie. I think that's important."
"Our own set of rooms it is," Cassie agreed. She teased, "You know that will give your mom another spare room upstairs for visitors."
Will groaned and looked heavenward.
Then his playful gaze came back to her, where it changed as he studied her face in the starlight. He brushed back the short dark hairs that fell over her forehead and feathered onto her cheeks. 
Huskily, he said, "I don't need anything else either, Cassie. Just you."



EPILOGUE

"THAT BOSS OF yours sure does know how to give a weddin' present," Will declared with a light laugh as he settled into the first-class airline seat next to Cassie's. They both glanced at the other passengers around them—men and women on business trips, a few who must be celebrities because of the way they talked and dressed, others who had to be high-ranking executives in one field or another.
"I told him a trip like this was too much," Cassie said, "and that was when I thought the tickets were in economy!"
"I get the feelin' he thinks a lot of you."
"I think a lot of him."
"He sure was proud to walk you down the aisle."
A flight attendant paused beside them. "Would you each like a pair of slippers?" she asked.
Will smiled at her. "Sure. Why not?"
"I'll bring them right away," she trilled, obviously having to make an effort to pull her eyes away from the ruggedly good-looking golden-haired cowboy who still wore jeans and boots and had only recently parted with his hat so it could be stored safely away in an overhead compartment.
Only Cassie knew that the boots were new, as was the hat, and that—courtesy of Sylvia—the jeans and striped western shirt were like new as well because they'd been put back over the past year for special occasions.
Another thing she knew was that their flight to Hawaii wasn't going to seem as long as they'd first thought.  Not judging from the flight attendant's interest in Will. She'd probably be back as often as she could, just to look into those striking blue eyes.
Will brought Cassie's hand up to his lips and kissed the wedding band he'd placed there only the day before. He then compared it to his.
"Looks right," he said softly and gave her one of his slow smiles.
The flight attendant arrived with their slippers. "Would you like something to drink?" she asked him sweetly.
"You know, I'd really like to have some water," Will replied. "How 'bout you, Cassie?"  He lifted Cassie's left hand to proudly show off the ring. "She's my wife."
The attendant didn't miss a beat. "Congratulations."
"I'll have water as well, thank you," Cassie said.
"How long have you been married?" the attendant asked.
"One whole day," Will replied.
"And you're going to Hawaii on your honeymoon. I envy you," she said with more real warmth than she'd showed up to that point and included Cassie in the conversation. "Let me bring you some champagne. You should celebrate!"
She was off again, only to be stopped by one of the celebrity-types who made a request sound like a demand.
Will shook his head. "Like I said, your boss sure knows how to give a gift."
"Setting me up at the ranch so I can keep working for him from there is a pretty nice gift, too."
"Better use for the guest room than to have more strangers botherin' us."
"Did I bother you?" she asked with mock innocence.
"You bothered the heck outta me from the first."
"Do I bother you now?" 
His mouth curved. "If we weren't in an airplane, I'd show you how much you bother me."
"It won't be easy," she teased, "but I can wait. You have an entire week to show me."
"No cows, no horses, no fences to mend—"  He frowned. "I wonder how it's all goin' back there."
"Just fine. Your mom and granddad are there, and Tim Hassat and his boys won't let you down. Your mom told me to tell you that, if you asked."
His frown turned into a rueful smile. "Won't mention it again," he promised.
They were laughing softly together when the attendant arrived with the champagne and two glasses. Will sipped a little bubbly and said, "You know?  I could get used to this." He wiggled his sock-covered toes in the slippers.
Cassie wiggled hers as well. "Me, too," she agreed.
Once they finished their drinks, Will lowered the back of his seat a little to match Cassie's, who'd already settled hers into a more comfortable position. Then he rolled his head to look at her, his eyes warm with love.
"Mrs. Will Taylor," he whispered.
"Mr. Will Taylor," she whispered back.
And when the flight attendant paused beside them again to offer yet another amenity, she quelled what she'd been about to say, and smiling enviously to herself, moved away to leave them alone. 
Neither Will nor Cassie noticed.




Dear Reader,

If you enjoyed LOVE, TEXAS, I’d be very grateful if you would tell others about it by writing an honest review on your favorite ebookseller and review sites. Share the Love, so to say!

Also, if you would like updates on upcoming releases, you can email me at ginger@gingerchambers.com, and I’ll add you to my mailing list. I love to hear from readers and will answer you as soon as I can.

Ginger

p.s.  No matter how many times a book is read, there’s always a chance a mistake can slip through. If you find such a mistake in this book, please let me know and I will correct it. Again, just email me at ginger@gingerchambers.com



About the Author
 
Ginger Chambers is the bestselling author of 33 books sold throughout the world. At Harlequin, she has written for American Romance, Superromance, and the Tyler I and II continuity series. At Dell Publishing, she has written for Candlelight Romance, Ecstasy, and Ecstasy Supreme lines. A native-born Texan, Ginger grew up loving cowboys and the American West. Many of her books reflect that love. She now lives with her husband in California.



Other eBooks published by Ginger Chambers:
 
Coming soon: CALL IT LOVE, Contemporary Romance 

Be sure to check my website for news of upcoming releases:  http://www.gingerchambers.com  

And while you’re there, sign up for my newsletter!
 



cover.jpg
LOVE, TEXAS

ONCE UPON
A COWBOY

CRAZY ABOUT

A COWBOY

TEXAS SECRETS

NOTHING BUT

M
=3
5%
)
2 8
|5

Z 3
cE






images/00009.jpg
Lo ud





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg
Lo ud





images/00010.jpg
Lo ud





images/00013.jpg





images/00012.jpg





images/00002.jpg
R LISA
L MONDELLO






images/00001.jpg
Lo ud





images/00003.jpg
Lo ud





images/00006.jpg
Lo ud





images/00005.jpg
Lo ud





images/00007.jpg
Lo ud





images/00015.jpg





images/00014.jpg
Lo ud





images/00017.jpg
Lo ud





images/00016.jpg
Lo ud





